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This book is dedicated to my wife, Denise Getz (1954–2013), a breast cancer survivor for 11 years, who battled toxicity every day with intelligence, diligence, and a heart devoted to life and to love. May this book be an active memorial to her commitment to natural health and healing by providing help to all who want to achieve vibrant health in our toxic world.
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INTRODUCTION

Here’s the little-known bad news about environmental toxins: They’re a secret cause of lots of diseases, including cancer, high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s, male and female infertility, asthma and chronic obstructive lung disease, hearing loss, hypothyroidism, and—well, you get the idea.

Now here’s the little-known good news about environmental toxins: You can easily minimize or even eliminate your exposure to them. And this means you can also easily protect yourself against the aforementioned diseases (and many more). Not only that, but as you clean up your personal environment, you’ll experience quicker, easier weight loss; more energy; fewer infections, like colds and the flu; more mental clarity; and better sleep.

And that’s what Health-Defense is all about—self-defense. It’s about learning crafty tricks and simple strategies that stop nasty toxins from bothering you. It’s about becoming healthier and stronger. And (maybe best of all) it’s about becoming boldly confident, because in a world that sometimes seems like it’s out to get you, you’ll be able to block and disarm any toxin that comes your way. (Or avoid it in the first place.)

That bold attitude is a far cry from how most Americans think and feel about environmental toxins. Most of us figure there’s little or nothing we can do to protect ourselves from toxins, so we shrug our collective shoulders and hope for the best (while often fearing the worst). Health-Defense delivers a far different message: You can understand the problem of environmental toxins and pollutants, you can apply simple solutions, and you can achieve vibrant health in a toxic world.

YOU CAN DEFEND YOUR HEALTH!

To help build your confidence that the previous assertions are fact, not fiction, let’s double-back a bit and address a crucial question: Just how important are environmental toxins in causing disease?

For the most accurate answer, we talked to David O. Carpenter, MD, director of the Institute for Health and the Environment at the University at Albany, State University of New York. Dr. Carpenter has been researching the link between the environment and health for more than 30 years, authoring or coauthoring hundreds of studies on the subject. Using cancer as an example, he estimates that environmental factors, including toxins, cause a whopping 85 percent of cancers (not the 15 percent generally cited by conservative experts).

Focusing on just one type of chemical—polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), a widely used toxin that was banned about a decade ago but still permeates the environment—Dr. Carpenter enumerates its disastrous health effects: “PCBs cause cancer; suppress the immune system; increase the risk of heart disease, high blood pressure, and diabetes; have negative effects on bones and joints; and affect the brain, reducing cognitive function and shortening attention span—and some evidence even links them to a higher risk of depression.”

In fact, Dr. Carpenter’s research shows that the level of PCBs in the blood is a stronger risk factor for the development of high blood pressure (itself a risk factor for heart attack and stroke) than any other factor (except for age)—more important, for example, than whether or not you’re overweight or have high cholesterol. “Yet medical professionals are totally oblivious about this risk factor for high blood pressure,” he says.

Diabetes is another example where chemical threats are commonly ignored. “Ask physicians what causes adult-onset diabetes and they’ll say it’s being overweight or not getting enough exercise—but that’s not true,” Dr. Carpenter says. What is true? Well, research shows that the most accurate predictor of diabetes is the concentration of certain types of pesticides in the blood—people with the highest pesticide levels had the highest risk of diabetes, compared to those with the lowest levels. “It is chemicals—not just obesity itself—that is causing diabetes,” he notes.

“When we take blood samples for our research, we can quantify nearly 100 different environmental chemicals that may pose a risk to personal health,” Dr. Carpenter explains. Like PCBs, many of these chemicals are cancer-causers. But many of them are also endocrine disruptors—chemicals that mess with your hormone-generating endocrine system. And these disruptors, he says, “change a variety of critical aspects of human body functioning.” And when he says “critical,” he’s not exaggerating.

Your thyroid hormones regulate metabolism, controlling everything from your body temperature to your appetite to your ability to fall asleep. Your pancreatic hormones, such as insulin, control blood sugar, your body’s fundamental fuel. Your sex hormones—estrogen in a woman, for example, and testosterone in a man—play a role not only in desire and sexual performance but also in clear thinking and daily motivation. Endocrine disruptors can mangle these functions—and many more.

But knowing about the health effects of toxins hasn’t polluted Dr. Carpenter’s essential optimism about our ability to stay vibrantly healthy in a toxic world. “Needless to say, no one can completely avoid environmental exposures that increase your risk for poor health,” he says. “But the point is not to freak out about the risk and take extreme measures that ruin your quality of life. The point is to take reasonable steps to reduce your exposure to toxic chemicals.”

HOW TO USE HEALTH-DEFENSE

In Health-Defense, you’ll find those reasonable steps.

Part I, Pure Food, looks at the toxins in groceries, from produce to poultry, and tells you what these toxins are and how to avoid them. It also includes the Health-Defense 7-Day Detox (see Chapter 8), a simple, easy (and delicious) week of environmentally smart eating.

Part II, Clean Water, takes a close look at the purity of the H2O flowing from your tap—and it also alerts you to the fact that bottled water is not necessarily a healthy alternative.

Part III, Healthy Beauty, examines personal care products, pointing out the many ingredients that can sabotage health and toxin-free alternatives.

Part IV, Home, Safe Home, walks you through every room of your house, helping you eliminate toxins that can damage health.

Part V, Breathe Easy, shows how air pollution can damage health (not just your lungs, but also your heart) and how to defend yourself.

Part VI, Radiation Remediation, discusses how you can shield yourself from the damaging rays of wireless and medical radiation.

Part VII, Better Health—With Health-Defense, looks at the diseases most closely linked to environmental toxins and gives you crucial tips for prevention and treatment.

Throughout, you’ll find Health-Defense tips that show you exactly how to avoid the toxin or toxins being discussed—a strategy that Dr. Carpenter and his colleagues in the field of environment and health call prudent avoidance.

“Don’t create huge amounts of stress because you’re so nervous about possible harmful exposures,” Dr. Carpenter says. “However, do take practical steps to reduce your exposure and minimize health risks.”

That’s what Health-Defense is all about.

To your good health,

Bill Gottlieb, CHC,

and the editors of Prevention
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Chapter 1

KNOW YOUR ENEMY

IDENTIFY AND AVOID THE MOST TOXIC FOODS



The food safety bill that passed the Senate back in 2010 included important protections for organic food and farming systems. But it didn’t contain much to protect you from one of the biggest threats to your health—chemical contamination of the food supply.

