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To my children,


Spenser Blake, Hunter Hawkins, Sharla Rose,


and all children.


And to all the parents doing their best


to raise healthy kids.









Foreword


by Sharon C. Lavigne


2021 Goldman Environmental Prize Winner


I live where chemical and industrial plants crowd eighty-five miles of riverbanks along the Mississippi between Baton Rouge and New Orleans in a region of Louisiana known as Cancer Alley. Not surprisingly, we suffer the highest incidence of cancer here in the nation, according to the Environmental Protection Agency. 


My family roots here go back two hundred years. Some of my ancestors were enslaved here. Others, like my mother and father, grew up here as free women and men who wanted nothing more than to raise healthy children. We grew vegetables in our garden, raised cattle, pigs, and hens, and baked pecan pie from the nuts of our own trees. My grandpa netted fish and shrimp from the river. I raised six children here. They blessed me by twelve. 


I started teaching special education for the local school district in 1982. Things had already begun to change in the 1960s, however, when the chemical plants came. By the time I was teaching in the 1980s, the number of special-education students in my classroom had begun to grow at a much faster rate. Now I understand why. All around us, day and night, plants emit chemical toxins that pollute our air, water, food, and even our children. Nighttime chemical releases causing toxic “yellow rain” and burning orange flares of poisonous fumes are common. Our drinking water is contaminated with chemicals that cause cancer and reproductive harm. 


In April 2018, Formosa, a multinational plastic group based in Taiwan, proposed construction of a new nine-billion-dollar chemical plant in St. James Parish, where I live, that would release hundreds of tons of chemical toxins into our community, not to mention exacerbate global climate change. 


Our local parish council thought, since we are a predominantly Black community, we wouldn’t rise in opposition when they gave approval. 


They didn’t know us—or our resolve.


I wasn’t always an activist. However, I drew on the memories and stories of my mother and father’s own civil rights activism and began organizing just like they would have done and urged me to do. 


I held meetings at my home until we needed more space and moved to larger and larger places. I shared facts about the environment and cancer. Local folks shared stories about their family health issues. We invited experts to speak to us about the toxic effects of the chemicals to which we are being exposed. 


EarthJustice, the nonprofit legal group, represented our community in federal court and, in a landmark case, Judge Trudy White revoked the company’s permits on environmental justice grounds. 


It was a powerful victory for the people—so far. The state of Louisiana plans to build or expand more than another one hundred petrochemical facilities in and around Cancer Alley. We are literally in a life and death battle here. 


Needless to say, it’s dangerous for a child growing up here. And it’s even more difficult and heartbreaking for parents who desperately want to raise healthy kids. It’s like an entire area of children’s health is being ignored not only here in this region but across our nation. It’s not taught in the schools. Doctors don’t tell us about it. But protecting our kids from hidden chemical toxins is as important as knowing about nutrition or dental hygiene. Maybe even more important! 


Most people, whether from the government or media, when they come to visit, stay a few hours, take a quick tour, and return to dine and lodge in New Orleans. 


The author of this book, David Steinman, came to our community many times. He stayed at the local motels where all you see are pickup trucks with license plates of workers who come here from Texas, Arkansas, Mississippi, and other southern states to work in the chemical plants. They live for the week at the motels, doing their assigned shifts, getting exposed to chemical toxins, then return home. David woke up in the morning and smelled the fumes, saw the plumes of carcinogens puff like poisoned cotton balls into the air, and tasted, along with my family, the often unfit-to-drink water we have to imbibe daily. It was his mission, he said, to make sure what he wrote in Raising Healthy Kids could be used by everyone—no matter where they lived or what their budget. 


I mentioned how some folks in Cancer Alley may make seventeen thousand dollars—in a good year. He shipped us water pitcher filters when he learned that what pours from our taps contains cancerous chemicals like atrazine and another one known as HEX that causes kidney and liver damage. He said that doing simple things like filtering our water costs less than thirty dollars and could be more important to family health than the best medical insurance policy around.


Then he went with me, up and down the river, where I showed him all of the nearby homes where there’s cancer in the families.


We went to visit the ancient gravesite of the enslaved on the old Buena Vista Plantation where Formosa wants to build its plastics plant and even drew the ire of a local private security guard who didn’t want us to pay our respects.


