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Recommendations in this book do not constitute product approvals or endorsements. Our aim is to inform and engage consumers to try those products in the marketplace that have been manufactured to reduce the health and environmental impacts associated with one or more stages in their life cycle, from production through use and disposal. The information in this book is provided for informational purposes only and is not a substitute for professional medical advice. If a reader suspects that he or she has a medical problem or health concern, a health care provider should be consulted.
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Foreword

BY MERYL STREEP



THIS IS IT. This is the book we’ve all been wishing would be written for years. It’s the ultimate green living reference, a go-to guide for practical, ready-to-apply solutions to the most pressing environmental problems facing us today at home, in our communities, and around the world.

And there is no one more qualified to write it. The editors of the Green Guide have been researching and reporting on sensible ways for consumers to protect themselves and their families from harmful chemicals in food and other products since the early 1990s. I know this, because I was a co-founder of the organization Mothers & Others, which published the first Green Guide in 1994. The original Green Guides were short—just four pages—and frequent—biweekly. They were intended to be read in just minutes. The simple solutions they provided were easily put into action. Whether you were concerned about hormones in milk and poultry or emissions of greenhouse gases from the burning of fossil fuels, Green Guide made the latest scientific issues understandable and the remedies easy to implement.

Those same good-sense solutions have been the hallmark of the Green Guide throughout the past decade and a half. A website was added in 2002, providing concerned consumers 24/7 access to a dynamic database, replete with regularly updated product reports, smart shopping tips, and step-by-step guides to greening their homes. And then, in 2007, the National Geographic Society bought the Green Guide, eager to make it the “mother of all resources” for consumers wanting to live a greener life. It was National Geographic’s idea to convert the Green Guide from a short-form newsletter into a quarterly magazine, filling a gap in mainstream publishing with the only periodical devoted 100 percent to green consumer information.

National Geographic was also quick to jump on the idea of a Green Guide book, chock-full of simple, useful ideas broken down into achievable steps. Good thing, too, as I like books—particularly books like this that bring it all together, covering so much that matters in our lives, from the food we choose to put on our tables, to the way we heat our homes, even how we dress up our children for Halloween. That’s what I value about the Green Guide, that’s why I turn to it when I need advice. It helps us to see how even the most mundane of daily decisions, from our choice of coffee to how long we shower, matter not just a little, but collectively a lot.

I was a mother of young children when I joined with Wendy Gordon to create Mothers & Others. Our aim then was to protect our kids from trace levels of harmful pesticides in common fruits and vegetables. We were responding to reports by the Natural Resources Defense Council and the National Academy of Sciences showing that young children were exposed to levels of pesticides above those the federal government considered safe. My neighbors and I lobbied our supermarkets to begin to offer organic and sustainably grown produce and to buy from local growers. (Hard to believe, but 15 years ago these products were simply not available in most stores!) We worked with other concerned citizens to change the regulations to take into account the particular eating patterns and vulnerabilities of very young children.

What we learned in those early years was that while government reform can take years to bring about, concerned consumers wanted to know what they could do now. What choices did they have? Could they make a difference? These direct questions from everyday consumers—how do I safeguard my kids, what can we do to live more responsibly—inspired Mothers & Others, and a couple of years later, the Green Guide was launched. Our mission was clear from the outset: to make living in an environmentally aware way understandable, practical, and immediate. It wasn’t about the actions of others, about big institutions or government agencies, but about us, what we do, how we do things, the way we live our lives. And sure enough, what we do does count. By voting with our dollars—demanding products that are more intelligently made, from toothpaste to wind turbines—we’ve provided much of the impetus for manufacturers and governments to do the right thing, too.

The Green Guide has been my source all these years, and I’m grateful. I encourage you to make it yours and to use this book as it was intended to be used. Mark in it, turn down the corners, and put tabs on those pages you’ll go back to over and over again. It’s that sort of a book: a reference, a workhorse, a companion for all of us making extraordinary things happen in the most ordinary of ways.








Introduction

BY SETH BAUER

EDITORIAL DIRECTOR, GREEN GUIDE



“SO, WHAT CAN I DO?”

It’s the question we hear from readers all the time, and it underlies all the work we do at National Geographic’s Green Guide. It’s a simple question, but there’s a lot behind it. Asking what you can do shows that you’ve recognized the kind of stress that human activity puts on the planet—on natural resources from trees, water, and soil, to minerals and ancient deposits of oil and coal, to the delicate balance of gases in our atmosphere that lets life exist on Earth. It shows that you realize that it’s not just up to others—scientists or businesspeople or governments—to deal with the issues; that every day, each of us makes decisions that worsen or lessen the stress on the planet; that widespread individual action could make a tremendous difference (and in some ways already has). And best of all, it shows that you’re ready to act. You’re ready to go green.

MYTHS ABOUT GOING GREEN

There are a lot of myths about going green. The first is that going green requires a lot of sacrifice. But living green doesn’t mean returning to a 19th-century lifestyle of manual labor, freezing in the winter, broiling in the summer, and living in the dark. It doesn’t mean forgoing all that new technology has to offer. In fact, the newest technologies—efficient alternative energy production, better recycling capacity—will allow us to live greener than any time since the industrial revolution. In many ways, it’s the leftover technology from the second half of the 20th century that has led to global concerns about climate change and dwindling resources. Going green means replacing that generation of manufacturing, energy production, and goods with a whole new wave of approaches to the resources that we use and the gases that we create. It means doing a lot more with a little less, and in that way it could not be more cutting-edge—or important.

The second myth is that going green is expensive, that it’s only for the rich. There’s a small element of truth in the latter assertion, but it’s not because going green costs a lot of money. It’s because in some ways the less well-to-do tend to be green already. When your electricity and heating bills directly affect how much money you have to spend on food and clothing, you tend to conserve. You are not quick to dispose of things, repairing or reusing rather than replacing. You don’t have more space to live in than you need. You use public transportation. You don’t waste food. Green ideas, all. But, as the ideas in this book show, everyone can find ways to conserve. And in nearly every case, going green means saving green.

The third myth is that going green is a political statement. Somehow over the years environmentalism, which should have been the concern of people of every political stripe, got swept up in the tornado of politics and precariously set down on one side of the political aisle. Yet the bottom line is that every organism on Earth has an interest in preserving its ecosystem, and humans are no different. Take a step back, and it’s easy to see that we’re all in this together. Going green means looking at your consumer choices through a new lens, but it’s not the lens of politics.

LIFE THROUGH THE LENS OF LIFE CYCLE

So what is that lens? The primary green lens is the lens of life cycle. Every product we buy and use, from the food we eat, to the cars we drive, to the energy we purchase to heat and light our houses, has a life cycle of its own. It’s grown or manufactured from natural resources, or from chemicals made from natural resources. There is energy and waste involved in the manufacturing process. It’s packaged in some way. It’s transported to market. It’s used by you, the consumer. Then it’s disposed of in some way, poured down the drain or recycled or sent to a landfill or even given away. Each of these steps affects how green the product and process might be. And each has a cost, either to the manufacturer, to you as a consumer, or to you as a citizen of the planet.

Take a seemingly simple example: orange juice. Orange juice comes every which way—frozen, in concentrate, reconstituted from concentrate, packaged in cartons or in plastic containers. As a conventional consumer, you might have several reasons to choose a particular kind of orange juice: its price, its nutritional value, its taste, whether you mind stirring it from concentrate, and maybe the way it has been advertised.

But look again at buying orange juice, this time through that green lens. Now you think about how and where the oranges were grown: Did the grower use pesticides that leached into the soil or streams nearby? Was there plenty of natural water for the orange trees, or was it diverted from other sources? And the manufacturing of the juice: Is it energy-intensive to turn it into concentrate? It can’t be efficient to turn juice into concentrate, then reconstitute it before sending it to market. The packaging: Clearly the concentrate takes less packaging; on the other hand, the plastic might be recyclable. The transportation: It takes much more energy to truck full gallons of the stuff than it does to truck concentrate.

Now orange juice sold in concentrate is starting to look like the smarter choice. Add back in the factors you would have considered anyway (concentrate preserves nutrients, and tends to be cheaper, too), and you have a whole new way of making your choice. What did it take? A few seconds of logical thought. What did it save? Well, it saved you some money, first of all. It may be better for your health. And over the course of your lifetime as a consumer, it may save hundreds of gallons of fuel in trucking costs and hundreds of pounds of paper or plastic for cartons, along with space in landfills. Choose organic juice and it will also save hundreds of pounds of pesticide use over your consumer lifetime, though it may cost more. And that’s just from one consumer—you—making one greener choice.

Fortunately, you’re not the only one making such choices. Millions upon millions of people around the country and across the globe are looking for ways to lower the stress they put on the planet. The science behind the recognition of global climate change and limits to natural resources has begun to change behavior in countries of all kinds. Citizens and leaders of the world’s most rapidly growing countries, like China and India, are aware that their improving living standard comes with global responsibilities (which is not to say they’re growing in the greenest possible way). And those in high-consuming regions, like the United States, Japan, and Europe, are becoming greener every day.

THE THIRD WAVE OF ENVIRONMENTALISM

Going green on an individual basis represents a new wave of environmental action. Environmentalism, as a social movement, has entered its third major phase. The first, when national and state parks were created and open land preserved, centered around land conservation. The second, which began to take hold in the 1960s, was a phase of activism as scientific inquiry and the broad-scale recognition of the health impacts of pollution and chemical use led to legal and administrative oversight—and our food supplies, waterways, and skies began to get cleaner. Now the third wave—call it consumer or personal environmentalism—brings all the personal choices we make every day into play: Do we recycle? Conserve? Waste? Recognize that every drop of rain is precious, that every chemical we pour down the drain goes somewhere, and that every time we raise the thermostat, make an extra trip in our cars, or buy something that’s been shipped long distances, we’re adding unnecessary carbon to the atmosphere and hastening global warming?

The Green Guide is here to help make personal environmentalism easy, and that’s what it’s always been about. The Green Guide was started in 1994 by Wendy Gordon, who had been a research scientist at the Natural Resources Defense Council. As she raised her two sons, she became alarmed at the kinds of chemicals children were exposed to in their food, around their houses, and in nearly every part of their lives. She saw simple solutions: nonchemical cleansers, pesticide-free foods, household products that did not release gases. Wendy established the Green Guide newsletter, which has been helping ever increasing numbers of consumers make better-informed choices. In 2007, the Green Guide joined the National Geographic Society and began helping to further the Society’s mission of inspiring people to care about the planet.

Under Wendy’s guidance, the Green Guide has always been practical, simple, and grounded in science. Each assertion we make about potential hazards or benefits of products and practices has been documented in peer-reviewed scientific journals. Our writers are painstaking in their research and held to a high standard by a separate team of fact-checkers. The team that created this book, led by Donna Garlough, who specializes in environment-friendly consumer journalism, was overseen by a panel of outside experts who volunteered their time to review each chapter. For us, making green easy means making sure that the ideas presented are worthy of your time and effort in understanding and following through.

So, what can you do? Go green. We’re here to help.
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PRODUCE
 MEAT • POULTRY
 SEAFOOD • DAIRY
COOKING OILS
 HERBS & SEASONINGS
 SNACKS & SWEETS 
WATER • COFFEE & TEA
 BEER & WINE
 COOKWARE • BOTTLES 
STORAGE CONTAINERS
 WRAPS & BAGS
 LUNCH BOXES
 RESTAURANTS
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 EAT GREEN

Healthy, Sustainable Meals



THERE’S NO DOUBT ABOUT IT: FOOD IS THE FUEL THAT YOUR BODY needs to make it through each day. It keeps your body running smoothly, from the minute you wake up until the moment that your head hits the pillow. But just as you want the fuel you put in your car to be as safe for the environment as possible, it makes a difference what types of food you eat—and where that food comes from.

In today’s world, with busy schedules at work and at home, the option to fuel your body with convenient foods is tempting. Quick and prepacked food, whether a hamburger and french fries, a bag of potato chips, or a candy bar, is readily available and easy to grab on the go. These foods may give you a burst of energy at the start, but the boost they provide is temporary.

Instead, your best choices are fresh, whole foods that are chock-full of antioxidant compounds, vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients. Study after study has revealed the health-protective benefits of foods and beverages like fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and tea, with moderate amounts of fish, poultry, and other lean meats. And eating this way isn’t just good for your body. Foods and beverages such as these are also delicious and can be simple to prepare.

So you’re ready to start eating a healthier diet. But open any newspaper these days and you’re bound to feel alarmed. You may see stories about pesticides in produce, E. coli bacteria in meat, and mercury in seafood. Dig a little deeper, and you’ll uncover concerns regarding how food is grown, harvested, and manufactured: Your coffee could be helping destroy the rain forest, and your chocolate bar may have helped support child slave labor. Even the containers, bags, and wraps that you use may contain toxic chemicals that can migrate into the foods and beverages that they hold.

It’s all enough to make you second-guess your healthy diet. But don’t give up on wholesome foods and beverages yet. With a little research and some simple changes, you can enjoy a diet that’s healthy for you in every way. Although some environmentally friendly foods may cost more than their conventional counterparts, the good they can do for you—and the planet—is worth the investment. Plus, many ecologically sound foods and products cost the same or even less.

So where should you start? You’ll want to follow some basic guidelines: Choose fruits, vegetables, and other foods that are as fresh as possible, particularly those that are locally grown and produced. Learn which foods are most likely to be contaminated with pesticides, fertilizers, and other toxic chemicals, and select varieties that have been labeled as being certified organic. And research where your food comes from, and how the workers, animals, and environment involved in its production were treated. Once you’ve got these and a few other tricks described in this chapter up your sleeve, you’ll have the tools you need to eat healthy, green, and sustainable meals for life.

Produce

A ripe, juicy peach…a crunchy ear of sweet corn…a perfectly crisp leaf of spinach. With choices like these, it’s easy—and delicious—to get your five to nine recommended daily servings of fruits and vegetables. But even fresh produce raises questions we need to ask and answer intelligently.

 

OPTING FOR ORGANICS They’re meant to protect fruits and vegetables from insects, fungi, and other pests, but pesticides are poisons, and their toxic effects are hardly safe for anyone.

Some pesticides have been linked to health problems such as cognitive difficulties, cancer, and Parkinson’s disease. And the pesticides don’t disappear when the produce hits your plate: It’s estimated that conventionally grown fruits and vegetables can contain the residues of more than a dozen different pesticides.

So what should you do?

