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Introduction



Congratulations on being blessed with life’s most precious gift—a brand-new baby! You have begun a new and exciting phase of your life and are ready to embrace the challenges and rewards to come. Having a baby can throw many aspects of your world into chaos, but it also brings some things into focus. Looking at your tiny vulnerable child probably makes you want to do all in your power to keep her safe and healthy. But as a parent today, you might feel overwhelmed by all the potential dangers lurking in our world which can get in the way of raising a happy baby. Toxic plastics, dangerous toys, mysterious illnesses—we have good reason to be concerned, and good reason to make Baby’s health our number-one priority.

We wrote this book because we want to share with you our way to make the daunting task of protecting Baby a little simpler. Here’s how: go green. Call it green, call it eco-friendly: whatever you call it, we’re talking about healthy choices that are not only good for the planet, but also good for Baby’s health. This “Organic Guide” will help you be a greener parent. From breast milk and organic first foods to all-natural baby toys and cleaning supplies, we’ll help you navigate Baby’s first two years.

And really, we’re not just talking about Baby. Much of our advice will help you make changes for yourself and your spouse as well. We know that you want to live a long, healthy life. You don’t want to just be a mother, but a healthy, active, energetic, and positive Mama. We’ll help you get there—chapter 2 is devoted to your health and well being! Even better, how about being an active grandparent someday, free of chronic illnesses, physically fit, and energetic. Plus, by adopting a healthy eco-friendly lifestyle when Baby is young you’re teaching her how to grow up to be an eco-friendly parent herself—another way your actions will make the planet better for your grandchildren and future generations.


We know that many parents decide to simply ignore many of the issues we’ll discuss in this book. Rather than taking steps to avoid chemicals, they choose to accept them as an inevitable part of our modern society; their babies will have some exposure to the toxins in our environment and that’s that. Because these parents do not notice the effects of these so-called toxins on their own health, they figure Baby will be just fine. Ignorance is bliss, right? Except that babies, as we will discuss, are much more susceptible to toxins than we are and most products approved by the Food and Drug Administration are actually approved for adults without babies in mind.

Well, we know that you are reading this book because you do want to take steps to improve your baby’s, and your whole family’s, quality of life. You do want to make the effort. We want to help. As a pediatrician, author, speaker, and father (Dr. Bob), and as a mom and dietitian (Amy), we have the joy of working with parents and children in our professional lives. We also have the responsibility of committing to these changes in our own lives and making sure this passion rubs off on our own children. We created this guide so that every parent across America would have the tools they need to change themselves, their children, and their world for the better.

We realize that after reading just a few pages about going green you may feel in over your head. You are not alone. Many new parents feel this way. But it doesn’t have to be so hard. True, some of the green lifestyle choices that we’ll discuss will take some getting used to. But on the other hand, going green is often as simple as choosing an organic apple instead of a conventional one. Or recycling a food package, or spraying an all-natural solution on your kitchen counter instead of a blend of toxic chemicals. Let’s make a deal: if you promise to read this whole book, we promise to make going green doable. Becoming a more health-conscious parent will take effort, but we will organize and prioritize it for you in a way that will allow you to succeed in this most important endeavor. Your children, and their planet, are worth it!

Robert W. Sears, MD, FAAP

and

Amy Marlow, MPH, RD, CDN








PART ONE

The Happy (and Green!) Family













CHAPTER 1

The Healthy Baby

Looking at Baby Through a green Lens



When it comes to keeping a new baby healthy and happy, all parents want to do their best. But figuring it all out, well, that can get a little perplexing. With new ideas, research, and products cropping up almost every day, parents find themselves overwhelmed and still asking the basic questions: What do I feed her and when? How can I protect her at home and away? What toys are safe? Am I doing all that I should be doing?

In this chapter we’re proposing that you can help make sense of it all when you actually broaden your vision to include not only Baby but also her planet—when you start looking at Baby through a “green” lens, so to speak. Many of the behaviors and lifestyle choices that are eco-friendly are good for your health, too. If you strive to be a green parent you’ll not only minimize your impact on natural resources and protect and preserve the planet, but also minimize your and Baby’s exposure to toxic substances. We think it’s one of the best ways to protect Baby and keep her healthy today and for years to come.

This chapter is meant to give you some background information about how taking steps to protect the planet will also benefit Baby. The rest of the book is meant to provide you with the how-to information you need to actually take those steps. In this chapter, we’ll introduce you to what it means to go green, why it is so important, how various aspects of a green lifestyle will benefit Baby’s health, and we’ll suggest a good place to start: your kitchen.

Getting Started: Different Shades of Green

We want to help you find a green approach that works for you and your family. As you read, keep in mind that you don’t have to change over every facet of your lifestyle at once and there’s no right or wrong way to go about it. That’s why we’ll provide you with different “shades of green” throughout the book—the “palest green” kinds of changes that you can make if you’re just getting started, habits and behaviors that are “a little greener,” and then the lifestyle choices that represent “the deepest shade of green” for Mamas who are ready to take bigger steps. The idea is for you to pick the shade of green that you’re ready to be, and once you’re comfortable, to move on to a deeper shade. Even small steps toward a greener life will benefit Baby. And the one thing that is certain is that you should start your family’s greening as soon as possible—whether you’re reading this while pregnant or if Baby has already arrived.

BEFORE BABY IS CONCEIVED AND DURING PREGNANCY

In 2004, a small and shocking study by the Environmental Working Group found that, on average, the ten newborn babies they tested had two hundred industrial chemicals in their umbilical cord blood. Pesticides, chemicals from consumer products, by-products of industry and waste incineration—the list went on and on.1 All were chemicals that Mama was exposed to and that were able to cross through the placenta and into Baby. Mama’s exposure to some of these chemicals happened before she was even pregnant. We know that many environmental toxins are stored in fatty tissues and can build up over time.

In terms of the health effects of these exposures in the womb, we know that they can have long-lasting consequences. For example, when Mamas use household chemicals frequently during pregnancy, their children have a higher chance of wheezing by the time they reach preschool. Baby is most vulnerable to the effects of hazardous exposures during the first trimester, when the brain and other organs are forming. Serious exposures during this time period can lead to birth defects, low birth weight, and even miscarriage. Later in pregnancy, when blood and nutrients are exchanged directly between Mama and Baby through the umbilical cord, toxic chemicals can get into Baby’s body and begin to accumulate (as did the 287 chemicals scientists found in babies’ cord blood samples).

If you’re a pregnant Mama, adopting green habits will reduce your exposure to toxins and provide obvious benefits to Baby’s health. Plus, changing your lifestyle now may be easier than waiting until Baby arrives, when you’ll be taking on all the new responsibilities and your to-do list may seem more overwhelming.

AT BIRTH AND BEYOND

More likely than not, you’re reading this book after Baby has already arrived, and maybe you even have older children at home. As you read on, you may start to feel that for all the months or years leading up to this point you’ve been ruining the fragile planet or exposing your child to chemicals without knowing it. Check your guilt at the door, Mama. If this stuff is new to you and you’re just starting to adopt a more green lifestyle, don’t waste time feeling guilty or nervous about what you have or haven’t done up until this point. You can’t go back and do things differently, but what you can do now is to do better. Start today! Pick something small, for example, buying the organic applesauce instead of the conventional. Or bring an old tote bag to the store instead of using its plastic bags. Walk to the library instead of driving. Choose a safer fish from the list on Chapter 6 instead of the tuna steak (which likely contains mercury) you planned to buy for dinner tonight.

No matter when you start adopting green habits, you don’t have to do it all at once. Most of this stuff is not all-or-nothing. We like a phase-in approach that takes things one step—or one shade of green—at a time. As with many changes in life, sometimes seemingly big changes aren’t so hard to do after all, and sometimes even small changes can have a big impact.

For the One-Thing-at-a-Time Mama

If you’re committed to making some meaningful changes at home and in the way you care for Baby but need a stepwise approach, our advice is to pick things that have the highest potential impact on Baby’s health and do those first. Here are some examples of how you can take baby steps toward a green lifestyle:


	Organic foods: For the palest green change, switch to organic versions of the foods that are most likely to have residues of pesticides and other chemicals. There’s a list on Chapter 6. Then incorporate other organic foods as you are able to.

