
real food HOW TO FIND THE BEST FOOD

20 ways to get fresh, sustainable food in your neck of the woods.

Would you like to reduce air pollution, 
recycle your money into your com-
munity, support family farmers and 

enjoy food that tastes better and is more nutritious 
than what you can buy at the supermarket? Easy! 
Eat more locally produced food.

To help you find your comfort level within the 
local food movement, here are 20 great ways to 
make eating locally work for you.

1 Start somewhere. Begin by taking baby steps, 
such as committing to spend $10 a week on 

locally grown foods. 

2Do it now. With gardens and farmers markets 
in full swing, summer has emerged as high 

season for local eating. In 2005, the first week of 
August was proclaimed “Eat In, Act Out Week” 
by The Food Project, a Massachusetts-based pro-
gram in which more than 100 teenagers produce 
250,000 pounds of locally grown food each year. 
Eat In, Act Out Week has already become an in-
ternational phenomenon. Last year, Food Project 
volunteers took to the streets of Boston to hand 
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out locally grown carrots. In Vancouver, British 
Columbia, teen local-food activists descended on 
area farmers markets, giving out informative rib-
bons and great recipes. Within a week, visits to 
the British Columbia Farmers’ Markets Web site 
doubled. 

3 Phase in gradually. “As an ‘everything in 
moderation’ kind of guy, I’d find a strict local 

food diet fascinating but obsessive and intimidat-
ing,” says Peter Marks, program coordinator for  
the Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project 
in Asheville, N.C. He suggests a more gradual ap-
proach: “Every week or month, replace one food 
in your diet that’s provided by a big, faraway com-
pany with a locally grown food.”

4 Become a tailgate shopper. Check out 
farmers markets, roadside farm stands and 

tailgate markets (where parking lots are tempo-
rarily transformed into areas of commerce), and 
don’t be afraid to ask questions about where the 
food is grown.

5 Pick your own. Strawberries, blueberries and 
many other kinds of fruit often are available 

from farms that allow you to do the harvesting (or 
not, if you prefer to pay for the cost of picking). 
Many fruits are easy to freeze, and apples will keep 
all winter in a cool corner of the garage.

6 Join a CSA. Short for Community Supported 
Agriculture, a CSA is a member-supported 

farm, in which shares are paid back to members 
in weekly deliveries of fresh produce, flowers and 
sometimes eggs and dairy products. Twenty years 
after the first American CSA was established at 
Indian Line Farm in South Egremont, Mass., 
CSAs now number in the thousands.

7 Enlarge your garden. The most local food 
of all comes from your own garden. Plant a 

new garden, enlarge the one you already have, or 
extend your growing season by using row covers 
and cloches. 

8                                    Connect with a community garden.     
  No space to garden? North America 

is home to more than 18,000 community 
gardens, in which members work individu-
al plots. Locate a garden near you through  

the American Community Gardening Association 
www.communitygarden.org.

9 Think like a squirrel. It’s easy to take locally 
abundant foods for granted when they’re in 

season, but you can enjoy many locally produced 
foods out of season by stocking up. Storing big 
baskets of hazelnuts (in the Northwest) or pecans 
(in the Southeast) will come naturally if you start 
thinking like a squirrel. Look for foods that keep 
well, such as nuts, honey, winter squash and sweet 
potatoes — and stock up. 

10 Explore new foods. Bringing more lo-
cal produce into your kitchen may leave 

you wondering what to do with unusual things 
such as Jerusalem artichokes, kohlrabi or mizu-
na. Deborah Madison, author of Local Flavors: 
Cooking and Eating from America’s Farmers’ 
Markets, gets requests form CSAs all the time 
asking permission to put her recipes into their 
delivery boxes. “I always say yes,” Madison says. 
Get a good produce-based cookbook and don’t be 
reluctant to ask for recipe ideas from growers. 

11 Rediscover old treasures. If you were 
to turn back the clock 100 years, what 

would gardeners in your area be growing? Try re-
gional heirloom varieties of garden standbys such 
as beans, squash, tomatoes and melons, which 
were selected for their flavors and reliability in the 
days when personal survival often depended upon 
a garden’s success. Appalachian “greasy” beans or 
creamy New England-bred butternut squash can 
help open the door to great flavors from the past.

12Double your recipes. Time for cooking 
is often in short supply, but you can cut 

cooking time in half by making large batches and 
eating the leftovers another day. In an age when 
the average American spends only 32 minutes a 
day preparing food, strategy is crucial to increas-
ing your consumption of local food.

13 Track down specials and buy in bulk. 
You can save money and eat more local 

food by looking for great buys on oddly shaped 
potatoes, overripe peaches or slightly bruised ap-
ples (they make great applesauce). Get to know 
local growers as you visit orchards, farm stands or 
tailgate markets, and ask them to let you know 
when they have great deals. 

West Asheville, N.C., resident Michael Dickinson 
teaches his daughter, Lily Mae, one of the great joys 
of local food: getting to chomp on a fresh tomato right 
out of hand.
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which are highest for foods that travel by air 
(South American tomatoes), or in refrigerat-
ed trucks (dairy, meat and seafood products). 
In comparison, grain products that travel 
by rail carry a much lower emission rating. 
Weight is a huge factor in the financial and 
environmental costs of transporting food. 
Put high priority on finding local sources 
for heavy, truck-transported items such as 
meat and dairy products, as well as highly 
perishable foods that travel long distances 
by air. The Life Cycles Project www.life 
cyclesproject.ca of Vancouver Island, British 
Columbia, has an online food miles calcula-
tor that figures greenhouse gas emissions for 
incoming food.