The obvious answer is to buy organic varieties, which contain about one-third the level of pesticide residues compared with conventionally grown produce. Research shows that eating more organic foods can significantly lower levels of pesticides in our bodies: In one 2006 study of children ages 3 to 11 who ate an organic diet for five days, scientists noted a “dramatic and immediate protective effect” against two common pesticides until the kids resumed their conventional diets. While the children were consuming organic foods, for example, the metabolite of the pesticide malathion was undetectable in most of the children’s urine samples. Once they returned to their conventional diets, however, the average malathion metabolite concentration returned to 1.6 parts per billion, about the same concentration as that found before the children adopted the organic diet.

Even though prices for organic foods are dropping as consumer demand increases, purchasing only organic produce can still be pricey. The most cost-effective solution is to pinpoint the fruits and vegetables that are most likely to be contaminated with pesticides and buy organic varieties of them. Identifying organic produce has gotten easier than ever, thanks to the federal organic standard. In effect since 2002, the law specifies that in order to be labeled as organic, a food must have been certified as having been produced without synthetic pesticides or fertilizers, genetic engineering, antibiotics, hormones, sewage sludge, or irradiation. Organic fruits and vegetables that qualify may carry a label that reads “Certified Organic.” Organic certification also implies that the farmer is promoting biological diversity by rotating crops, conserving and renewing the soil, and protecting water sources.



ECO-TIP: WHEN TO GO ORGANIC

The Environmental Working Group has compiled a list of the top 12 fruits and vegetables most often contaminated by pesticides. When possible, buy organic versions of these foods:




	
peaches

	
cherries


	
apples

	
lettuce


	
sweet bell peppers

	
grapes (imported)


	
celery

	
pears


	
nectarines

	
spinach


	
strawberries

	
potatoes









BUYING LOCAL Neighborhood farmers markets offer colorful bounty, freshly picked and brought to market. It looks beautiful and tastes even better, but looks and flavor aren’t the only differences between local produce and the produce offered at the supermarket. Opting for locally grown fruits and vegetables can have larger benefits, too.

First, buying locally or regionally grown produce sold at farmers markets, farm stands, natural-foods stores, and farmer-friendly supermarket chains helps support area farmers. Small farms are a dying breed: According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), since 1960 farmland has been converted to nonagricultural use at a rate of 1.5 million acres annually.

Second, there are definitely nutritional benefits to buying local produce. Produce that is shipped long-distance is usually picked before it ripens, and treated, possibly with fungicides, so that it can travel and be stored. On the other hand, farm-fresh fruits and vegetables are typically picked at their peak, making for ripe, ready-to-eat produce.

Third, choosing locally grown produce can often help ease the burden on our environment. On average, domestically grown produce sold in conventional supermarkets has traveled some 1,500 miles from farm to table. Even organic produce can use up fossil fuels and contribute to pollution during its transport: One 2007 Canadian study pointed to the environmental cost of greenhouse gas emitted to transport organically grown produce, since it was being shipped so much farther than the conventional fruit and vegetables.

You can support local farmers—and reap the rewards of their harvest—by joining a community-supported agriculture program (CSA). These local farms allow you to purchase shares of each season’s harvest. Investing in a CSA operation trains you to eat seasonally, since what you receive each week depends on the growing season, weather, and harvest of specific crops. In spring, for example, you might receive strawberries and greens; summer brings peas and string beans; autumn yields squash and root vegetables.

CSAs are one organized way of getting local produce efficiently. The energy equation that describes the production and transportation is a complex one. Recent studies show that in a situation of uncoordinated local production, with every farmer and every consumer driving a vehicle to the central market, more fuel may be consumed than in a more organized regional food system.

The equation gets even more complicated when considering the international produce market. Fruits and vegetables that were once strictly seasonal are now available year-round, thanks to vast shipping networks. Out-of-season produce can be expensive, because transport uses so much energy. It’s also more likely to have been imported from a country with looser pesticide regulations. But even here, ironies prevail. Vegetables traveling to New York City from China by boat actually require less transport energy than vegetables shipped across the continent by truck from California to New York.

What to do? Follow the middle road, and emphasize quality over quantity. Stay vigilant and do all you can to become aware of the larger implications of every food purchase you make.

 

GENETICALLY MODIFIED FOOD Genetically modified organisms (GMOs) are created by inserting a gene from one organism into another organism. This alters the recipient’s genetic makeup to produce new and different traits, such as pest resistance or faster growth. Available since the early 1990s, GMOs are now present in more than 60 percent of processed foods found on supermarket shelves in the United States.

GMOs may represent remarkable scientific accomplishments, but they may also have harmful effects on human health and the environment. Traces of GMO DNA have been found in traditional seed supplies of corn, soybean, and canola. The health risks posed by GMOs are still unknown but may include allergies and increased cancer risk. Although the environmental impact of GMOs cannot be predicted, scientists worry that genes for herbicide resistance could jump from GMO crops to wild plants, creating “superweeds” immune to herbicides. Another concern is that multiple foreign genes could accumulate in wild plants and spread unchecked into ecosystems, threatening biodiversity. To best avoid foods that contain GMOs, look for those that are labeled “Certified Organic.”



GREEN DICTIONARY

CSAS

Community-supported agriculture programs (CSAs) are farms that sell shares of their harvest to local residents. Members pay a fixed fee, typically $300 to $600, and In exchange they receive weekly shares of the farm’s bounty, which varies depending on the season, weather, and specific crops grown.







ECO-TIP: LEARN YOUR LABELS

When shopping for food produced in ways that best benefit the environment, your first step should be to look at the label. But don’t let appearances fool you: Labels and logos mean very little if they aren’t backed up by strong standards. The following labels can be trusted, since each one indicates certification by an independent third party.


	1 Bird Friendly: protects tropical bird habitats FOODS CERTIFIED: coffee

	2 American Humane Certified: assures humane care of livestock, no use of growth hormones or nontherapeutic antibiotics FOODS CERTIFIED: meat, poultry, eggs, dairy

	3 Demeter Biodynamic: designates no synthetic pesticide use, no genetic engineering, no crops grown in areas subject to strong electromagnetic fields, agriculture timed with planetary rhythms FOODS CERTIFIED: wine, cheese, eggs, fruit, meat, vegetables

	4 Fair Trade Certified: ensures farmers receive fair prices FOODS CERTIFIED: coffee, tea, chocolate, tropical fruit, rice, sugar

	5 Food Alliance Certified: indicates sustainable farming practices, soil and water conservation, fair treatment of workers FOODS CERTIFIED: milk, frozen food, fruit, wheat, meat, vegetables

	6 Free-Farmed: means that animals had access to clean food and water and were raised without antibiotics to promote growth FOODS CERTIFIED: meat, poultry

	7 Grass-Fed: guarantees livestock receive continuous access to natural outdoor forage during growing season FOODS CERTIFIED: dairy, beef, lamb

	8 Marine Stewardship Council: signifies well-managed fisheries FOODS CERTIFIED: farmed, wild-caught fish

	9 Rainforest Alliance: protects rain forests FOODS CERTIFIED: bananas, coffee, orange juice, chocolate, tea

	10 Salmon-Safe: protects watersheds FOODS CERTIFIED: wine, dairy, fresh produce







Meat

Beef, chicken, pork, lamb—despite the growing inclination to eat vegetarian, meat is often still at the center of many a meal on the American dining table. While some may argue that the entire cycle of meat production and processing drains the environment, new methods of animal husbandry are being developed that respect both the animals and the land that they graze.

 

When animals are raised for meat in settings of intensive rotational grazing, gathering their own food and spreading their own manure, that weed-strewn pastureland may be more environmentally beneficial than the vegetable farmland next door, where seasonal crops are being grown and cultivated fields lie fallow for long parts of every year. Once again, it’s a complicated equation; once again, the conscientious consumer looks as clearly as possible at all parts of the picture.



THE FACTS

According to the Center for a New American Dream, if just 1,000 Americans ate one fewer beef meals a week, over 70,000 pounds of grain, 70,000 pounds of topsoil, and 40 million gallons of water would be saved each year.




It’s true that meat is a good source of protein, but so are soybeans and other legumes. And it’s quite possible to eat a healthy, balanced diet with little or no meat in it. If the link between meat consumption and cancer isn’t reason enough to cut back, consider the other risks. Meat can be a breeding ground for E. coli and other bacteria responsible for foodborne illness. Industrial animal husbandry practices are hardly kind to animals—or the people who work in slaughterhouses. And the meat industry is a major cause of air and water pollution. But there are ways for even the most dedicated meat eaters to reduce their contributions to these problems.

 

COMMON CONTAMINANTS Modern feedlot and slaughterhouse practices have lowered the cost of meat, but they’ve also increased the risk of foodborne illness from pathogen-tainted meat. Manure from feedlot cows—fattened on an unnatural diet of corn, fed antibiotics routinely, and raised in close quarters—makes a perfect breeding ground for infectious disease. When these animals are slaughtered and processed, the bacteria can mix with the meat. The result: meat that’s contaminated with pathogens such as Campylobacter, Salmonella, E. coli, and Listeria monocytogenes. Ground meat—which is derived from more than one animal—is especially likely to be tainted. Another concern is bovine spongiform encephalopathy, also known as mad cow disease. Although the European Union has banned the practice of feeding animal products to other animals (a common route of infection), the United States still allows cattle feed to contain remnants of dead animals, cattle blood, and restaurant waste.



THE FACTS

Routine industrial meat and dairy production practices today mean that an estimated 70 percent of all antibiotics and related drugs in the United States are fed to cows, pigs, and chickens that are not sick.




If you’re not ready to give up meat altogether, there are healthier meat choices. The first step is to look for organic meat. A “Certified Organic” label on meat means that the animal was given organic feed grown from plants that were not genetically engineered and were not treated with pesticides or sewage sludge. The animal was not given antibiotics or hormones and was not genetically modified, and it had access to the out-of-doors, including pasture for grazing. Meat from organically raised animals is processed according to strictly defined standards that restrict the use of chemicals and irradiation. (See “Green Dictionary: Irradiation,” opposite.) Look for meat labels marked “100 Percent Organic” products that are at least 95 percent organic may be labeled “Organic,” and those with more than 70 percent organic ingredients may be labeled “Made with Organic Ingredients.”

Meats labeled “Grass-Fed” are also a good choice. Grass-fed cows, sheep, goats, and bison are raised exclusively on pasture and stored grasses; supplements must be free of grain and animal products. Meats from grass-fed animals are also lower in total fat and saturated fat, and higher in healthy omega-3 fatty acids.

As with produce, so with meat: Buying from small local farms may be the best environmental solution. Once again, it’s a complicated equation.

 

MEDICATED MEAT? Animals raised for meat are often fed antibiotics routinely, not to fight active illness but to promote growth. The problem is, these are the same antibiotics that we need to fight disease ourselves. The overuse of these drugs in animal husbandry has contributed to antibiotic resistance in humans. Hormones are also used to speed growth in cattle and lamb in the United States, and residues of them may remain after processing. The European Union has banned the use of hormones in livestock, citing concerns about their effects on developing children and cancer risk.

To avoid meat from animals that received antibiotics or hormones, choose varieties labeled “Organic.” Grass-fed meat is another good option. Animals that have been grass-fed tend to be healthier, have less need for antibiotics, and have lower rates of E. coli infection. Don’t assume that meat products labeled “Free Range,” “No Antibiotics Administered,” “No Hormones Administered,” or “Natural” are always better. These claims are approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) but aren’t verified by third parties.

 

A DIRTY JOB Factory farming doesn’t just pose risks to your health. In most cases, it also damages the environment, causes undue harm to the animals, and creates unsafe working conditions.

Nitrates, ammonia, and other pollutants from animal waste threaten ecosystems and our water supply. Hormones used in livestock (which come through in their manure) have been found downstream from factory farms and are linked to altered sexual traits in fish and other wildlife. The methane gas released in the flatulence and manure of livestock and the carbon monoxide produced during animal transport and processing also contribute to greenhouse gas pollution.



GREEN DICTIONARY

IRRADIATION

This process uses electron beams or radioactive substances to kill pathogens, retard sprouting or spoiling, and otherwise prolong transit time and shelf life in meat, eggs, grain, produce, and spices. The U.S. FDA, the American Medical Association, and the World Health Organization consider irradiated foods safe to eat, but critics argue that irradiation destroys vitamins and other nutrients, hurts small farms by inviting importation, and improperly addresses contamination concerns. Steer clear of irradiated foods by reading labels.




Cows, chickens, turkeys, pigs, and lambs can suffer severe stress and pain when raised industrially—and that’s even before they are brought to slaughter. Animals are often confined to cramped quarters, surrounded by waste, and fed an unnatural and unhealthful diet. Humans aren’t immune either: Workers in slaughterhouses hold some of this country’s most dangerous jobs. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 12.6 out of every 100 meatpackers suffered a job-related injury or illness in 2005, twice the average for all manufacturing jobs.

You can support farmers, promote animal welfare, and protect the planet with the choices you make at the grocery store. In addition to choosing organic and grass-fed varieties—which tend to be raised on small family farms and require less fossil fuel for their production—be on the lookout for “free-farmed” products.

Meat that is “free-farmed”—a term synonymous with the official designation “American Humane Certified™”—comes from animals that have been raised with adequate space and comfort and without hormones and antibiotics, in accordance with American Humane Association standards. You might also consider purchasing meat that has been certified humane raised and handled, which means that it meets verifiable standards for the treatment of livestock that exceed current laws.


Meat labeled “Food Alliance Certified” comes from animals that were raised on ranches that preserve soil and water quality, were not given antibiotics or hormones, and were given access to fresh air, pasture, and clean living quarters.

All these indicators help you find the meat products that are healthiest for your family and for the environment.

Poultry

Chicken and turkey are often viewed as healthier alternatives to red meats such as beef or pork. They are generally lower in fat and cholesterol, not to mention less expensive, than red meat. But modern methods of poultry husbandry and processing raise the risk of pathogen contamination, increase antibiotic resistance, and contribute to environmental pollution.

 

PATHOGENS & POLLUTANTS With some careful label reading, you can safely eat poultry. The problem begins with the way that chickens are raised en masse, both those that lay eggs and those that are destined for the meat counter. Poultry and egg processing practices sometimes allow the growth of bacteria responsible for foodborne illness, including Salmonella, Listeria monocytogenes, Campylobacter jejuni, and E. coli, which is why safe handling and thorough cooking are essentials for those who eat chicken and turkey.

But such pathogens aren’t the only unhealthy substances associated with poultry. Processing methods use chlorine or chlorine dioxide to reduce pathogen loads, and these chemicals may be absorbed, especially by the bird’s skin. To control infections and boost growth, the feed eaten by chickens typically contains arsenic, a heavy metal and a known carcinogen that is excreted into their manure and released into the environment. Poultry also often receives frequent doses of insecticides aimed at killing lice, roaches, and other pests common to their living quarters. Although there are legal limits set for pesticide residues in poultry products, testing is infrequent.


