
[image: Cover: A Pocket Guide to Sustainable Food Shopping, by Kate Bratskeir]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: A Pocket Guide to Sustainable Food Shopping by Kate Bratskeir, Tiller Press]






To Ben, for being the best






INTRODUCTION

There are some things you should know.

First, I’m so glad you’re here. I’m excited by this growing, collective desire to make changes to become more sustainable so our planet can thrive. Maybe you’ve seen the images of plastic-covered seashores, animals with their heads caught in milk jugs, and countries engulfed in so much food packaging, the debris makes mountains of its own. You’ve read headlines about rising temperatures, melting ice caps, raging fires. Maybe you know that the people responsible for growing the food we eat are those most likely to go hungry. Or that our obsession with almond milk is sabotaging the bee population. Whatever you know, you also know you want to do something about it.

The good news is that there’s a lot you can do. And I hope these pages can serve as your guidebook for making an impact. Feel free to jump around these pages and focus on the chapters that matter to you. From cutting down on your food and packaging waste to knowing what to look for in so-called sustainable seafood, you’ll learn how to form buying (and not-buying!) decisions that do more good than harm.

But the truth is, even if you resolve to use a tote bag at the supermarket for eternity and follow the rest of these to-dos, you will by no means save the world. I believe there’s a lot of good service in this book, and if you want to, you can learn a lot. Still, it’s not enough.

SO WHY BOTHER?

It can feel so futile—hopeless?—to change a habit, knowing every little adjustment is just a tiny drop in a bucket. But what you do will have an impact as it echoes among your family, your community, your grocery store, your favorite oat milk brand, and the food industry at large. The food system is deeply flawed, and systemic change needs to come from the inside if we’re going to combat climate change, feed more people, treat both laborers and animals with humanity, and continue to share in the joy of food. The food industry, however, is going to stay exactly the same if, by surrendering with inaction, we allow it to.

The fact that just 9 percent of the world’s plastic is recycled, and that most of the remaining 91 percent leaches toxins into our waterways and threatens the livelihoods of people, animals, and ecosystems, and that all this junk will outlive us—this is not your fault.1 Corporations and retailers both have a role to play in our giant plastic problem, and as consumers, our role is to communicate that we no longer stand for it. We can do that by writing our own rules and spending our money with those who want to take responsibility and get this right.

Throughout the process of writing this book, I’ve struggled a lot with guilt. I’ve read so much that emphasizes how the world is on fire, and here I am, trying to extinguish the flames by telling people how to buy rice from the bulk section of the supermarket. The scale seems severely imbalanced here.

My defense, as I do my best to reconcile, is this: I’ve collected some information that I’ve thoroughly researched, I’ve put time into these pages, and maybe I can teach someone something new. Maybe this book will serve as a gateway to real, productive change. Maybe if enough of us carve out portals that motivate people and their communities to make positive change, the needle will move with us.

I’m trying. Your reading this book means that you’re trying, too. The only thing I know is that this has to be better than not trying at all.






1. ENVIRONMENTAL GUILT SYNDROME


Once you begin to notice plastic and other needless waste, you won’t be able to stop noticing. You’ll wonder why that tin of organic nuts you bought had to come with a plastic seal. You’ll roll your eyes at plastic straws, kick yourself for allowing a beautiful bunch of carrots to shrivel, feel physically ill over taking a swig from a plastic water bottle, and question why the hell you have so many Christmas ornaments, anyway.

I’ve spent a lot of time feeling really terrible about every imperfect purchasing decision I’ve made. (Sometimes I can’t bear to tell a cashier I have my own bag when they’ve already expertly packed my stuff.) Anne Marie Bonneau, aka the Zero-Waste Chef, has dubbed this condition Environmental Guilt Syndrome. EGS stems from the desire to be perfect in the decisions you make to cut your plastic consumption and never let a sweet potato sprout eyes and wrinkle again. But “it’s impossible to be perfect,” Bonneau says. “I think if you try to be perfect, you’re just going to be paralyzed, and you might not do anything.”

Bonneau’s EGS is along the same lines as “eco-anxiety,” a condition the American Psychological Association describes as the feelings of helplessness and dread associated with “watching the slow and seemingly irrevocable impacts of climate change unfold, and worrying about the future for oneself, children, and later generations.”1 This is real stuff.