18 Go to school. Several states have 
programs that bring local food 

into school cafeterias. (Search by state 
at www.farmtoschool.org.) The U.S. 
Department of Agriculture publishes a 
guide to help bring together communi-
ties, schools and farms (visit www.fns. 
usda.gov and search for “small farms/school 
meals”). Or you might want to actually grow 
food right at a local school, which then can be 
served to the students. That’s how it’s done at 
the Edible Schoolyard at Martin Luther King 
Middle School in Berkeley, Calif., which is 
considered to be a model program. Numerous 
chapters of Slow Food USA have provided 
funds and labor for the establishment of 
school food gardens from Arizona to Maine. 

19 Share the journey. Teaming up to 
locate the foods you want can allevi-

ate frustration. For example, a small group of 
“concerned culinary adventurers” in the San 
Francisco Bay area launched www.locavores.
com, which has become a meeting place for 
fans of local food. In a Maryland suburb of 
Washington, D.C., Renee Brooks Catacalos 
and Kristi Bahrenburg Janzen joined forces to 
make finding local foods easier during their 
month-long local food challenge.

20 Have a party. Instead of counting 
time or distance, simply enjoy the 

pleasures of local food by organizing a potluck 
meal in which everything must be local. Keep 
your fingers crossed that someone will splurge 
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on handmade goat cheese, and don’t forget some 
local wine, beer or juice. If you’re organizing 
a big catered event, the Society for Nutrition 
Education www.sne.org/guidelinesformeetings.
htm has a downloadable brochure to help you 
line up local food resources.

14 Look for like-minded restaurants. 
Many restaurants are part of the local 

food loop, too. Several of the databases listed in 
“Finding Local Food” (at right) include restau-
rants. If you’re traveling and want to try local 
food restaurants away from home, you can use  
the Chefs Collaborative member list www.
chefscollaborative.org to plan your next food 
safari. The 1,000-plus Chefs Collaborative 
members seek to “promote sustainable cuisine 
by celebrating the joys of local, seasonal and 
artisanal cooking.” Many regional groups such 
as Vermont Fresh Network www.vermontfresh.
net host gourmet meals at member restaurants, 
featuring local produce, meats and wines.

15 Freeze some meat. As proof that more 
people are looking for meat from grass-

fed animals that aren’t pumped up on antibiot-
ics, hormones and unnatural high-grain diets, 
the Eat Wild database www.eatwild.com gets 
more than 4,000 visits a day. It’s a good place 
to find locally grown meat or dairy products, 
but because most of the sources are small farms 
(rather than meat-packing plants), you may 
have to buy a quarter of a cow, pig or lamb. 
The meat can be cut and wrapped to order, and 
you can pick it up already frozen. 

16 Log your food miles. Cultivate 
an awareness of how far your food 

travels. When Rich Pirog, Food Systems 
Program Leader for the Leopold Center 
for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State 
University, tracked the miles traveled for 
16 types of produce, he found that locally 
sourced fruits and vegetables such as apples, 
lettuce and tomatoes traveled an average of 
56 miles, compared to 1,494 miles — nearly 
27 times farther — for the same fruits and 
vegetables delivered through conventional 
retail channels. Things get stickier with 
combination foods, strawberry yogurt for 
example. Pirog came up with 2,216 miles 
by adding up the distance traveled for the 
yogurt’s milk, sugar and strawberries. That 
figure could be slashed by 90 percent if you 
buy plain yogurt and stir in some locally 
grown honey and fruit.

17 Follow the trail. Food miles trans-
late into greenhouse gas emissions, 
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Finding Local Food
Most states publish directories of farmers markets, CSAs 
and pick-your-own farms, which are easily found by 
typing “local food” and the name of your state into any 
Internet search engine. Or, you can use the national and 
regional databases listed below. Don’t forget to ask for 
local produce at your supermarket, too. Even the big na-
tional chains are getting more interested in stocking and 
selling local foods. 

www.localharvest.org
Local Harvest is the biggest national searchable database 
for local food. You can search by location, type of source 
(farm, restaurant, co-op, etc.), or by an  
individual food. 

www.foodsecurity.org/links.html
The Community Food Security Coalition can help you find 
every imaginable local food source, from a community 
garden to a regional organic network.

www.attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/localfood_dir.php
The state-by-state directory of the National Sustainable 
Agriculture Information Service (ATTRA) will take you to 
state, regional and local food sources.

www.csacenter.org
Hosted by Wilson College, the Robyn Van En Center for 
CSA Resources includes a national database of CSA 
farms and technical assistance for new CSA organizers.

www.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets/map.htm
The USDA lists hundreds of farmers markets by state, in-
cluding location, hours and contact information.

www.eatwild.com
Search by state for grass-fed meat and dairy producers.

www.slowfoodusa.org
International organization of food lovers with numerous 
active chapters.

marketplace.chef2chef.net/farmer-markets/canada.htm
Each Canadian province publishes its own list of farmers 
markets; all can be linked to from the Chef 2 Chef 
culinary portal.
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