As with meat, your best bet is to choose poultry and eggs that are labeled “100 Percent Organic,” indicating that the birds were given organic feed, were not given antibiotics, and were not genetically modified or irradiated. Organic chickens also show much lower levels of Salmonella and Campylobacter bacteria. Furthermore, no matter what kind you’re buying, to ensure that the poultry you and your family eat is safe, be certain to cook it thoroughly.

 

ANTIBIOTIC ISSUES On average, a chicken raised industrially in the United States receives four different antibiotics, all used to hasten growth. The overuse of these medications in poultry has contributed to resistance in humans, particularly to a class of antibiotics called fluoroquinolones, which are used to treat infectious diseases like anthrax. A 2006 study found that hospital patients who ate poultry were more likely to be resistant to an antibiotic than healthy individuals who were vegetarians.



THE FACTS

According to some surveys, 96 percent of chickens processed for meat conventionally in the United States are contaminated with Campylobacter bacteria.




Fluoroquinolones are now banned from use in poultry farms in the United States, and many mainstream poultry producers and retailers say they have cut back on or stopped purchasing birds raised with antibiotics, although these claims are difficult to verify. You can reduce your risk of contracting antibiotic-resistant bacteria from poultry by choosing to buy organic and free-farmed varieties.

Since the United States has made hormone treatments illegal in poultry farming, they do not present a health risk for U.S. consumers.

 

AN UNPLEASANT ENVIRONMENT Mass poultry farming creates unsafe conditions for animals and humans and can have troubling consequences for the environment. Manure generated by poultry farms pollutes our water supply and soil. Runoff washes massive amounts of chicken waste into the Chesapeake Bay, threatening fish and wildlife habitat. And the production, processing, and transport of mass-produced poultry squanders valuable ecological resources, including soil, water, grain, and fossil fuels.

Increasing consolidation in the poultry industry means that farmers are often forced to work through contracts with huge companies, which produce up to 90 percent of this country’s poultry. Most contract poultry farmers earn poverty wages for their efforts; their chicken catchers also earn poor wages and endure unhealthy air quality from ammonia, pesticides, and particulates in the chicken houses. And workers at poultry plants suffer one of the highest injury rates in the United States.

Poultry and eggs marked “Free-farmed” come from birds that were raised in adequate space and comfort and without the use of antibiotics, as verified by third parties, and meet standards set by the American Humane Association. You may also see products labeled “Raised without Antibiotics,” “No Antibiotics Administered,” “Natural,” and “Cage Free.” These claims may or may not be accurate—they are not third-party-verified. Similarly, although the label “Free Range” implies that the bird was free to roam, it only means that it was allowed some access to the out-of-doors. There is no standard for the use of the term “Free Range” in eggs, rendering it nearly meaningless. “Grass-Fed” or “Pastured” birds may live more comfortably and naturally than conventional poultry—and their eggs may contain higher amounts of healthy omega-3 fatty acids. But because the claims aren’t verified by outside observers, you cannot know exactly how the chicken was raised.



ECO-TIP: A HEALTHIER TURKEY

They may sound like tasty time-savers, but turkeys labeled “Basted” or “Self-basted” aren’t the best choice. These birds are typically filled with added fat, broth, water, and flavor enhancers, which can constitute up to 3 percent of the turkey’s weight. Likewise, choose fresh rather than “processed” turkeys, which may contain unhealthy additives such as monosodium glutamate (MSG), salt, and other preservatives.

 

Best of all, choose fresh, organic turkeys—or go one step further and look for vegetarian turkeylike products made from wheat gluten, tofu, or other vegetable ingredients.





Seafood

The omega-3 fatty acids found in fish help our hearts and brains, yet contamination with heavy metals and pollutants increases the problems in eating seafood. Meanwhile, the oceans are being fished out, making seafood a matter of conscience as well as health. It’s a complicated equation.

 

WILD ONES Fish caught in the wild raise many concerns. The most well-known dangers are mercury and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs). Mercury from polluted waters can contaminate fish, particularly larger species near the top of the food chain such as swordfish, tuna, shark, king mackerel, and tilefish.



THE FACTS

According to a computer model generated in 2006, the ocean’s fisheries are in such a state of decline that nearly a third of all fish species have reached collapse, defined as a population now at 10 percent of its original level. The study predicts all species of wild seafood to have reached collapse by 2048.




Once a fish is contaminated, there’s little you can do. Mercury builds up in the fish’s muscle meat rather than in its fat, so it cannot be trimmed away. Canned light tuna usually contains less mercury than bluefin or albacore, but a 2006 study in Consumer Reports found that 6 percent of it contained levels just as high as those found in albacore.

Mercury is known to harm developing brains and nervous systems, so childbearing women and children are especially at risk from eating too much mercury-laden fish. Women who are pregnant or nursing are advised to avoid predator species like swordfish and shark altogether and eat no more than 12 ounces of other species, including canned tuna, per week. Children can safely consume one-half to one full can of tuna per week. [image: image]For a list of other mercury-heavy fish, see “Eco-Tip: Safer Seafood,” pages chapter 1.

PCBs are industrial pollutants that can persist in waterways for decades. They are probable carcinogens and have been found to cause problems with cognitive and immune systems in the body, making them a threat to both children and adults. PCBs accumulate in fatty fish like salmon, as well as in oysters and other shellfish.

Pesticides, antibiotics, and other contaminants have been found in shrimp. Between the time they’re caught and the time you buy them, nearly all shrimp are treated with such preservatives as sodium bisulfite and sodium tripolyphosphate, substances that can cause allergic reactions such as hives and wheezing in some people.


The choices that you make at the fish counter have an impact on your family’s health—and on the ocean and waterway environments as well. Your consumer choices can go a long way toward supporting safe, sustainable seafood. There are other fish in the sea; you just need to know what to look for. Since 2005, seafood sold in grocery stores must include its country of origin—as well as whether it is farmed or wild—on its label. Country of origin does matter: Research has shown that farmed salmon raised in Europe have significantly higher levels of PCBs and other contaminants like dioxin, toxaphene, and dieldrin than those from farms in Chile, Canada, and the U.S. (The studies also show that farmed salmon in general have significantly higher PCB levels than wild salmon, regardless of origin.)

Fishing operations may also upset the delicate balance of ocean ecosystems. Just as modern industry has greatly contributed to polluted waterways, commerical fishing, in response to consumer demand, has skyrocketed, to the point that the oceans are suffering. An estimated 75 percent of the world’s fish species are either being caught at maximum levels or are near collapse from overfishing. Large fish have been most affected: Populations of tuna, swordfish, cod, and halibut have been reduced by some 90 percent worldwide. Their natural habits are also being damaged by industrial fishing techniques such as bottom trawling, which destroys deep-sea coral beds. Shrimp harvesting can also result in “bycatch,” meaning that other marine wildlife, including endangered sea turtles, become caught in the shrimp nets and die.

To ensure that you are not contributing to the global problem of overfishing, look for seafood that has been certified by the Marine Stewardship Council, an organization created by the World Wildlife Fund and Dutch-based multinational Unilever, one of the largest commercial buyers of fish in the world. Its “Fish Forever” seal ensures that the product comes from a well-managed fishery with healthy populations that are captured without damaging ocean ecosystems. One such sustainable fish is wild Alaskan salmon. Since fish farms are not allowed in Alaskan waters, you can be sure that any salmon labeled “Alaskan” is also wild.




ECO-TIP: SAFER SEAFOOD

Use this chart the next time you’re at the fish counter. Some dilemmas still arise, when species resilient to overfishing pressures show high mercury or PCB levels.



	
SAFE FOR EATING:

	
EAT ONLY OCCASIONALLY:


	
Abalone (farmed)

	
Bluefish


	
Anchovies

	
Calamari


	
Arctic char

	
Clams (wild-caught)


	
Barramundi (U.S., farmed)

	
Cod (Pacific)


	
Catfish (U.S., farmed)

	
Crab, blue (Gulf Coast)


	
Caviar (U.S. or France, farmed)

	
Crab, king (AK)


	
Clams, soft-shell and steamers (farmed)

	
Crab, kona (HI, Australia)


	
 

	
Crab, snow (AK, Canada)


	
Crab, Dungeness (U.S., trap-caught)

	
Flounder (Pacific)


	
Crab, imitation (AK, wild-caught)

	
Haddock (hook and line)


	
Crab, stone (FL)

	
Hake, silver, red, and offshore (wild-caught)


	
Crawfish (U.S., farmed)

	
 


	
Cuttlefish

	
Halibut (Pacific, wild-caught)


	
Herring

	
Jacksmelt


	
Hoki

	
Lobster, Maine


	
Lobster, spiny/rock (U.S., Australia, N. Amer. Baja coast)

	
Mackerel, king and Spanish (Gulf of Mexico)


	
 

	
Mackerel, Spanish (Atlantic)


	
Mackerel, Atlantic (purse seine–caught)

	
Mahimahi (troll-caught)


	
Mussels (U.S., farmed)

	
Marlin


	
Octopus (HI, Gulf of California, wild-caught)

	
Octopus (trawl-caught)


	
 

	
Opah


	
Oysters (Pacific, farmed)

	
Oysters, eastern (Gulf Coast)


	
Pollock (AK, wild-caught)

	
Perch, yellow


	
Prawn, spot (BC, wild-caught)

	
Pomfret, big scale


	
Salmon (AK, wild-caught)

	
Prawn, spot (U.S., wild-caught)


	
Sardines (Pacific)

	
Sablefish/black cod


	
Scad, big-eye and mackerel (HI)

	
Salmon (CA, OR, WA, wild-caught)


	
Scallops, bay (U.S., farmed)

	
Sand dabs


	
Shrimp, pink (OR, wild-caught)

	
Scup/Porgy


	
Squid, longfin (U.S. Atlantic)

	
Shrimp (U.S. Atlantic, U.S. Gulf of Mexico, farmed or trawl-caught)


	
Striped bass (farmed)

	
Shrimp, northern (Canadian and U.S. Atlantic, wild-caught)


	
Sturgeon (farmed)

	
 


	
Tilapia (U.S., farmed)

	
Sole (Pacific)


	
Trout, rainbow (U.S., farmed)

	
Squid, jumbo (Gulf of California)


	
Tuna (troll-caught Pacific albacore)

	
Tilapia (Central America, farmed)


	
 

	
Trevally


	
Turbot, halibut (Greenland)

	
Tuna (canned light)









	
AVOID EATING:

	
 



	
Basa (China, farmed)

	
Lobster, spiny (Caribbean)


	
Bass/sea bass

	
Mahimahi (longline-caught)


	
Catfish (China, farmed)

	
Monkfish


	
Catfish (wild-caught)

	
Orange roughy


	
Caviar (Russian/Iranian)

	
Pompano, Florida


	
Chilean sea bass

	
Rockfish (Pacific red snapper; trawl-caught) Salmon (Great Lakes, farmed)


	
Cod (Atlantic)

	
 


	
Conch, queen

	
Salmon (Great Lakes, farmed)


	
Crab, king (imported)

	
Scallops, sea (U.S. mid-Atlantic)


	
Crawfish (farmed, imported)

	
Sea turtles


	
Croaker

	
Shark


	
Dace (China, farmed)

	
Shrimp (imported)


	
Eel (China, farmed)

	
Skate


	
Flounder (Atlantic)

	
Snapper (red or imported)


	
Grenadier

	
Sole (Atlantic)


	
Grouper

	
Sturgeon (wild-caught)


	
Gulf corvina (white sea bass)

	
Swordfish


	
Haddock (trawl-caught)

	
Tilapia (China, Taiwan, farmed)


	
Hake, white

	
Tilefish


	
Halibut (Atlantic)

	
Totoaba









FARMED FISH Nearly half of the world’s fish supply originates in fish farms. Raising fish in a controlled environment may seem like the answer to overfishing and contaminants. But in fact, fish farming—in which fish are reared in confined “net pens” or cages—is rife with problems. Farm-raised fish may live in crowded conditions that necessitate the use of antibiotics and antiparasite pesticides; these, along with spilled food and feces, can pollute surrounding waterways. Farmed fish can also escape from farms and harm their wild counterparts by spreading disease and competing for food. Fish-farm escapees may also interbreed with wild fish, diluting the gene pool. And fish farming can hurt wild fish in another hidden way: Wild fish are fed to farmed fish like salmon and shrimp. It takes 2.7 to 3.5 wild fish to produce a single farmed fish, resulting in a net loss for Earth’s oceans.

All told, fish farming has the potential to destroy nearby wild fish populations. In Scotland, for example, areas with fish-farm pens are now devoid of wild salmon runs. Wild Atlantic salmon is an endangered species, and these fish are not caught commercially in the United States or Canada.




ECO-TIP: ORGANIC VERSUS NONORGANIC FISH


Some salmon farms have recently begun reducing densities of fish in pens, switching to organic and contaminant-free feed, and avoiding antibiotics and dyes. But is organic really a better choice?

 

Some organic fish farms are “certified” under foreign standards like those of the United Kingdom’s Soil Association, a nonprofit that campaigns for organic food and farming. But the Soil Association allows feeding organic salmon a mix including fish oil from fish not fed an organic diet themselves. And organic salmon farms in the United Kingdom can use the synthetic pyrethroid pesticide cypermethrin to rid fish of sea lice, so “organic” fish may also be treated with veterinary medicines. (There is no comparable organic standard for seafood in the United States.)

 

Your best option: Choose salmon from sustainable fisheries in Alaska and California, which are a seasonably available fish. When you can’t find fresh, wild salmon, look for healthier, more environmentally friendly and better-tasting alternatives to organic salmon, try other species such as herring and sardines, or choose canned wild salmon.




TASTY TUNA Tuna, processed so extensively that we almost forget it comes from the ocean and not from a can, presents a complicated situation for those who want to make wise food choices. Three major issues arise. First, some tuna species are being overfished to the point that their populations are endangered. Second, many tunas are harvested by longline technology—multiple lines up to 50 miles long with thousands of hooks each. The bycatch is wasted, thus disturbing other ocean species. Third, mercury levels in several different tuna species reach disturbing levels, leading some watchdog agencies to post health alerts.

If you still want to keep tuna on the menu, take these precautions. Ask for troll-caught or pole-caught tuna, if possible, avoiding longline-caught fish altogether. Avoid bluefin tuna, the most endangered of the tuna species. Choose “chunk light” canned tuna, which is usually yellowfin or skipjack, known to reproduce faster than other tuna species.