Another time, he wanted to meet the children of the Fifth Ward Elementary School in nearby Reserve, Louisiana, and arranged for a meeting with Principal Rajean Butler along with Robert Taylor, founder of Concerned Citizens of St. John the Baptist, myself, and others. The kids there are being exposed to the carcinogen chloroprene, used to make Neoprene. The Federal Department of Justice (DOJ) has filed litigation against the nearby polluting plant in order to curb their wanton contamination. But that won’t help the kids who are at the Fifth Ward school now. After meeting with the principal, we all worked together to fund high-efficiency particle air filters for the school to be placed in every classroom and teachers’ meeting spaces. This would measurably reduce the kids’ exposures to dangerous pollutants that can impact their health while activists, along with the DOJ, fight in court to curb this plant’s emissions. This is the cleanest air the kids will breathe all day. I think it will make a big difference in their health and academic performance. 


Raising Healthy Kids is like getting helpful advice from that loving older brother or your most trusted best friend who cares enough about you to share everything you need to know but won’t get anywhere else. 


In this illuminating book is powerful inspiration, information, and imagination. David makes everything clear and manageable—his writing empowers.


You can raise healthy kids, knowing that when you take care of your own family you are making communities safer across America, too. 


I truly urge you to enjoy this story that will change your and your kids’ lives forever and for the better.









Introduction


My Promise


I have three kids, two dogs, and one leopard gecko. I call them the hearts that beat outside my body. If you’re reading this book, it’s likely you have a heart or hearts beating outside your body too and, like me, go to bed every night with gratitude your kids are all right. I certainly do. I pray a lot they are okay. Not a moment passes when they aren’t being held close in my thoughts if not my arms.


Kids face so many pressures today that never even existed when we were their age. Social media constantly amplifies the messages children receive. Puberty brings on hormonal surges, different feelings, and a new world of learning about gender identity, sexual attraction, and even greater peer pressure.1


To deal with these issues, kids are counseled by parents, teachers, and other professionals. We have free school lunches and the federal Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, also known as SNAP, to aid families and children.


All of these are meant to help and support our children. But there’s another ever-present danger that impacts their health and parents know next to nothing about when it comes to protecting them: their increasing exposures to the everyday toxic, hidden chemicals in our lives. Everyone knows they harm kids. And companies frequently know about the harmful chemicals their products contain but won’t share this information, instead covering up what you need to know.


I wrote Raising Healthy Kids for parents and anybody else who desires to become better informed about how to protect their children from the hidden chemical toxins in their everyday lives.


I know the importance of alerting the public to toxic dangers.


In 2012, I founded the nonprofit legal advocacy group Healthy Living Foundation (HLF), one of the primary enforcers of the California Safe Drinking Water and Toxic Enforcement Act (often called Prop. 65) the voters of the state passed in 1986 with a nearly two-thirds majority. The law requires disclosure of harmful chemicals in foods, water, air, and consumer products found at amounts that cause cancer or reproductive toxicity. It’s the most citizen-empowering, effective consumer law in the nation, perhaps in the civilized world.


It’s good for democracy and the power of the people. For once, it gives the people some power over corporations. The law applies only to products sold in California. But many companies offer the same products throughout the nation.


The HLF has won court-approved, legally binding consent judgments and publicly disclosed settlement agreements that have made companies like Bumble Bee, Chicken of the Sea, Procter & Gamble, Kroger, Walmart, and Patagonia label their products for industrial chemicals and heavy metals that cause cancer and reproductive harm with prominent warnings that are easy to read and comprehend.2, 3, 4, 5, 6 These warnings must appear on the product and website (if sold online) in a conspicuous manner (sometimes in multiple languages) before shoppers purchase them.


From Scotchgard to Gore-Tex, from Tide to Mr. Clean, from Simple Green to Ralph Lauren, and even Johnson & Johnson’s, the question of how the chemicals in these products affect your children’s health has never been more important.


The good news is we can do something about this problem, protect our families, and create better laws, all in the course of becoming smarter shoppers and parents.


