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“If you think you’re too small to have an impact, try sleeping in a room with a mosquito.”


—African proverb
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Chapter 1



Take Charge of Your Health


Let me start by asking you a question: What prompted you to pick up this book?


Perhaps you’ve read the earlier books in my Green This! series. You’ve already begun to green your cleaning products and take important steps to protect your children’s health from environmental toxins—and now you’re ready to green your own life as well. If so, congratulations on your efforts so far, and on your decision to start the next chapter in your new, healthier life.


Or perhaps you’re brand new to the Green Revolution. You’ve heard news advisories not to eat mercury-laden fish or read an article or two about toxins in your personal-care products, but you’re not really sure what it all means. If so, welcome. You’re in the right place to learn more.


Maybe you or your mom, dad, or dear friend has suffered from cancer, asthma, or another chronic illness—and you’ve wondered why the doctors that treat these conditions don’t know more about what causes them. If so, you’re not alone. I’ve wondered too, and I’m eager to share the answers I’ve found.


Whatever your reason for picking up this book, one thing’s for sure: You’re about to begin improving your life. Because although medical advances are allowing us to live longer today than we did in the past, we’re also facing more threats to our health than ever before. The vast petrochemical and agricultural industries that have developed in the decades since World War II have created some one hundred thousand synthetic chemicals, 90 percent of which have never been assessed for safety. Most of these simply did not exist when we were kids, which means we have no idea what they might do to us, or to our own kids growing up today.


I know when most people think “chemicals,” they think of funny colored test tubes in laboratories or big, steaming vats locked up in factories. But most of these chemicals are in products we use and foods we eat every day. Whether it’s a box of tissues, a tube of eyeliner, a bottle of cold medicine, or a bag of microwave popcorn, all of these goods are mass-produced by large corporations focused on the bottom line—not our health.


Shockingly little is known about how all of the chemicals we’re absorbing interact with one another and with our body chemistry. What we do know is that we’re sick. The World Health Organization estimates that our environment (our air, water, food, homes, and the products we use) significantly affects more than 80 percent of major diseases. Asthma, Alzheimer’s disease, autism, birth defects, cancer, endometriosis, infertility, multiple sclerosis, and Parkinson’s disease are increasingly common, and scientists are collecting mounting evidence linking their incidence with environmental toxins. Consider these facts:


• An estimated 125 million Americans (43 percent of the population) have at least one chronic illness; 60 million of these folks have multiple chronic conditions. (Source: National Chronic Care Consortium)


• In 1950, health officials predicted that 25 percent of all Americans would eventually be diagnosed with cancer. By 1997 that figure had risen to more than 40 percent. One in three women and one in two men will develop cancer during their lifetime. (Source: The Bay Area Working Group on the Precautionary Principle)


• In the 1940s, a woman’s lifetime risk of developing breast cancer was one in twenty-two. Today it’s one in seven—and rising. (Source: The Breast Cancer Fund)


• The number of men diagnosed with breast cancer has increased 25 percent in the past twenty-five years. (Source: The Breast Cancer Fund)


• The prevalence of asthma in our population is doubling every twenty years. (Source: The Bay Area Working Group on the Precautionary Principle)


• Exposures to hazardous chemicals in the workplace kill more than sixty thousand U.S. workers each year. There are more than eight hundred thousand new cases of occupational disease each year. The annual cost of workplace-related diseases in the United States is $25.8 billion, representing a substantial drain on the U.S. economy and on the lives of workers and their families. (Source: The Healthy Californians Biomonitoring Program)



Connecting the Dots


Though genetics and family history certainly play a role, the increasing rates of these diseases can be explained mainly by one common denominator: Our toxic planet.


“Only one in ten women who develop breast cancer do so because they inherited a defective gene from their parents,” says Devra Lee Davis, PhD, MPH, director of the Center for Environmental Oncology at the University of Pittsburgh Cancer Institute. “That means that nine out of ten women who get the disease were born with healthy genes. Something happened to those genes over the course of a lifetime to give them breast cancer.”


The same can be said for almost every chronic illness out there. It’s time to recognize how complicated and interconnected our web of life really is. The toxins in our environment are working their way into our bodies, corrupting our healthy genes, cells, and organs, and making us sick. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has detected 148 separate chemicals in the blood and urine of Americans of all ages and races. In 2006, researchers at the nonprofit Environmental Working Group (EWG) studied four mother-daughter pairs and found that each woman’s blood or urine was contaminated with an average of thirty-five consumer product ingredients, including flame retardants, plasticizers, and stain-proof coatings.