Dairy

If you eat animal products, milk, cheese, and yogurt can be healthful additions to your diet, especially if you choose low fat varieties. But the use of hormones and possibly carcinogenic chemicals in cows’ milk makes seeking certified organic dairy products a must.

 

HEAVY ON THE HORMONES Recombinant bovine growth hormone, shortened to rBGH, is also sometimes referred to as recombinant bovine somatotropin (rBST). It’s a genetically engineered hormone that is injected into dairy cows to increase their milk production. The hormone was approved by the Food and Drug Administration in 1993 for use in dairy cows and introduced as a commercial product in 1994 by the Monsanto Company, which sells rBGH to dairy farmers under the brand name Posilac.

Concerned experts and consumer groups have cited a number of reasons for worry. First, rBGH never underwent any safety testing for long-term health effects before it was introduced into the milk supply. Although the FDA claimed that milk from cows treated with the hormone was “safe for human consumption,” this statement was based on a 90-day study of rBGH—in rats. In fact, FDA did not require the human safety assessment typically required of veterinary drugs intended for use in food-producing animals. Even more alarming, when Canada’s equivalent of the FDA delved further into that study as part of its own approval process, it found that some of the treated rats had been affected by the hormone: Up to 30 percent of rats in the study had developed antibody responses to rBGH, suggesting that the hormone was being absorbed into the bloodstream, and some male rats had developed cysts on their thyroid glands. As a result, rBGH was not approved for use in Canada. Spokespeople from the FDA later admitted that they had never actually read the study but instead relied on a summary of results provided by Monsanto.



THE FACTS

The hormone rBGH is currently used in an estimated one-third of U.S. dairy cows, according to its manufacturer.




Second, rBGH stimulates a cow’s liver to produce another hormone, insulinlike growth factor-1 (IGF-1), which ends up in the cow’s milk. Amounts of IGF-1, which is absorbed when ingested, are from 25 to 74 percent higher in milk from cows that have been treated with rBGH, according to a summary of studies by Consumers Union. Why worry? Some studies have shown that IGF-1 can cause cell division and tumor growth, and IGF-1 has also been associated with the growth of colon, breast, and smooth muscle cancers.



GREEN DICTIONARY

HIGH-FRUCTOSE CORN SYRUP

High-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), a modified form of corn syrup with increased amounts of the sugar fructose, is made when cornstarch is treated with acids or enzymes. That process breaks down the starch into sugars, thus enhancing sweetness and making a syrup that dissolves at lower temperatures. Low-cost HFCS is used in many processed foods, and experts cite a number of concerns about it. It may trigger the liver to release more fat into the bloodstream, actually increasing appetite—and thus contributing to the U.S. obesity epidemic. It also often comes from genetically modified corn.




Finally, the use of rBGH can actually increase the use of antibiotics in dairy cow feed. That’s because cows that are treated with rBGH suffer from higher rates of infected or inflamed udders (mastitis), and their milk may contain higher somatic cell counts (or pus) as a result. To treat these infections, dairy farmers give the cows antibiotics—a practice that very likely contributes to the development of bacteria resistant to these lifesaving drugs. This development ultimately affects humans, who may fall prey to the antibiotic-resistant bugs. The use of rBGH can harm the health of cows in other ways, too. Since the hormone was introduced to the market in February 1994, the FDA has received numerous reports from dairy farmers complaining of reproductive problems, digestive disorders, injection site reactions, and foot or leg problems in treated cows.

The United States is one of the few countries whose dairy farmers use rBGH: The hormone is not approved in Canada, the European Union, New Zealand, and Australia, so dairy products from those nations are rBGH-free. All dairy products made from sheep or goat milk are also rBGH-free, because rBGH cannot be used on these animals.

Of course, your best bet is to choose milk and other dairy products labeled “100 Percent Certified Organic.” This guarantees that the product is not produced with milk from cows injected with rBGH or treated with antibiotics. Some nonorganic dairy farms operate rBGH-free—and will usually proudly say so on the label.

 

CHEMICAL CONTAMINANTS Milk and dairy products are often fortified with vitamins to make them more nutritious. But what else is in your milk or cheese that you don’t know about? The main ingredient in rocket fuel, perchlorate, has been found in some milk samples. The chemical is believed to originate from runoff from defense plants and military bases, and it has been shown to increase the risk of thyroid disorders, especially in infants and fetuses. According to the Environmental Working Group, half of 32 samples of milk from central California tested by the state’s agriculture department contained perchlorate levels deemed unsafe in drinking water. Dairy cows have absorbed perchlorate from alfalfa grown with contaminated water from the Colorado River. Perchlorate has also been identified in drinking water from 22 states.

Dioxins can be another cause for concern in some regions. These toxic chemicals—which have been linked to an increased risk of cancer, birth defects, and reproductive damage—tend to concentrate in animal fat, including milk fat. Through industrial processes, dioxins enter the air and then fall onto pastureland, where they are ingested, along with grass, by grazing animals. You can avoid consuming this contaminant by drinking skim milk, which contains virtually no dioxins because it contains no fat.

Cooking Oils

Cooking and salad oils add flavor—and fat—to meals, but could they be adding something else? It depends in large part on the food from which the oil was derived.



GREEN DICTIONARY
 
ACRYLAMIDE

Acrylamide is a chemical produced when carbohydrate-rich foods are baked, fried, or grilled to a golden brown. It has been found to cause birth defects, neurological problems, and cancer in laboratory animals. To reduce exposure, limit your intake of such foods as potato chips, french fries, and toasted marshmallows.




Conventional oils made from corn, canola, and soy are likely to be made from seeds that were genetically modified. These products have been genetically engineered to resist insects or to be immune to herbicides, allowing large-scale farmers to produce more per acre. Genetically modified organisms (GMOs) are troubling for several reasons. They threaten Earth’s genetic and biological diversity, and their long-term effects on the health of those who conume them are not yet known. [image: image]For more on “GMOs,” Eat Green.

Fortunately, concern over genetically modified organisms has inspired a growing array of organic oil alternatives in the marketplace.

Look for those oils that are marked “Certified Organic,” which is a sign that these products were made from ingredients that were not sprouted from genetically engineered seedstock and were, furthermore, grown without pesticides. From a health perspective, the best choices are organic olive, canola, and walnut oils, which are higher in healthy monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats.


Herbs & Seasonings

Compared with meats and vegetables, the quantity of herbs, salt, sweeteners, and other culinary seasonings that we consume is small. But that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be chosen with care, as some may contain pesticides or unsafe additives, and others cause damage to the environment. Here’s what to look for.

 

SALTS AND SWEETS Industrial salt production can be environmentally unsound: Artificial ponds used to process salt can pollute nearby waterways with toxic brine. Limit your contribution to this eventuality by choosing to buy organic sea salt or artisanal “single origin” salt, which is made by traditional, not industrial, methods. Purchasing this type of salt also supports small businesses.

Sugar and other sweeteners can be problematic, too. Recent reports show that industrial sugar production has contributed to the destruction of primary forest habitat and erosion and degradation of soils in the tropics. Because sugar cultivation requires intensive irrigation, it has diverted water from Hawaiian streams through tunnels and ditches, drying out natural ecosystems and farms. Nutrient-rich runoff from sugarcane fields in the Florida Everglades—together with artificial alterations in water levels—have led to the invasion of natural sawgrass prairie by cattails. And sugar has contributed to the global slave trade more than any other crop. As for artificial sweeteners, aspartame, saccharin, and acesulfame potassium have all been linked to cancer and other illnesses in laboratory animals.

Organic sugar, which is grown without synthetic fertilizers or pesticides and uses production techniques that conserve the soil, is increasingly available, even from large manufacturers such as Domino; fair-trade sugar, certified by TransFair USA, is also increasingly available. [image: image]See “Green Dictionary: Fair Trade,” chapter 1. If you prefer natural sugar alternatives, honey is a healthy choice, especially when you choose locally grown honey, of which there are more than 300 distinct types in the United States alone. Honey contains traces of vitamins C and B-complex, amino acids, enzymes, and minerals. It’s also environmentally friendly: Purchasing local honey helps protect bees and their habitats, which are under threat from pesticides, nonnative parasitic mites, and disappearing woodlands and fields. Other sweet alternatives include pure maple syrup, agave nectar, date sugar, and Sucanat, the brand name for organically grown, dehydrated cane juice, which has no added chemicals.

 

HEALTHIER HERBS Herbs add zest, flavor, and even healthful compounds to your meals, but they can also add contaminants. As with conventionally grown produce, nonorganic herbs are often grown using pesticides and may contain chemical residues. Look for fresh or dried herbs that have been certified organic—or grow your own on the windowsill or in your garden

Snacks & Sweets

Bread, cakes, cookies, and candy all are tempting treats, but their ingredients often aren’t so appetizing. From unhealthy fats to artificial sweeteners to carcinogenic compounds, you’ll want to keep an eye on the ingredients list of your favorite snacks.

 

BAKERY TREATS Potassium bromate, used by some commercial breadmakers as a flour additive, may leave traces of the carcinogenic chemical bromate in baked goods. It has actually been banned in many countries. And trans fats, made from liquid oils that have been solidified through hydrogenation, have been shown to raise levels of LDL cholesterol (the “bad” cholesterol). Trans fats are common ingredients in packaged cookies, crackers, and other baked goods.

Breads and other carbohydrate-rich foods may also contain acrylamide, a carcinogenic chemical produced during baking. [image: image]See “Green Dictionary: Acrylamide,” chapter 1. It’s close to impossible to eliminate acrylamide, but breads with the lightest crusts and cookies that are chewy rather than crispy tend to contain lower levels. Reconsider toast: The longer bread is toasted, the more acrylamide it contains. Choose organic breads, which are made only with organic grains and other ingredients. Thanks to recent rules, avoiding trans fats in foods is easier than ever. The FDA now requires that amounts of trans fat greater than 0.5 gram per serving be listed on the ingredient label, making it easier to choose what foods to buy and prepare for your family.

 

SWEET TEETH High-fructose corn syrup, artificial sweeteners, and artificial colors (which may contribute to cancer risk and hyperactivity in children) are often main ingredients in baked goods and candy. In fact, a 2007 study published in The Lancet found that kids who consumed high amounts of artificial colors and flavors also had higher levels of hyperactivity. Companies that offer cakes, cookies, and candy that are organic, free of preservatives, HFCS, and artificial colors and flavors are increasingly easy to find.



THE FACTS

A 2001 Iowa State University study found that food grown by participating Iowa farmers traveled an average of 44.6 miles to reach consumers in the state; if sourced from conventional national producers, the same groceries would have traveled 1,546 miles.




SNACK ATTACK They may give you an energy boost between meals, but snacks can raise health concerns similar to those raised by baked goods. Potato chips, fries, and pretzels contain acrylamide. Granola bars can be made with HFCS and trans fats. Research has shown that microwave popcorn may be contaminated with perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), a likely carcinogen found coating the inside of the popcorn cooking bags—the same ingredient that is generated when Teflon cooking pans overheat. Even nuts—typically recommended as a healthy snack—can be problematic: Pesticides are abundant in commercially produced nuts. Luckily, the growing number of responsible manufacturers has made healthier snacks a reality, with green choices that include organic trail mix and granola bars, chips, pretzels, dried fruit, nuts, and soy nuts. (Keep in mind, though, that even organic brands of chips and pretzels can still contain acrylamide.)

 

CHOCOLATE Made from the fruit of the cacao tree, chocolate was called the food of the gods by early Aztecs. Recent studies have shown that chocolate, particularly darker varieties, is rich in antioxidants. Health food or a heavenly treat, however, chocolate’s production techniques are not so sweet.

Cacao evolved to grow naturally in the rain forest; cacao farms are traditionally planted under a thinned canopy of towering rain forest trees in the African nations of Ivory Coast, Ghana, Nigeria, and Cameroon; in Indonesia; and in Brazil. Man-made cacao groves have become the next best thing to natural rain forest; they are supplemental habitats for migratory songbirds and other rain forest–dwelling birds, mammals, insects and reptiles, many of which are declining due to habitat destruction.



GREEN DICTIONARY

FAIR TRADE

“Fair trade” products come from importers who ensure that farmers receive a minimum set price, that workers receive fair wages, and that growers follow fair labor and sound environmental practices.




But this type of farming is currently threatened. High demand for chocolate has led to the need for higher cacao bean yields, which farmers are meeting by growing cacao in full sun. Although this practice produces more beans, it also causes the plants to be more susceptible to disease and insect infestation and more able to withstand stress from heat and driness. Sun-grown cocoa also requires high amounts of pesticides and fertilizers—including toxic chemicals such as paraquat and lindane. These are widely used by growers to kill insect pests and fungi on cacao crops. Paraquat is extremely hazardous to workers and potentially carcinogenic; lindane, which is banned for agricultural use in the United States, can cause neurological damage and disrupt hormone functions and reproduction, and it is believed to increase cancer risk. Inevitably these pesticides will spread to nearby air and groundwater. Residues of pesticides have also been found to be present in the chocolate itself.

It’s easy to find healthier, environmentally friendly chocolate these days. Choose chocolate products that are labeled “Certified Organic.” These chocolates contain cocoa that has been grown without the use of synthetic pesticides and fertilizers. Products marked “Rainforest Alliance Certified” are made from cacao plants that were grown in shade—preserving wildlife habitat—rather than in full sun.



THE FACTS

According to a Euromonitor report cited by Dagoba, organic chocolate sales in the United States total about $70 million a year.




PLAYING FAIR Workers also suffer from the increased demand. In recent years, overproduction and market deregulation have forced the nearly six million small cacao farmers worldwide to cut back on expenditures to survive. As a result, workers are paid lower wages—or not at all. Investigations by UNICEF and other international organizations over the course of the past decade have uncovered forced child labor on cacao farms. Boys as young as age nine have been found working for no pay on plantations in the Ivory Coast, the African nation responsible for more than 40 percent of the world’s cocoa. Children are typically sold to traffickers by their destitute parents, who are unaware that they’ll be forced to work for nothing. Allegations of beatings and abuse by cacao plantation owners are widespread. Some U.S. candy manufacturers still buy cocoa from the Ivory Coast, where evidence suggests that cocoa plantations still depend on the labor of children.

A “Fair Trade Certified” label ensures that chocolate farmers were paid a fair price for their cocoa. On average, certified fair-trade growers are paid 80 cents a pound—twice as much as other growers. TransFair USA certifies companies in the United States; TransFair Canada and the United Kingdom’s Fairtrade Foundation are two other national certifiers.