	Safe cooking, storing, and serving: First, stop microwaving Baby’s food in plastic. Then go greener by making the switch to BPA-free and phthalate-free plastics or other materials in the kitchen. Info on bottles and cups is in chapter 3. Healthy tableware is discussed in chapter 7.

	Green cleaning: First, stop buying the harshest chemical cleaners altogether (a list is on Chapter 9). Next, switch to green, nontoxic cleaning products for your everyday cleaning. And if you’re ready for the deepest shade of green, take a closer look at your cleaning routine and use more homemade natural cleaning aids instead of purchasing cleaning products. Lots of green cleaning tips are found in chapter 9.




For the Once-I-Start-There’s-No-Stopping-Me Mama

Sometimes the switch to a healthier or greener lifestyle comes in waves and takes over your consciousness. When we started trying to make more eco-conscious choices for our families, we saw green everywhere we looked. The chemicals in the cleaning supply closet, the chemicals in the medicine cabinet, the plastics in the kitchen, the amount of garbage we created, the number of paper towel rolls we went through—the list went on and on! If you want to do everything in one fell swoop, that’s great. But don’t throw out all the nonorganic food in your pantry and start from scratch—that’s wasteful! And don’t go so green-crazy that you alienate the people you love. The tips we provide will help you go green without going nuts.

The Meaning of Green

In general, the aim of a green lifestyle is to have as little negative impact as possible on the well-being of the planet by doing the following four things:


	Protecting the planet (and Baby) from toxins

	Reducing the amount of stuff your family throws out by avoiding consumption, and recycling and repurposing the things you no longer need

	Reducing your family’s use of nonrenewable natural resources

	Paying it forward: buying from green companies to bolster the positive impacts of their green practices and teaching the next generation how to live a sustainable life



Maybe you already do some of these things. Or maybe you’re just getting started with your transition to a more eco-conscious lifestyle. No matter how green you are at the moment, the actionable and practical advice in this book will help you raise a healthy baby by incorporating green habits into your life. We’ll be giving you a lot of suggestions for how to make choices, adopt behaviors, and select products that will help you and your family be green. But first, we think it’s helpful to understand what’s behind all that advice—the whys of being green. So, allow us to guide you on a tour of all things eco. Information like this is sometimes inspiring, sometimes overwhelming, but it’s all good for you to take along in your journey toward a greener lifestyle and a healthy baby.


1. PROTECTING BOTH BABY AND THE PLANET FROM TOXINS



We come in contact with chemicals every single day—some occur naturally, others are synthetic. Many are toxic, meaning they are poisonous to humans or wildlife. Just to give you an idea of the scope of this issue: The state of California publishes a list of toxic chemicals that are known to cause birth defects, cancer, or developmental problems, as part the state’s Safe Drinking Water and Toxic Enforcement Act (Proposition 65). As of September 2008, the list included 775 chemicals!2

Why Toxins Are a Concern

Chances are you and Baby come in contact with toxins every day, maybe in products in the bathroom, in Baby’s toys, in the foods that you feed her, or even in the plate that she’s eating from. You may breathe in toxins in the air or drink them down from your water supply. Chemicals from industry and our homes can also pollute waterways, soil, animal habitats, and the air, putting at risk not only our health, but the health of animals, aquatic life, and their habitats. Chemicals used outside the home, such as pesticides in the garden or harsh chemicals used for cleaning or home improvement projects, can be washed away by rainfall, and this polluted runoff gets into rivers and streams that head to the oceans, affecting aquatic life and the whole food chain.

Some industrial chemicals are persistent organic pollutants, meaning they are virtually impossible to get rid of once they are released into the environment. A prime example is polychlorinated biphenyls or PCBs. They were banned in 1977, but more than thirty years later they still show up in fish caught from polluted rivers and lakes and in food grown in polluted soil. These chemicals present a serious threat to human and animal health.





POSSIBLE HEALTH EFFECTS OF TOXIC EXPOSURES

Believe us when we tell you that we don’t mean to scare you or cause panic with this grim picture, but learning some of the facts about toxic exposures will help you make choices that will protect Baby as she grows. So here we go:


 

Asthma and lung disease


 
Toxic chemicals released into the air as pollution—indoors and outside—irritate the lungs and can contribute to asthma. Here are some examples of why this is a concern. See chapters 8 and 9 for tips on keeping Baby’s air at home as safe as possible.

 



	For children with asthma, air pollution can make their condition worse and increase their risk of other lung problems like bronchitis.4

	Children who live on farms where pesticides and herbicides are sprayed have an elevated risk of asthma.5

	Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) found in certain cleaning supplies, craft supplies, air fresheners, and other household chemicals vaporize into the air and are potent lung irritants.6

	Children who live close to high-traffic areas are at an increased risk for developing asthma, likely due to the effects of inhaling smog—the mixture of car exhaust, sunlight, and other compounds in the air.7
 




Autism

 

Autism, or autism spectrum disorder, is a developmental disorder that is a syndrome of social, language, behavioral, and sensory symptoms. The prevalence of autism has risen sharply in the past decade with only a portion of the increase being attributable to improvements in diagnosis and reporting of the disease. We know it’s on the rise, but we don’t know what causes it. Experts agree that there is likely a strong genetic component, evidenced by twin studies that show a 70 to 90 percent chance of identical twins having a similar autism diagnosis as opposed to fraternal twins, who have only a 5 to 10 percent chance.8,9


We suspect that it’s not genes alone that cause the condition. A growing field of study is focusing on possible environmental triggers that may increase a child’s risk of developing autism. Studies have found that when pregnant women live or work very close to areas that have been sprayed with certain pesticides, especially during the first trimester, their children have an increased incidence of autism.10 Another exposure that may be linked to autism is a Mama’s exposure to the rubella (German measles) virus during pregnancy.11 Researchers don’t know if environmental triggers may only contribute to the condition if a child is exposed at a particularly susceptible stage of development or if perhaps it only affects children who already have the genetic tendency toward the disease.

One substance that is being investigated as a potential environmental trigger for autism is mercury. Though studies haven’t determined the way mercury might trigger autism, researchers have shown that some autistic kids seem to metabolize mercury (and other metals) differently than kids who do not have autism. Parents and health advocates have expressed concern that the mercury-containing vaccine preservative Thimerosal may be a trigger that causes autism, although to date no cause-and-effect relationship has been proven.12 Regardless, the preservative was removed from vaccines in the year 2002 (except for most flu shots), so that’s not something you need to worry about for your baby. Mercury itself still remains on the list of potential environmental triggers, though, and concern over the safety of vaccines is still on the minds of parents.


The main source of mercury exposures in babies, children, and Mamas is from dietary sources. When mercury is released into the environment as a by-product of industrial processes, it ends up in our oceans, rivers, and lakes, and can accumulate in fish. In chapters 4 and 6 we’ll share advice for avoiding fish sources of mercury.


 

Reproductive development

 

Many of the toxic chemicals found in consumer products are known to be endocrine disrupters, meaning that they interfere with Baby’s hormones—hormones like estrogen and testosterone, which influence Baby’s reproductive development. Endocrine disrupters may affect Baby when she’s still in the womb because they cross into Baby through Mama’s placenta. They also accumulate in breast milk. Effects of the exposure to these chemicals could include early puberty, reproductive problems like infertility, abnormalities in reproductive development, hormone-related cancers, and developmental problems. Plastics tend to be the most common sources of exposures to these chemicals. Throughout the book we’ll give you specific ways to avoid these unsafe plastics. Here’s a brief sneak preview:



 



	Bisphenol A, or BPA, is found in plastics made from polycarbonate. This clear, hard plastic is labeled with the number 7 or PC. Although the FDA has decided BPA doesn’t pose a clear enough danger to remove it from the marketplace, many people aren’t convinced. It’s a known endocrine disrupter, and studies show that it can leach from plastics into foods and beverages.13

	Certain chemicals called plasticizers are added to plastics to make them flexible and to beauty products to make them perform better. They are found in many products, among them toys and other products made with polyvinyl chloride, or PVC. One type of plasticizer of particular concern is phthalates. They’ve been linked to reproductive problems in baby boys, including small penis size.14 Since PVCs cross the placenta, prenatal exposure is a big concern. Luckily, it’s easier than ever to avoid them: in July 2008 the United States Congress agreed to ban 3 kinds of phthalates, and as of January 1, 2009, stores such as Wal-Mart, Toys “R” Us, and Babies “R” Us won’t be selling products known to have phthalates in them.