“What we’re finding is that hundreds of toxic chemicals in food may end up in people’s blood and urine,” says Arnold J. Schecter, MD, MPH, professor of environmental and occupational health sciences at the University of Texas School of Public Health in Dallas.

Dr. Schecter conducted a 3-year study to detect chemicals lurking in the food supply. He found butter that contained high levels of the same flame retardants used in electronic equipment. He found bisphenol A (BPA)—an industrial chemical linked to many serious health conditions—in various foods, from frozen vegetables to deli meats. He also found pesticides, cancer-causing dioxins (one of the compounds in the notorious “Agent Orange”), and the same chemicals used to make nonstick pots and pans.

“If only one toxic chemical was in the food supply, I wouldn’t be that worried,” Dr. Schecter says. “But when you’re talking about dozens of chemicals, I become concerned.”

That’s because when you’re exposed to many chemicals simultaneously, the health effects can be far worse than when you’re exposed to just one.

So what can you do to protect yourself?

This chapter, and the other chapters in Part I, will arm you with this information. First, you’ll learn about the toxins in food that threaten your health. (Ignorance isn’t bliss—ignorance is risk!) Then, you’ll learn how to minimize or eliminate these toxins from your diet and the diets of those you love through simple, everyday Health-Defense strategies.

Ready to eat without putting your health in jeopardy? Read on!

SEVEN FOODS YOU SHOULD NEVER EAT

Many dangerous foods lurk on store shelves—foods that many health-conscious food-industry insiders and leading food-savvy scientists refuse to eat. Well, we polled some of those insiders and scientists, and here are the foods they urged us to cross off our shopping lists, along with Health-Defense tips to find healthy alternatives.

1.Canned tomatoes. The resin lining of tin cans contain BPA, a synthetic estrogen linked to ailments ranging from infertility to heart disease. In fact, studies show that the BPA level in the body of the typical American exceeds the amount that blocks sperm production and causes chromosomal damage in animals. Not good.

“You can get 50 micrograms per liter of BPA out of a tomato can—and that level is going to impact health, particularly in the young,” says Frederick vom Saal, PhD, professor of biological sciences at the University of Missouri in Columbia. “I won’t go near canned tomatoes.”

[image: ]Health-Defense: Choose tomatoes in glass bottles, which don’t have resin linings, such as those produced by Eden Organic or bionaturae. You can also buy tomatoes in non-BPA Tetra Pak boxes (brands include Trader Joe’s and Pomì).

2.Industrially produced hamburgers. Most cattle are raised in filthy conditions, pumped full of growth hormones, and fed a diet composed mainly of genetically modified corn. (You’ll read much more about the dangers of genetically modified organisms, or GMOs, later in Chapter 4.) These are three important reasons to favor grass-fed ground beef for your burger, says Michael Pollan, author of numerous books on food, including The Omnivore’s Dilemma, In Defense of Food, and Food Rules. But they aren’t the only reasons.

While a steak or roast usually comes from a single animal, processors of ground beef combine meat from hundreds of animals. “This vastly increases the risk of bacterial contamination of hamburger,” says Pollan. In fact, USDA scientists found dangerous levels of disease-causing bacteria in over half of the ground beef samples they tested. Yuck!

[image: ]Health-Defense: “I love hamburgers,” says Pollan. “But I only eat them when the beef has been grass-fed and ground by a butcher.” (You can find sources of grass-fed beef at the Web sites eatwild.com and localharvest.org.)

3.Corn. Today’s corn plant—from stalk to cob—is a little bit like a pesticide factory with roots. This is because most of America’s corn is genetically engineered to either produce pesticide within the plant or withstand heavy sprayings of chemicals (which then wind up inside the food).

“I avoid corn because most of it is genetically modified,” says Maryam Henein, codirector of the documentary Vanishing of the Bees. “On top of that, most of the seeds are treated with systemic pesticides that are killing our bees. And let’s not be fooled—the same pesticides that are killing bees have sublethal effects on humans that are slowly impairing our health.”

[image: ]Health-Defense: In one form or another, corn is present in most processed foods, from ketchup to salad dressing to bread. But high-fructose corn syrup may be the most dangerous corn of all; studies link it to obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, gout, and other chronic diseases and conditions.

“I always try to avoid foods containing high-fructose corn syrup,” says George Langworthy, Henein’s codirector.

And to avoid genetically engineered corn—which has never been tested for long-term impacts on human health—choose foods labeled “organic” or “Non-GMO Project Verified.”

4.Diet soda. Artificial sweeteners used in diet sodas include sucralose, aspartame, acesulfame-K, and neotame, among others. Stay away from all of them!

“The safety data on artificial sweeteners used in diet soda and other sweetened sugar-free foods is shrouded in controversy,” says Isaac Eliaz, MD, integrative health expert and founder of the Amitabha Medical Clinic and Healing Center in Santa Rosa, California. “Many scientists who vouch for their safety receive money from the manufacturers of these compounds. And independent research strongly suggests that these sweeteners can cause health problems, such as weight gain, neurological diseases, joint pain, digestive problems, headaches, depression, inflammatory bowel disease, and even cancer.”

[image: ]Health-Defense: If you’re hankering for a soda but want to avoid the shady sweeteners found in popular brands, try a bottle of Steaz zero-calorie green tea soda or Bionade, a fermented soda that’s popular in Europe.

5.Nonorganic strawberries. While filming the documentary Food, Inc., director Robert Kenner wanted to film strawberry farmers applying pesticides to fields. What he didn’t expect was that the farmers would be wearing a type of biohazard suit!

“The workers wear these suits to protect themselves from the dozens and dozens of dangerous pesticides applied to strawberries,” says Kenner, who is also the founder of the Web site fixfood.org. “When I saw that, I thought to myself, ‘If this is how strawberries are grown, I really don’t want to eat them again.’ And I haven’t eaten a nonorganic strawberry since.”

[image: ]Health-Defense: Opt for organic! Need more convincing? The Environmental Working Group analyzes USDA pesticide-residue data and has found 13 different pesticide residues on chemically grown strawberries. That’s an unlucky (and unhealthy) number.

6.Sprouts. Whether bean or broccoli, alfalfa or pea, sprouts have been at the center of at least 40 significant outbreaks of foodborne illness over the past 20 years.

Sprouts have been the source of so many major food recalls that they’re not worth the risk, says Doug Powell, PhD, professor of food safety at Kansas State University in Manhattan and author of barfblog.com, which offers opinions on current food safety issues.