But you’re not getting this information. Not at all. Leading up to and during pregnancy, expectant parents are told to avoid alcohol and cigarettes, to make sure they get enough folic acid and omega-3 fatty acids, adequate sleep, and exercise. Yet, they’re never told anything about how to reduce their exposure to chemical toxins. These could have an even greater impact on their baby’s health!


Doctors and health-care providers are often poorly educated when it comes to chemical toxins, not well-versed in environmental exposures, and unable to effectively help their patients.7


Yet, knowledge is power. Studies confirm the more we know about the hidden chemical toxins in everyday living, the more often we will be able to keep them out of our children’s lives.8


Raising Healthy Kids will take you on a deep dive into multitudes of everyday items found where you live and your children go to school in order to guide you and your family safely through this world where toxic chemicals have more rights than our children.


I’m going to make things simple and direct. This powerful, results-oriented prescription, with its plentiful safe-shopping charts, will empower you to keep your family healthy; it will also show you the most important action steps to take, including how to do the following, to become your family’s protective shield:


• Reduce your children’s toxic burden. I’ll share test results from HLF and other reliable sources (using independent, third-party-certified laboratories) to show you the safe brands for your kids and unsafe ones to avoid.


• Afford organic foods. People often tell me organic food is out of reach for their budget; this a myth. My cost-saving suggestions will make organic affordable on any budget.


• Kick the worst snack brands to the curb. You’ll find all the dirt about Justin’s, Chex, Earth’s Best, Trader Joe’s, and other major brands that put kids’ health at risk.


• Choose safe personal care and beauty products. Parents and teens alike need to be educated about the fake estrogens and testosterone blockers circulating in beauty products and how to find safe alternatives. The HLF has performed numerous tests to reveal the most toxic brands to avoid and those that are safe.


• Select least-toxic ethnic hair products. Persons with kinky, wavy, frizzy, or curly hair need not despair. There’s a whole new world of safe and effective hairstyling products just for us.


• Protect kids from outdoor pollutants. An industrial plant near your home could be emitting silent toxins that threaten your pregnancy or children. I’ll show you a proven protection plan.


• Buy safe cleaning products. It’s really as simple as reaching to your left instead of right when picking out a product from store shelves. I’ll let you know which brands can be trusted.


• Filter your tap and bathing water. No hype here. I went to the actual peer-reviewed, published studies to discover the most effective filtration systems.


• Follow the new school rules. I’ll reveal how to keep your kids safe from asbestos, pesticides, and other harmful chemicals when at school.


• Prevent tracking pollution into your home with an inexpensive tip that costs nothing and will save cleaning time. The weird thing is fewer than a third of Americans actually do this on a consistent basis.


• Curb 5G pocket sperm killers. I’ll share indispensable tips parents need to know about how to keep kids from using their smartphones to do dumb things to themselves like harming their attention span or brain cells.


• Make sense of the new normal. Chemical toxins and fake estrogens are impacting all of our families. We need to know the facts and most advanced scientific findings about the biology of gender identity in order to raise healthy children.


• End toxic insanity. Instead of playing the endless game of chemical Whac-A-Mole where one bad compound gets replaced by another even less well-studied substance, we need a policy of zero tolerance and generation of powerful young activists. Raising Healthy Kids will show you how to help your children become environmentally aware, antitoxic activists and defenders of our planet.


The motto of the HLF is chemical toxins that cause cancer or reproductive harm must be completely removed from the marketplace. Industry-funded lawmakers and scientists say a little bit of this or that poison is okay. But they are gaslighting you. Carcinogens and reproductive toxins have no safe threshold. The only sound public health policy is their complete elimination. Anything short of zero tolerance will only keep this toxic trainload barreling down the tracks.


I have had the opportunity to work with activists, scientists, and legal experts using the law to prevent sickness before it happens by demanding companies either remove or disclose hidden harmful chemicals in their foods and consumer products. Children are most healthy when least exposed to harmful chemicals. But the information we have a right to know about is being kept from us.


Too many corporations feel it’s a virtue to keep you in the dark. To me, it’s a sin and why I’ve taken legal actions in court to force them with the law to reveal to you what they’re trying to hide. That’s why I’m writing this story.


I promise to shed light.