There’s a saying that’s popular in the waste-focused space that might help you shake some guilt: “We don’t need a handful of people doing zero waste perfectly. We need millions of people doing it imperfectly.”

Also: the gargantuan amount of waste our world has produced, collected, and improperly disposed of—none of that is your fault. “Our society is not set up to make it easy to live sustainably,” Bonneau points out. “We’re all swimming upstream.”

But the point is we’re still swimming. More and more people are committing to sustainable practices every day, and for this reason, we can have hope.

I ask you to find solace in the fact that you will never be perfect (in your fight against food waste—or anything, really).

Accepting this imperfection will free you to make progress.






2. HOW TO START (BEING LESS OF A GARBAGE PERSON)


Start small.

Practicing sustainable food shopping and consumption isn’t going to happen in a day because there’s a lot to change. If you don’t know where to begin, first know that you’re not alone. Anne Marie Bonneau says that “How do I start?” is the most common question she gets from her readers, and she always advises starting with something small.

Maybe you kick things off with a waste audit, which is when you observe and track your trash for a week to see what’s taking up the most space. Let’s say you notice a bottle of a certain beverage is crowding your trash can. Can you stop buying this product? If it’s something you’re unwilling to live without, can you make your own version at home or find an alternative that can be purchased in a reusable container? Make one of these choices, and you’ve done it—you’re one step closer to living “zero waste.” Now that you’ve gotten rid of this hypothetical bottle, pick the next most common item in your waste bin to remove or replace.

In the back of this book you'll find some blank, lined pages that you can fill out to do your own waste audit at home. This is me asking you to dig through your garbage. The pages are set up to provide you with a way to see all your waste at once, and take action from there.

This is really important: while you go through this process of reducing your consumption of planet-harming products, don’t forget to recognize your progress. It’s easy to focus on what you’re not doing, or what you could be doing better, but this just lowers your self-esteem and worsens your EGS. Celebrate the changes you’ve successfully made; when positive reinforcement is part of the equation, you’re more likely to stick to a new behavior.1 So be nice to yourself.

Also, however you start, and whatever you’re finding works, make sure you talk about it. You don’t have to preach, but you can share the positive changes you’ve made in your own life with your community, and the changes you’d like to see with shop owners, manufacturers, and people in power. Bonneau says this is how grassroots movements start. The Break Free From Plastic Pollution Act of 2020 (HR 5845)—which would’ve required producers to take responsibility for collecting and recycling materials associated with their products if it had passed—probably wouldn’t have reached Congress if people hadn’t complained about the dumb, excessive packaging that comes with their food.2

Shilpi Chhotray, senior communications officer for Break Free From Plastic, says kvetching about plastic waste is how change will come (okay, she didn’t say kvetching). “The bigger-picture change is going to happen at the corporate level,” she says, adding that writing to corporations, “tagging them on social media, and demanding they change their practices and move to systems of refill and reuse” are ways we can incite corporate-level change. Chhotray says social media shaming can be effective, since public complaints are so visible and often gain viral support. (There’s also benefit in using your social media platforms for good, sharing your praise for companies that are working to get it right.)

Another behavior that can help reduce your waste? Cook more meals at home. “If you know how to cook, you won’t waste food,” Bonneau says. And, she adds, you don’t have to cook up anything fancy (unless you want to, which, by all means, go for it). When you shop for ingredients at the grocery store or farmers’ market, choose ones that come in little to no packaging (more on this ahead). Google some “one pot” or “zero waste” recipes, and you’ll see that the internet is a gift.

When you start cooking more, try your best to abandon any preconceived notion of what a “meal” means. Both food brands and industries have executed stellar marketing to ensure that you believe breakfast, lunch, and dinner must include a hunk of meat with sides in order to constitute a meal. This marketing has been so effective that you might be psychologically conditioned to believe you feel hungry unless you’ve had a “proper” meal.

Brooks Headley, owner of the tiny, all-vegetarian restaurant Superiority Burger in Manhattan, told GQ that he’s seen this dilemma come up with his customers. “Sometimes people are like, ‘Well then, what am I, just eating sides?’ They’re like, ‘It’s just a bunch of sides!’ To which I say, ‘Yeah, so what!’… Everything you eat doesn’t have to be like a chunk of protein and a pile of vegetables.”3

In other words, you don’t have to cook a roast to make yourself a meal; you could actually just whip up a bunch of vegetables in a tasty way that you love and call it dinner. If you’re really struggling to wrap your head around this, maybe your new mantra needs to be “Sides can be a meal.”