Some chemicals, like phthalates, which make plastic flexible, can be excreted out of our bodies daily but are so ubiquitous in our environment that we reabsorb them daily too. Other toxins, like lead, can stay put in our bones for the rest of our lives. Though this chemical exposure poses the most health risks to children, the EWG researchers note that the mothers harbored an average of 1.5 to 5.2 times more pollution in their bodies than their daughters. This shows that even small doses of these chemicals can build up in our bodies over the course of years, posing long-term, persistent health threats.


So we know chemicals are accumulating in our bodies. But how do we know if they’re responsible for our skyrocketing rates of disease? A 2007 evidence review led by scientists at the Silent Spring Institute, a nonprofit research organization dedicated to identifying the links between our environment and women’s health, identified 216 chemicals that studies have demonstrated can cause breast cancer in lab animals and cell cultures. Of these, 73 are commonly found in consumer goods like cosmetics, dyes, and drugs or as pesticide residue on food; another 35 are airborne pollutants found in gasoline and smog. The scientists published their findings in Cancer, the journal of the American Cancer Society.


In December 2006, Philippe Grandjean, MD, an adjunct professor in the Department of Environmental Health at the Harvard School of Public Health published an evidence review in the medical journal The Lancet identifying 201 chemicals shown to be toxic to the neurological system. Once again, most of the list is common ingredients in food and consumer goods. About half are chemicals that factories produce at the rate of more than 1 million pounds per year. And this is just the tip of the hundred-thousand-chemical iceberg: “Perhaps as many as 25 percent of the chemicals [in use worldwide] can be expected to show neurotoxic properties,” Dr. Grandjean writes.


Many companies that manufacture all these chemicals will tell you “the dose makes the poison,” but in fact, two decades of research now show the inadequacy of that belief. Timing, duration, and pattern of exposure are at least as important as the dose, so low-dose exposure to chemicals that are ubiquitous in our environment can cause permanent damage if it continues over a lifetime, or even just at the most vulnerable stages of our lives. We need to take a good, hard look at the chemicals we’re using every day. Alternatives are out there and should be used.



A Time for Precaution, Not Panic


I know I’ve thrown a lot of scary facts and figures at you in just a few short pages, and you’re probably feeling as frustrated as I did when I first began to learn about these threats. It’s easy to get paralyzed by all this information—I often hear people say, “Oh well, we’re all going to die anyway.” But I’m not telling you these facts to make you panic or to resign you to your fate. I’m doing it to encourage you to join me in making easy, positive changes to reduce the number of toxic exposures in your life. Throughout this book I’ll be giving you plenty of tips and ideas about what you can do to help. Just take it one step at a time. Focus on changing one thing in your life and making that stick, then worry about the next thing on the list. Every seemingly simple, fundamental change you make will do so much good for your health.


Most of the changes I advocate are based on what environmentalists call the “precautionary principle.” In 1998, a coalition of scientists, philosophers, lawyers, and environmental activists defined the principle in a wingspread consensus statement. It goes something like this: “When an activity raises threats of harm to human health or the environment, precautionary measures should be taken even if some cause and effect relationships are not fully established scientifically. In this context the proponent of an activity, rather than the public, should bear the burden of proof. The process of applying the Precautionary Principle must be open, informed and democratic and must include potentially affected parties. It must also involve an examination of the full range of alternatives, including no action.”


Or, as I like to say, “Better safe than sorry.” In our complex world, scientists cannot always predict what impact toxic exposures will have on our health. We need to recognize the limits of our scientific knowledge and be willing to say “I don’t know,” even if it means we have to make changes to protect against a potential, but not yet proven, risk.


Industry hates the precautionary principle, because it puts the burden of proof on them and limits what they are allowed to make and sell until they can show that it’s safe. But this makes it a cost-effective and caring strategy for you—it’s always better, and more affordable, to prevent disease and pollution before they happen than to try to cure or clean up after the fact.


All you have to do to apply the precautionary principle to your life is pay attention and ask questions. Too often we walk through the aisles of our supermarkets and drugstores as if we’re in a coma, never even looking at what we buy. The general consensus is that if it’s on store shelves, it must be safe. But in fact, nothing could be further from the truth. Need proof? Remember that cigarettes are on those store shelves too.