Water

Just because water is plentiful doesn’t mean that it’s safe. In fact, our water supplies can be contaminated with everything from heavy metals and pesticides to bacteria and pharmaceutical drugs. Before you take a sip of that tap or bottled water, consider what could be lurking in plain sight.

 

IS BOTTLED BETTER? Bottled water isn’t necessarily any safer than tap—and it may be worse. The truth is, bottled water is not regulated as strictly as tap water. In fact, unlike tap water, bottled water can contain some contamination by E. coli, or fecal coliform bacteria, and still comply with health regulations. Nor do regulations require disinfection for Cryptosporidium or Giardia, common waterborne pathogens that can cause intestinal problems, including diarrhea. Tests have also shown that unhealthy chemicals can migrate from plastic bottles into the water. [image: image]See “Bottles and Storage Containers,” chapter 1. And don’t let the scenic mountains and pristine-looking springs depicted on those bottles fool you: In some cases, bottled water may actually be tap water. According to the landmark 1999 study sponsored by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), 25 to 40 percent of bottled water actually comes straight from a tap somewhere.


The NRDC study uncovered more surprising news about bottled water. It confirmed that tap water is often better regulated than bottled water and has to meet more stringent standards at both the federal and local levels. For example, while cities must test their water for chemical contaminants at least once a quarter, bottlers must test only annually. Most city water systems test routinely for E. coli, Cryptosporidium, and Giardia. City tap water must also be filtered and disinfected, but there are no federal filtration or disinfection requirements placed on the bottled water industry. Tap water must also meet standards for toxic chemicals such as phthalates (hormone disruptors that can leach from some plastics), but the bottled water industry is exempt from these regulations. In fact, the 1999 study included chilling findings: Among the thousand bottles tested by the NRDC, about one-fifth contained chemicals such as toluene, xylene, or styrene, known or possible carcinogens and neurotoxins.



THE FACTS

According to the Natural Resources Defense Council, contaminated tap water sickens an estimated seven million Americans annually.




Bottled water raises another major environmental concern. It is estimated that as many as 1.5 million tons of plastic are manufactured from petrochemicals in order to package handy, disposable containers of drinking water each year. In locations that lack plastic recycling programs, most of those plastic bottles will be incinerated or will end up in already overcrowded landfills. According to the Environmental Protection Agency, plastics are the fourth largest category of municipal solid waste, after paper, yard trimmings, and metal. Besides consuming nonrenewable natural resources like petroleum, bottled water also contributes to pollution, noise, and overcrowded highways and streets as it gets transported from bottling plant to store to home or gym.

And bottled water doesn’t just harm the environment in the form of waste. The plastic manufacturing process used to make bottles is also associated with toxic byproducts, such as dioxin and benzene, which are released in the air and cause not only pollution, but respiratory problems as well. They may also cause cancer. If the environmental cost of bottled water doesn’t make you pause, consider the financial implications: According to calculations by the Natural Resources Defense Council, bottled water can cost from 240 to up to 10,000 times more per gallon than water from the faucet.

If you must choose bottled water, look at the label. Labels must state the source of the water. Try to find brands whose source is located closest to your area. The farther away the water source, the more nonrenewable fuel had to be used to transport it.

 

FRESH FROM THE FAUCET? There are many sources of possible contamination all along water’s journey to your glass, from river to reservoir to tap. The biggest culprit is development around reservoirs, whether agricultural or urban. Runoff from agricultural fields and industrial livestock facilities can carry pesticides and manure into the water supply, while urban development can contribute pollutants from topsoil, lawn pesticides and fertilizers, human and animal waste, roadway oil, soot, and salt, as well as landfill runoff. Water supplies near urban areas have been found to contain bacteria like E. coli, Giardia, and Cryptosporidium and to have high levels of turbidity, or cloudiness, in the water, which reduces the effectiveness of chlorine treatments.

Even more alarming, a May 2002 study by the U.S. Geological Survey of the nation’s stream water discovered chemicals in public water supplies that are found in drugs, detergents, disinfectants, insect repellents, plastics, and personal care products. Although contaminants vary depending on the individual water supply, common pollutants in reservoirs include the following:


ARSENIC This element can enter water through natural soil deposits or industrial and agricultural pollution. Arsenic causes skin problems as well as bladder, lung, kidney, and skin cancer. It may also cause damage to the heart and nervous system. Even very low levels of arsenic have been found to disrupt hormone functions.




TRIHALOMETHANES Also known as THMs, these chemicals are formed when chlorine used to disinfect water reacts with organic matter, such as animal waste, treated sewage, or leaves and soil. THMs can increase the risk of cancer and may damage the liver, kidneys, and nervous system; high levels can increase rates of miscarriage and birth defects.




ATRAZINE A weed killer used on most corn crops, atrazine can cause organ and cardiovascular damage and is a suspected hormone disruptor.




COLIFORM BACTERIA Although not harmful in themselves, coliform bacteria may indicate the presence of dangerous microbes such as Cryptosporidium, which can be life-threatening to people with weak immune systems.




LEAD This toxic heavy metal can damage developing brains and nervous systems. Lead may not be present at the source, but it can leach into drinking water from lead-containing pipes in your home and in public water mains.




Not all local water companies are thoroughly screening for these and other pollutants. Over the years, the EPA has occasionally found water systems that still violate health standards for regulated contaminants.

Tap water is still your best bet, however. At just 10 to 20 cents a gallon, it is not only more cost-effective than bottled water, but it also gives you control over what’s in—and what’s not in—the water you drink. You do not need to assume that you should be using a water filter. Plenty of areas have tap water that is naturally clear, clean, and contaminant-free.

To determine the healthfulness of your tap water, you can begin by checking your water report, which your water utility is required to send you annually. If you have not received a copy, you can request one from your local water supplier or by visiting the Local Drinking Water Information website provided by the Environmental Protection Agency, which links to many local information sources [image: image]see “Resources.”

If your drinking water comes from a private well, it’s best to test it regularly. Test your well water every two to three years for nitrates and other contaminants such as volatile organic compounds, annually for coliform bacteria, and more frequently for radon or pesticides, if you know that those are problems in your area. (To find out which contaminants are common where you live, you can check with your local health department or contact National Testing Laboratories, which perform water tests by mail.) State-certified water laboratories are listed on the EPA’s Drinking Water website as well.

 

THROUGH THE FILTER Once you’ve got your drinking water test results in hand, you can take the next step. If your water is contaminated—or if you simply don’t care for the way it tastes or smells—you may want to consider buying a water filter. Because different filters remove different contaminants, knowing what’s in your tap water can help you choose the best filter for you. Effective water filters are classified according to the specific contaminants they can remove. Also consider how thorough you want to get. There are many different brands and types of water filters available, ranging from simple carafes that are readily available at housewares and department stores to complex whole-house systems that cost a thousand dollars or more and need to be professionally installed by a plumber.

Before you make your choice from the wide array of water filters, ask yourself some basic questions to help guide your decision.





	Q How can I tell where my bottled water comes from?

	A All bottled water is not the same. There are several kinds: natural mineral water, spring water, purified water, sparkling bottled water, artesian water, and well water, with subcategories as well.
 The European Union defines natural mineral water as “microbiologically wholesome water, originating in an underground water table or deposit and emerging from a spring tapped at one or more natural or bore exits.” The sources of natural mineral water are protected from pollution, but the water is not disinfected and can contain microflora. In the United States, natural mineral water is defined as having at least 250 parts per million total dissolved solids, according to the International Bottled Water Association, and comes from springs or boreholes drawing from a protected underground water source.
 Spring water does not have to have a constant mineral composition. Purified water comes from lakes, rivers, or underground springs and has been treated to rid it of minerals and contaminants, so it is almost identical to tap water. Sparkling water often comes from a spring and is treated to replicate the carbonation at its source. Artesian water originates from a tapped source whose level stands above the aquifer. Well water comes from a hole bored to tap an aqifer directly.
 Other subcategories of water include fluoridated water and soda water or seltzer. Fluoridated water contains added fluoride and is marketed as a product to help prevent tooth decay. Soda water or seltzer, often made from tap water, is regulated by the FDA as a soft drink, following standards different from those for bottled water.








	Is the filter certified to remove the particular contaminants in your water?

	Is an expensive model really worth the money?

	Is it easy to install, change, and clean?

	Will it provide a steady rate of flow throughout its life span?

	Does it waste water?

	Does it take out beneficial minerals along with pollutants?



 

Once you’ve answered these questions, you’re ready to start shopping. Here are common types of water filters you might encounter.


CARBON FILTERS These water filters typically work by passing tap water through a granular carbon filter built into a carafe or pitcher. They are the least expensive filter type and are sufficient for most needs. They contain a carbon-activated filter that adsorbs lead, chlorine byproducts, pesticides, some organic chemicals, and some other heavy metals, along with intrusive odors and tastes. They won’t remove dissolved inorganic contaminants or metals such as arsenic, fluoride, or mercury, nor will they pick up nitrates, bacteria, or sediments.




CERAMIC FILTERS Often combined with carbon filters, ceramic filters will remove bacteria, cysts, asbestos, and sediments.




FAUCET-MOUNTED FILTERS These can be attached to kitchen sink faucets or refrigerator water dispensers and filter water as it flows through. They must be changed periodically, following the manufacturer’s instructions.




DISTILLERS These filters boil water into steam and then condense it back into water in a separate chamber, separating out particles, chemicals, microbes, and dissolved solids. Distillers eliminate virtually all pollutants from water, but some consider the technique overkill, since they also eliminate substances in water that can have beneficial effects, such as fluoride.




REVERSE-OSMOSIS SYSTEMS Typically expensive and difficult to install, reverse-osmosis systems operate by pushing water through a membrane, then flushing away a few gallons of contaminated water for every gallon purified. These systems are regularly used on boats to create fresh water from salt water. They effectively remove industrial chemicals, heavy metals, nitrates, and asbestos, but not radon, certain volatile organic compounds, or certain pesticides. Keep in mind that these filters waste enormous amounts of water, so they should not be considered a sustainable solution to water contamination.




ULTRAVIOLET LIGHT FILTERS Some filters work by passing water through ultraviolet (UV) light, which kills bacteria, viruses, molds, cysts, and other biological contaminants. This is a supplemental treatment to filtration and should not be used alone, because it does not remove heavy metals, chlorine, or volatile organic compounds.



Every solution carries its own complicated set of environmental implications. Discarded plastic cartridges contribute to landfill overload, and the plastic used to make them and the carafes themselves derives from petroleum, a nonrenewable resource.



ECO-TIP: SAFER TAP WATER

Everyone who drinks tap water needs to be aware of certain water safety precautions. Address concerns about water purity by taking these steps to reduce contaminants.


	Always cook with and drink cold water, never hot, from the tap. When fecal coliforms are found in drinking water, water suppliers must issue a Boil Water Notice. In this event, you should boil water vigorously for one minute to kill any bacteria and parasites.

	Let water run for at least one minute in the morning before you use or drink it. This helps any accumulated cast-off ingredients from the pipes in which it has been sitting all night.

	Investigate the piping material where you live. Old homes and apartments can have lead piping. Boiling does not remove heavy metals like lead from water: It concentrates them.

	Leave an open container of tap water in the refrigerator for a few hours. Doing so helps chlorine, sometimes used by water treatment plants, to evaporate.







Coffee & Tea

If you’re like most Americans, your morning cup—or three—of coffee or tea is a necessary wake-up ritual. Indeed, $60 billion worth—500 billion cups—of coffee and more than 1.5 billion cups of tea are consumed worldwide each day. It’s important to pause and think how that coffee or tea got to the table.

 

COFFEE PICKS Like cocoa, vanilla, and bananas, coffee is produced almost exclusively in the developing world, but it is consumed by the developed world. The coffee plant is a rain forest shrub laden with bright red berries that grows mainly in the tropics of Africa and Latin America. The berries are picked by hand, the green beans inside removed before shipping.

Coffee plants, which thrive in shade, have traditionally been grown under the rain forest canopy. Such shade farms are a welcome alternative to natural rain forest for migrating birds and the many species of insects, mammals, and reptiles that call them home. But full-sun coffee plants can produce almost five times as many beans as shade coffee plants. In fact, since the 1970s, almost half of all Latin American coffee cultivation has taken place on full-sun farms instead of shade farms. As a result, habitats have been decimated for countless numbers of birds and other wildlife. Studies have found up to 97 percent fewer bird species in sun coffee farms than shade farms.

Sun-grown coffee plants require large amounts of pesticides and chemical fertilizers to thrive. Pesticide residues on the coffee beans are mostly burned away during the roasting process, so they aren’t a big problem for consumers, according to the FDA, but farmers and workers on coffee plantations are exposed to these toxic chemicals on a daily basis.

The health risks are clear: In 1995 an insecticide called Miral 500 CS was recalled after two workers on Colombian coffee plantations died and five others got sick following their exposure to it. Another insecticide, endosulfan, is widely used on coffee farms to protect plants against the coffee berry borer beetle. But endosulfan is also known to be toxic to mammals, birds, and fish—and it sticks around. It can remain in the environment for months if it binds to soil particles.

Coffee farms have been called sweat shops in the fields. The coffee market tends to fluctuate, and so growers are often forced to sell their harvest below production costs during slow cycles, which can put them in debt. Coffee retailers receive the beans at an enormous discount—but they don’t pass that discount on to consumers. Instead, the disparity between debt-ridden growers and profitable retailers is only getting larger. In the early 1990s, coffee producers received 30 percent of total coffee income, but since then their share has dropped as low as 8 percent or less.

Coffee may be brewing with problems, but it is possible to enjoy safe, environmentally sound beans. Start by looking for coffee labeled “Certified Organic,” which means that it was grown without synthetic pesticides by growers who protect their laborers, wildlife, and waterways from toxic chemicals. “Fair Trade Certified” coffee has been assessed by TransFair and purchased directly from growers or their cooperatives. Fair-trade practice assures growers a higher premium for their beans, guaranteeing a price that is substantially higher than they might make in the standard coffee market. Fair Trade–certified importers must also provide credit to farmers and provide technical assistance, often helping them switch to organic farming.

It’s also a good idea to buy coffee that is marked “Shade Grown,” which means that it was raised under the rain forest canopy rather than on full-sun farms. There are currently two certification programs for shade-grown coffees. The Smithsonian Migratory Bird Center certifies coffee as “Bird Friendly” if it is organically grown under shade conditions. The “Rainforest Alliance” program run by the Sustainable Agriculture Network guarantees that the coffee is sustainably shade-grown and that the coffee workers were paid a fair wage and treated well.