Time to Eat!
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Chapter 1


Organic Strawberry Fields Forever


“I grew up in a labor camp, and crop dusters used to be my morning alarm,” Oscar Ramos, a second-grade teacher at the Sherwood Elementary School in the small agricultural town of Salinas, California, told me. “I used to go outside to see the planes and helicopters spray the fields across from where we lived. I thought it was ‘cool,’ but that’s only because at such an early age I didn’t know the dangers.”


Most likely, when you sit down to dinner tonight, the moist and tender broccoli, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, lettuce, and strawberries that nurture your body were planted and harvested by the parents of one of Oscar’s students. The fields around this small town, situated at the northern end of the Salinas Valley, have long been known as the nation’s salad bowl. The town is literally carved from the fields.


Today, raising his own adopted son, Manuel, with his wife, Kathleen, Oscar has taken the time to educate them about the harm pesticides can cause to their health. Records show each year before the pandemic more than five hundred thousand pounds of organophosphate (OP) pesticides alone, all powerful reproductive and nerve toxins, were applied to the crops in just this small region of the valley.1


Inspired by the late equal rights activist and labor leader Cesar Chavez, who visited Salinas and organized the local farm workers there into a viable union when he was a child, Oscar has learned a lot about living a healthy life and how to protect himself from the toxic effects pesticides seem to be having on his community. He holds educational workshops to share these lessons among his students and farmworker parents.


“I’ve been teaching in Salinas at the same school for twenty-five years,” Oscar said. “I’ve seen the effects of pesticides used in our area and how they’re taking a toll. Increasingly, especially in the last decade, we’ve been seeing more and more kids struggling in the classroom. Attention-deficit disorders are on the rise; behavioral issues are getting worse. The inability and struggle of some students to make simple language, mathematical, and life connections in the classroom is increasingly visible. It’s difficult and frustrating for teachers to see this and know it’s largely irreversible, but I can only imagine how difficult and frustrating it is for my students themselves. I can see the tears in their faces when they look at me as if they’re saying, ‘I’m really trying, teacher, but I just don’t understand.’ It’s heartbreaking to see them want to learn but be unable to comprehend or retain the lessons we are presenting. As teachers, we have to find multiple ways to reach these students, but it’s taking an enormous toll on all of us.”


The reason I have visited Salinas to start this story is the children here have become one of the most intensively studied populations in the world when it comes to understanding (and reducing) the toxic effects on our health from the chemicals in our diet, beauty products, and household cleaners. This is thanks to the work of Dr. Brenda Eskenazi, University of California (UC) Berkeley professor emeritus, and her colleagues, whose commitment to the health of the community began in the late 1990s with the Center for the Health Assessment of Mothers and Children of Salinas or CHAMACOS (Mexican slang for “children”) study.


Pregnant women were recruited to participate from six community clinics between October 1999 and 2000. The researchers measured the amount of dialkyl phosphate (DAP)—a marker chemical that indicates exposure to OP pesticides—collected from the urine of expectant mothers during pregnancy and in their children at six months through age five. Their kids have been studied ever since so that we can know everything possible about how the OP pesticides have impacted their lives.


The work of Dr. Eskenazi, her team, and the selfless contributions of these six hundred moms and the CHAMACOS kids themselves is so important, far-ranging, and deserving of national attention that I will revisit their community throughout this book.


Daisy Gallardo, now twenty-two and a graduate of UC Berkeley, is one of the CHAMACOS children. When Daisy was five, she and the other study kids were administered the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children, the gold standard for measuring cognitive ability including verbal comprehension, visual spatial abilities, fluid reasoning, working memory, and processing speed. Her first memories of her involvement in the study involved “going to a fancy doctor’s office for an appointment, playing computer games, and getting prizes. I didn’t know what it was all about then, of course. But now I know these were tests being administered to measure various markers of our cognitive development.”


Later, as a teen, Daisy recalls visiting medical offices again and having a “cap” placed over her skull for the specialist to perform neuroimaging to see how much of her cortical brain tissue was fully or only partially developed.