As you start questioning and becoming more conscious of the products and foods you buy, you’ll realize that the process can be never-ending. Our lifestyles have changed. The world is a busier, noisier, more industrialized, and more toxic place. But we can’t compromise our health or the health of our children just because our schedules are fuller.


This book is here to help. I’ll guide you through everything you put on or in your body (food, personal-care products, clothes, medications) and help you find easy ways to reduce your overall intake of toxins, whether they come in a jar of face cream or a bottle of salad dressing. Look out for my Eco Shopping List at the end of each chapter, where I’ll suggest products and brands you can trust and tell you where to find them. And be sure to read the A Greener You sections, where you can find stories and tips from readers like you who have already taken small steps toward greening their lives. In the appendix you’ll find a collection of my favorite recipes courtesy of Arlena Teitelbaum, the wonderful chef at the Imus Ranch.


As consumers, you have so much more power than you realize. It’s time to ask what we’re being exposed to every time we eat, shower, or get dressed—and why. We may not be able to change the world, but we can change the way we think about our health. Each one of us has tremendous potential to make a difference.





Chapter 2



Eating Green


I’m starting this book with a discussion of food for a simple reason that you’ve heard thousands of times: We are what we eat. In fact, if you’re only going to read one chapter in this whole book, this is the one to read. In my opinion (and the opinion of many nutritionists and scientists), adopting a plant-based diet is the single most important thing you can do to improve your health.


It’s no secret that Americans are fatter and unhealthier than we’ve ever been before, or that our $1 billion food industry has played a significant role in the decline of our health. Nevertheless, we are “a notably unhealthy people obsessed by the idea of eating healthily,” as environmental journalist Michael Pollan writes in his groundbreaking book The Omnivore’s Dilemma—and we’re more confused about how to eat healthily than ever before.


It’s time to take a closer look at every aspect of this industry and its impact on our lives. But this is not as easy as it sounds. For me it’s been a long journey that began in high school, when I decided to stop eating meat and dairy to improve my performance as a runner. Part of it was teenage rebellion—I remember refusing to eat turkey and butter-soaked mashed potatoes at Thanksgiving. I ruined almost every holiday for my relatives because I was such a nightmare! But really I was just trying to figure out how to have a healthier relationship with food. I refused to go on autopilot and eat just anything put in front of me, even though that’s the way my family ate and what most of us were brought up to do.


As I went on to college, I made every effort to learn about how meat and dairy foods impact our health. Much of the information I’m going to share with you in these next few chapters comes from the writers, scientists, and activists whose pioneering work helped shape my own perspective and who, in my mind, are the real heroes of our clean food revolution. Consider these next few chapters your crash course in Eating Green 101. If you want to learn more about any of the issues I introduce, I recommend the following books:


• Diet for a New America by John Robbins. Robbins grew up heir to the Baskin-Robbins ice cream fortune but walked away from the family business in order to pursue “a dream of a society that is truly healthy, practicing a wise and compassionate stewardship of a balanced ecosystem.” Published in 1987, this was the first book to connect the dots between our health, the health of the planet, and the importance of a plant-based diet. The book was so revolutionary at that time that Robbins reported beef consumption in the United States dropped nearly 20 percent in the five years following its publication. Robbins went on to found the influential vegan advocacy group EarthSave International.


• The China Study by T. Colin Campbell, PhD, and Thomas M. Campbell II. This book, published in 2005, reports the findings of the most comprehensive nutrition study every conducted. Dr. Campbell’s team of researchers measured 367 diet, lifestyle, and disease-related variables among 6,500 Chinese adults, generating more than eight thousand statistically significant associations. His conclusions, some of which I’ll discuss in this chapter, will shock and surprise you.


• The Omnivore’s Dilemma by Michael Pollan. In this book Pollan follows four different food chains—industrial, organic, industrial organic, and hunter-gatherer—from their origins as seeds in soil all the way to your table. His intrepid reporting uncovers many frightening and important facts about the way we produce food today.



A Story of Three Farms


My evolution as a green eater hasn’t stopped. I’m always learning more about how food can better sustain us. And the more I learn, the more committed I am to my vegan, all-organic lifestyle. But I’m not here to convince you to eat every meal exactly the way I do. There are many perfectly valid ways of eating green, and some of the most eco-conscious diners I know are still putting animal products on their plates. We don’t necessarily agree on everything—in fact, we can have some pretty spirited debates! But what we all have in common is the simple knowledge that good health comes from good food—and good food comes from good soil.