ECO-TIP: BETTER DECAF

Diehard coffee drinkers may have their reasons for requesting decaffeinated cups later in the day, but the chemical solvents used to remove most of the caffeine, particularly methylene chloride and ethyl acetate, can pose health hazards. Methylene chloride is a suspected carcinogen, and ethyl acetate may cause skin problems. If you enjoy decaf, look for organic brands made with the Swiss water, the carbon dioxide, or the sparkling water process, which treat beans by soaking them in water or carbon dioxide.





TEA TIME Pesticides are widely used on tea plantations. But in the case of tea, as opposed to coffee, pesticide residues can linger in products, creating health risks for consumers. China-grown green teas, for example, are praised for their antioxidant properties, but they may not be as healthy as you think: Tests have shown high levels of both lead and the pesticide DDT—long banned in the United States but still used in many developing countries—in Chinese green tea. Pesticides such as chlorpyrifos, ethion, dicofol, paraquat, and dalapon are also still widely used on many of India’s tea plantations. These toxic chemicals pose a threat to plantation workers as well. Workers often apply pesticides without proper protective masks or clothing, and they may drink from pesticide-tainted streams.

Less is known about the environmental impact of tea production, but it does share some similarities with coffee. Tea plants yield the best quality leaves when they are grown on cool, damp mountain slopes. Unfortunately, such mountain slopes are particularly prone to erosion during the planting and pruning of the tea plants. As a result, landslides have occurred on tea plantations located in the mountains of India’s Darjeeling district. And studies have found lower bird diversity in tea monoculture systems, where vast crops of tea have replaced the diverse forests that grew there originally.

Tea production is rife with labor concerns, from poor wages to unhealthy working conditions. Most of the tea consumed in the United States comes from China, India, Kenya, Sri Lanka, and Turkey, in order of the amount these countries produce. As with coffee, tea production has skyrocketed, outpacing demand. As a result, prices have dropped over the years. Between 1970 and 1998, for example, tea prices dipped an average of 41 percent among major tea trading companies.

Financial woes mean low wages, long hours, and poor living and working conditions for many tea workers. Tea pickers in India, most of whom are women, earn less than two dollars a day on average and face unsanitary housing conditions for their families. Because of low wages, many of their children must quit school to join family members at work on tea plantations. While India’s Bonded Labour System Act and other laws are meant to protect workers, these well-intentioned laws suffer from loopholes and lack of enforcement. In Uganda, meanwhile, tea pickers make less than half of the country’s average annual wage, which is roughly $300.

Although their popularity is steadily growing, fair-trade and organic teas still represent a small fraction of overall tea sales. Just seven transnational companies control approximately 90 percent of the Western tea market; Unilever alone now owns brands Lipton, PG Tips, Brisk, Salada, and Red Rose. But there are some changes afoot: Teas that are certified as both fair trade and organic are increasingly finding their way into the marketplace, through health-food stores, co-ops, and Internet and mail-order shops. “Fair Trade Certified” tea is also more available than ever in this country, thanks to growing ranks of fair-trade plantations in India, Sri Lanka, Africa, and China. Companies that import fair-trade tea are responsible for sending the price premium to local communities of tea workers, who use the money to fund nutrition, sanitation, and family planning services for their community. Fair-trade certification requires that local labor and wage laws are obeyed, such as those restricting the use of child labor. It maintains the rights of workers to organize and requires that workers who handle pesticides first receive education and protection. Fair-trade certification also requires the tea plantations to follow more sustainable environmental practices.

Beer & Wine

An occasional drink of beer or wine can be relaxing and enjoyable, and moderate drinking has even been found to have a positive influence against cardiovascular disease. There are health and environmental issues, however, that make a glass of wine or a bottle of beer a complicated pleasure.


The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has warned that “consumption of alcoholic beverages is causally related to cancers of the mouth, pharynx, larynx, and esophagus.” Laboratory research has suggested that there are possible connections between the consumption of alcohol and breast, liver, and colorectal cancers. And diseases such as cancer aren’t the only concern. Conventionally produced alcoholic beverages may contain residues of pesticides and other toxic contaminants, contribute to the overuse of fossil fuels, and harm and sicken workers.



BEER BLUES Although the exact amounts and their actual effects on human health are still unknown, it’s clear that alcoholic beverages contain substances carcinogenic to humans. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, wine, beer, and spirits may contain “components and contaminants” besides ethanol that are known or suspected human carcinogens, including acetaldehyde, nitrosamines, aflatoxins, ethyl carbamate (urethane), asbestos, and arsenic compounds.

The pesticides and other toxic chemicals used to produce beer are of concern. Beer is made primarily from barley, hops, and yeast, whereas some wheat is used to make wheat beers. Commercial production of these grains involves the use of herbicides, insecticides, and fungicides, as well as fossil fuel–derived fertilizers. Hops are particularly susceptible to fungus, which conventional growers treat with large amounts of fungicide. These chemicals pose threats to human health and ecosystems.

Organic beer is an environmentally conscious choice. Making beer with organic grains supports a farm system that enhances soil fertility, increases species diversity, conserves water, and produces fewer greenhouse gases. “Certified Organic” beers are made with 95 percent organic ingredients following all the standards set by the USDA. Beers “made with organic ingredients” have been brewed with 70 percent organic ingredients. To earn the organic label, both types of beer must be processed in breweries that are cleaned without using harsh acids or chemicals. Both are made with products supplied by organic farmers.

Organic beer is attracting interest: U.S. sales increased by 40 percent in 2005 to $19 million. Even Anheuser-Busch, the nation’s largest beermaker, has jumped into the market, rolling out two organic brews in 2006.

Local beer is another good choice. Buying local beer reduces the amount of fossil fuels used in shipping, and supports smaller, local businesses. Microbreweries have become popular over the past few decades, as beer may be brewed in small vats even in confined urban spaces. Many restaurants have their own microbreweries on premises, and most regions now have regional beermakers.

 

WINE WOES The fumigants, insecticides, fungicides, and herbicides used in conventional wine production are harmful to the environment. The pesticide methyl bromide, for example, has been used to kill nematodes, insects, and weeds prior to the planting of vines in vineyards, and sterilizes soil—killing everything in it. Methyl bromide is acutely toxic and has harmful effects on the human respiratory, neurological, and reproductive systems; it has also been found to contribute to the destruction of the ozone layer. According to the California Winegrape Pest Management Alliance, methyl bromide has not been used on wine grapes since 2005; however, wines bottled earlier than that were still produced using this chemical.

The production and distribution of alcoholic beverages also involves the consumption of fossil fuels. Typically encased in heavy glass bottles and often shipped across country or from overseas, alcohol can eat up energy. It has been estimated that the average domestic case of wine consumes more than a gallon of gasoline to reach its final destination. And chilled wine, beer, and other beverages consume additional energy as they sit in refrigerators awaiting purchase.



ECO-TIP: ORGANIC FOR SURE

An easy way to double-check whether a piece of produce is truly organic is by consulting the Price Look-Up (PLU) code number on its label. The PLU code on an organic product should start with the number 9 and be five digits long; non-organic items have PLUs that are just four digits long.




Workers producing alcoholic beverages may be exposed to pesticides and other toxic chemicals. According to the Pesticide Action Network, among cases of occupational pesticide exposure reported in California in 2004, the majority of field-worker reports were from vineyard workers. One occupational hazard is high sulfur contact: Sulfur, widely used to protect grapes from fungus, is approved even for organically grown produce.

Wine drinkers need to learn to read labels carefully. Bottles marked “100% Organic Wine” are made from organic ingredients and do not have any added sulfites (although small amounts of sulfites occur naturally in wine). “Organic Wine” is made from 95 percent organic ingredients and may have added sulfites up to 100 parts per million. Wine labeled “Made with Organic Grapes” is made from 70 percent organic ingredients and may contain added sulfites up to 100 parts per million.

Some wines are organically processed as well. This decision on the part of a winemaker means that no synthetic agents are used in the clarifying process and that the equipment and tanks are sterilized with hot water or steam rather than chemical agents. Further, little or no manipulation of the wine occurs during the winemaking process in the way of reverse osmosis, excessive filtration, or added flavoring.

The advantages of organic wine are clear. Making wine with organic grapes supports a farm system that enhances soil fertility and increases species diversity. Organic growers also claim that it helps produce flavorful wines: Flourishing soil microorganisms and careful attention to the health of the vines, they claim, make a great contribution to taste. In fact, many also possess a richer sense of terroir (qualities of the area in which vines were grown) than ordinary wines. Organic wine is easier to find than ever. It’s growing in popularity, and producers aren’t just small boutique wineries anymore: Fetzer, one of the largest premium wineries in the United States, recently transitioned its entire 2,000-acre operation to organic.

You may also find wines that are labeled “biodynamic.” Similar to organic wines, they are produced without exposure to synthetic inputs, animal by-products, or genetic modification. Biodynamic farming also avoids electromagnetic fields and considers lunar and solar cycles in meshing agriculture with the planet’s natural rhythms. Look for the Demeter Biodynamic certification.

Locally grown wines are also making inroads as interest in regionally produced food and beverages grows. Look for them at farmers markets, or ask your local wine store to sample and offer local options.

Cookware

What you eat isn’t the only thing to consider when it comes to food. The pots, pans, and other cookware that you use to heat that food are equally important. Although many of us may not give a second thought to cookware, it’s worth a look.


Research shows that the compounds found in some cookware can migrate into the food cooked in it. And the chemicals used to manufacture modern conveniences such as nonstick pots and pans can pose real health threats to both animals and humans. Other metals are also of concern. Here’s the lowdown on the types of cookware most commonly found in kitchens.


NONSTICK COOKWARE First introduced about 50 years ago, nonstick cookware quickly became popular because it is lightweight and incredibly easy to clean, and because cooking in it requires less fat or oil. According to the Cookware Manufacturers Association, more than half of cookware sold today is nonstick. Teflon is the brand name for the high-performance plastic coating that has become synonymous with nonstick cookware, but all nonstick coatings are made the same way, and all present the same environmental issues.

So what’s the problem? DuPont tests have shown that fumes from Teflon heated above 660°F can cause flulike symptoms in humans. Environmental Working Group tests show that when Teflon pans are heated above 680°F, toxins are produced, including the animal carcinogens tetrafluoro-ethylene and perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA). Fumes from overheated Teflon have proved fatal to pet birds, which have sensitive respiratory systems.

In 2006, science advisers to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency deemed PFOA “likely to be carcinogenic.” PFOA has shown up both in the environment and in human blood. In laboratory rats, it has been shown to cause liver and pancreatic tumors and other adverse effects. In manufacturing plants that make or use it, workers seem to be experiencing some negative health trends. And a 2007 study found that babies exposed to PFOA in the womb were more likely to have a lower birth weight and small head size. PFOA lingers in the environment; it shows up in the blood of people and animals around the world. The 3M corporation has phased out its own production of PFOA products and sold the manufacturing process to DuPont. In a study that involved 600 children in 23 states, 3M found PFOA in the blood of 96 percent of those tested.



GREEN DICTIONARY

PFOA

Perfluorooctanoic acid, or PFOA—one of the synthetic chemicals known as perfluorochemicals (PFCs)—is used to manufacture fluoropolymers, including Teflon, the coating used on nonstick pots and pans. It is is also used in stain- and soil-resistant coatings for carpets and clothing and in grease-resistant films for food packaging, including the bags containing microwavable popcorn.




Based on present knowledge, the FDA says it has no evidence that the amount of PFOA present in substances that come in contact with food poses a health concern, so it allows the use of PFOA in food packaging. Nevertheless, the EPA has called for total elimination of PFOA in emissions and products by 2015. The DuPont Company, which uses PFOA to make Teflon, was the first to sign EPA’s voluntary agreement, but disputes the carcinogen classification.

So should you toss the Teflon? Fifteen years ago, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration said that consumers could safely use Teflon and other nonstick cookware and that eating tiny flakes of Teflon and other nonstick coatings that chip off of pots and pans did not appear to pose a health risk. No new government warnings have been published since. DuPont recommends using Teflon cookware only on low or medium heat. Do not use it for broiling, which reaches temperatures between 500 and 550 degrees, and don’t leave empty cookware on a hot stove or in a hot oven. Luckily, nonstick cookware isn’t your best choice from a culinary point of view anyway. The truth is that chefs usually prefer stainless steel, cast-iron, and enameled cookware, all widely available, more durable, and less risky for your health.

 

ABOUT ALUMINUM Aluminum is a safer cookware material than you might imagine. Although studies in the 1960s and 1970s revealed elevated levels of aluminum in the brains of some Alzheimer’s patients, subsequent research has not produced any evidence proving that food cooked in aluminum pans causes the disease. In fact, more recent studies suggest a reverse scenario: Aluminum may in fact accumulate in the brain of those suffering from Alzheimer’s because of tissue damage inflicted by the disease.

Although aluminum cookware can corrode slightly into very salty or acidic foods, such as tomato sauce, the amount you ingest is minute compared with that from other sources, such as antacids and buffered aspirins. When shopping for aluminum pots and pans, you may come across varieties that have been anodized. This means that the metal has been bathed in electrically charged chemicals, which alter the molecular structure of the aluminum surface. The result is a thicker oxide coating that is harder, smoother, and less likely to corrode aluminum into food.

 

COPPER CUES Serious chefs prefer copper cookware because of its ability to conduct heat. However, all-copper pots and pans can leave residues of the metal in foods, which can trigger nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea in people who consume them. To prevent this, choose only copper cookware that is lined with stainless steel or tin.

 

SUPERB STAINLESS Pots and pans made from stainless steel are shiny, highly durable, and by and large dishwasher safe. On the other hand, stainless steel does not conduct heat as evenly as copper or other materials, and cooks using it need to add more oil to keep food from sticking to the pan. One benefit of stainless steel cookware is that it is widely available in a range of prices, some fairly inexpensive.


 

OLD-FASHIONED IRON Traditional solid cast-iron pans may seem old-fashioned, but they’re actually the original nonstick cookware. That’s because, over time, cast-iron pans develop nonstick properties as the oils and fats used in cooking fuse with the surface of the pan.

It’s best not to soak the pan or clean it with soap; instead, just wipe it with a cloth to leave a thin grease coating in the pan. The older a cast-iron pan, the more nonstick its surface will be.

For best results, season cast-iron pans before their first use: Warm the pan briefly to make sure it is completely dry, then coat it with lard, shortening, or vegetable oils like canola or safflower, and bake it in the oven at 300°F. Resist the temptation to use olive oil, which will leave a sticky surface and can smoke during cooking. After baking the pan for 15 to 30 minutes, remove it to pour off excess oil, then return it to the oven to continue baking for two hours at 300° F. (Make sure that the handle does not have a plastic coating that could melt in the oven.)