Sprouts are so vulnerable to contamination because the seeds require moist, warm conditions to sprout—ideal conditions for bacteria (like salmonella, E. coli, and listeria) to grow and multiply.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Get the crunch of sprouts without the bad bacteria by shredding cabbage or carrots onto your sandwiches. If you really enjoy the flavor of sprouts, cook them first.

7.Swordfish. Pregnant women or women trying to become pregnant should “make avoiding mercury in fish a priority,” says Philip J. Landrigan, MD, professor of pediatrics and professor and chair of preventive medicine at Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York City. Swordfish is notoriously high in mercury, a potent neurotoxin that can damage the fetus.

Eating swordfish is also bad for another mother—Mother Earth. Swordfish is often overfished, meaning that there may be no swordfish left to catch and eat in the future. And some of the gear commonly used to land swordfish often kills sharks, turtles, and seabirds.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Swordfish is rich in brain-boosting omega-3 fatty acids. For the same boost, choose fish that are low in contaminants and have a stable population, like wild-caught Alaskan salmon, Atlantic mackerel, or pole- or troll-caught Pacific albacore tuna.

Got an adventurous palate? Try snakehead fish, which has a taste and texture close to swordfish and is starting to appear on some restaurant menus. This invasive species lives in water and on land, where it wipes out frogs, birds, and other critters.


THE SAD STATE OF SALAD DRESSING

“Finding a salad dressing can be challenging if you’re looking for something healthy to top off your salad,” says former food industry exec and author Bruce Bradley. “Unfortunately, food companies employ their whole arsenal of bad-for-you fats, salts, sugars, fake flavors, and artificial colors to make store-bought salad dressings more appealing.”

Health-Defense: When buying salad dressing at the supermarket, opt for organic. The organic label ensures there’s no high-fructose corn syrup in your dressing, an ingredient linked to many health problems, including obesity and diabetes.

But also beware of buying a dressing with too much regular sugar. Many fruit-based dressings, like raspberry vinaigrette, harbor deceiving amounts of sweeteners, says Bradley. Try Tessemae’s, a brand that relies on real ingredients—not additives—for great taste.

When making your own dressing mix, reach for heart-healthy organic extra-virgin olive oil, which has a mix of monounsaturated, polyunsaturated, and saturated fats that is far more healthful than other common salad oils. To find the highest quality, look for organic extra-virgin olive oil that is packaged in a dark bottle and lists a date of harvest or “best by” date. Opt for oil harvested in the current year or with a “best by” date that is at least 2 years away.



FOOD POISONING: THE BEST ANTIDOTE IS PREVENTION

With government food safety programs facing unprecedented cuts, you—the average consumer—have to redouble your efforts to keep your kitchen clear of harmful foodborne bacteria, like listeria, E. coli, and salmonella. These bacteria (and dozens of others) can cause food poisoning—a nasty, multiday bout of diarrhea, vomiting, and abdominal cramps. And at its very worst, food poisoning can kill, especially those with weaker immune systems, like infants and the elderly.

Keeping those bad bugs out of your gastrointestinal tract is the goal. And chances are they’re lurking in one of these eight foods.

1.Chicken. Testing by Consumer Reports magazine found diarrhea-causing campylobacter in 62 percent of tested broiler chickens; salmonella turned up in 14 percent. Other tests have revealed that the number of chickens infected with hard-to-kill supergerms has risen by more than 30 percent.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Choose organic chicken, which was raised in less-crowded conditions, making it harder for bacteria to thrive. Better yet, find a local farmer who raises pastured broilers in small numbers—the safest source of all.

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: Don’t rinse your raw bird in the sink, which can spread germs to other areas of the kitchen. Instead, put it directly into a baking pan or dish. Cook the breast and other cuts until the internal temperature hits 180°F, incinerating the bacteria. For a whole bird, check the temperature in the thickest part of the thigh.

2.Ground beef. USDA inspectors tested hamburger meat, looking at more than 500  samples nationwide. They discovered Clostridium perfringens in 53 percent of the batches, staphylococcus in 30 percent, and Listeria monocytogenes in 12 percent.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Choose grass-fed ground beef. A study looking at salmonella contamination found it was present in just 4.5 percent of beef from grass-fed cattle, compared to 9 percent from feedlot cattle. Why are grassfed cattle cleaner? The digestive tracts of cattle weren’t designed to eat a feedlot diet of grain, corn, and soy; these foods increase the cattle’s stomach acidity, thereby increasing bacteria levels, too.

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: Add oregano to your burgers and meat loaf.

Researchers at Kansas State University mixed different spices into ground beef, testing their antibacterial power. Oregano was among the best at wiping out bacteria. Use at least 1 tablespoon per pound of meat.

Another helpful tip: Flatten your patties. Thick burgers char on the outside before the interior reaches the bacteria-beating temperature of 160°F.

3.Ground turkey. Testing by the USDA revealed that one in four samples of ground turkey contained illness-causing bacteria, like listeria, campylobacter, and clostridium. Salmonella loves turkey, too. In 2011, a virulent, antibiotic-resistant strain of salmonella triggered a recall of 36 million tons of ground and fresh turkey.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Choose organic turkey, which is raised without the antibiotics that have spurred the rise of resistant bacteria. Researchers from the University of Maryland found that organic turkey operations had lower levels of salmonella. And the strains they did find at organic turkey farms were less resistant to antibiotics than the strains on factory farms.

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: “Change your mind-set about poultry—start off by considering it contaminated,” says Donald W. Schaffner, PhD, extension specialist in food science and professor at Rutgers University in New Jersey. Here’s what you should do.

•Immediately wash any platter that has come in contact with raw ground turkey.

•Cook turkey burgers to 180°F.

•Wipe up any spills with a paper towel, not a sponge, which collects bacteria, says Philip M. Tierno, PhD, microbiologist at the New York University Langone Medical Center and author of The Secret Life of Germs.

4.Raw oysters. Oysters filter their food from water that can sometimes contain nasty bacteria, like norovirus, campylobacter, and Vibrio vulnificus (a salt-loving bacteria that hangs out in seawater). One study found that 9 percent of so-called certified-safe oyster beds were contaminated with salmonella.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Chefs don’t want to give their customers food poisoning! So buy oysters that are harvested from the same locations favored by savvy chefs.