Intellectual development and behavior

 

Baby’s brain more than doubles in size during the first year, so it’s particularly vulnerable to the effects of certain toxins. The National Academy of Sciences estimates that 1 in 4 developmental behavioral problems in children may be linked to either genetic or environmental factors like exposures to lead, mercury, and pesticides.15 Here are just a few examples of ways we know that toxic chemicals could harm Baby’s brain:




	The chemical flame retardants called PBDEs cause permanent brain changes that lead to behavior problems like hyperactivity.16


	Babies born to Mamas who were exposed to polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) during pregnancy could have delays in motor skill development and memory problems.17

	Lead exposure is one of the more common toxic exposures of childhood. This metal, found in contaminated soil and dust, causes behavior problems, learning disabilities, and memory deficits.

	Exposure to mercury, found most often in contaminated fish, can impair Baby’s central nervous system development and lead to learning disabilities.





Cancer

 

There are hundreds of known and suspected carcinogens, or substances that cause cancer. Many of the chemicals already discussed above fall into this category. Here are some examples of probable or known carcinogens and where they’re found:



	Parabens: These endocrine disrupters are found in beauty supplies. Look for them on the ingredients label.

	Perchloroethylene: The common dry-cleaning solvent, also known as perc.

	Certain pesticides, including the banned organochlorine pesticides like DDT and chlordane.

	Formaldehyde: This embalming fluid is also found in some particleboard furniture, certain plywood, chemical sealants, and even beauty products and hair treatments.

	Perfluorochemicals (PFCs) : This group of chemicals includes PFOA (per-fluorooctanic acid), found in the lining of microwave popcorn bags, in stain-protection treatments like Scotchgard, and in nonstick cookware made with Teflon.
 
	Bisphenol A (BPA) : This chemical, found in certain plastics including some baby bottles, is an endocrine disrupter and possible carcinogen.








Although most chemicals that we find in our homes are regulated in some way and approved for use, it doesn’t mean they are safe for Baby. Organizations like the Food and Drug Administration and the Consumer Product Safety Commission do not always design their guidance with babies in mind. Policies often are based on what is known about the potential harm a chemical may do in adults, but we don’t always know what constitutes a safe level of exposure for the most vulnerable populations like the unborn children, young babies, and toddlers, who are in critical stages of development.

What we do know is that many toxins accumulate in fatty tissues and babies’ bodies tend to have more body fat than adults’. Since babies are so much smaller than adults, chemicals tend to show up in higher concentrations in their tiny bodies. Not to mention that most babies put everything they see in their mouths, so they may have more exposures than the adults and older children in the home. As a result of all of these factors, babies are at greater risk for chemical exposures than adults. Just one example: an Environmental Working Group study recently found that a group of toddlers and preschoolers had three times more PBDE—a type of chemical flame retardant found in many consumer products—in their blood than their mothers.3

What’s a Green Parent to Do About Exposures to Toxins?

Much of the advice we’ll give you throughout the rest of the book will focus on ways to reduce Baby’s exposure to potentially dangerous chemicals. Here are some examples of ways to reduce the chances of Baby ingesting and breathing in toxins, as well as ways you can avoid sending these toxins out into the environment:


	Choose BPA-free and phthalate-free plastics in the kitchen (chapters 3, 5, and 7).

	Feed yourself and Baby with organic, all-natural foods (chapters 4, 5, and 6).

	Dispose of Baby’s unused prescription medications safely.


	For Baby’s furniture, choose wood that hasn’t been treated with harmful solvents like formaldehyde, and avoid furniture and accessories painted with lead-based paint (chapter 8).

	Steer clear of toys and bibs made with polyvinyl chloride, or PVC (chapter 8).

	Dress Baby in clothes made from organic fibers that haven’t been treated with chemical flame retardants (chapter 8).




2. REDUCING THE AMOUNT OF STUFF YOUR FAMILY THROWS OUT BY AVOIDING CONSUMPTION, AND RECYCLING AND REPURPOSING THE THINGS YOU NO LONGER NEED



Think about how much of what you buy ends up in the garbage. In 2006, Americans generated 250 million tons of trash, more than half of it from our homes. About 3.6 million tons were the 18 billion disposable diapers we threw away that year. Containers and packaging accounted for almost one third of our garbage—80 million tons of pizza boxes, plastic food and beverage containers, cereal boxes, shoe boxes, snack bags…and most of this ended up in a landfill and not at a recycling facility. Although Americans are recycling more than ever before, only about one-third of our garbage is getting recycled or composted.18

Why It’s a Concern

To put it simply, the more stuff we throw away, the more energy our society has to spend to deal with this old stuff and create new stuff to replace it. Landfills or incinerators have to hold or manage this garbage, which leads to air and water pollution. Some trash, like Styrofoam coffee cups and plastic grocery bags, is so lightweight that taking up space in a landfill is actually the least of the concerns. Worse, these items blow out of trash cans and off landfills to pollute waterways and choke wildlife. Depending on what’s in the trash that we throw out, landfills can be a source of pollution and toxins that get into the water supply and soil, and accumulate in animals and plants. One out of every five sites identified by the Superfund program for being toxic waste sites are former municipal landfills.19 And incinerating trash isn’t much better: it produces dangerous emissions like dioxins (which are linked to cancer) and heavy metals like lead and mercury (which can cause birth defects and developmental delays).

Recycling helps matters. First, it reduces the volume of garbage in landfills, which means less trash is breaking down and polluting the surrounding environment. When recycled materials are used to create new products, it lowers industry’s fuel usage because the recycled materials have already undergone refining and processing and are that much closer to being the end product. The EPA estimates that the recycling that Americans did in 2006 saved the equivalent of more than 10 billion gallons of gasoline that would have been required to dispose of the garbage, get virgin materials, and produce new products from scratch. They also estimate that by recycling 7 million tons of metal in 2007 Americans reduced emissions by 25 million metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalents.18

What’s a Green Parent to Do About Consumption and Household Waste?

Although you’ll probably find that your consumption increases dramatically once Baby is in the picture, you can still take steps to reduce, reuse, and recycle in order to minimize household waste and your drain on natural resources. We’ll give numerous examples in the rest of the book. Here is a preview:


	Make more of your own baby food to avoid packaging waste (chapter 5).

	Consider cloth diapers and use fewer disposable wipes (chapter 8).

	When buying packaged foods for Baby, choose glass or recyclable plastic over materials that aren’t recyclable (chapters 6 and 7).

	Buy less baby stuff—reevaluate what you really need. Does the baby who isn’t even walking yet need more than one pair of shoes? Does your son need another toy truck? Don’t you have enough sippy cups? (chapter 8).

	Don’t throw out outgrown clothes and toys. Instead, donate them to families in need, use as rags, or make quilts or doll clothes out of them.

	Use more durable goods instead of disposable ones, for example, dish towels instead of paper towels, real plates instead of paper ones (chapter 9).




Green Baby Tip

Even small changes can make a big difference. Consider this: if every Mama of a baby in the United States used one fewer diaper wipe today, that would be more than four million wipes kept out of landfills!






A NOTE FROM DR. BOB

Just Say No to Bags

One way that I’ve begun reducing my consumption of resources that has nothing to do with being a doctor is to stop using plastic or paper grocery bags. I carry several reusable cloth bags in my car. Of course, I usually forget to bring them into the store (despite the reminder sign at the store entrance). I just walk right back out to my car and grab them before I get into the checkout line. It’s a pain, but it actually makes me feel good. I’ve even started saying no to any bag at all when I’m buying just an item or two from anywhere. When I stop by a sandwich shop, I politely ask them not to put my wrapped sandwich into a bag. I’m going to eat the sandwich anyway! Why do I need a bag? When I stop by a pharmacy or drugstore to buy one medication, they always try to put it into a bag. Why is that? When I take the medication out of the bag and say, “I don’t need a bag,” they look at me weirdly, probably thinking, “But you have to have a bag! You can’t just carry a single item in your hand without it being in a bag!” By just saying no to bags we can help reduce a large amount of waste.