Be aware that new cast-iron pans have a protective coating that must be removed prior to using them to cook food; use a scouring pad, soap, and hot water to do this. Enameled varieties of cast-iron cookware are also available.

 

DISHES AND GLASSWARE Using family heirlooms and antiques isn’t just a way to connect with the past. It’s also a form of recycling. But don’t start sipping wine from your grandmother’s crystal glasses or serving your family with the vintage pottery you found at a flea market just yet. Such dishes and glassware can be contaminated with lead. Ceramic tableware made in some foreign countries can also contain this heavy metal. Fortunately, there are simple ways to detect lead, and plenty of appealing, environment-friendly alternatives with which to set your table.

 

CRYSTAL AND CHINA Glazed ceramic dishes and crystal glassware once typically contained lead. This toxic chemical can damage the nervous system, including the brain; the kidneys; and the reproductive system. It poses the number one environmental health threat to children. It accumulates in the body, so even small amounts can add up to a health hazard: More than 300,000 children under the age of 5 in the United States are found to have unsafe levels of lead in their blood every year.


Since 1980, the U.S. FDA has begun regulating the amount of lead and cadmium, another toxic heavy metal, in dishes made in this country. It has no jurisdiction over imported dinnerware or lead crystal, but the crystal industry has set voluntary limits.

The FDA’s standards require that plates contain no more than 3 parts per million (ppm) lead; bowls contain no more than 2 ppm; serving dishes contain no more than 1 ppm; and pitchers, cups, and other containers that hold liquid have no more than 0.5 ppm. The state of California requires a warning label on (but does not ban the sale of) plates that contain more than 0.226 ppm of lead, and all other dishes that contain more than 0.1 ppm of lead.

Because major dinnerware manufacturers sell their dishes in California as well as the rest of the country, they generally meet the California regulations, which are stricter. Still, it’s smart to take precautions. First, you can test your current ceramics and crystal with strips found at many hardware stores. It’s best not to use products that test positive for lead.

In particular, be sure not to store or drink juices and wines in lead-crystal decanters or other containers that could have lead in them. Acidic foods such as tomatoes and citrus also leach out the lead.

Lead can also be found in the glazes on some pottery, especially those that are bright red in color. To ensure that pottery you purchase is free of lead, choose dishes from the online list of lead-free china patterns maintained by the nonprofit Environmental Defense. When in doubt, ask sellers if the glazes used on the dinnerware you are considering buying are lead-free.

 

RECYCLED AND RENEWABLE MATERIALS Reusing antiques isn’t the only way to keep your place settings easy on the environment. A number of both attractive and eco-friendly recycled dinnerware options are now available.

You can choose from plates and bowls handcrafted from seaglass, goblets made from recycled wine and beer bottles, and even dishes fashioned from old windows. Dishes made of renewable bamboo and finished with food-safe lacquer are another environment-friendly choice.


Bottles & Storage Containers

In the world of storage containers, one material reigns: plastic. Whether you’re pouring water or juice from a jug or packing up Thanksgiving leftovers, plastic containers have become the number one choice for most people. Plastic is cheap, popular, convenient—and everywhere.


These days, most of the food we buy comes in contact with plastic, including most dairy products (milk, yogurt, cream cheese, and ice cream), frozen foods (prepackaged dinners on plastic trays, frozen vegetables in plastic bags), and fluids (juice, water, and oil in plastic bottles). In fact, since 1976 plastic has been the most widely used material in the world.

Not all plastics are created equal, however, and some are safer to use than others, especially when it comes to food packaging and storage. Indeed, the health risks and environmental concerns associated with many types of plastic can make them a less than attractive choice for home kitchens.


CHEMICAL COMPOUNDS Plastic containers are light, easy to carry, and can form an airtight seal that keeps the contents from drying out or spilling, but the chemicals used to manufacture them can be anything but healthful.

Chemicals of concern include:


ANTIMONY This chemical in plastic containers may migrate to their contents. Research has shown that #1 polyethylene terephthalate (PET) plastic water bottles can leach antimony into the water they hold [image: image]see “Eco-Tip: A Plastics Primer,” chapter 1. A 2006 study conducted at the University of Heidelberg, Germany, found that antimony levels in PET water bottles were higher than the levels where the water was sourced, confirming that antimony was leaching into the water from the containers. According to the researchers, the levels found in the water were below safe drinking standards and consumers should not be concerned about drinking water bottled in PET plastic. Keep in mind, however, that storing water in any plastic bottle for a prolonged period of time allows chemical leaching to occur.





BISPHENOL A Manufacturers began using this chemical, also known as BPA, in the 1950s. You can find BPA in many #7 polycarbonate bottles (including baby bottles), microwave ovenware, eating utensils, and plastic coating for metal cans. BPA can leach into food from the epoxy linings in cans or from polycarbonate bottles as they age. Many studies have evaluated BPA as a hormone disruptor, a chemical that alters the body’s normal hormonal activity. Research suggests that BPA simulates the action of estrogen when tested in human breast cancer cells and can significantly decrease testosterone in male rats exposed to low levels of this chemical.




DIOXINS These chemicals are produced by waste incineration, chemical and pesticide manufacturing, and pulp and paper bleaching. Highly toxic even in low doses, dioxins have the potential to cause a wide range of adverse health effects on humans. The EPA estimates that the average American’s risk of contracting cancer from dioxin exposure may be greater than 1 in 1,000. That’s 10 to 1,000 times higher than the government’s current “acceptable” standard for environmental carcinogens. Dioxins are also endocrine disruptors, substances that can interfere with the body’s natural hormone signals. Short-term exposure to dioxin can cause chloracne, a severe skin disease with acne-like lesions that occur mainly on the face and upper body; skin lesions and discoloration; and liver dysfunction. Long-term exposure can damage the immune, nervous, and reproductive systems and affect development.




PHTHALATES Also known as plasticizers, these toxic chemicals are added during production of #3 PVC to make it soft and pliable. One such plasticizer, di(2-ethylhexyl) phthalate, has been shown to cause damage to the liver, kidneys, and reproductive systems of animals. Its effects on humans remain unclear. Phthalates can leach from PVC plastics into foods, especially those that are hot and fatty.




STYRENE Found in #6 polystyrene, this chemical can leach from products like foam containers and cups. It is considered a possible human carcinogen and may also disrupt hormones or affect reproduction.




PLASTICS AND THE PLANET The first plastics were developed during the 1860s, but not until after the Second World War did plastic become the ubiquitous material that it is today. Polyvinyl chloride, polyvinylidene chloride (commonly used in plastic food wrap), and polyethylene were accidentally discovered in the petroleum industry during the 1930s, but all soon found uses in the modern world. According to the American Chemistry Council, in 1976 plastic became the world’s most widely used material. With it came serious environmental problems.

First of all, the manufacturing process used to form plastic resin creates toxic emissions. Producing a 16-ounce PET bottle generates more than 100 times the toxic emissions to air and water than making the same bottle out of glass. The plastic industry contributes to some of the most toxic chemical releases into the air, including styrene, benzene, trichloroethane, sulfur oxides, nitrous oxides, methanol, ethylene oxide, and other volatile organic compounds.



ECO-TIP: A PLASTICS PRIMER

The different types of plastic are identified by numbers, which indicate the types of resin used to produce them. Each plastic has different uses—and different risks.


	1 polyethylene terephthalate (PET or PETE) FOUND IN: Soda bottles, peanut butter jars, microwavable trays

	2 high density polyethylene (HDPE) FOUND IN: Trash bags, grocery store bags, cereal box liners, and bottles for milk, water, detergent, shampoo, motor oil

	3 polyvinyl chloride (PVC) FOUND IN: Clear food packaging, shampoo bottles, medical tubing, plumbing pipe

	4 low density polyethylene (LDPE) FOUND IN: Shrink-wrap, squeezable bottles for condiments, toys

	5 polypropylene (PP) FOUND IN: Syrup bottles, yogurt tubs, diapers, medicine bottles

	6 polystyrene (PS) FOUND IN: Coffee cups, clamshell take-out containers, egg cartons, grocery store meat trays

	7 other (usually polycarbonate) FOUND IN: Medical storage containers, some reusable water bottles, oven baking bags






The toxins found in plastics can linger in the environment, because plastic polymers never fully biodegrade. Instead they photodegrade into dust that, when in bodies of water, can absorb other toxins such as PCBs and the pesticide DDT, which is banned in the U.S. but is still used in developing countries. The toxins are concentrated even more strongly in this toxic dust, which is consumed by the fish that humans eventually eat. It’s best to look for plastic containers made with #2 HDPE, #4 LDPE, and #5 PP, since research has not shown leaching of any carcinogens or endocrine disruptors. Unfortunately, #4 and #5 plastics are not as readily recyclable.

Plastic production also eats up fossil fuels. Plastics are made of petroleum, a nonrenewable resource that requires the constant extraction of new fossil reserves. Because fossil fuels take millions of years to form, they are a finite and exhaustible energy resource. Plastic manufacture increases the use of fossil fuels and our dependence on oil.

Finally, plastic containers contribute to waste. In fact, according to the EPA, plastics are the fourth largest category of municipal solid waste. At first glance, you might think that recycling will solve that problem. It’s true that plastic recycling has increased many times over since it first began in the early 1990s. But the manufacture and use of new plastic is increasing tremendously as well, while the proportion of plastics that actually do get recycled remains about the same: 25 percent. Part of the problem is that consumers don’t know which plastics can be recycled. Many of them mistakenly believe that the chasing-arrows symbols on plastic containers mean the item is recyclable when, in fact, the symbol only identifies the resin base of the plastics—not all of which are accepted by all recycling programs.

So when you do use plastic containers, whether for one-time or repeated use, be sure to select those that are accepted for recycling in your area. One easy way to tell if a container is recyclable is by its shape: A container that has a neck, like a jug, is likely to be made of #1 or #2 plastic and therefore be readily recyclable, while a tub, like a yogurt container, is not. When you shop, look for products bottled in #2 HDPE, readily recyclable. Stay away from liquids bottled in #3 PVC, dangerous both to health and environment. Purchase canned fruits and vegetables in safe glass jars, and opt for soups, milk, and soy milk packaged in cardboard cartons.

Greener food packaging may be on the way. An expanding number of commercial plastic storage containers now use the corn-based biodegradable material polylactic acid (also called polylactide, or PLA). A number of food purveyors have begun to use PLA for bulk food packaging, and the U.S. FDA has approved PLA for use as disposable drink receptacles. PLA appears not to leach any toxic chemicals as it biodegrades, which gives it an advantage over some plastics commonly used for holding liquids, such as polycarbonate, which can leach bisphenol A, a polymer additive that may disrupt hormone activity, and polystyrene, which can leach styrene, a possible human carcinogen. Another bonus: Cups made from PLA biodegrade completely, require 50 percent less fossil fuel than regular plastics to produce, and are not toxic to burn.

Because the type of PLA currently in use can only withstand temperatures of up to 105°F, it is used only in the manufacture of cold disposable cups. Several companies, however, manufacture and distribute hot-beverage cups made entirely from corn.

 

ALTERNATIVES TO PLASTIC Keep your food chemical-free by storing it in nonplastic containers made from the following safe, ecologically sound materials:


GLASS, CERAMIC, AND STONEWARE These materials do not leach questionable chemicals when they’re in contact with food, making them the safest options for food storage. Plus, glass recycling is more environmentally friendly than plastic recycling, which produces toxic chemicals. Ceramic thermoses are a safe, sturdy way to carry liquids on the go, particularly hot or acidic liquids, which can encourage the leaching of higher amounts of plasticizer from plastic bottles.




ALUMINUM Food storage containers made from aluminum can be recycled, are relatively inexpensive, and can be used for reheating in the oven. In fact, it’s a good idea to reuse aluminum containers, since aluminum extraction is so energy-intensive. Aluminum can sometimes react with certain foods or leave behind a metallic taste, so use it for storing foods that are not acidic or salty.





STAINLESS STEEL Containers made from stainless steel are an environmentally friendly choice, not only because the material is 100 percent recyclable but also because stainless steel is easy to clean without any harsh chemicals: Just use warm water and a cloth. Stainless steel is also inexpensive, attractive, and will not react with foods during cooking.





ECO-TIP: SMART REUSE

Cleaning and reusing food containers is a great way to cut down on waste. Glass mustard and mayonnaise jars can be reused as containers for salad dressings, for example. Yogurt tubs are great for storing leftovers (but not for reheating). Not all containers can be reused safely, however. Here’s what to keep in mind when reusing containers.


	Only reuse containers that can be washed thoroughly.

	Never reuse containers that have contained chemicals, such as those used for cleaning or pest control.

	To reduce the risk of bacterial poisoning, do not reuse any packing that came into contact with meat or dairy products unless it has been thoroughly sterilized.


	Don't use plastic food tubs (like from yogurt, margarine, or takeout) for reheating in the microwave, because chemicals in plastics can migrate into hot, fatty foods.

	Never reuse #1 plastic bottles: Their design doesn’t lend itself to proper cleaning, and the bottles can harbor bacterial growth.

	If you already own #7 bottles, keep an eye out for cracks or cloudiness in their plastic. Wash them by hand with mild dishwashing soap, not in the dishwasher, to avoid degrading the plastic and increasing leaching of BPA.
 






Wraps & Bags

Wraps and storage bags may protect food against outside bacteria, but they also harbor potential to harm. Plastic wraps and storage bags contain chemicals that can leach into food, especially when heated, and plastic shopping bags are wasteful and hard on the environment.

 

WRAPPED IN CHEMICALS Like their container counterparts, wraps and food storage bags made of plastic can leach toxic chemicals into food. Research suggests that #3 PVC, commonly used in some forms of plastic wrap, is an endocrine disrupter and may mimic or interfere with hormones in the body. To soften #3 PVC plastic into its flexible form, manufacturers add various toxic chemicals known as plasticizers during production, including one called di(2-ethylhexyl) adipate, or DEHA. Traces of such chemicals, known as adipates and phthalates, can leak out of PVC when it comes in contact with foods.



ECO-TIP: MICROWAVE-SAFE?

Labels reading “microwave safe” or “microwavable” only ensure that the containers won’t melt, crack, or fall apart in the microwave. It is no guarantee that the containers won’t leach chemicals into foods when heated. To be safe, don’t heat foods in plastic. Especially steer away from microwaving food in containers not intended for that purpose, such as take-out platters and margarine tubs. Use ovenproof glass or ceramic containers instead.