The results were startling and sobering. The CHAMACOS kids with the highest OP pesticide exposures had an average deficit of seven IQ points compared to the least exposed.2 Those children also experienced increased incidence of attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).3 The toxic effects “were stronger in boys,” according to the study. As for those strange skullcaps the kids wore for follow-up neuroimaging, the most pesticide-exposed children had less brain capacity and working cortical tissue; the damage appeared permanent.4


In a simple twist of fate, however, Daisy might have been spared some of the worst exposures during her mother’s pregnancy. Daisy’s mom, Virginia, and dad, Onesimo, are farmworkers in the lettuce fields of Salinas. Their hand-weeding jobs, currently being replaced by the use of auto thinners that spray chemical herbicides, spared them some of the worst toxic exposures. If they’d been working in the fields with auto thinners, her mom’s exposure to pesticides during pregnancy would, no doubt, have been higher.


Daisy recalls friends, some in the study, who weren’t as fortunate. “They seemed really smart but leveled off with grade school,” she said. “Like they couldn’t go any farther. There were a lot more gangs and shootings when the pesticide use was at its worst. Maybe it’s just a correlation, but I think if we had less spraying, many of the kids I grew up with could have accomplished more. But, I’ve learned from the study to be careful about the foods I buy, especially because I want to take better care of my parents as they get older and make sure my family stays healthy. I’m looking for a lot more organic foods.”


Oh, you say you don’t live in Salinas? So, what could these rural kids’ health issues have to do with your children? Three thousand miles away, researchers at the Columbia Center for Children’s Environmental Health in New York City have found urban kids from Harlem and the South Bronx suffer the same OP pesticide-related brain damage, including loss of cortical mass, IQ, and working memory as the most highly exposed CHAMACOS youth.5, 6


How is it these city kids are as bad off? The answer can be found strolling down the produce aisles of your local supermarket. All those inviting and blemish-free Brussels sprouts, broccoli, and heads of lettuce are more awash than ever with pesticide residues.7 The US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) says more than 60 percent of our domestic produce has one or more pesticide residues. Tests of imported food items found more than half contained one or more pesticides. More than 3 percent of domestic food samples and almost 12 percent of imports have pesticide residues above our already ineffectual legal limits.


But it’s actually far worse than this. Together, the FDA and California pesticide-monitoring reports—supplemented with published, peer-reviewed studies, and independent testing by the Healthy Living Foundation (HLF), the group for which I am chief officer—provide unsettling evidence of a toxic dietary mess.8 But you don’t have to be part of this insanity. You can become part of the solution and make sure your kids stay healthy.




Organic Strawberry Fields Forever—A Family Protection Plan





The low-toxin diet and lifestyle I’ll detail throughout Raising Healthy Kids helps flush out past toxic exposures, allowing the body to begin its own healing process.


The results we see with the switch to an organic diet are spectacular. Levels of pesticides measured in your blood, fatty tissues, and urine will be reduced, which will lead to strong improvements in your health—and your children’s—with less risk for cancer, diabetes, obesity, miscarriages, brain fog, and pregnancy complications.9, 10, 11, 12


In the low-toxin diet, two-thirds of all servings of your foods, especially fruits and vegetables, should be organic, which means they were grown without the use of harmful synthetic pesticides or fertilizers. Organic farmers rely instead on least-toxic methods such as beneficial insects including lacewings and nematodes, hand-weeding, and biodegradable fatty-acid soaps. In contrast, conventional produce is grown with phosphate- and nitrate-rich fertilizers, which pollute our rivers and estuaries, and sprayed with pesticides that cause cancer and are toxic to the fetus.


It’s critical to make as much of your produce as organic as possible. That is because veggies, fruits, seeds, nuts, and grains form the foundation of a healthy diet but are most likely to contain fresh residues of the OP pesticides that are so toxic to growing children. On the other hand, every California monitoring report and other studies I’ve reviewed, including the most recent from Europe, show organics to be largely free from them.13 Be sure to look for the United States Department of Agriculture certified seal when you do shop organics.


Organics on a Budget


Don’t fret. You don’t need to be perfect either. Just two-thirds of your food choices should be organic to lower your toxin levels and improve your child’s health, according to the studies.


I’ve done extensive online and in-store comparative price shopping to put together a comprehensive guide to show you safe and unsafe choices and how to make organics affordable.


Being a journalist and activist, I also know what it’s like to raise one’s family on a budget and shop for bargains at the dollar stores. You can be sure I’ll be watching out for your budget, too, to make sure you also get the best buys.