Sandy Ingber, executive chef and seafood buyer for Grand Central Oyster Bar & Restaurant in New York City, buys Blue Point, Chincoteague, Glidden Point, Narragansett Bay, Pemaquid, and Wellfleet oysters in the winter months. In the summer, he buys Coromandel oysters from New Zealand. The reason for the seasonal shift: More than 75 percent of food poisoning from raw oysters occurs during the northern hemisphere’s warm-water months.

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: Eat only thoroughly cooked oysters. If you can’t resist raw oysters at home, follow the buying advice above.

5.Eggs. Which is dirtier, the chicken or the egg? In this case, the question is easy to answer—the egg! Food poisoning from eggs sickens nearly 700,000 people every year, killing 300.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Check egg cartons for one word—pastured, which means the egg-laying hens have roamed around and foraged outside. Why is pastured better?

Research shows the rate of salmonella contamination in eggs is directly related to flock size—the more chickens, the more bacteria. A pastured flock is usually around 100 or so chickens. That’s a far cry (or cluck) from a factory farm henhouse, where 80,000 birds or so are crammed indoors.

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: Keep eggs in the carton, and keep the carton in the coldest part of your fridge (usually the back of the lowest shelf). After you crack an egg open, wash your hands before handling any other kitchen utensils or food. Finally, cook your eggs thoroughly. (If they’re an ingredient in a dish, cook the dish to at least 160°F.)

6.Cantaloupe. An FDA sampling of American-grown cantaloupe found that 3.5 percent of the melons carried salmonella and shigella bacteria. (Cantaloupes grow on the ground and have a netting over the rind, making it easy for salmonella to climb on board.) In 2011, cantaloupes from Colorado were recalled after they were found to carry listeria.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Check the melon for more than just ripeness. Look for a dent or bruise in the fruit, which can provide an opening for germs. Once it’s home, scrub the fruit with a dab of mild dishwashing liquid for 15 to 30 seconds under running water.

7.Prepackaged lettuce. The lettuce on your burger could cause you more grief than the beef! In a 2010 test of more than 200 packages of salad greens, 40 percent were contaminated with bacteria from feces. The Center for Science in the Public Interest—an independent, science-based organization that focuses on food safety and other issues—estimates that salad greens are behind about one-third of all food poisoning from produce.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Buying prepackaged salad greens is not a guarantee; they are every bit as likely to carry bacteria as a head of lettuce or loose greens. (Don’t let those claims of being “triple washed” lull you into complacency!)

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: Rinse packaged salad greens one leaf at a time under running water. And beware of cross-contamination. For example, don’t rinse salad greens in the same colander used to wash chicken.


ARE YOUR SPICES INFECTED?

When you think of spices—from basil and black pepper to thyme and vanilla—you usually don’t think of food poisoning. But the risk is real, according to a report on spice safety from the FDA.

The report—which was triggered by two salmonella outbreaks in the United States linked to imported pepper—found that approximately 12 percent of all spice shipments to America are rejected because they’re contaminated with insect parts, hair (animal and human), other nonspice materials, and disease-causing bacteria, like salmonella. (Bacteria can wind up on spices at just about any point during production and handling, the FDA found.)

How did the spicy get to be so dicey?

Most spices are grown in developing countries by small farmers who use animals to plow fields, increasing the chance of fecal contamination, according to the American Spice Trade Association. Another risk factor: Spices are often derived from the seeds and roots of plants, which are more likely to come into contact with contaminated soil. Yet another: Most spices are sold to large wholesalers, who combine shipments in large storage facilities, where they can remain for up to a year, collecting insect parts and other foreign materials.

The number of FDA-documented cases of food poisoning from spices is relatively small—2,000 since 1973.But that number may only be the tip of the spiceberg. It is “possible that illnesses caused by contaminated spices are underreported, particularly because of challenges related to attribution for minor ingredients in multi-ingredient foods,” FDA officials said in a statement accompanying the report. (In other words, even if you get sick from the spice, it’s likely you’ll think you got sick from the food.)

Health-Defense:

•Get yourself a really good spice grinder. It’s easier to miss contaminants, like insect parts, when a spice has been ground up. Buy whole spice and grind it yourself.

•Add spices at the beginning of the cooking process rather than at the end. Cooking will kill bacteria. And (to discuss the savory rather than the sickening) cooking will also bring out the wonderful flavor of the spice.



8.Cold cuts. Germs take a number at the deli! There is a high risk of getting listeriosis (a type of food poisoning that targets pregnant women and newborns) from cold cuts, say researchers from the USDA. That’s because cold cuts are, well, eaten cold, and listeria thrives at refrigerator temperatures that coldcock other bacteria.

[image: ]Health-Defense at the supermarket: Don’t buy more deli meat than you can eat within 2 days; listeria multiplies quickly.

[image: ]Health-Defense at home: Slather mustard on your deli sandwich! A mustard compound killed off 90 percent of three foodborne germs, according to researchers at Washington State University.

THE TRUTH ABOUT MICROWAVEABLE POPCORN: THE BAG IS TOXIC!


Popcorn is a smart, healthy snack—even a superfood. A study that looked at folks eating popcorn or potato chips for a snack found that the popcorn-eaters ate fewer calories and had less postsnack hunger and more satisfaction. “Whole grain popcorn is a prudent choice for those wanting to reduce feelings of hunger while managing energy [calorie] intake and . . . body weight,” wrote the researchers in Nutrition Journal.

But what’s not healthy about popcorn—that is, the microwaveable popcorn that accounts for a goodly portion of the 52 quarts of popcorn downed by Americans every year—is the bag.

Perfluorochemicals (PFCs) are to blame. Used in everything from drugs to clothes to cookware, this class of chemicals has been linked to a range of health problems, including cancer, obesity, thyroid disease, weakened immunity, infertility, endometriosis, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Popcorn bags are coated in PFCs to make them more greaseproof.

Pop quiz: Is your favorite brand of microwaveable popcorn dosing you with PFCs? Answer: It’s hard to know.

“Manufacturers of packaged food—organic or otherwise— typically buy the packaging from another supplier,” says Olga V. Naidenko, PhD, senior scientist at Environmental Working Group, a nonprofit organization focusing on health and the environment. “So even the manufacturer might not know the exact composition of the packaging.”