Most cling-wrapped meats, cheeses, and other foods sold in delis and grocery stores are wrapped in #3 PVC. In one study by the nonprofit Consumers Union, seven pieces of cheddar cheese that had been wrapped in the #3 PVC used by supermarket delis contained consistently high levels of DEHA, ranging from 51 to 270 ppm, with an average of 153. This number far exceeds the 18 ppm limit on food migration set by the Commission of the European Communities for DEHA. Most of the DEHA that was an ingredient in the wrap ended up in the cheese, according to Consumers Union.

In fact, plasticizer molecules can migrate from packaging into food until they are depleted. Migration begins immediately: A 1995 Danish study found that 44 to 58 ppm of DEHA leached into cheese within just two hours of being packaged in PVC. Another study by Consumers Union found that only one of seven brands of plastic wrap contained DEHA. Although the Food and Drug Administration says that DEHA is safe, some studies have shown that the chemical may interfere with male reproductive function and can cause birth defects and liver cancer in lab animals.

With some careful shopping and storage techniques, you can greatly reduce your exposure to DEHA and other plasticizers. When you purchase cling-wrapped food from the supermarket or deli, slice off a thin layer where the food came into contact with the plastic and store the rest in a glass or ceramic container, or non-PVC cling wrap.

If you purchase meat, do so from a butcher and ask for it to be wrapped in paper. Try to purchase deli cheeses coming directly from a cheesemaker, and request that they be wrapped in paper, too. And take care when you reheat food in the microwave: According to the FDA, microwave-safe plastic wrap should be placed loosely over food so that the steam can escape and should not directly touch your food. Better yet, cover your food with another dish—or microwave your food uncovered.

When you wrap food at home, choose butcher paper or wood-based cellulose bags, waxed paper and waxed paper bags (made of unbleached paper thinly coated with petroleum-based paraffin or wax, which is approved for food storage use by the FDA).

 

TRASHED BAGS Americans use an estimated 100 billion plastic shopping bags each year, consuming about 12 million barrels of oil. Less than one percent of those plastic bags is ever recycled, and the rest of the bags never biodegrade at all. They photodegrade, which means they break down into tiny bits of plastic that can contaminate soil and waterways and harm animals that ingest them. In fact, hundreds of thousands of marine animals die annually, entangled in plastic debris or eating plastic bags that they mistake for food. Plastic bags are also among the top items of debris commonly found during coastal cleanups.



THE FACTS

Australia, Bangladesh, Ireland, Italy, South Africa, and Taiwan, along with the cities of San Francisco and Mumbai, India, have all enacted legislation to ban or otherwise curb the use of plastic shopping bags.




Paper bags come with their own problems. It takes an estimated four times as much energy to manufacture a paper bag as it does to manufacture a plastic one, and more than ten times as much energy to recycle a paper bag as a plastic one. Paper mills can contribute toxic chemicals to our air, soil, and waterways. In addition, paper bags in landfills do not degrade at a substantially faster rate than plastic bags.

If you already have a stash of paper or plastic grocery bags at home, it makes sense to reuse them for as long as they’ll hold up. Most groceries these days sell reusable bags made of nonwoven polypropylene that are lightweight, durable, and recyclable. They’re also washable and can be reused multiple times.

If you live in San Francisco, plastic shopping bags may not even be an option: In 2007, the city’s government voted to ban plastic shopping bags at large supermarkets and chain pharmacies. The stores are allowed to offer shoppers bags made of cornstarch or recyclable paper instead.

Consider investing in one or more sturdy, reusable bags made of nylon, cotton, and other materials. Organic cotton canvas bags are the most eco-friendly alternative, but their material can stain and isn’t always water-resistant.

Sea Bags, shopping bags made from old sailboat sails, are another option. The material used in the sails is Dacron, a polyester fiber. While the material’s production isn’t exactly Earth-friendly (petroleum-based polyester contributes to the depletion of nonrenewable fossil fuels and increases our dependence on foreign oil), Sea Bags are strong, water-resistant, machine-washable—and reusable. Their handles are made of rope that is spliced by hand.

Or consider reusable nylon grocery bags. They require the same amount of energy during production as 50 disposable plastic bags, but they last much longer, hold up to 25 pounds, and can be folded into their own mini pouch. Finally, you may want to seek out plastic bags made from polylactic acid, or PLA. [image: image]For more on PLA, Eat Green. Bags made of PLA look, feel, and smell like normal plastic bags, but a PLA bag breaks down within weeks, unlike conventional plastic bags, estimated to take up to a thousand years to decompose.

Lunch Boxes

Lunch brought from home is often a healthier alternative to what’s served at workplace and school cafeterias. But you need to take care when packing on-the-go meals. Traditional plastic lunch boxes, thermoses, and utensils can add something extra to packed lunches—toxic chemicals.

 

BOXES, SACKS, AND THERMOSES Chemicals in plastic lunch boxes and sacks, thermoses, and other travel containers can leach into foods—especially those that are hot or fatty. In general, common culprits include products made with #3 PVC (which contains hormone-disrupting phthalates), #6 polystyrene (a possible human carcinogen), and #7 polycarbonate (which contains hormone-disrupting BPA).


Another problem is lead. In September 2007, the state of California’s Department of Public Health warned parents to toss imported Chinese canvas lunch boxes, which had been given away to lower income parents at health fairs and other events. Testing revealed that some of the lunch boxes contained significant levels of lead. And the problem isn’t new: The nonprofit Center for Environmental Health has been testing soft vinyl lunch boxes for lead since 2004. There are commercially available home lead-testing kits that you can purchase to test your child’s lunch box.

Fortunately, there are plenty of fun, fashionable, and environmentally friendly alternatives. Traditionalists may prefer lunch boxes crafted from sturdy, reusable tin or stainless steel. Certified organic cotton canvas lunch sacks are another attractive option. You can even find Free Trade Certified lunch boxes—or make your own lunch bag out of a piece of cloth and a drawstring. Reusable, nonleaching thermoses and plastic cups can be cleaned easily and give your child an alternative to soft drinks and bottled water. There are also a number of safe, environmentally friendly varieties from which to choose.

 

UTENSILS AND PLATES Plastic flatware, plates, and cups clog landfills with extra waste. Choose reusable utensils whenever possible. If you must use disposable items, seek out biodegradable utensils, plates, and cups. Some made from corn are dishwasher-safe and degrade in your compost pile. Other biodegradable tableware is available, including those made from recycled paper, corn or potato starch, sugarcane or sustainably harvested trees.

Restaurants

Recent books and movies have detailed the artery-clogging nature of fast food and the toll that the industry takes on our air, water, and soil, not to mention our health and longevity.

 

FAST-FOOD CHANGES—TO GO Since the release of Morgan Spurlock’s film Super Size Me and Eric Schlosser’s book Fast Food Nation, McDonald’s and other fast-food restaurants have rushed to show that their offerings are healthful and socially responsible. In January 2004, a few months before Spurlock’s film opened, for example, McDonald’s announced that its restaurants would phase out the Super Size option in the U.S.—a “menu simplification” that they claimed had nothing to do with the film. McDonald’s also revamped its website to make it easier to find nutritional information, posted a Social Responsibility Report, and joined the Green Business Network. But some experts and activists argue that corporations such as McDonald’s have tried to limit the concept of green business to recycled tray liners and reduced waste stream, without making deeper systemic changes.

McDonald’s is not the only fast-food company to lighten up its image in recent years. In 2003, KFC pulled ads promoting its fried chicken as a healthy, low-carb food in response to a complaint filed with the Federal Trade Commission by the Center for Science in the Public Interest. And Arby’s has introduced Market Fresh salads to its menu. But are fast-food restaurants like McDonald’s really as healthy as they claim? Nutritionists note that McDonald’s salads can actually be higher in fat and calories than a Big Mac when you add the salad dressing, and that the salads lack substantial amounts of fiber and other nutrients. Like the ones offered by McDonald’s, Arby’s salads can be high in fat—the Santa Fe salad contains 520 calories and 29 grams of fat with salad dressing, 45 percent of the FDA’s recommended daily intake of fat. Fast-food salads and other “healthy” choices are expensive, too: Pricing still favors buying calorie-heavy foods and larger portions.

If you must head to a mass-market chain, ask the hard questions. Products and restaurants may advertise food as 50 percent less fat—but less than what? Is it 50 percent less than something like a Burger King Whopper? An original Whopper without cheese has 39 grams of fat; a Double Whopper with cheese has 64 grams. Both are still high. Refer to nutrition charts, and keep your fast-food meals to a minimum.

 

FINE DINING But perhaps you’re in the mood for more leisurely, sit-down meals. A growing number of fine restaurants offer local, seasonal, organic, vegetarian, or other types of healthier food and drink. They have banded together to form Chefs Collaborative, a nonprofit dedicated to sustainable, environmentally responsible and health-conscious food preparation for the public. The Green Restaurant Association, in harmony with the Chefs Collaborative, is a nonprofit aimed at building environmental sustainability in the restaurant industry. Certified restaurants follow guidelines for energy efficiency, recycling and composting, sourcing of sustainable foods, and nontoxic cleaning products. For pointers to locate chefs and restaurants who serve local and organic foods, consult the Chefs Collaborative and Green Restaurant websites [image: image]see “Resources”.

Take Action


	[image: image] Buy “Certified Organic” fruits and vegetables when possible.

	[image: image]Buy local produce or join a community-supported agriculture program.

	[image: image] In meat and poultry, look for brands marked “100 Percent Certified Organic” and “Grass Fed.”

	[image: image] Buy organic cooking oils made without genetically modified ingredients.

	[image: image] Use organic sugar or experiment with sweet alternatives such as honey.

	[image: image] Choose snacks low in trans fats and without high-fructose corn syrup.

	[image: image] Buy chocolate that is labeled “Certified Organic” and “Fair Trade Certified.”

	[image: image] Minimize your use of bottled water. Test your tap water and use a water filter to remove the contaminants specific to your water supply.

	[image: image] Buy coffee and tea labeled “Certified Organic,” “Fair Trade Certified,” or “Shade Grown.”

	[image: image] Avoid cookware coated with Teflon and other nonstick materials.

	[image: image] Test your crystal and tableware for lead; use plates and glasses shown to be lead free or made from recycled or renewable materials.

	[image: image] Choose plastic containers that are recyclable and safest: #2, #4, and #5.

	[image: image] Favor glass, stoneware, ceramic, metal, and biodegradable storage containers.

	[image: image] Remove plastic wrapping from food as soon as possible.

	[image: image] Invest in reusable or biodegradable shopping bags.

	[image: image] Avoid lunch boxes and thermoses made from #3, #6, and #7 plastic. Choose metal, cloth, or recycled materials instead.

	[image: image] Eat at restaurants that offer organic, sustainable meal choices. Ask your favorite establishments where their food comes from.






THE SCIENCE BEHIND IT

The Energy in a Hamburger

How much energy does it take to make the 99-cent hamburger, a staple of the American fast-food restaurant?

 

The average quarter-pound hamburger patty begins its existence in a calf born on a private cattle farm. For the first few months of life, the calf nurses from his mother, and then he begins to graze on pastureland. Grass is the natural diet of cows and other ruminants, animals that have evolved to extract nutrients from the hardy cellulose plant matter that humans find indigestible.

 

After about nine months, the cow boards a tractor trailer and journeys to a cattle feedlot, where he will spend the rest of his life, eating from a trough, in an enclosure roughly half the size of a football field. Until the 1950s, cattle were grazed on pastureland until big enough to slaughter, a process that took two to three years. In concentrated feedlots, cattle can be fed high-nutrient diets that allow them to grow to maturity—roughly 1,100 pounds—in as little as 14 months.

 

That high-nutrient nourishment represents a sophisticated diet of corn flakes mixed with other grains like sorghum and barley plus measured amounts of liquefied fat, protein mixture, vitamins, synthetic estrogen, and antibiotics. Antibiotics promote growth and prevent and treat disease. Estrogen works as a growth promoter. Other ingredients help the cow’s rumen, fine-tuned to grass, digest corn instead.

 

More than a quarter of all corn grown worldwide is fed to cattle, primarily in the United States. Each 1.2 pounds of corn-based feed translates into a quarter pound of marbled muscle tissue, which will be ground into hamburger. Growing all this corn takes resources: nitrogen fertilizers, gasoline and diesel to power the farm machinery, and irrigation water. Intensive corn agriculture also requires pesticides such as atrazine, a hormone-mimicking chemical that runs off fields and has been detected in water wells throughout the Midwest.

 

Raising one cow requires 35 gallons of oil. Most of this energy is used to produce synthetic fertilizers made from fossil fuels, and the rest is used for milling and transportation. One-fourth of all fertilizer used in the United States goes to grow corn fed to cattle and other livestock. One-fifth of the petroleum consumed in the United States goes to crop production and transportation. All told, the amount of energy that it takes to create a single quarter-pound hamburger patty equates to the energy in one cup of gasoline.

 

That quarter-pound hamburger also requires 600 gallons of water to produce, most of it to grow the corn feed and the rest to water the cattle and to cool down and reduce dust in the feedlots. Some 40 percent of all beef cattle in the United States are fattened on corn grown with water drawn from the dwindling Ogallala aquifer, an underground store of water lying under the states of Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska, and Texas.


 

Since the cattle are confined, they stand in piles of their own manure. Manure harbors microorganisms, including the deadly strain of E. coli bacteria known as 0157:H7. About 40 percent of feedlot cattle carry this strain in their gut. If the manure is not washed off the cattle prior to slaughter, this microbe can easily enter the food supply.

 

Small farms tend to recycle their manure as fertilizer, but large feedlots bulldoze manure into lagoons, where it slowly decomposes, posing a threat to water supplies. The high level of nutrients in manure can cause harmful algae blooms in surface waters and contaminate well water. These manure ponds also release methane, a greenhouse gas more potent than carbon dioxide. These emissions, combined with the carbon dioxide spewed from the tailpipes of farm machinery and the fertilizer plants, mean that a single quarter-pound burger creates about eight pounds of carbon dioxide, the same amount of greenhouse gases emitted on an eight-mile drive in an SUV.

 

Once the cow has grown to maturity, he is ready for the slaughterhouse and meatpacking plant. Once slaughtered, the carcass will be butchered and some of the meat ground into hamburger. Ground bits of beef from one cow will be combined with meat from other cows, making it difficult to track individual cows in the meat supply, which is why beef recalls are so massive. The meat from a single diseased cow can end up in several hundreds of packages of ground meat distributed throughout the nation.

 

Given the effects its life cycle has on the environment and the potential for deadly E. coli microbes to enter the food supply, the modern American burger clearly costs more than 99 cents.










End of sample
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