3. REDUCING YOUR USE OF NONRENEWABLE NATURAL RESOURCES



We depend on natural resources, including fossil fuels, metals, woods, water, and plants for survival and for the comforts of modern daily life. The way we use these resources will impact not only the health of the planet and our communities, but Baby’s health as well.

Some natural resources are called nonrenewable because once you use them up, you can’t get more (or they take hundreds of years to regenerate). These include oil, natural gas, and coal. Oil, of course, is everywhere: it’s in the gasoline in your car, we use it to heat our homes, and it’s an ingredient in thousands of industrial products from plastic bags to diapers. Coal is burned to make most of the electricity we use. Natural gas may be used to heat your home and your hot water. Other natural resources may technically be renewable, but when used in a nonsustainable way they may as well be in the nonrenewable category. These include freshwater (see sidebar), certain woods, and certain metals.

Families can cut back on energy use in two ways: by conserving energy and by being more energy efficient. When you conserve, you simply use less. You cut back on some of the activities that require energy, like driving and keeping more lights on in the house than you really need. Being more energy-efficient means that you still do the things you used to do, but you do them in a way that requires less energy.

Why Energy Conservation and Energy Efficiency Is Important

Using natural resources is inevitable, of course, unless you want to raise Baby in a cave somewhere. But reducing your family’s use of natural resources is important for ensuring that we have a supply for Baby’s future. It’s also important because our use of certain energy sources can impact human and animal health right now. Burning fossil fuels like oil and coal creates air and water pollution. Smog, soot, and dust-by-products of fuel combustion—are inhaled and can irritate Baby’s lungs. Sulfur oxides and nitrogen oxides released into the air when fuels are burned fall into our waterways as acid rain and contribute to algal blooms in coastal waterways. Carbon dioxide (CO2) and other greenhouse gases enter the atmosphere and contribute to global climate change.





A NATURAL RESOURCE AT RISK: OUR WATER SUPPLY

Once Baby is about six months old, you’ll start serving her water in a cup so she can develop her cup-drinking skills. If Baby is formula-fed, it’s likely that she’s exposed to tap water all the time. All the more reason to give more thought to your tap water—to the amount that’s available and the safety of the supply.

Your tap water comes either from a groundwater well or from a surface water reservoir. For about half of all Americans, their tap water is groundwater. This water originated as rain, which seeped into the ground, was naturally filtered by the earth as it flowed to its resting place in an underground aquifer, and then eventually was pumped up into your house. The other half of the country gets its drinking water from surface water reservoirs. This water must be treated (filtered, purified, etc.) before it gets to your home or business. Here are some water facts to get you thinking about water waste and pollution, and what we can do about it:


	U.S. households use between seventy and a hundred gallons of water per person each day.

	Americans are not using groundwater in a sustainable way, meaning we’re using it up faster than it is replenished. The U.S. government predicts that by 2012 there could be water shortages in thirty-six states.20

	Millions of gallons of water are wasted every year. An open faucet sends about five gallons down the drain every two minutes.

	One leaky faucet that is dripping one drip per second will waste five gallons a day. That’s more than two thousand gallons a year! In fact, leaky pipes alone can account for up to ten gallons a day of a family’s household water use.

	A large proportion of our country’s energy use goes to dealing with water. According to the California Energy Commission, almost 20 percent of that state’s electricity and 30 percent of its natural gas go to treat, pump, heat, cool, and dispose of water.21

	The U.S. drinking water supply is already more polluted than we once thought. A 2005 study found more than 260 contaminants in municipal drinking water supplies around the country.22

	Common water pollution sources: agriculture and construction runoff, leaking underground fuel or chemical storage tanks, urban sprawl, and industry.

	At home, you can take steps to minimize water pollution by properly disposing of hazardous materials like automotive oil, paints, pool chemicals, and gardening chemicals. Ask your local sanitation department, public works department, or environmental health department about how to get rid of these materials in your community. There may be special pickup days or drop-off sites.

	Before feeding your tap water to Baby you should have it tested, just to be sure it’s safe. See Chapter 3 for details on testing your water and finding alternatives to tap water, if needed.






What’s a Green Parent to Do About Nonrenewable Resources?

Every day as you raise Baby you have opportunities to use less electricity, less oil, and less water. Here are some ideas to get you started. You’ll find more ideas in chapter 9 and sprinkled throughout the rest of the book.


	Don’t let the water run when bathing Baby or brushing her teeth.

	If you can walk somewhere to run your errands, put Baby in a stroller and head out for a fossil-fuel-free shopping trip.

	Dress Baby appropriately for the season instead of jacking up the heat or the air conditioning so high. In the winter, put a sweater on her during the day and footie pajamas at night. In the summer, dress her in light organic cotton onesies to help keep her cool.

	Wash most of Baby’s clothes in cold water, and if you’re in the market for a new washer or dryer, buy the most energy-efficient one you can afford.


	If your toddler tends to open and close your refrigerator all day, install a fridge lock to reduce energy waste.




4. PAYING IT FORWARD: SUPPORTING SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH BUYING FROM GREEN COMPANIES AND TEACHING THE NEXT GENERATION A SUSTAINABLE WAY OF LIVING




Part of the green movement is to make the green way of life sustainable by supporting companies and organizations that are already doing their part and by teaching the next generation how to make earth-friendly choices. “Paying it forward” in this way will help the positive effects of your green lifestyle continue even after you’re gone. Perhaps it’s a bit premature to teach Baby about her carbon footprint, but even before age two she observes your habits and absorbs your opinions, so it’s never too early (or late) to start showing Baby how to tread lightly on the planet and make healthy choices.




GLOBAL WARMING AND CARBON FOOTPRINTS IN A NUTSHELL

Our society’s use of fossil fuels and our modern industrial processes contribute to global climate change, also referred to as global warming. Here’s how it works: When we burn oil or coal, carbon dioxide and other gases are released into the air. These gases are called greenhouse gases because they trap heat and keep it within our atmosphere the same way a greenhouse itself traps light and heat inside. Over the past hundred years, the rise in industry and fossil fuel use has led to the release of more and more carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. As a result, the earth’s temperature is actually rising faster than it ever has before—too fast for wildlife and humans to adapt. Scientists believe that global climate change is leading to melting ice caps, rising water levels, lost animal habitats, less biodiversity in our oceans, lower farming yields, and extreme weather that puts human and animal life at risk.

The amount of carbon dioxide that an industry’s or individual’s actions generate is sometimes quantified as a “carbon footprint” and is usually measured in the number of pounds of CO2 that are released into the air as a result of a particular process or action. For example, every gallon of gas burned by a car releases about twenty pounds of carbon dioxide. It’s estimated that the average American household emits more than forty-one thousand pounds of CO2 each year.23 Conservation and improved efficiency can help reduce our carbon emissions. For example, adjusting your thermostat just two degrees cooler in the winter and two degrees warmer in the summer can reduce your home’s carbon dioxide emissions by two thousand pounds a year.




What’s a Green Parent to Do?


	Support companies that are using recycled materials for packaging or for the products themselves (chapters 7, 8, and 9).

	When you’re separating your recyclables and your other garbage, or finding new uses for things you would otherwise throw out, explain what you’re doing to Baby. Soon enough she’ll be old enough to really understand.

	When you treat yourself to coffee, tea, or chocolate, look for Fair Trade Certified or Rainforest Alliance Certified products.

	For Baby’s room, look for furniture made with wood that’s certified by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) to be sustainable and harvested in a way that promotes healthy forest management (chapter 8).

	Buy in-season foods from local and organic farmers. Taking Baby to the farmer’s market will help foster her appreciation for fresh produce and will help to teach her where her food comes from (chapter 6).