Health-Defense:

•Pop it manually. Old-fashioned popping isn’t all that inconvenient. If you eat popcorn regularly, consider a popcorn maker, which produces popped corn in a few minutes. You can also pop corn on the stove top: (1) Put plain organic popcorn kernels in a pot. (2) Add a bit of oil or butter. Coconut oil, ghee, and butter from grass-fed cows are delicious and contain healthy fats. (3) Cover the pot with a lid and gently shake it over the flame until most of the popping stops. (4) Afterward, add healthy seasonings that suit your taste buds, such as non-GMO (genetically modified organism) nutritional yeast, salt, and pepper. A nutritionist we know even recommends spirulina, which she says is a family favorite. “Manual popping is the most reliable method if you want to know exactly what’s in your popcorn,” says Dr. Naidenko.

•Try do-it-yourself microwaveable popcorn. Just add plain organic popcorn kernels to a brown paper lunch bag, fold the top down a few times, and heat it in the microwave. Take the popcorn out when the popping slows down to just a few pops every 5 seconds.

•Purchase a PFC-free pop. Quinn Popcorn features compostable bags with no chemical or plastic liners. And it contains cold-pressed natural oils and organic, “Non-GMO Project Verified” kernels and no harmful additives. You can find this microwaveable popcorn at Whole Foods, natural food stores, and online (quinnpopcorn.com).



ANTIBIOTICS: LOWERING FOOD PRICES, BUT RAISING RESISTANCE

A few years ago, the FDA finally compiled and released the yearly amount of antibiotics given to animals raised for people to eat, an amount even higher than previous estimates from environmental groups—30 million pounds!

These antibacterial drugs—often the same drugs people take to defeat bacterial infections—are used to force faster growth and to keep the animals alive in the immune-weakening conditions of crowded, filthy, stressful factory farms.

Yes, the use of antibiotics lowers the price of meat at the market. But it also poses a real risk to human health—antibiotic resistance (when a strain of bacteria evolves the ability to resist a particular antibiotic after repeated exposure to it).

“It has been demonstrated that use of these antibiotics in animal production speeds the selection for bacteria that are resistant to antibiotics,” says Keeve E. Nachman, PhD, assistant scientist and director of the Food Production and Public Health program at Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future, part of the university’s Bloomberg School of Public Health. “Infections with these resistant bacteria often do not respond well to antibiotic therapy, which means that treatment can be very expensive, may take longer, and, ultimately, may be ineffective.”

A recent study on the antibiotic methicillin illustrates Dr. Nachman’s point. The study compared hospital stays for two types of infections: methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (commonly referred to as MRSA) and methicillin-susceptible S. aureus. Infections with the resistant strain resulted in hospital stays that were, on average, 14 days longer and five times more expensive than infections with the susceptible strain.

Methicillin isn’t the only compromised antibiotic. The effectiveness of Cipro—an antibiotic used to treat food poisoning and other bacterial ailments—has been in jeopardy since 1996, when industrial farming started using a similar antibiotic, according to scientists at Princeton University. Currently, one out of five infections is resistant to Cipro. Before the FDA approved the antibiotic for use on poultry, resistance was nearly nonexistent.

“Antibiotic use in industrial food-animal production threatens the utility of these precious, lifesaving antibiotics,” concludes Dr. Nachman.

And the American Medical Association agrees with him. Several years ago, the association came out against the use of antibiotics in factory farms.

Here’s how you can oppose the use of antibiotics in factory farms.

•Eat grass-fed red meat and pastured poultry. They’re much less likely to be ridden with antibiotics. Plus, the meat of grass-fed beef is much higher in beneficial fatty acids (omega-3s) than the meat of animals fed unnatural diets on feedlots. Visit eatwild.com to find sources for meat and dairy from grass-fed animals and localharvest.org to find local sources of healthier red meat, poultry, eggs, and dairy.

•Eat less meat. Factory farming masks the true price of meat—antibiotic-resistant infections that threaten our health, cruelty to animals, and pollution of all kinds. For a healthier, kinder earth, consider limiting your intake of meat.

ARSENIC: IS YOUR DIET SECRETLY POISONING YOU?

In the 1944 comedy Arsenic and Old Lace, two sweet but crazy elderly women murder old bachelors (supposedly to save them from further loneliness) by serving them elderberry wine spiked with arsenic—the classic poison. Well, here’s what’s not so funny: Arsenic might be poisoning you, too!

Millions of people in the United States (and around the world) are exposed to disease- and death-causing levels of this toxic metal, usually from well water. (The US Environmental Protection Agency sets limits for arsenic in municipal water supplies, but the metal isn’t regulated in private wells.) Arsenic is also found in pesticides used on apples and cotton.

But now scientists have discovered another source of arsenic—your diet.

Experts in toxic metals at Dartmouth College studied more than 800 people, matching arsenic levels in their bodies to their answers on a food questionnaire. What they found wasn’t reassuring.

“After we accounted for exposures via water, we still saw high levels of exposure from food,” says Kathryn L. Cottingham, PhD, professor of biological sciences at Dartmouth and the lead author of the study. “Diet,” she and her team concluded, “can be an important contributor to total arsenic exposure in US populations, regardless of arsenic concentrations in drinking water.”

The good news: The low levels of arsenic in food won’t cause immediate health problems for most people. But chronic exposure is a different story. People who drink arsenic-tainted well water are at much higher risk for lung, kidney, skin, and bladder cancers; heart disease and stroke; diabetes; lung disease; and infertility.

The FDA has been trying to determine how to cope with foods that contain arsenic ever since independent tests by Consumer Reports magazine and other organizations reported high levels of arsenic in rice and apple juice. But the agency has yet to set a limit on arsenic in food.

[image: ]Health-Defense: “Limit consumption of foods and beverages high in arsenic,” advises Dr. Cottingham. Based on the Dartmouth study results, here are three foods and beverages you should not ingest every day.

Rice. Dr. Cottingham’s study didn’t show a strong link between rice consumption and arsenic levels, but that’s probably because the study participants weren’t big rice eaters. However, she says, other studies on the rice-arsenic connection are “pretty compelling.” They show that people who eat an average of ½ cup of rice a day have high arsenic levels. Consumer Reports suggests limiting rice intake to a total of 1 cup per week.

Brussels sprouts. Arsenic levels in people who ate Brussels sprouts regularly were 10.4 percent higher than in people who ate them less than once a month or never ate them. (The form of arsenic found in soil easily combines with the sulfur compounds in Brussels sprouts.)

Beer and wine. Men who had an average of two to three beers per day had arsenic levels over 30 percent higher than men who didn’t drink beer. Women who drank five to six glasses of wine per week had levels 20 percent higher than women who didn’t drink wine. The arsenic may be coming from the water used to make these beverages.

Four More Ways to Avoid Arsenic

Researchers from the Environmental Working Group recommend the following methods to lower your arsenic exposure from food.

