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THE AVERAGE AMERICAN FAMILY PITCHES $600 WORTH OF FOOD  
every year, according to research done by the University of Arizona. 

When it comes to your kitchen, avoiding waste starts when you walk in the door 
with your groceries. Stop your produce from spoiling, and you’ll save yourself 

some serious cash and do the earth a favor, too. You might be surprised at some 
of the fruits and veggies that you shouldn’t put in the fridge. >>

Stop
money

Store your fruits and veggies 
properly, and they’ll stay fresh longer 

By Celia Shatzman for USA TODAY

throwing
away

What would you do 
with an extra $600?
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Rescue Mission
Feel bad tossing food that’s 
past its prime? Sometimes you 
can still make it work.

> Save wilted celery by cutting off the 
bottoms and placing stalks in a cup 
of cold water with two tablespoons 
white vinegar. A three-minute soak 
should restore some of its crunch.

> “Freeze whole lemons and limes 
if you have a surplus, especially in 
winter, when they’re most plentiful,” 
says Kate Heyhoe, author of Cooking 
Green. “The peel will discolor, but the 
juice inside will still taste as good as 
fresh. And there’s nothing like fresh 
citrus to boost all the other flavors in 
dish, especially if you’re repurposing 
leftovers and need a little zing.”

> If the wilting isn’t too severe, place 
broccoli or leafy greens in a bowl of 
ice water. Because produce absorbs 
moisture best through cut surfaces, 
trim the broccoli stems or break the 
lettuce into pieces before putting it 
in water. 

> Freeze ripe fruit to use in smooth-
ies. To avoid freezing the fruit into 
one big block, slice it first and then 
freeze the slices on wax paper. Once 
they’re frozen, toss the slices into a 
plastic bag for easy smoothie 
assembly.

> Make stock with vegetables 
that are past their prime. 
“Vegetables that are still 
okay to eat but don't look 
pretty make great soup 
stock,” Heyhoe says. “Freeze 
them until you’ve got enough 
for a batch, then make stock.”

> If it’s moldy, toss it. Never trim 
off mold and eat what’s left. Some 
types of mold release toxins that 
affect the entire piece of food, cau-
tions Elizabeth Mitcham, director of 
the Postharvest Technology Center 
at the University of California, Davis. 
So don’t take chances when it comes 
to mold. 

Fresh in the fridge

“Most people don’t realize just how quickly fresh foods deteriorate when they aren’t 
kept at their proper temperatures,” says Heyhoe. Setting your fridge temperature to 37 
to 40 degrees should keep your food cold enough without wasting electricity. To get the 
most out of your energy dollars, take advantage of the coldest spots in the fridge: the 
back and along the freezer wall of side-by-sides. 

Buy refrigerator and freezer thermometers. Check them periodically, since you’ll 
probably have to adjust the settings each season.

Don’t wash produce 
until you’re getting 

it ready to eat. 
Moisture can promote 

deterioration and 
considerably shorten 
the shelf life of fruits 

and vegetables. 

THINKSTOCK
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Traveling in style
To preserve the quality of 

your groceries, it’s crucial to 
get them home from the store 
and put away as quickly as 
possible, especially during the 
summer. “Any time a frozen 
product thaws a bit, it allows for 
some reduction in quality,” says 
Elizabeth Mitcham, director of the 
Postharvest Technology Center 
at the University of California, 
Davis. “People leave produce 
out on the counter, not realizing 
that it’s really affecting shelf life. 
The changes that are happening 
initially are not obvious—you can’t 
see deterioration, but it does make 
a difference later.” Heyhoe recom-
mends bringing insulated bags and 
placing perishables in them as you 
shop, since the longer they stay 
consistently cold, the longer they’ll 
last overall. 

Heyhoe also suggests carrying 
an ice chest and ice packs in your 
car to chill items on the way home. 
“In the summer, car temperatures 
can reach over 100 degrees, 
effectively rotting fresh foods 
before you get them home,” she 
says. “Even in winter, an ice chest 
helps keep foods in their optimal 
temperature zones, prolonging 
their freshness.”

Ripen on the 
counter first, then 
refrigerate

Apples, avocados, kiwi, 
nectarines, peaches, pears, 
and plums

STAY-FRESH TIP  When 
you wait to put fruit in 
the fridge until it’s fully 
ripe, you’ll be preserving 
the flavors and nutritional 
value at their peak, and the 
produce will last longer. 

Put a cool, dark, dry, 
ventilated place

Winter squash, onions, 
potatoes, and sweet 
potatoes

STAY-FRESH TIP   Potatoes 
actually last longer if you 
don’t refrigerate them, 
because the cold tempera-
tures trigger a chemical 
reaction that converts the 
starches into sugar. 

Store at room 
temperature only

Bananas, cucumbers, 
eggplant, garlic, ginger, 
grapefruit, lemons, 
limes, oranges, peppers, 
pineapple, pomegranates, 
tomatoes, and watermelon

STAY-FRESH TIP  
Sometimes a fridge’s cool 
temperatures can change 
the texture of fruits and 
veggies. For example, 
cucumbers become yellow 
and watery in the fridge, 
and tomatoes lose their 
flavor. “The exception is 

any time you cut produce 
into slices or chop them, 
you must put them in 
the refrigerator for safety 
reasons—you don’t want 
to bacteria to grow,” 
says Elizabeth Mitcham, 
director of the Postharvest 
Technology Center at the 
University of California, 
Davis.

Keep in the fridge
Apricots, artichokes, 

asparagus, beets, berries, 
broccoli, Brussels sprouts, 
cabbage, carrots, cauliflow-
er, celery, cherries, corn, 
endive, figs, grapes, green 
beans, green onions, herbs 
(except basil), lima beans, 
leafy greens, leeks, man-
goes, mushrooms, papayas, 
peas, radishes, sprouts, and 
summer squash

STAY-FRESH TIP  Moisture 
can damage mushrooms, 
so be sure to remove them 
from plastic bags, where 
they’re vulnerable to con-
densation. Instead, place 
them in paper bags to keep 
them well ventilated. 

Other vegetables, like 
leafy greens and broccoli, 
should stay in plastic bags 
to reduce water loss. “If 
they get too dry, they 
can get limp. It lowers 
the quality and can even 
make them inedible,” says 
Mitcham. “In some cases, 
the plastic wrap provides a 
special environment inside 
to keep the product fresh. 

Especially if you’re dealing 
with cut products, it’s bet-
ter to keep them wrapped 
so you don’t run the risk of 
contamination.” 

Basil is the only herb 
you shouldn't keep in the 
fridge. It is susceptible to 
low temperatures and will 
turn black after a short 
time in the refrigerator. 
Mitcham recommends 
treating fresh basil like 
flowers: Cut the ends off 
and put it in a vase of water 
on the kitchen counter.

Keep away from 
other produce

Apples, apricots, avoca-
dos, bananas, cantaloupe, 
figs, honeydew, peaches, 
pears, plums, nectarines, 
and tomatoes

STAY-FRESH TIP  These 
fruits and veggies all 
produce ethylene, a natural 
compound that stimulates 
the ripening process. Keep 
them away from ethylene-
sensitive produce (such 
as lettuce, asparagus, and 
cucumbers), which will 
deteriorate more quickly 
around them. Storing 
these ethylene-producing 
foods in separate bins in 
the fridge or on a different 
counter should do the 
trick. Heyhoe recom-
mends using produce 
bags designed to absorb 
ethylene, which can be 
found in some grocery 
stores’ produce section. 

Food storage cheat sheet
Follow these guidelines to keep your groceries 

fresh as long as possible.
#

Cut this out!
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