Start in the Kitchen! Green Feeding Basics

You’re going to find a lot of great tips in this book—practical ways to go green in your home and to raise Baby in a greener way. Sometimes, though, getting started is the hardest part. We wrote this book because our own green journeys seemed to start in the same place: the kitchen. We didn’t decide to make just any baby food—we decided to make organic baby food. And of all the aspects of Baby’s health, what she eats is perhaps one of the things most within your control, so it’s a great place to focus your efforts. We call it green feeding, and it includes aspects of all four of the green living behaviors outlined above. It involves:


	Reducing Baby’s exposures to toxins by choosing all-natural organic foods and preparing and serving them in a healthy way

	Minimizing your family’s kitchen waste by choosing grocery products wisely and recycling food containers and packaging

	Reducing your family’s strain on natural resources by being conservation-minded at the grocery store and when you’re cooking, serving, and cleaning up

	Buying from organic farms and producers, local food producers, and other responsible food companies




1. GREEN FEEDING REDUCES BABY’S (AND THE PLANET’S) EXPOSURE TO TOXINS



The foundation of green feeding is organic food. Organic food is grown or produced without the use of artificial chemicals and in a way that preserves the earth. Organic farms don’t use synthetic pesticides, chemical fertilizers, or genetically modified seeds or other genetically modified organisms (GMOs). Organically raised animals are not given growth hormones or antibiotics, and they are fed with organic feed that is free of animal by-products. Organic farmers believe that it takes healthy soil and healthy animals to create healthy food, so their farming practices are sustainable and their animal practices are as humane as possible.

It used to be that you had to go to a health food store or natural supermarket to find organic produce, meats, and other foods. It was the hippie “earthy-crunchy” Mamas who sought out these kinds of products. Today, all that has changed. Big-box stores sell organic products, and large and small food producers alike offer organic options. You’ve probably seen more and more articles and advertisements about organic foods in the media in the past few years. We know that all of this media attention brings out the skeptic in some people. We have a few friends who firmly believed that organic food was just a marketing ploy until we bombarded them with scientific evidence that it is actually better for us, our kids, and the planet. So, despite the hallmarks of trendiness, don’t mistake organic foods for a passing fad. Clean, healthy foods will never go out of style. Serving Baby organic foods is similar to baby-proofing the house. It’s something you do to keep Baby safe and well during the years when she’s most vulnerable.

In chapters 6 and 7 we’ll give you tips on choosing organic foods for Baby. First, here’s some scientific nitty-gritty about why to do so:

Pesticides

This may strike you as a “Well, duh!” statement, but it’s worth stating anyway: young children who eat organically grown foods are exposed to fewer pesticides than children who do not. In one particular study, the children who ate conventional fruits and vegetables over three days had about nine times more pesticide metabolites present in their urine than the children who ate organically during the same time period. What’s even more troubling is that the pesticide levels in the conventional group exceeded the safe guidelines set by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).24

This certainly doesn’t sound like a good thing, but how bad is it? Although in the United States foods and pesticides must meet certain standards for safety, these standards are based on adults, not babies and children, so we can’t be sure that pesticides are safe for children at all. Plus, we don’t fully understand the risks of everyday exposures to pesticides from the foods that we eat because there aren’t good studies on the long-term health effects of being exposed to pesticides from infancy through adulthood.

What we do know about pesticides and health isn’t reassuring:


	Many chemical pesticides kill brain cells and cause cancer when tested in laboratories.25

	Pregnant women who are exposed to pesticide spraying have increased risk of having a baby with a birth defect.26


	Farmers who work with pesticides have reported various ailments related to their exposures, including headaches, nausea, cancer, and serious neurological effects.27

	Some pesticides, particularly organochlorine insecticides, are known to cause cancer.28



Eating organic and all-natural foods is particularly important for Baby because babies are more vulnerable to the effects of pesticides and chemicals in our food supply than adults. For one thing, they eat more food, pound for pound, than we adults do, so Baby’s relative dose of these and other chemicals is going to be higher. Also, babies tend to eat the same foods over and over, increasing their exposure to any chemicals in their chosen foods. And finally, as we mentioned above, pesticides and other environmental chemicals are stored mostly in fat, something babies and young children have plenty of.

Artificial Hormones and Antibiotics

Before we tell you everything you ever (or never?) wanted to know about hormones and antibiotics, you can sneak a peak at our conclusion: the synthetic hormones and antibiotics used in conventional farms aren’t good for the environment or for Baby. Organically raised animals aren’t treated with these chemicals.

Animals raised on organic farms and sold at the market aren’t permitted to be treated with synthetic hormones or antibiotics. Cattle raised on conventional farms, on the other hand, are often treated with one of six different hormones used to increase milk or meat production, including:


	Natural and synthetic forms of estrogen and progesterone, both linked with increased risks of certain cancers.

	A genetically modified hormone called recombinant bovine growth hormone (rBGH) or recombinant bovine somatotropin (rBST). Farmers use this hormone to increase milk production. One effect of this treatment is that the milk from these cows is higher in another hormone called IGF-1 (insulin-like growth factor). Some people find that concerning because high levels of IGF-1 have been linked to cancer.



The hormones given to cattle can cause health problems for the animals themselves, leading many experts to question their safety for human consumption. This is especially worrisome for the most vulnerable consumers—pregnant and lactating women, babies, and young children. Some of the health problems in animals and other wildlife caused by these chemicals are:


	Cows given synthetic hormones tend to have more foot problems, reduction in fertility, and higher rates of mastitis (requiring them to be treated with more antibiotics than untreated cows).29

	Fish that live downstream from a large Nebraska cattle feedlot (where hormones were used) had significant reproductive problems.30



European governments have banned the import of meat from the United States and Canada due to the use of hormones. The use of hormones remains controversial, though. According to the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the milk from cows given hormones isn’t any different from the milk of other cows. They’ve also found that the hormones in milk don’t have any actual hormonal effects in the people who drink the milk or eat the beef from treated cows. The World Trade Organization agrees and ruled that Europe’s ban on American meat is unjustified because the WTO believes the scientific evidence doesn’t support the notion that hormones in meat pose any risk for humans. Whom should we believe? In scientific matters, things are rarely black and white. In our opinion, the studies that show potential harm raise enough questions in our mind to make us recommend against feeding these foods to your family.

Hormones aren’t the only concern. Cows, chickens, and other food animals raised on conventional farms are given antibiotics at an alarming rate. Almost 70 percent of the antibiotics used in the United States are given to farm animals.31 Sometimes antibiotics are given to treat infections. But farmers also use antibiotics to prevent illness and boost animal growth. This kind of antibiotic use is problematic because it can lead to antibiotic resistance. What happens is that the strongest bacteria in the animals’ systems survive the antibiotic treatment, either because the dose of the antibiotic is too low or the treatment is stopped too soon. These strong bugs multiply and pass their drug-resistant genes on to their offspring. The next time an animal or human gets infected with those bacteria, the original drug doesn’t work anymore.





A NOTE FROM DR. BOB

The “Safety” of Chemicals

If pesticides, chemicals, and hormones are so bad for babies, why does the government allow them? That’s a great question. Some people would use the very fact that the government does allow them as proof of their safety. After all, if these chemicals were really that dangerous, they would be banned, right? Wrong. Banning all nonorganic imported food and forcing all U.S. farmers to go 100 percent organic would be a very expensive undertaking. It would have huge political and economic ramifications on the world farming economy. The government decided that as long as we keep the poison to a minimum, it’s better to leave “well enough” alone. But don’t think that the government allows pesticides and hormones to be used because they have been proven safe. There is no research showing these things are safe. What the research shows is that at minimal levels, these chemicals don’t cause enough harm to warrant banning them. That’s like saying it’s OK to feed children a cancer-causing food, as long as only a very small percentage of the children actually come down with cancer. The government has to make this decision based on what’s best for the domestic and world economy, not based on what is safer for individual people. I’m not saying that’s a wrong decision; I’m saying that you have the power to decide what’s best for your individual child and your family by going organic. If more and more people do so, that will force a gradual (and economically manageable) shift toward worldwide organic farming that our planet, and its children, need.




The bottom line is that there are many unknowns about the health effects of hormones and antibiotics in our food supply. That’s why we recommend choosing organic foods instead. In matters of baby and toddler health, we believe in following the precautionary principle, which basically means that until there is conclusive scientific understanding, it’s wise to proceed with caution and avoid foods made from animals that were treated with synthetic hormones and antibiotics.