Say it three times in the mirror every morning when you wake up—really look yourself in the eye when you do it—and three times again as you chop up some broccoli to pair with leftover quinoa for dinner. Soon enough, you’ll have overcome the misleading, imprisoning, socially imposed paradigm that’s kept you from cooking differently for all these years.

Taking home less waste, in some cases, may have to start by asking for it. Ask for your deli cheese and meats to be placed in containers you bring from home. Ask for your leftovers to be stored in the spare mason jars you carry with you to restaurants. Ask for your cocktail to come without a straw. There’s no harm in asking.

Finally, you might also wear your desire to reduce your carbon footprint on your sleeve (or shoulder). If you haven’t already, commit to taking your own bag to the grocery store once and for all.

As more counties, states, and countries continue to ban plastic bags, it’ll become increasingly important to take your own bag to the supermarket. No matter how many sweet totes you have collected in a corner of a closet, the act of actually taking a few to the store is the most crucial step. A UK study found that a single cotton tote bag has to be used 131 times before it has less global warming potential than a single-use plastic bag.4 So you’re definitely better off using the tote bags you already have, rather than buying new cotton bags stamped with an inspiring quote or an adorable pug illustration to launch your environmental journey.

Apply this same concept to produce and bread bags. Yes, they make little reusable bags for bread and fruit. If this excites you and you think you’ll use them at every grocery haul, go get ’em. Still, using materials you already have on hand is probably the more responsible move. For the crafty and patient: Can you repurpose an old T-shirt into a bag with a couple of stitches? If you’ve used plastic produce bags, can you store them at the bottom of your tote bag to be reused on a future trip?

Paper bags, by the way, won’t make your grocery shopping any more virtuous. You may have been taught that paper trumps plastic, but according to research from the Northern Ireland Assembly, a paper bag has to be reused about three times to earn a lower carbon footprint than a plastic one.5 This is because it takes about four times as much energy to produce a paper bag as it does to make a plastic bag.

Again, remembering to take these materials to the store can be the hardest part. Here’s a list of suggestions from people who’ve done their best to make remembering second nature.



HOW TO REMEMBER TO TAKE A GODDAMN TOTE BAG TO THE GROCERY STORE


	Get a clip-on, foldable bag that you can attach to your keys or your purse.

	Keep some mesh produce bags in your purse so they’re accessible, too, if you have room.

	Store bags in your car’s trunk so you always have them handy.

	If you don’t drive, stash a few bags by the front door so you’ll remember to take them with you when you go shopping.

	Keep your keys, wallet, and purse in a reusable tote bag at all times.

	
Use a tote bag as your purse.

	As soon as you unpack your groceries, make sure to put the reusable bags back into their smart spots.

	Schedule a tote alarm on your phone. You don’t have to tell people what it’s for, and you might even seem cool and mysterious.

	Write “reusable bags” at the top of your shopping list so they’re top of mind when you go to shop.

	Make your new “before I leave the house” chant: keys, wallet, phone, tote.

	Leave a reminder note somewhere very visible and close to the front door.







STARTER SUPPLIES

You really don’t need much when it comes to supplies that’ll help you waste less food and plastic. Buying more anything is not the goal here. By all means, skip over this section or rip it out and upcycleI the paper entirely if the idea of purchasing more things in order to waste less seems oxymoronic to you. That said, there are some items that can help reduce your reliance on single-use items and make your zero-waste aspirations go a little bit smoother.

For Eating


	A reusable cutlery set that includes a fork, knife, spoon, chopsticks, and straw that you can use on the go to avoid plastic utensils (when you are inevitably given a plastic utensil set, feel free to return it to the restaurant or server).

	A reusable cup, mug, or tumbler that can store both hot and cold liquids for all of your hydration and caffeine needs.

	A couple of cloth napkins (two, so that you’ll have one to use when you’re washing the other). Feel free to repurpose cloth you’ve already got.

	Reusable snack bags for storage—Stasher Bags are one great option; there are plenty of other brands on the market.