Some of the worst choices include leafy green vegetables such as spinach and collards. Spinach’s spongy leaves were saturated with 345 chemical pesticide residues in 44 samples, according to the FDA Total Diet Study that analyzed foods purchased from supermarkets throughout the nation.14 Same for collards, a down-home, soul-food favorite of just about anybody else who loves Southern cuisine—there were 315 pesticide and industrial chemical residues in 44 samples.


Yet, these days, organically grown leafy greens are about the same price. Just get organic. It’s that simple.


Among fruits, red apples were the worst with more than 340 chemical residues, followed by strawberries (321), peaches (293), raisins (269), and cherries (229) in 44 samples of each. Conventionally grown blueberries, raspberries, and blackberries have a similar toxic profile.


Fruit jams and jellies, all flavors, were contaminated with the OP pesticides and a newer chemical, azoxystrobin, a fungicide known to kill embryonic brain cells with profound gender effects in zebra fish, causing fewer males to be born, changing the shape and size of their gonads, and disrupting sex hormone production, leading to more intersex babies.15 You don’t need to feed your kids these chemicals. Buy organic jams and jelly. They come in all flavors and are the same price.


The fact is that competitively priced organic alternatives are available for these foods, too. Chains and shopping websites like Aldi, Amazon, Costco, Instacart, Kroger, Walmart, and Trader Joe’s offer organically grown and sourced fruits and veggies, as well as prepared foods, at some of the lowest prices throughout the United States.


All of these outlets and other sources making organics accessible to far more people than ever before is a good thing—as long as standards are maintained.


Finally, if organic choices aren’t available or cost too much, the safest conventionally grown veggies and fruits include these clean fifteen: asparagus, avocados, beets, baby carrots, spinach, and kale, cauliflower, corn, eggplant, garlic, green onions, honeydew, kiwi, mangoes, and watermelon.




Safe and Unsafe Veggies


[image: image]





[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


* Choose canned vegetables and beans from brands stating their products are free from the reproductive toxin bisphenol-A (BPA) and other bisphenol compounds. The BPAs are found in the cans’ inner linings. They migrate into foods.


** Spinach and kale are heavy metal accumulators. The amounts are high enough to warrant their exclusion from the diet of pregnant or nursing women and consumption of no more than once weekly for the rest of the population. Prefer baby spinach and kale, which will be much lower in heavy metals and toxic pesticides.




Safe and Unsafe Fruits
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* Choose canned fruits from brands stating their products are free from BPA and other bisphenol compounds.


Organic Juice, Please


Conventionally sourced apple juice had 85 chemical toxins (including many OP pesticides) in 44 samples. Orange and grapefruit juices had 108 and 57 toxic residues, respectively. Grape, cranberry, tomato, prune, and fruit juices were contaminated with OPs. Pineapple juice was the least contaminated. Organic apple, grape, orange, and fruit juices are similarly priced to conventionally sourced products. Choose these instead.




Safe and Unsafe Fruit and Vegetable Juices*
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* Choose canned juices from brands stating their products are free from BPA and other bisphenol compounds.





Who Doesn’t Love a Frozen Dessert?


Buy those two- and three-pound bags of frozen organic veggies and fruits. They’re less expensive, keep longer, are more nutritious, and frozen organic strawberries or blueberries make a super tasty kids’ dessert when sprinkled over a bowl of nonfat yogurt.


Shop the Seasons


Following the seasons eliminates the need for imports and resulting transportation-related greenhouse gas emissions, which is good for your pocketbook and our planet.


In the winter, I look for organically grown avocados, broccoli, cabbage, collards, onions, spinach, squash, and yams. Citrus comes into its own during the winter with low prices for organic grapefruit, mandarins, oranges, and tangerines. Look for some of our more elusive and prized fruits too: kiwis, pears, persimmons, raspberries, and strawberries.


Spring brings on a colorful palette of asparagus, carrots, fava beans, mushrooms, radishes, and sugar snap peas. I’m thinking stir fries with broccoli florets, baby carrots, and a low-toxin protein like chicken, tofu, or shrimp. Organic apricots, honeydew melons, pineapple, and blackberries are plentiful on store shelves.