You’re probably thinking that’s oversimplifying it a bit. And how does a slice of ham or a chicken drumstick come from soil? Well, remember: We are what we eat. And that means we are what they ate, too. Cows are vegetarians by nature, which means they eat grasses and grains that are grown in—you guessed it—soil. The quality of soil and the methods a farmer uses to reap food from it, whether he’s harvesting tomatoes for our salads or growing grass to feed his dairy cow, are the first and most crucial steps in determining the quality of the food that ends up on our plate.


This is a lesson I’ve learned from three very different farms. One is our own Imus Cattle Ranch for Kids with Cancer in Ribera, New Mexico. We raise Texas Longhorn cattle, sheep, buffalo, chickens, goats, and donkeys on nearly four thousand acres and grow a wide range of fruits, vegetables, and herbs, most in our state-of-the-art greenhouse. The second is the Stone Barns Center for Food and Agriculture in New York’s Hudson River valley, where farmers raise Berkshire hogs, sheep, and poultry on fifteen acres and grow an enormous variety of vegetables in their greenhouse and gardens. The third is Polyface Farm in Swoope, Virginia, which Pollan profiles in The Omnivore’s Dilemma and which inspired many of the techniques used at Stone Barns. Joel Salatin, who raises chickens, turkeys, cattle, rabbits, and pigs, plus tomatoes, sweet corn, and berries on his 100 acres of pasture and 450 acres of forest, calls himself a “grass farmer” and considers soil to be “xthe earth’s stomach” because, as Pollan explains, “a healthy soil digests the dead to nourish the living.” None of our farms would grow a thing if we didn’t first build the right kind of soil.


Each of these farms are practicing a kind of agriculture that is now termed “beyond organic” or sometimes “biodynamic.” We’ve created living, breathing, and almost entirely self-sustaining ecosystems. Pigs forage in forests, fertilizing the soil with their manure. Sheep and cattle graze pasture, followed by chickens, who eat the leftover grasses, then peck apart their manure to rejuvenate the soil. And vegetables are rotated seasonally with cover crops to recycle nutrients back into the soil that feeds them. None of these farms use chemicals of any kind—no herbicides, insecticides, pesticides, growth hormones, or antibiotics. We don’t need them because these ecosystems stay healthy all on their own, thanks to the incredible soil digesting and nourishing it all. And when these farms stay healthy, the food they produce is the healthiest you could ever hope to eat.


Unfortunately, most of the industrial farms raising our food aren’t designed on this self-sustaining, beyond-organic model, and we’re paying the price: The Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) reports that American croplands lose 2 billion tons of topsoil to erosion annually. Because there is such a huge demand for the grains that feed commercially raised livestock, many large-scale farmers now do what’s called “monocropping,” where they raise single crops over huge areas. Planting and replanting the same one or two crops in the same spots season after season causes erosion and depletes the remaining soil of its nutrients.



A Clean Food Revolution


As a result of the healthy practices of farms like Stone Barns and Polyface, the food they produce is of the highest quality, conferring many health benefits not found in conventionally raised beef, pork, lamb, and poultry. But as I’ll show you in the pages to come, that doesn’t mean animal products in general are the best choices for our health. A huge body of scientific evidence from the China Study and many other sources demonstrates that our Western diet, which relies so heavily on animal protein and fat (as well as refined carbohydrates) is killing us. Consider these facts (all from research by EarthSave International and CSPI):


• Vegetarians have a 28 percent lower death rate from heart disease than meat eaters.


• The saturated fat and cholesterol in beef, pork, dairy foods, poultry, and eggs cause about 63,000 fatal heart attacks each year.


• Women who eat red meat once a day have a 250-percent increased chance of getting colon cancer compared with women who eat it less than once a month.


• More than 60 percent of Americans are overweight, with at least 30 percent considered obese, compared with an obesity rate of 6 percent among vegetarians and 2 percent among vegans.


• As many as 75 percent of women who eat fish more than twice a week possess blood levels of mercury, a known neurotoxin, that are seven times higher than women who don’t eat fish at all.


• The death rate of breast cancer among American women is 350 percent higher than the rate among Japanese women and nearly 500 percent the rate of Chinese women. (People in both China and Japan consume a diet high in fruits and vegetables and low in animal products.)