	A few metal or glass containers for storing leftovers and packing lunch.



For Cleaning

In her book Salt, Lemons, Vinegar, and Baking Soda, Shea Zukowski details how to replace just about every household cleaning solution with a limited number of ingredients (bet you can guess which!).6 The internet is also a great place to find recipes for natural cleaning solutions. If you want something pre-made, you can explore refill marketplaces (stores that allow you to bring your own containers to refill) or subscription services for soap and cleaning tablets that dissolve in water (Cleancult is one such brand); these are smart because they allow you to replenish your supplies without having to buy another plastic bottle.

Produce Cleanser

Since you’ll be buying more loose produce and skipping plastic bags where you can, you’ll want to be sure to wash your fruits and veggies. But you don’t need to buy a solution from the store (that comes in a plastic bottle) to do so. Bonneau makes her own produce wash at home with baking soda and water. She advises mixing about a tablespoon of baking soda with six cups of water in a large bowl, then adding your produce to the bowl. Allow the produce to sit in the solution for about fifteen minutes, then drain the bowl and rinse and dry your food.

A 2017 study from the University of Massachusetts Amherst found that baking soda and water rid certain pesticides from fruit more effectively than a solution of bleach and water (what conventional produce wash tends to be made of).7 Wash on.

Kitchen Sponges

Standard, disposable kitchen sponges are often made from oil-derived plastic. Worse, many contain microplastics—minuscule pieces of plastic—that go down the drain and end up in our water systems, where they’re either eaten by marine animals or disrupt ocean life in other ways. At the end of a sponge’s life—whenever its putrid kitchen-sponge smell becomes too much to bear—the item gets tossed in the trash and finds its way to the landfill, where it can remain intact for more than five hundred years. There are plenty of plastic-free sponge alternatives on the market. Real luffa sponges are made from the luffa plant and have a coarse, scrubby-like texture that’s perfect for washing dishes. You can find these online or at many natural-food retailers. You can also grow them in your garden!

Besides the luffa, you can find earth-friendly sponges made from more sustainable materials like hemp, bamboo, vegetable cellulose, and much more. You can also make reusable, washable sponges from old towels. Just cut the towel into square pieces, then stack them in a kitchen drawer. Use them to scrub your dishes and countertops, and then toss them in the wash when it’s time.

For Keeping Things Fresh

I can’t think of anything more heartbreakingly sad than greens wilted too soon. Manufacturers suggest that a refrigerator’s crisper will maintain the integrity of produce, but reality is often much soggier. Produce can rot more quickly than nature intended if it’s improperly stored, but there are plenty of tools on the market that promise to preserve your produce, including:


	Airtight storage containers with ventilation and bottom trays to keep moisture from spoiling the goods (I have a few of these from Rubbermaid; they do seem to work, though they are bulky in the fridge).

	Cloth cotton bags meant to be kept damp while storing produce.

	Storage containers made specifically for various fruits and veggies (that usually come in the shape of said fruit or veggie).

	Silicone lids and covers to use instead of plastic wrap for storing cut produce.




WORKING WITH WHAT YOU'VE GOT

Just a little FYI—you don’t have to toss all of your plastic stuff to achieve a #ZeroWaste aesthetic. Gorgeous, minimalist photos on Instagram may have you believing otherwise, but using what you already have is way better than forgoing it all for something new. “I think there’s a huge disconnect in how we’re defining zero waste,” says Shilpi Chhotray. “It makes me uncomfortable that it’s becoming this trendy, corporate commoditized business model.” You can see evidence of zero waste as a lifestyle trend everywhere you look, with sleek, monochromatic bottles and jars signaling some kind of virtuous, aspirational living. Don’t fall for it.

There are countless products that promise a cleaner, greener home. Before you add all of them to your cart, reassess the findings from your waste audit and figure out what items you’re using the most. Maybe you’re good at eating all of your groceries before they spoil, but you have a bad plastic wrap habit. In this case, you probably don’t need special contraptions to keep your food fresh, but you might benefit from investing in reusable covers or storage bags.

I. “Upcycle” means to transform materials that are no longer useful into something that gives them purpose. So, if you find the next few pages positively useless, here’s permission to turn them into something of value, whether that’s homemade wrapping paper, kindling for a fire, or pages for experimental doodling.
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