Summer is time for corn, cucumbers, eggplant, garlic, green beans, all colors of peppers, and zucchini. It’s definitely the season to grill your favorite organic veggies and low-toxin proteins on metal skewers over the barbecue. Summer fruits add much-needed antioxidants to your child’s diet, and nothing beats organic blueberries, cherries, peaches, plums, and watermelon for a sweet and healthy treat.


Fall veggies—beets, cauliflower, celery, chives, green beans, baby kale and spinach, pumpkins, and romaine lettuce—reach the markets from late August to November. Fall is also a time of plenty and lower prices for apples, bananas, cranberries, figs, mangoes, and pomegranates.


Share with your kids how some veggies and fruits are plentiful during different times of the year. Be colorful with your presentations. Every season has its colors.


Wash, Pare, and Preserve


With all leafy greens, thoroughly washing them with a mild veggie soap can remove some of the accumulated cadmium, lead, and pesticides.16, 17 This is especially important for spinach, kale, collards, and lettuce whose leaves are sponges for pesticides, heavy metals, or both. (In Chapter 11, I’ll share with you how to filter your tap water to make sure you don’t re-contaminate your foods when washing them.)


Some pesticides in conventionally sourced foods can be removed by paring or removing the skin. Potatoes are sprayed with post-harvest pesticides to prevent sprouting. Removing their skin reduces exposure to them. Paring carrots, cucumbers, and other fruits and veggies can also help eliminate some surface poisons.


Organics require extra care to preserve their shelf life. Take these simple steps:


• Wrap moisture-absorbing paper towels around celery, lettuce, other leafy greens, and soft-skinned items to keep them dry and extend their shelf life in the refrigerator.


• Slip a paper towel into your packaged greens to give them several days of added life.


• Onions, potatoes, and other root crops can be stored in a light-blocking bag in a cool pantry.


• Keep corn in the husk and in the fridge until you’re ready to cook it.


On the other hand, take it from me, organic oranges, mandarins, and tangerines can last for months and still taste sweet.


Two years into the pandemic, I returned to Salinas. I parked in front of the Lagunita School with its steeple roof. The school is basically for farmworkers’ kids and surrounded by agricultural fields. I gazed past the playground that abutted the rolling hills of leafy green strawberries growing there now with diamond-sparkling plastic spread over the verdant loam. Flat-bed trucks, Ford and Dodge pickups, some with crew cabs, tractors, and small cars—none new, all dented—lined the distant roads. I spotted a sign staked into the ground by the road with the first two lines of black lettering and rest in red:


Alejandro Ramirez


Organic Strawberries


No Se Permiten Pesticidas


No Pesticides Permitted


A few miles away, I drove down a quiet broad road, past a gray-white house that rose in the middle of a large patchy grass lawn with eucalyptus, palm, and oak trees, that ran up to a tattered, uneven picket fence. A silvery, shiny windmill towered over the motionless tree limbs.


I walked across the street. In the past, farmers used to apply some of the most dangerous OP pesticides ever known to the crops growing in the fields surrounding the McKinnon School.18 But that insanity had come to an end at this school, too. Lettuce shoots sprouted above furrows that ran parallel to the small playground. I spied a black and white sign:


Organic Farm


Do Not Spray


Rancho Organico


No Aplicar Pesticidas


I saw kids happily running out of their classrooms to the play area. They were safe now.


I called Oscar.


“How did this happen?” I said, my voice filled with excitement.


“It’s thanks to shoppers like you who’re buying those organic strawberries,” Oscar said. “You’re making the difference. I mean, we’re working with local officials all of the time, but it’s the consumer demand that’s making it happen.”


A lot more still needs to be done, he reminded me as we said goodbye. “But this is real progress and means a lot to these kids’ lives.”


I drove home that night with a sense of being part of something larger, moving our nation’s historic arc toward greater justice for all. But would the kids at the schools I’d seen earlier ever connect their improved health today to what local activists like Oscar Ramos did for them yesterday—or have been doing their entire lives? I wondered. Probably not, I suspected. Yet, that didn’t daunt Oscar or me one bit. I thought what I witnessed at the schools with my own two eyes was a real-life miracle. Discovering what I had—that confirmed an act of faith. Buying all of those organic strawberries really did make a difference in people’s lives.