“Even relatively small intakes of animal-based foods could encourage biological processes that, over a lifetime, give rise to higher risks for a wide variety of cancers, cardiovascular diseases and diabetes,” writes Dr. T. Colin Campbell. There’s no question about it. We are slowly poisoning ourselves with our meat-based diets.


For these reasons and many more, eating vegan as well as “beyond organic” makes the most sense to me. But this is a personal choice everyone should make for him- or herself. And it’s not one you should make overnight! After all, researchers at Cornell University’s Food and Brand Lab report that we’re faced with more than two hundred food-related decisions every day—you can’t green every single one of them in one fell swoop. It took me years of reading, learning, and talking to scientists, nutritionists, farmers, and chefs to get here. But I’m ready to educate you on the key issues, so you can start to incorporate a little more knowledge and awareness into each of your food choices.


Start small. Green one meal a day, or even just one food in your fridge. Stick with it until that habit becomes second nature, and then add on. Whatever you decide to eat, remember that this process is not about depriving you of delicious meals or limiting the variety of wonderful foods you can eat. “Most of us just eat without thinking about flavor or where our food comes from,” says Deborah Madison, author of the award-winning Local Flavors: Cooking and Eating from America’s Farmers’ Markets, Vegetarian Cooking for Everyone, and eight other wonderful cookbooks that have helped countless readers, myself included, embrace a healthy and delicious plant-based diet. “All of these changes that help you eat well and take better care of yourself are also about moving towards a better quality life.”




Activist Spotlight


Center for Science in the Public Interest


If you ever look at a food label to figure out if it’s good or bad for you, thank the Center for Science in the Public Interest. This nonprofit health advocacy organization led the campaign that resulted in Congress passing the Nutrition Labeling and Education Act of 1990 requiring food manufacturers to put nutrition information and ingredient lists on their goods. More recently, CSPI worked to ensure the Food and Drug Administration’s ban on trans fat (more on both of these issues in chapter 4). But their most important work, to my mind, has been their Eating Green campaign. “It struck me that a lot of the work we were doing was piecemeal,” explains Michael Jacobson, PhD, one of CSPI’s cofounders and now its executive director. “We were telling people to avoid this or look for that, but the big picture is that the healthiest way to eat is to load up on fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.” Greening your own diet can have a big impact. Swap one serving of beef, one egg, and one serving of cheese with a mix of fruits, veggies, beans, and whole grains each day and you will


• Increase your daily consumption of dietary fiber by 16 grams (more than half the recommended intake)


• Reduce your daily intake of fat by 22 grams (one-third the recommended daily limit) and saturated fat by 12 grams (more than half the recommended limit)


• Spare the need for 1.8 acres of cropland and 40 pounds of fertilizer


• Prevent 11,400 pounds of animal manure from being dumped into the environment each year, reducing air and water pollution


You can calculate the environmental and health impacts of your own diet and learn more about all these issues by visiting www.cspinet.org and www.eatinggreen.org.






Beef and Dairy


As I’ve already shown, an animal-based diet is at the root of why we’re all so sick. And there’s no question that red meat and dairy foods are some of the worst health offenders. It all starts with how these foods are raised. EarthSave reports that more than 80 percent of the cattle raised in the United States are confined to crowded feedlots—called concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs)—where they spend the majority of their lives getting little to no exercise or access to pasture. The goal of a CAFO is to get animals as fat as possible as quickly as possible, so cattle are fed huge quantities of high-calorie grains (usually corn), even though their stomachs have evolved to eat only grass. The unnatural diet causes a range of health problems, which CAFOs treat by dosing their cattle with huge amounts of antibiotics. But this poses risks as well. “Growing scientific evidence shows that the use of similar antibiotics in both human medicine and food animal production can erode the effectiveness of drugs vital for use in human medicine,” reports Keep Antibiotics Working, a nonprofit alliance of public health advocacy groups. For more details on antibiotic resistance, see chapter 8.


Dairy cattle are raised in similarly confined conditions and fed daily doses of recombinant bovine growth hormone or bovine somatotropin (known as rBGH or rBST), synthetic estrogen-mimicking hormones that increase the cows’ milk production but also cause severe calcium deficiencies and frequent udder infections called mastitis. To treat these side effects, the cows are also dosed with daily antibiotics, and some studies show that trace amounts of the medicine can end up in conventional milk. To maintain production, year-round dairy cattle are kept pregnant or lactating three hundred days per year, and studies have also shown that the increased estrogen levels that result find their way into commercially produced milk.


