Eat Smart from a Farmers’ Market or Your Own Back Yard

This article is about ways Missourians can prevent chronic diseases and live longer, healthier lives. This article is part of Live Like Your Life Depends On It, a new public education campaign from the Live Well Message Alliance and the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services.
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Shopping for fresh fruits and vegetables at a local farmers’ market or growing your own in a backyard garden is a great way to add flavor to your meals and improve your health.

Fresh fruits and vegetables are full of nutrients – vitamins, minerals, fiber and antioxidants – that can help prevent a number of diseases, and the fresher they are, the better they taste. 

When fruits and vegetables are in season, they not only have more flavor, they also cost less. Because a diet rich in fruits and vegetables can help prevent serious illnesses such as heart disease, diabetes and some types of cancer, planning your meals around produce from a farmers market or your own garden can help you reduce health care costs, too.

Shop for Produce in Season

The most economical way to consume more fruits and vegetables is to eat seasonally by shopping for produce that’s in season and grown locally, if possible. For example, look for asparagus, leaf lettuce, spinach and peas in the spring; strawberries, blueberries, peaches, peppers, tomatoes and broccoli in the summer; and apples, pears, squash and sweet potatoes in the fall.

Stopping at a local farmers market or growing your own fruits and vegetables takes a little extra time, but the fresh flavors and the benefits to your family’s health are definitely worth it.

Finding a farmers’ market in Missouri has gotten easier in recent years. Last year, Missouri was home to more than 130 markets, compared to just 53 markets 10 years ago, according to the state Department of Agriculture. A directory of farmers’ markets throughout the state can be found at: http://agebb.missouri.edu/fmktdir/view.htm.
Grow Your Own

Gardening is also a good way to increase physical activity, another important factor in maintaining good health. For the do-it-yourselfers, a small backyard garden can produce many pounds of fruits and vegetables every year. Even planting a couple of tomato plants in a pot on a deck or patio can provide fresh tomatoes for salads and sandwiches all summer long. Cherry tomatoes are especially easy to grow and make a healthy snack.  

And don’t forget about freezing and canning homegrown fruits and vegetables when they are in season to provide garden-fresh flavor throughout the year.  More information about canning can be found at: http://extension.missouri.edu/explore/hesguide/foodnut/gh1455.htm
A Family Affair

Getting family members to eat more fruits and vegetables can sometimes be a challenge, but getting them involved is a good way to help them make healthier food choices every day.  Take your kids with you to the farmers’ market.  Research shows that kids who help shop for fruits and vegetables or help grow them are more likely to eat them.

More information about the benefits of fruits and vegetables can be found at: http://www.fruitsandveggiesmatter.gov/index.html. 
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