I lived three hundred miles south of Salinas. But Oscar, Daisy, their families, and the many other teachers, parents, researchers, and youths who shared their stories led me to realize how close we really are to each other. I just didn’t know how much we had been going through together.


It doesn’t cost much more to buy organic foods for your own kids. And when you do, it’s like taking care of everyone and everywhere all at once.
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Chapter 2


The Catch


I first learned of the toxins in sport fish caught from the waters of the Santa Monica Bay when I was covering environmental issues in the mid-1980s as an investigative reporter at L.A. Weekly. Initially, reporters focused their attention on dolphins whose carcasses, highly contaminated with chemical toxins, had washed up on the local beaches. But I knew the poisoning didn’t stop there.


The paper’s news editor asked me to do what I initially considered impossible: get thirty strangers who regularly consumed fish from the bay to give me their blood to measure the levels of their pesticides and industrial chemicals.


I put together a team that consisted of a physician (Gary Wikholm, a childhood friend) who was fluent in both Spanish and English, an analytical chemist, a marine biologist, and a pathologist, the last two of whom were affiliated with the University of Southern California.


We traveled that summer, armed with syringes, needles, test tubes, latex gloves, and consumption questionnaires, to the piers and sport fishing landings throughout Los Angeles County. Honestly, I don’t know how we got done what we did. I know now you have to be crazy and desperate (in a good way). I mean, Wikholm was a full-fledged doctor, delivering babies in a white smock at Glendale Adventist, a Loma Linda University–affiliated medical center, after all. But here with us out on the piers, he had on khaki pants, Hawaiian shirt, and straw hat. He had a cocky attitude and Fu Manchu mustache. But everyone trusted him. After all, he handled those needles like a real professional.


Our marine biologist, John Ljubenkov, standing six foot seven, with long brown hair past his shoulders, could have passed for Neptune the sea god himself. He had a booming voice that could be heard one hundred feet away and naturally attracted people as he queried our participants to determine the frequency and amount of local seafood they consumed per month.


I made myself into an ambassador of sorts, approaching folks, introducing myself and the rest of the team, telling a prospective participant we were offering them a deal.


We needed around three dozen persons to give us their blood (for a statistically significant sampling) in exchange for free laboratory work valued at more than five hundred dollars, I explained.


I told them we would analyze their blood levels for two chemicals known as dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT) and polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), both of which last for decades in the environment, build up in the fatty tissues of animals and humans, and are carcinogens and fetal toxins. A lot of folks wanted to know if they had high levels from eating the locally caught fish, thought it was a good deal, and volunteered.


First stop was the fog-shrouded, concrete-gray Venice Pier with its weathered, notched-wood railings lined by fishers dropping down their lines into the frothy swells, splashing against mussel-covered pilings.


“I eat fish here all the time,” a Japanese American man told us when we asked him if we could sample his blood.


Freckles sprinkled over his face’s parchment-thin skin. His hands were covered with sunspots. He positioned his rod in a notch in the wood rail.


“I was a postal worker,” he said as he bared his arm for the doctor who tightened the elastic tourniquet.


The man’s veins popped out, and the doctor slipped in his needle. Our volunteer spoke as his blood flowed into the syringe.


“I come here to fish every day. See.”


His bucket was filled with stiffening, milky-white croakers floating belly up. Those were the worst fish with the most DDT. I didn’t know what to say to him, so I said something innocuous and, in retrospect, insensitive.


“Do you still deliver the mail?” I asked.


“No, I have liver cancer,” he replied casually and smiled. I still remember his crinkly brown eyes and kind smile. His wife stood nearby, tightlipped, watching her husband.


I watched his dark burgundy blood fill the vial.


At the end of our visit, we were nearby where the pier pilings drilled into the seashore, closer to the palm trees. We spotted an African American woman in a yellow sundress off to one side and approached her. The wind blew shining specks of sand past us; she was flipping freshly caught perch fillets on a small hibachi-style barbecue set on three spindly, silvery legs on a concrete slab. Her baby daughter, swathed in blankets, was snugly ensconced in a stroller with a canopy to shade her from the sun. Her husband stood a football field or two away by the sturdy pier pilings, casting his line into the white surf. He was fishing for barred surf perch, strolling down into the water, casting out, and waiting.
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