Chemical Pollution

Organic farming usually generates less pollution than conventional farming because the farmers use natural fertilizers instead of chemical fertilizers or sewage sludge. In contrast, the chemicals used in conventional farming seep into surrounding ecosystems. Conventional fertilizers send nitrates and phosphates into rivers and streams, threatening the health of wildlife. Large factory farms are significant sources of nitrate pollution, which can contaminate drinking water. Excess nitrogen from chemical fertilizers and from excessive amounts of animal waste also feeds algae blooms in the ocean. The algae steal all the oxygen from other plants and aquatic life, which leads to “dead zones” where nothing can survive. As we mentioned above, conventional cattle farms send synthetic hormones and antibiotics into the surrounding groundwater and animal habitats, possibly threatening the health of humans and fish farther downstream. When you buy organic foods you are helping to change this system.


More Ways to Reduce Toxic Exposure in the Kitchen: Green Cooking, Serving, and Storing

Serving Baby organic foods is the best way to reduce her exposure to certain chemicals that can be found in the food supply. Other aspects of green feeding have to do with how you cook, serve, and store Baby’s meals in order to minimize her contact with chemicals that may be found in pots and pans, bowls and plates, etc. In chapters 3, 5, and 7 we’ll give you all kinds of tips on choosing safe cookware and tableware for Baby.


2. GREEN FEEDING INVOLVES MINIMIZING KITCHEN WASTE



About 30 percent of Americans’ household waste is packaging, much of it food-related.18 We also waste a shocking amount of food; the average America household throws about a pound of food into the trash each day. Being really green in the kitchen means not just thinking about the foods you give Baby, but also choosing packaging wisely and taking other steps to reduce the amount of food-related waste that goes into your family’s garbage cans. You’ll find tips in chapter 7, but here are some ideas to get you started:


	Buy more whole foods instead of packaged, processed ones. For example, a pint of strawberries instead of a box of individually wrapped strawberry fruit leathers.

	Buy foods packaged in recycled materials, such as recycled paperboard.

	Choose food packages that are recyclable over those that are not. For example, cardboard egg cartons are usually recyclable, but the Styrofoam ones are not.

	Learn about your community’s recycling policies so you know how to handle recyclable items. For example, most recycling centers require food containers to be clean and the tops to be removed from bottles and containers.

	Start a compost pile in your yard to make use of certain food scraps.





3. GREEN FEEDING INVOLVES REDUCING STRAIN ON NATURAL RESOURCES



When you choose organic foods, you support farms that use a variety of methods to conserve resources. Organic farms use less fossil fuel than conventional farms since they don’t use nitrogen fertilizers or pesticides (both made with fossil fuels). A recent two-decade study of corn farms found that the organic ones used 30 percent less fuel and yet they produced the same crop yield. The same study showed that the soil on organic corn and soy farms conserved more water, probably due to crop rotation and other methods for preserving the health of the soil.32 Buying locally grown and produced organic foods saves even more energy because the food doesn’t have to travel as many miles in planes and trucks.

The food itself is just the beginning. Other green feeding behaviors help reduce your strain on natural resources. For example, when you switch away from plastics in the kitchen and use more glass and stainless steel for feeding Baby, you’re not only protecting her health, but you also reduce the amount of fossil fuels that go into producing your household items.


4. GREEN FEEDING IS A WAY TO “PAY IT FORWARD”



Green feeding is sustainable in so many ways. First and foremost, organic farms use sustainable practices to preserve the land for future generations, and to promote fair treatment of workers and humane treatment of animals. Crop rotation helps prevent the soil from becoming depleted of nutrients. Using cover crops provides natural pest control and helps prevent soil erosion. Animals on organic farms are given access to pastures instead of being kept inside all the time. Grass-fed cows on sustainable farms require far less fossil fuel inputs than livestock fed with grain—50 percent less by some estimates.

Second, other green lifestyle changes we’ve introduced you to in this chapter, such as minimizing food and packaging waste and recycling in your kitchen, help preserve the planet for your children and grandchildren.

Perhaps most important is this: feeding Baby organic and all-natural foods lays the foundation for health for many years to come. Not only does this provide valuable nutrients and minimize her exposure to potential toxins, but it also fosters her personal preference for healthy and fresh-tasting foods. For more on this, flip ahead to chapter 5.

GREEN FEEDING BONUS: ORGANIC FOODS ARE NUTRITIONALLY SUPERCHARGED AND EXTRA YUMMY

Not only do organically grown foods provide you with the benefit of ingesting fewer pesticides, hormones, and antibiotics, and provide the planet with numerous benefits as well, they may even be more nutritious! Compared with conventional produce, many organic crops have higher levels of beneficial disease-fighting phytochemicals like flavonoids, antioxidants, and phenolic compounds, which are powerful anti-inflammatory compounds that may protect Baby against allergies, cancer, and other ailments.33,34 Meanwhile, the nutrient content of conventionally grown fruits and vegetables has actually dropped over the last fifty to sixty years.35

 

Organic fruits and vegetables have more of these nutrients than conventional produce

____________________

phenolic compounds

____________________

vitamin C

____________________

lycopene

____________________

iron

____________________

magnesium

____________________

phosphorus

____________________


 

Conventional fruits and vegetables have fewer of these nutrients than they used to

____________________

protein

____________________

calcium

____________________

vitamin C

____________________

riboflavin

____________________

phosphorus

____________________

Organic supporters aren’t surprised that the quality of the product has deteriorated as conventional farms churn out higher and higher volumes of food. How do farming methods affect the nutrient content?


	When plants grow bigger, faster, the plant’s ability to draw nutrients from the sun or soil is reduced.

	Conventional farming may deplete the soil of its nutrients over time, so there’s actually less to draw from over the years.

	Plants develop phytochemicals to protect themselves against pests, infection, and other threats. When synthetic pesticides and herbicides are used, they do this work for the plant, so it doesn’t need to build up its natural defenses. As a result, these healthy compounds are not as plentiful in the final conventional product. Organic methods, on the other hand, force the plants to fend for themselves, stimulating the production of these phytochemicals. This means more disease-fighting and cancer-preventing phytonutrients for us!



It’s not just plant foods that become more nutritious through organic farming methods. Organically raised cows, particularly if they are also grass fed, produce meat that is lower in saturated fat and higher in conjugated linoleic acid (CLA) than conventionally raised, grain-fed cows.36 CLA is a fat that acts as an antioxidant in the body. It has been shown to have anticancer properties, support immune function, and may even help reduce body fat in overweight people. Organic beef and milk are also higher in essential omega-3 fats.37




A NOTE FROM DR. BOB

A Lesson in Beef

I do a lot of speaking on nutrition, and one of my PowerPoint slides reads, “Beef. It’s what’s for…colon cancer and heart disease.” The line usually gets a good laugh. Sadly, regular nonorganic, non-grass-fed beef is really bad if you overdo it. The unhealthy saturated animal fats are a big risk factor for these two health conditions, especially for men. During one talk that I was giving in Colorado many years ago, before I had learned that organic grass-fed beef is a different story and is healthy, an audience member (who happened to raise organic grass-fed cattle) pointed out my ignorance. I was actually thrilled to hear there was a type of beef I could feel better about eating. I had stayed away from beef for many years because colon cancer runs in my family. Now beef is what’s for dinner at my house on occasion. Not the lazy, sit-around-all-day-and-get-fat conventional beef, but the stroll-around-in-green-pastures-to-stay-lean-and-healthy organic beef.




And if these health benefits aren’t enough for you, consider that organic foods may even taste better than conventional foods. You can do a taste test for yourself, but there are actually studies that confirm that organic apples and strawberries, for example, are tastier than the conventional ones.38 Even though Baby doesn’t seem like a gourmet at this early age, taste is truly important to consider. Eating should be a pleasurable experience. When a food tastes good, Baby will want to eat it again, so you can start fostering a preference for healthy foods by giving Baby fresh and delicious unadulterated foods from the first time she takes a bite.