These huge CAFOs and industrial dairy farms take an enormous toll on our environment as well. An average feedlot with ten thousand cows produces five hundred-thousand pounds of manure per day, reports EarthSave. “Livestock waste is responsible for 18 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, outranking cars,” says Dr. Jacobson, also noting that 14 trillion gallons of water are needed to produce feed for all our livestock each year, with eighteen thousand gallons of rain and irrigation water needed to produce just one pound of beef.


And all of this comes back to haunt our health, whether in the form of toxic drinking water and filthy air or in the cheeseburgers we eat. As much as 95 percent of our exposure to dioxins (a class of highly toxic chemicals linked to cancer, birth defects, decreased fertility, learning disabilities, immune system suppression, lung problems, skin disorders, and more) comes from meat and dairy consumption. Ground beef, rib steak, and blue cheese contain the highest levels of dioxin, according to the Environmental Protection Agency’s Dioxin Reassessment Summary, because of their high fat content. Dioxin, which is released into our environment through industrial processes like chlorine bleaching, accumulates in animal fat.


Countries that consume the most dairy have the highest rates of prostate, testicular, breast, ovarian, and uterine cancer. At least fifty studies from the past three decades link consumption of milk from cows treated with rBGH [and rBST] to increased risk for cancer, says Samuel Epstein, MD, founder of the Cancer Prevention Coalition, noting that both the European Union and Canada have banned the use of the growth hormone. rBGH milk can contain up to ten times the usual amount of a naturally occurring substance called insulin-like growth factor (IGF), which we then absorb across our intestinal walls into our bloodstreams and then into our bodies. Although the FDA says it’s safe, some studies show that elevated levels of IGF-1 may promote transformation of normal breast cells to breast cancers; Dr. Epstein and other scientists suspect it plays a role in the development of other cancers and an increase in twin rates as well.


Harvard School of Public Health researchers agree that “there may be potential harm in consuming high amounts of dairy,” as preliminary studies suggest that consuming high levels of galactose (a sugar released by the digestion of lactose in milk) may damage the ovaries and lead to ovarian cancer. And at least nine studies show a link between milk consumption and prostate cancer. In one Harvard study of male health professionals, those who drank two or more glasses of milk daily were almost twice as likely to develop advanced prostate cancer as those who didn’t drink milk at all.


There is also the important point that most of us just aren’t designed to digest milk. Evolutionary scientists calculate that it’s only in the past ten thousand years that we’ve been able to safely digest dairy as adults, and even today, 90 percent of Asians, 70 percent of blacks and native Americans, 50 percent of Hispanics, and 15 percent of people of northern European descent are lactose intolerant, according to the Harvard School of Public Health.


Of course, many experts claim we need to drink milk to build strong, healthy bones, but the data on this isn’t nearly as solid as most of us think. The Harvard Nurses’ Health Study on 78,000 women found no evidence at all that higher intakes of milk reduced osteoporosis or the incidence of bone fractures. In fact, the study found that the relative risk of hip fracture for women who drink two glasses of milk per day was 1.45 times higher than those who drink one glass or less per week.


And don’t forget that both milk and beef can be potent sources of artery-clogging saturated fat. Two 12-ounce glasses of whole milk contain as much saturated fat as a Big Mac and fries, notes EarthSave, while even one glass of 2-percent milk has as much as three strips of bacon. That corn-fed diet used on factory farms is certainly to blame—meat from a typical grain-fed steer is 100 percent fattier than meat from a grass-fed steer.


Processed meats like hot dogs (along with bacon and smoked hams) are some of the worst meat you can eat, because they not only contain high levels of dioxins and saturated fat, most are also treated with preservatives called nitrates. During the cooking process and possibly also in the human stomach, nitrates combine with other compounds to form N-nitroso compounds. These are known carcinogens associated with cancer of the oral cavity, urinary bladder, esophagus, stomach, and brain. A 1994 study found that children eating more than twelve hot dogs per month have nine times the normal risk of developing childhood leukemia, says Dr. Epstein. A strong risk also existed for children whose father’s intake of hot dogs was twelve or more per month, according to a seven year study of Los Angeles County children from birth to age ten, published in 1987. Denver researchers found that children born to mothers who consumed hot dogs one or more times per week during pregnancy had approximately double the risk of developing brain tumors.