Choose brown rice, and rinse it well. Rinsing your uncooked brown rice with water can lower its arsenic levels by 30 to 40 percent. (White rice doesn’t hold up to cooking when rinsed well.) Or just skip the rice and prepare other good-for-you grains, such as quinoa.

Limit products listing rice syrup as a sweetener. This natural sweetener has been shown to contain significant amounts of arsenic.

Avoid cereals made with rice. Instead of rice cereal as baby’s first solid food, try sweet potatoes, squash, bananas, or avocados. For older children and adults, opt for real oatmeal or mixed-grain cereals.

Limit apple juice to a maximum of ½ to 1 cup a day. Arsenic was once a commonly used pesticide in apple orchards and has remained in the ground, entering the tree and the apples it produces.

SEVEN EASY STRATEGIES FOR DETOXING YOUR BODY

You live in a toxic world—wherever you live. That’s right, toxins are everywhere, from a pristine mountaintop in the Rockies to right next to an oil refinery. Toxic metals—such as arsenic, lead, mercury, and cadmium—spew out of smokestacks and spread worldwide. Vehicle exhaust is emitted from millions of cars. Tons of pesticides and fertilizers are used on farmland. Water pollution affects nearly every stream, lake, river, and sea. And there are toxins in your home, from plastics and other products.

These toxins affect every part of your body, from your brain to your bones, from your scalp to your toenails. And they have been linked to a distressing list of health problems and diseases, from headaches to heart disease.

Fortunately, you have the tools to protect yourself with the practical daily actions outlined in this book. These strategies can be placed in two categories: (1) Minimize exposure and absorption, and (2) detoxify your body.

To provide expert information on detoxifying, we spoke with Tereza Hubkova, MD, an integrative physician at Canyon Ranch. Dr. Hubkova recommends the following seven strategies for supporting healthy detoxification.

1.Eat mostly low-toxin organic food. Especially focus on foods that support detoxification, including cruciferous vegetables, garlic, and onions.

2.Engage in regular vigorous exercise. Exercise sparks deeper breathing, better bloodflow, and sweating—all of which help you detoxify.

3.Drink at least 64 ounces of fresh, pure water each day. Good hydration helps flush your system of toxins.

4.Take regular saunas. Perspiring is one of your body’s best ways of releasing toxins.

5.Stay regular. Eliminating stools once or twice a day helps to decrease absorption of toxins. Partake in regular exercise, stay hydrated, and eat fiber-rich foods (such as whole grains) to help keep you regular.

6.Use antioxidants. A good multivitamin/mineral supplement, with a rich complement of antioxidants (such as vitamin C, vitamin E, and zinc), can help with detoxification.

7.Emphasize omega-3 fatty acids. Omega-3 fatty acids reduce toxin-caused inflammation. Good food sources include pasture-raised eggs, walnuts, and wild-caught Alaskan salmon.

If you are trying to lose weight, make sure to engage in the detox practices described above. As you shed fat, you release toxins in fat cells. You must remove these toxins from your body rather than reabsorb them, which can cause or complicate illness.



Chapter 2


FOOD LABELS

CUT THROUGH THE HYPE, LIES, AND CONFUSION



Ruthless food marketers sometimes boost sales by tapping into our concerns about food safety and health, labeling their products with terms that create a false impression of goodness. They might even disguise an unwanted ingredient such as sugar with a smokescreen of misleading synonyms, like dextrin, maltose, or evaporated cane juice. It’s easy to outsmart the marketers, though, and spot the most common misleading food-labeling terms. You just have to know what to look for.

THE TOP FOOD LABEL LIES

When you spend your hard-earned money on a food claiming to be healthier than its competitors, you feel duped when you find out the claim is meaningless! Unfortunately, this happens a lot due to a lack of regulations around feel-good labels like “natural” and “free range.” Don’t buy foods with the following words on the package.

No added growth hormones. Usually, you’ll see this claim in ads for chicken, turkey, or pork and also on labels for milk and beef. Why is it misleading? Because the USDA does not allow farmers to feed growth hormones to poultry or pork! (Producers of these meats feed their animals antibiotics, which speed growth in the same way as hormones.) In fact, any poultry product that is advertised as “hormone-free” must legally be accompanied by the disclaimer, “Federal regulations prohibit the use of hormones.”

Even when you see the “no added growth hormones” label on beef or dairy products—products where hormones are legally allowed—it hasn’t been verified by a third party, so you’re taking the food marketer’s word for it.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Buy certified-organic meat and dairy items—which are free of both added growth hormones and antibiotics—and organic poultry products. Better yet, buy directly from a small farmer, and ask him how he raises and medicates his animals.

Natural. This label can make anyone feel good about buying that straight-from-the-soil, farm-fresh . . . can of powdered lemonade.

The facts: There isn’t a precise definition of “natural,” except when it applies to meat. The USDA has defined it as any product that is free of artificial ingredients or added color and is only minimally processed (a process that does not fundamentally alter the raw product). This definition, however, becomes very iffy when it comes to animal products, because it doesn’t state how the animals were raised or whether they were fed antibiotics or hormones. And the FDA—which regulates fruits, vegetables, and most processed foods—doesn’t even have any official definition for the term.

Essentially, a product can be as “natural” as the company selling it to you would like you to believe. (And it just might contain genetically modified organisms, or GMOs, and artificial sweeteners, like high-fructose corn syrup.)

[image: ]Health-Defense: Once again, buying organic is the best way to ensure your food is truly natural. You also can buy more fruits, vegetables, grains, and nuts—the less processed the food, the less you have to worry about it being unnatural.

Grass-fed. Read this label and you immediately think of grassy fields with cows chomping in bucolic contentment. Think again.

Grass-fed is a term that is regulated by the USDA, sort of. The agency defines it as an animal that ate only grass and no corn or soy and had access to pasture throughout its life.

However, the USDA allows any meat producer to use the term grass-fed, provided the producer submits documentation saying that is what it is doing. No farm inspections are required!

What’s more, before this rule was instituted in 2006, any company could use the term grass-fed on food products, and all those meat producers were grandfathered in under the 2006 rule—whether they met the requirements or not!

Ready for more confusion? The rule applies only to cattle and other ruminant animals (such as sheep), but you often find it on packages of pork and chicken—animals that can’t survive on a grass-only diet!

Fed up with grass-fed? Here’s what to do.