Taking It Home…

This chapter was an introduction to why you, and everybody else, should be going green. But you’ve probably just had (or are about to have) a new baby. Who has time to worry about all these other details? We hope that the very fact that you’ve brought a brand-new life into this world has prompted you to want to help preserve the planet for your child. Plus, you are now asking the planet to help support another life. You can return the favor by supporting the planet. We know this was a lot of information, and it’s only chapter 1! The good news is, you don’t have to remember very much at all! We promised you earlier in this chapter that we would make going green doable for you, and we will hold to that promise. All you need to get from this chapter is an understanding of why you should go green. If you’ve come to that conclusion, then forget about the why. Let’s move on to the how. That’s what the rest of this book is all about.







CHAPTER 2

The Happy Mama

How to Take good Care of the Caretaker (That Means you)



We are thrilled that you have decided to take a closer look at your family’s lifestyle through a green lens. You have embarked on a journey into better health, and there are many steps along the way. But we want to pause for a moment, set aside the rest of the family and household, and focus on your general health and mind-set for a chapter. You’ve heard the saying “If Mama ain’t happy, ain’t nobody happy!” Well, this also holds true for going green. If Mama isn’t healthy and green, no one in the family will be. In this chapter we want to show you two steps that you can take right away to improve your postpartum health and peace of mind so you can find the energy to make green changes. Once you are on the right track for yourself, you will be empowered to move on to the rest of the household.

The way we see it, there are three main areas you as a new Mama need to pay close attention to right now: exercise, stress reduction, and proper nutrition (Oh! And your baby! But we’ll save that for the rest of the book). The exercise and stress reduction is mostly for your benefit (although Baby does benefit from your relaxed and positive demeanor), to keep your mind and body healthy for the challenges that will follow. Good nutrition benefits both you and Baby, not only now through your breast milk, but as Baby grows and develops healthy eating habits by taking after your own eating habits. In this chapter we will introduce you to the first two ideas, the ones that require you to take time to focus on yourself, even as you embark upon one of the most selfless roles of your life, being a mother. Successfully implementing exercise and stress reduction will give your body the foundation it needs for you to move on to what this book is all about—nontoxic, organic living for the whole family. Proper nutrition will be presented in chapter 4.

Today we know so much about health, and we ask so much of our young mothers: Eat this but don’t eat that. Stay active but don’t overdo it. Avoid chemical exposures as best you can. Don’t get too stressed. Are we expecting too much? Maybe, maybe not. The advice “you can never be too careful” certainly rings true for bringing a baby into the world. But exactly how cautious do you need to be? You certainly don’t want your attempts to be a perfect mother to cause you more stress and worry than they’re worth.

We are going to show you how to bounce back from the birthing process, get active and motivated, and ease away the stress that is already starting to build up. So instead of worrying about how much there is to do to


























	First, make sure you’re squeezing the right muscles. Next time you urinate, isolate the pelvic floor muscles by squeezing in order to stop the flow of urine. (Don’t regularly do Kegels while urinating, though, because this could lead to incomplete bladder emptying and urinary tract infections.) Or, insert a clean finger into your vagina and try to squeeze the muscles around it. These are the muscles you want to contract when doing a Kegel.

	While seated comfortably, squeeze your pelvic floor muscles as tightly as you can, keeping your abdomen and buttocks relaxed. Then fully relax the muscles. You just did your first Kegel.

	Practice makes perfect. Hold each squeeze for five to ten seconds, and then fully relax and rest for a moment before doing another. Vary the exercise occasionally by doing ten to twenty fast short pulses or by contracting the muscles very slowly and releasing even more slowly.

	Do at least three sets of ten Kegels each day. Choose a set time each day to practice this exercise. For example, every time you’re waiting at a red light in the car or during commercial breaks while watching TV.















	Running errands = exercise! If there is a grocery or drugstore in walking distance of your home, take advantage of this built-in opportunity for exercise and walk there to pick up diapers or other gear. Or drive to a village or town where you can do some simultaneous walking and shopping. In a pinch, the local mall works as a walking course, too.

	Sneak in mini exercise sessions with Baby throughout the day. Try these simple exercises:




	While you’re down on the floor, giving Baby some tummy time on her play mat, do ten push-ups. Or better yet, lay her face-up on the floor and do push-ups over her, pausing at the bottom each time to give her a kiss. Do this a few times during the day and you’re going to build some nice chest and arm muscles.

	Sit Baby in a bouncy seat and do some simple stretching while you sing or talk to her. It’s especially good to stretch your chest, back, and shoulder muscles because these can become tight and sore from being in a feeding and rocking position all the time.

	Do bridges with Baby on your lap (for babies old enough to sit up). Lie on your back with knees bent, feet on the floor. Place Baby, seated, on your hips, holding her hands or trunk to stabilize her. Then push your feet into the floor and lift your buttocks several inches off the ground for a simple bridge exercise. Hold for a few seconds, and then slowly lower your hips until your back is again flat on the floor. Do this fifteen times, a few times a day for a stronger behind. Baby will love the ride.

	When Baby won’t let you sit down, don’t just pace aimlessly around the house with her in your arms. Do some walking lunges to strengthen and tone your lower body. Just be sure to hold onto something for balance. Or better yet, put Baby in a baby carrier or sling so her weight is more evenly distributed while you do this exercise.

	While you’re out for a walk with the stroller, add little bursts of speed to maximize calorie burn and shake up your metabolism. Seek out the hills in your neighborhood to give your legs and behind a more challenging workout.




	Let the TV be your trainer. Most cable systems offer at least one exercise channel featuring a vast array of programming. You can record yoga classes, aerobics programs, or other fitness classes and turn them on when you have time for a workout. Or try exercise DVDs. Find them online, at your local library, or create a lending library with your friends so you can all switch DVDs when your own gets boring or is no longer challenging.
















	Exercise in the morning. By getting active early in the day you reduce the chance that unforeseen obligations will prevent you from working out later. Right after breakfast, put Baby in the stroller and head outside for some fresh air. Or do an exercise DVD while Baby takes her first nap of the day.

	Find an exercise buddy. Instead of meeting a friend for coffee or at a local library or bookstore, meet her for a brisk walk or an exercise class. It’s probably easier to find the motivation to be social than to exercise.


	Make an appointment. You would never skip a meeting at work or a doctor appointment. Make the same true for exercise by actually putting it on your calendar. You can also take turns with your significant other. One of you has baby duty while the other gets to head out for a jog or go to the gym. By planning in advance and having a set schedule, you may rarely skip a day.

	Have your gear ready to go. On the days when you’re home with Baby, get dressed in comfortable clothes so you’re ready for an impromptu power walk or in-house exercise session. Half the battle is just getting dressed and out the door, so anything you can do to help that process along will serve you well.

	Exercise with your baby. Besides the ideas listed above, you can look for group fitness classes in your community where Baby is welcome to join in the fun, like Stroller Strides workouts or “mommy-baby” yoga classes. Or purchase a jogging stroller so Baby can join you on your morning jogs.








































	Eliminate the negative and think positively. If you tend to see the glass as half empty, you may not be able to change your temperament, but you can actually learn how to think more positively in order to protect yourself from the effects of stress. Try it: Next time you have a thought that is pessimistic, such as “I’m going to be a terrible mother,” try to recognize that you are thinking negatively. Then come up with a more positive thought to replace it, for example, “I may be scared, but I’m going to love this baby and do my best.”

	Journaling. Another way to rid yourself of negative toxic thoughts is to get them out of your head and onto a piece of paper. Keep a journal by your bed, and write down all your thoughts and fears before you go to sleep. Hopefully, they will stay on the paper, and your mind will be quiet so you can get some rest.

	Mantras. In yoga and other meditative practices, a mantra is a word or phrase that you repeat to yourself as a way to block out mental chatter and quiet the mind. It’s also supposed to help you actualize your best intentions. Choose a word or phrase that embodies a feeling you want to have (“I am calm and strong”) or a thought that relieves your stress (“This too shall pass”), and repeat it whenever you feel stressed. One mom shared these words with us:





	Laugh it off. Let’s face it, when Baby’s diaper leaked on the dress your mother-in-law gave you, it was kind of funny! Try to make light of stressful situations. If that doesn’t come naturally to you, pick up some parenting humor books at your local library or share your stories with friends or your partner so you can laugh together about the craziness of parenthood. It may even help Baby’s health: after laughing through a funny movie, moms in one study made breast milk that was rich in melatonin, a “feel good” hormone, and their babies actually experienced relief from their eczema symptoms as a result.7


	Prayer. If you are religious, prayer can be very relaxing. It’s a way to share your worries with someone who is always there to listen, and let Him (or Her!) take your worries off your hands.