Shop Smarter


If you do decide to consume beef and dairy, here are some ways to maximize their health benefits and minimize their risks.


Best Bets


• Grass-Fed or Pasture-Raised. This means the cow was raised grazing pasture (its natural diet) instead of eating grain. “Grass-fed beef is one of the most sustainable and healthy products you can buy,” says Pollan. In addition to being lower in saturated fat, grass-fed beef contains about five times as much omega-3 fatty acids as grain-fed beef. These essential fatty acids have many health benefits, including potentially reducing your risk for heart attack and stroke. “A growing body of research suggests that many of the health problems associated with eating beef are really problems with corn-fed beef,” Pollan writes in The Omnivore’s Dilemma. “Modern-day hunter-gatherers who subsist on wild meat don’t have our rates of heart disease.”


• Certified Organic. This label can only be used on meat and dairy foods that were produced in facilities that meet the United States Department of Agriculture’s organic standards. They must be fed only organically grown feed (grain or grass that is not genetically modified and is grown without synthetic fertilizers, chemicals, or sewage sludge, without any animal byproducts mixed in) and cannot be treated with hormones or antibiotics. They must have access to the outdoors and pasture, though they do not need to be on an exclusively grass diet.


• Certified Humane Raised and Handled. This label is bestowed by the American Humane Society on animal products that meet their criteria for animal welfare. In the case of beef and dairy, it ensures that the cows were raised on pasture, allowed to engage in their natural grazing behaviors, and not fed antibiotics or growth hormones. For more info, visit www.certifiedhumane.org.


• Fat Free. Skim milk and cheese contain virtually no dioxins (since they accumulate in fat) and they’re also lower in the heart-damaging saturated fat.


• Nitrite Free. Hot dogs with this label won’t be as red as those treated with nitrites, but they are “perfectly safe and healthy,” according to Dr. Epstein.


Better than Nothing


• rBGH free and rBST free. You’ll find this label on many brands of nonorganic milk, and it should mean the cows weren’t treated with growth hormones. But this label isn’t regulated by the government, so double-check with the manufacturer that they have been certified to make this claim by Rural Vermont, a nonprofit farmer advocacy organization. For a list of approved dairies see my Eco Shopping List on page 37.


• Food Alliance Approved. Any meat with this label is from a ranch that has been verified by third-party inspectors to guarantee that it attempts to preserve soil and water quality and provides cattle with fresh air, pasture, and comfortable living quarters. FAA cows aren’t allowed to be treated with hormones or unnecessary antibiotics. For more info visit www.foodalliance.org; you’ll find these meats at farmers’ markets, natural food stores in the Northwest and Midwest, and online.


• Lamb and Goat. Opt for these if you can’t find organic or rBGH-free beef and dairy. Growth hormones cannot be used on these animals.



Pork


We raise between 60 and 90 million pigs per year on CAFOs, which pile up their waste in toxic manure lagoons. These lagoons release toxic chemicals into our air and often pollute our water (the Sierra Club reports that hog, chicken, and cattle waste combined has polluted 35,000 miles of rivers in twenty-two states and contaminated groundwater in seventeen states). Levels of hydrogen sulfide from the manure lagoon at one hog CAFO in Minnesota exceed the safe level for human health 271 times in two years, says the EPA. In one study it was found in the air at unsafe levels almost five miles from the source. In Indiana, the toxins released by hog waste were linked to six miscarriages in women living near a hog factory. And spills from these manure lagoons have also killed billions of fish and contaminated waterways across the country. In fact, animal waste flowing from the Mississippi River has helped to create a dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico that has grown to the size of New Jersey.


In addition to the toxicity of pig farming, don’t forget the health risks of pig meat itself. Though not quite as fatty as grain-fed beef, pork contains plenty of saturated fat and thus is also a source of dioxin exposure. Processed pork, such as breakfast sausage, ham, and bacon is a major source of nitrites and also very high in sodium. A study by the Center for Science in the Public Interest found that a three-link serving of Johnsonville Original breakfast sausage has 610 milligrams of sodium—more than a quarter of what’s safe for us to consume per day.


Shop Smarter


If you decide to consume pork, here’s what you should look for at the meat counter.
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