[image: ]Health-Defense: The grass is truly green if the words US grass-fed are accompanied by a “USDA Process Verified” shield. This verification requires actual farm visits. It means that someone besides the farmer has confirmed the animals are eating grass. Or look for certification from the American Grassfed Association, which has stricter standards than the USDA. A third option: Buy your meat at a farmers’ market from a farmer who raised the meat and can give you an accurate account of what the animal ate. (The farmer may even allow you to visit the farm.)

Antibiotic-free. This is a meaningless term; in fact, it’s actually illegal to use on packages, according to the USDA. Manufacturers often get around this restriction by using phrases such as “raised without antibiotics” or “no antibiotics administered.” But some meat producers use those phrases while actually dosing animals with antimicrobials, drugs that work just like antibiotics but aren’t covered by laws regulating them.

And from the perspective of animal welfare, antibiotic-free isn’t always a plus. Operators of factory farms use antibiotics mostly to quickly fatten up chickens and hogs. (By the way, since factory farms barely resemble farms, nowadays they’re also called CAFOs, or Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations.) But small farmers save antibiotics for when animals get an infection—the way these veterinary meds were intended to be used.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Under the regulations that cover the use of the word organic, any animal treated with antibiotics must be removed from organic production. (It can still be sold as conventionally raised meat.) In other words, purchasing organic meat and dairy products is the only way to ensure what you’re ingesting is truly antibiotic-free. Or find a local farmer who uses antibiotics responsibly.

Nutrition Facts. The FDA allows food manufacturers to use averages for all the information on the Nutrition Facts panel of foods (the amount of calories, salt, fat, etc.). And food manufacturers are allowed to be wrong by as much as 20 percent! That “500-calorie” dinner you’re eating? It could have as many as 600 calories. (If every meal you ate had 100 extra calories, you could gain 30 pounds in a year.) This is just one more reason to eat mostly whole foods.

Another less-than-factual food number? The FDA also allows manufacturers to put “0" on the label if the amount of trans fats per serving is below 0.5 gram. Given that trans fats have been linked to heart disease and cancer, the difference between nothing and something might be a very big difference. “One-half gram is 25 percent of the safe daily limit of 2 grams of trans fats,” says Jayne Hurley, RD, senior nutritionist at the Center for Science in the Public Interest.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Avoid all products with “partially hydrogenated oils” on the label. “If there’s no partially hydrogenated oil, the trans fat content is really zero,” says Hurley.

Cage-free. You’re most likely to see this label on poultry products, such as eggs or chicken. In both cases, it’s misleading.

For eggs, the implication is that the chickens laying them are not kept in the tiny cages used widely in the factory-size egg business. But most “cage-free” operations keep the hens inside a windowless henhouse. And no independent third party certifies egg producers as truly “cage-free”—you just have to take their word for it. (And as you’re discovering, the words of industrial-size food producers don’t mean very much.)

When you’re buying chicken, the label “cage-free” is outright deceptive. Broiler chickens—birds raised for their meat—are rarely kept in cages. Calling the chicken “cage-free” is something like calling an apple “cage-free.” It’s technically true, but it’s misleading.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Find a local chicken grower who raises small flocks. Not only can you ask the grower whether or not her chickens see the light of day, but you’ll also get safer meat. Contamination with illness-causing salmonella bacteria is directly linked to the size of a flock—the smaller the flock, the less the risk.

Multigrain. If one grain is good, “multigrain” must be better, right? Yes—except when all those grains are unhealthy refined grains. And that could be what you’re getting when you reach for a loaf of multigrain bread.

The FDA has never stated that any food labeled “multigrain” must contain whole grains. But food manufacturers like to use the label on refined grain products because it makes them seem healthier than they are.

[image: ]Health-Defense: “Multigrain” isn’t always multimanipulative. Some companies do in fact use whole grains in multigrain breads, cereals, and other baked goods. So read the ingredient list—and make sure the word whole precedes every grain listed. Or look for the “100% whole grain” label. It is regulated by the FDA and means that all the grains in the product are whole.

Use-by, sell-by, or best-by dates. If you’re like nine out of 10 Americans, you’ve thrown out food because it was past its use-by or sell-by date. And that’s a waste of food (and money). Those dates were established in the 1970s as a way to inform an increasingly urban public how fresh-from-the-farm their food was—and they are completely arbitrary!

They have nothing to do with food safety; they’re just a general indication of freshness. And they’re not the result of government regulations (although some states

require them). The dates are set by the food companies and are based on when they think food quality may start to decline, not on any scientific standards.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Pay attention to the color, odor, and texture of your food. These indicators—not some meaningless date stamped on a package—are the three most reliable ways to know if a food has failed its real best-by date. Strange color? Bad odor? Poor texture? Toss it out! (A helpful tip: Foods with high water content, such as many fruits and vegetables, tend to spoil quickest.)


FIVE ECO-LABELS THAT MAKE SHOPPING EASY

Greenwashing is the practice of using ambiguous phrases and misleading terms to get you to believe a product is environmentally friendly—when it really isn’t! Fortunately, there are five reliable green labels that will ensure you’re getting the eco-benefits you’re paying for.

1.USDA organic. USDA organic certification is the only guarantee that the food you’re buying was produced without pesticides, genetic modification, irradiation, or fertilizers containing sewage sludge. It also guarantees that livestock and poultry weren’t treated with antibiotics or growth hormones. It’s illegal for any food producer to use the term organic on a food label if the product doesn’t meet the USDA criteria. Products containing 95 to 100 percent organic ingredients can bear the USDA seal, while products with at least 70 percent organic ingredients can be labeled “made with organic ingredients.”

The meaning of the organic label is much less clear when used on personal care products. Certified-organic products must be made with at least 95 percent organic ingredients in order to bear the USDA seal. But the FDA, which regulates cosmetics and personal care products, hasn’t put any restrictions on the use of the term organic on labels, in marketing materials, or as part of a product’s name. So any manufacturer of personal care items can label a product as “organic,” regardless of what’s actually inside. Some cleaning products have also started advertising themselves as organic, but the USDA has yet to establish standards for household products, so there, too, the label isn’t very reliable.

2.Fair Trade Certified. Fair Trade certification started as a way to ensure that farmers in developing countries who produced commodity crops, like coffee and chocolate, weren’t impacted by fluctuations in the prices of those crops on the world market. The program has since been extended to many noncommodity crops and to sports balls (the only nonagricultural product currently certified).