	Regular exercise. Don’t be stressed about making sure your exercise is vigorous and calorie burning! The most important thing is to make sure you exercise regularly. Even light exercise is beneficial and relaxing, such as walking, swimming, and casual bike riding.

	Yoga. The perfect example of an activity that has positive mental effects in addition to the physical benefits is yoga. Yoga requires you to be mindful and live in the moment, leaving little room in your brain for negative or stressful thoughts. A regular yoga practice can help to quiet your mind, relax the body, and may even decrease the risk of certain health conditions. Many yoga studios offer special classes for Mama and baby. Not having to find a babysitter makes the activity all the more stress-relieving!

	Massage. Who knew that a spa treatment could be so beneficial? One study of pregnant women with depression found that massage therapy increased circulation of the feel-good hormones dopamine and serotonin, and led to lower rates of premature birth and low birth weight.8 Just because your baby is already born doesn’t mean that some good old-fashioned relaxing isn’t an important item on the to-do list. If it’s too hard (or expensive) to go to a massage professional, enlist your husband or partner to help. Exchange foot massages or shoulder rubs as a way to relax and connect.


	Progressive muscle relaxation. This is a technique that reduces muscle tension in order to tell the brain that you’re relaxing. It’s simple: you tense and then release the major muscle groups until the body is fully relaxed. While you do this exercise, be sure not to hold your breath, grit your teeth, or tighten your face or jaw. Breathe normally and try to tense only the muscle that is supposed to be engaged. If you have any pulled or strained muscles or other injuries, consult with an expert before trying this technique.

	Sit comfortably in a chair, or recline on the couch or in bed. (This is a great one to do if you’re having trouble falling asleep at night.)

	Tense each of the following muscles for ten seconds, release the muscle, and relax for another ten seconds before moving to the next body part.




	Hands and arms: Clench hands into fists and relax. Then open hands as widely as possible and relax again.

	Arms: Flex your biceps.

	Shoulders: Shrug them up to your ears (and then drop to release).

	Neck: Tuck your chin into your chest.

	Eyes and forehead: Open your eyes widely and relax. Then close eyes tightly and relax again. Make sure you relax the forehead and nose, too.

	Mouth: Open your mouth as widely as possible.

	Abdominals: Exhale and pull in the abdominal muscles while pressing your lower back into the chair or bed.

	Hips and buttocks: Press your buttocks together tightly.

	Thighs: Clench the thighs, extending your feet a few inches off the floor (if sitting) or bed (if lying down).

	Lower legs: Flex your feet, each toe pulling back equally, and then relax. Then point your foot and curl toes under and relax.




	Focusing on your breath. This helps you block out stressful or upsetting thoughts and sends a signal to your brain that you are relaxing. All you do is sit in a quiet place and pay attention to your inhalations and exhalations. Breathe in, breathe out. Don’t try to control the breath; rather, notice the easy flow, in and out. Do this for several minutes.

	Deep breathing. This provides deeper relaxation than the mindful breathing exercise above, but you can still do it anywhere and at any time. Follow these steps whenever you feel tense:




	Place one hand on your abdomen and one on your chest.

	Inhale slowly and deeply, filling the abdomen with air, the middle chest, and then the upper chest. You will feel your hands rise as the air enters. If done correctly, your shoulders should be still, not rising up toward your ears.

	Even more slowly, exhale this breath, starting at the top of your lungs and moving down the body until the air from the abdomen is exhaled.

	Repeat this for several minutes.

	Don’t ever overdo it. If you feel uncomfortable or lightheaded, immediately return to normal breathing.









	Pause for a few minutes to look at a tree, a flower patch, a rolling hillside, a stream. Take some slow, deep breaths as you bring your focus to what you’re seeing. The stillness and focus will serve as a quick meditation.

	Sit on a park bench and close your eyes for a minute to listen to the sounds of leaves rustling or birds chirping.

	Spend time in your garden or plant flowers in your yard. Baby can watch from a nearby blanket or stroller.

	If it’s cold and wintry where you live, admire the unique shapes of dangling icicles and the perfection of untouched patches of snow.

	If you’re lucky enough to be close to the ocean, sit and listen to the waves.

	Set up a bird feeder within view of one of your windows so you can watch birds come and go. Baby will delight in the busy birdie activity.








	Ask for help. Friends and family may be able to help relieve you of some burdens. All you have to do is admit that you can’t (or don’t want to) do it all, and ask for help. Is your older child too much to handle some days? Ask someone to watch him for an hour or two. Do you feel obligated to throw your annual Fourth of July party even though you’re exhausted? Make it potluck so you’re not doing all the work. People who love you want to help. Let them.

	Create a new-Mama network. A strong social network can help us get through anything, even life with a newborn. Form a supportive network of other new Mamas to share and swap ideas, toys, clothes, recipes, even babysitters. When you hang out with others who are going through similar experiences, you’ll find shoulders to lean on and practical help with your challenges. Most of all, you’ll be reminded that you’re not going through this alone. What a relief!

	Live in the moment. It’s very tempting to count the hours until bedtime or wish away your baby’s early days (“I just want her to be able to walk already!”). But being present in what you’re doing will help you find peace in your day-to-day life. So pause for a moment now and then to take it all in. Look into Baby’s eyes, breathe in the delicious scent of her freshly washed body, enjoy the beautiful colors of the baby food you’ve cooked for her. These moments are so fleeting in the great scheme of things. Try to notice and enjoy them.



















	Learn something. If you have baby-related questions or challenges that you can’t seem to figure out, don’t convince yourself that ignorance is bliss. The opposite is true: the more informed you are about how to manage your challenges, the less anxiety you will have. So read a book (look, you’re already doing something positive!), talk to your pediatrician about your concerns, or talk to a friend or relative who has already been there, done that.

	Honor your need for sleep. If Baby is still waking up at night for feeding (or for soothing), you’re probably fairly sleep-deprived. Take advantage of any opportunity you have for a power nap or extra rest. It can be very tempting to spend Baby’s naptime doing things that you’ve been neglecting, like cleaning or cooking, but resist this urge and just lie down for a quick snooze instead. Your body and mind will thank you.

	Honor your limitations. This falls into the easier-said-than-done category, but it is simple: if you are overextended and have too many obligations, remember that your first responsibility is to yourself and your baby, and just say no.

	Find personal solutions. Perhaps you unwind by watching your favorite sitcom or window-shopping. Or maybe visiting a local dog park to watch the pups calms your spirits. If you’ve found something that works for you (and it’s not a risky behavior like getting drunk or drag racing, for example), do it routinely!











	Omega-3 fats. Not only are these fats crucial for your breast-fed baby’s brain and eye health, they may also be helpful for preventing or managing mild depression. The research is mixed, with some studies showing a benefit to eating foods rich in these fats or taking supplements, while other studies show no effect.11 Find good food sources: cold-water fish like wild salmon, tuna (but not if you’re breast-feeding—too much mercury), halibut, herring; walnuts, soybeans and tofu, kale, collard greens, and Brussels sprouts. Or you can take a supplement—fish or flaxseed oil or capsules.

	Serotonin boosters. Certain foods have a calming effect because they increase your brain’s level of serotonin. High carbohydrate meals like a pasta dinner raise serotonin. So does chocolate. Chocolate can raise your endorphin levels, making you feel happy. Dark chocolate has the added bonus of having high antioxidant levels. It’s almost as if you could say dark chocolate is good for you! So if you’re craving a sweet treat, reach for a square of good-quality dark chocolate.















	You feel hopeless, guilty, or worthless

	You have no appetite or find yourself overeating in binges

	You have little interest in your baby or your friends or family

	You are overly worried about minor details and problems concerning your baby

	You have trouble sleeping, even when Baby sleeps

	You are sleeping more than usual

	You often cry for no apparent reason

	You have thoughts of harming yourself or Baby

	You are unable to do everyday tasks including caring for Baby

	You just don’t enjoy life as much as you did in the past
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