Companies who buy Fair Trade Certified crops pay the farmers a certain percentage more than current market value, plus a premium if the crops are certified organic; the farmers are then required to use that money to fund community projects, like scholarships, organic certification programs, and health care. While Fair Trade certification isn’t a guarantee that a product is organic, the requirements prohibit genetically modified organisms and certain hazardous agrochemicals (as well as forced child labor, which remains a big problem on many noncertified cocoa plantations).

3.Green Seal. Green Seal is an independent nonprofit that uses input from scientists, industry experts, government agencies, and the public to create certification criteria for products that have extremely low health and environmental impacts. It’s the most rigorous certification program for household cleaning products around, and as such, very few products have achieved certification. In addition to household products, Green Seal certifies hotels, restaurants, industrial cleaning products, and office paper.

The Environmental Protection Agency’s Design for the Environment is a more common but less rigorous certification program for cleaning products. The agency uses the program to rate individual ingredients for health and environmental impacts (Green Seal rates the entire lifecycle of a product, from manufacture to disposal).

4.FSC Certified. FSC stands for Forest Stewardship Council, an independent, international agency created in 1993 by a coalition of environmental groups, community forestry groups, indigenous communities, the timber and forestry industries, and forest-product certification organizations. The agency certifies forests based on 10 primary criteria and a variety of regionally specific rules. Some of the criteria include ensuring that the biodiversity and natural habitats of the natural forests are protected, logging practices aren’t destructive to surrounding areas, and indigenous land ownership is respected. Companies that don’t manage forests themselves can be “chain of custody” certified, guaranteeing that wood from certified forests doesn’t get mixed in with noncertified wood products along the supply chain.

5.Marine Stewardship Council. The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) protects wild fisheries in the same way that the Forest Stewardship Council protects forests. The agency hires independent third-party certifiers to assess the management of fish harvesting based on three principles: (1) Fishing doesn’t deplete stocks of a certain fish; (2) fishing operations don’t cause indirect harm to other marine ecosystems; and (3) fishery managers can adapt to sudden changes in supply while still maintaining the health of the fish populations. There are currently 52 certified fisheries around the world, 10 of which are located in North American waters.

MSC certification is the easiest way to ensure that wild fish populations aren’t overharvested—but the label doesn’t assure consumers that the fish are free of environmental contaminants, like mercury. You can find MSC-certified wild fish at various retailers.



Front-of-package labeling systems or Facts Up Front. The 20 or so (mostly industry-created) front-of-package labeling systems that have been launched in recent years aren’t about trying to make finding healthy food easier, says Marion Nestle, PhD, MPH, author of Eat Drink Vote. They’re a tool for selling, not buying, she explains. They often highlight good nutrients (such as fiber, vitamins, and minerals) and ignore the bad stuff (such as fat, sodium, and added sugar).

A few years ago, the FDA tried to rein in all these new systems, asking an independent, nonindustry advisory board to devise a better one. The board recommended that packages highlight added sugar, fat, salt, and calories and accompany these with a star system to rate products based on healthfulness.

Before those recommendations could be adopted, however, the food industry came up with yet another labeling system—Facts Up Front—which lists total sugar, calories, saturated fat, and sodium (without any rating system to put the numbers into perspective) and “nutrients to encourage,” such as fiber and vitamins. This new system, say scientists at the Harvard School of Public Health, gives companies an incentive to fortify unhealthy foods—making them seem healthier than they really are.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Front-of-package labeling systems are an unreliable measure of food factors that can harm your health, such as high levels of saturated fat, sugar, calories, and salt. Your best bet: Minimize packaged foods and maximize whole foods, such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, beans, nuts and seeds, and unprocessed meats.

BPA-free. This term is appearing on more and more plastic food containers, food service items, and canned food labels (nearly all canned foods contain a plastic lining made from BPA, or bisphenol A). Manufacturers are hoping to assure shoppers that the food packaging isn’t dosing them with BPA, a toxic chemical linked to reproductive problems, heart disease, and cancer.

Well, those items might not be leaching BPA—but they could be leaching other damaging chemicals! A study published in the journal Environmental Health Perspectives found that all plastics leached chemicals that can damage the reproductive system—chemicals that may be more dangerous than BPA.

[image: ]Health-Defense: Opt for products packed in truly BPA-free containers, such as glass, aseptic, or Tetra Pak cartons (like those used for boxed soups and soy milk). And bring your own glass or stainless steel to-go containers with you when you eat out.

There is one exception to this iffy “BPA-free” claim: Eden Organic, which packages its beans, rice, and chilies in BPA-free cans that are lined with a plant-based (plastic-free) resin. (It’s currently the only company in the United States that does so.)

Pesticide-free. Organic, pesticide-free foods are soaring in popularity, and big food producers want a cut of the profits—but they typically don’t want to pay for the added cost of organic certification. So they try to fool shoppers into thinking that a food labeled “pesticide-free” or “free from pesticide residues” is just as good as one labeled “organic.” Some of these foods even feature certifications from independent third parties, confirming the produce has been tested and found to be “free from pesticide residues.” The Consumers Union—the parent company of Consumer Reports—had something to say about that.

According to their Greener Choices Eco-label guide (greenerchoices.org/eco-labels/), many “pesticide-free” rating and certification programs use the same detection limits as the Environmental Protection Agency—which means those “certified” foods contain the same level of pesticides as all the other nonorganic produce in the market. (Talk about misleading!)

[image: ]Health-Defense: The only way to protect yourself and your family from synthetic pesticides is to buy certified-organic foods that were grown without them.

Whether you’re eating fish or any other food, knowing which labels are bogus and which are authentic, which are helpful and which are misleading, is key to making food choices that are healthy for you, your family, and the planet.


“NATURAL” BEEF MIGHT BE ANYTHING BUT


Your attempt to buy truly healthful meat can be very confusing—thanks to the USDA. A few years ago, the agency approved a label that allows meat producers to market their products as “naturally raised” if the producers don’t lace animal feed with animal by-products or antibiotics or inject livestock with hormones.

The problem: The USDA continues to allow companies to stamp “natural” on meat products. And this term dilutes the meaning of the “naturally raised” label.

“The USDA’s ‘naturally raised’ standard—alongside the meaningless ‘natural’ label—will confuse consumers and undercut the efforts of responsible meat producers,” says Margaret Mellon, PhD, former food and environment program director at Union of Concerned Scientists, a health and environmental advocacy group in Washington, DC.

Here’s a quick guide to deciphering meat labels.

•“Natural” means next to nothing. Don’t be fooled! Producers can use this label no matter how the animal was raised. “Natural” refers to what
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