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CLIMATE-FRIENDLY CROPS

The move toward touting sustainability on menus is facing 
a predicament. Environmental concerns continue to be top 
of mind for many consumers — yet people also struggle to 
understand what, in fact, counts as a sustainable ingredient on 
store shelves and menus.

In a survey of 1,012 Americans ages 18 to 80 for the 
International Food Information Council Foundation’s 2019 
Food and Health Survey, 54% of respondents said environmental 
sustainability was important in the products they purchase. 
However, 63% of those surveyed noted it is difficult to know 
whether the food choices they make are sustainable or not. 

This is where chefs and restaurant operators can, and should, 
step in to help. There are many naturally sustainable ingredients 
that can easily be added to and promoted on your menu today. 
All of them are nutrient dense, simple to prepare, and generally 
easy to obtain through a local or national distributor. Here’s a 
look at these top crops. 

These 5 ingredients taste great and can 
handle harsh weather changes, reducing their 
environmental impact || By Liz Barrett Foster
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Above: Depending on how much liquid you add to a recipe, it's easy to change up 
the texture of millet, a highly sustainable crop (credit: Oldways). Opposite: Fonio 
can be used in place of any other grain to increase the nutritional benefits of a dish 
(credit: Yolélé).

MILLET
Ancient and heirloom grains have been trending 

for several years. Caroline Sluyter, program director 
of Oldways Whole Grains Council, says chefs can 
benefit from this consumer interest via their menus, 
by specifying “ancient grains” as an ingredient for any 
dish that uses them. She notes that while many factors 
go into growing and processing grains, from milling 
to transporting to storage, the water requirement 
is the most straightforward way to compare one 
grain’s sustainability to another. With that in mind, 
she considers drought-tolerant millet to be the most 
sustainable grain, of which there are several types, 
including foxtail, finger, and pearl millet.

Millet can be cooked in varying amounts of liquid 
to achieve different textures, according to Sluyter. Use 
less water and millet is fluffy and light, like couscous. 
Use more water, and it becomes mashable and creamy, 
like polenta. “Millet is warm and buttery and pairs 
especially well with mushrooms, herbs, warm spices 
and squash,” Sluyter says. “It adds creaminess and 
texture to vegetable soups, and — in its fluffier, drier 
form — can be added to light grain salads as you 
might use quinoa or couscous.”

If you want to test out a new grain, Sluyter suggests 
asking your distributor about mixed cases of whole 
grains. You won’t need to invest in large quantities of 
one grain, and you’ll have the chance to experiment 
with different recipes.

CACTUS
In Mexico, the cactus plant has always been an 

important symbol, according to Hector Saldivar, 
founder and owner of Tia Lupita Foods. “The 
Mexican flag even has an eagle sitting on top of a 
cactus,” he says. 

It’s also a sustainable ingredient because of how 
hardy it is. If there’s cactus growing somewhere, 
Saldivar says it means you can survive, because there 
will always be something to eat. It can grow in a barren 
wasteland, produces two crop cycles per year and 

protects itself against predators with sharp spikes, according to 
Saldivar. If your distributor does not carry cactus, try your local 
Mexican supermarket for nopales, the cactus stems that are 
ready to cook. 

While Saldivar has been eating cactus his entire life, he says it 
needs to be integrated into American menus in an approachable 
way. “You can’t just cut up cactus and put it in a salad; it can be 
very polarizing,” he says. “Try chopping it up and integrating it 
into a black bean stew, or grill it with other vegetables as a side 
(remember to remove the spikes).” Once you get comfortable 
with it, Saldivar says, you can create a wide variety of recipes, 
from salsas to chips to chocolate-covered cactus.
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Oysters are one of the most sustainable proteins on the planet (credit: Matt Mornick). 

FONIO
The gluten-free, ancient African grain fonio is 

versatile and easy to cook, according to Chef Pierre 
Thiam, co-founder and president of Yolélé. The 
company carries the highly sustainable grain, which 
is part of the millet family and grows in the Sahel 
region of West Africa. Thiam offers fonio in his own 
restaurant in New York’s Harlem neighborhood, 
Teranga, which serves fast-casual West African fare. 
“Fonio has a neutral and slightly nutty flavor that can 
be adapted to various styles of cooking,” Thiam says. 
“It’s a grain that’s quite delicate and light.”

While some describe fonio as a cross between 
couscous and quinoa, this grain differs in its 
nutritional makeup. In addition to being gluten-free, 
fonio is rich in fiber, cysteine and methionine (sulfur-

OYSTERS
Is it possible for an ingredient to improve the world 

around it? That’s exactly what oysters do, according 
to Marcelle Gonzalez, director of marketing for 
Taylor Shellfish Farms. Oysters are self-sustaining 
filter feeders that do not require external feeding 
or fertilization. “Oysters’ filtering action cleans the 
surrounding water, adding clarity and removing 
excess nutrients like nitrogen,” Gonzalez says.

Oysters remain one of the healthiest and most 
sustainable protein choices available, according to 
Gonzalez, providing lean protein, healthy fat, and 
micronutrients. “The easiest way to serve oysters is 
raw, with a simple mignonette sauce,” she says. If you 
prefer a cooked oyster, Gonzalez says that they bake 
up nicely with a simple herb butter.
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Cactus is a drought-resistant, versatile ingredient in Mexico that’s slowly gaining 
traction among American palates (credit: Hector Saldivar).

containing amino acids that are lacking in other cereals, such as 
rice, wheat and barley), and boasts a low glycemic index score. 
According to Thiam, fonio is easy to cook, makes great salads 
and sides, and can even be used in baking when ground into 
flour. “I recommend chefs be creative by substituting other 
grains in their recipes with fonio,” he says. Fonio cooks similar 
to couscous: Bring half a cup of fonio, one teaspoon of oil, a 
pinch of salt and cold water to a boil, cover, turn off heat and let 
sit about five minutes, then fluff with a fork.

Beyond being tasty and easy to prepare, fonio is drought 
resistant and fast maturing, taking only two to three months 
to mature. Fonio’s deep roots retain water, helping to restore 
topsoil, slow desertification and mitigate climate change, 
according to Thiam.

PULSES
Lentils, chickpeas, beans and dry peas are all considered 

pulses. Part of the legume family, pulses are the actual dry 
seed inside the pod, according to the USA Dry Pea & Lentil 
Council. Not only are pulses low in fat and high in protein and 
fiber, but they also possess the ability to convert nitrogen in the 
air into nutrition for plants; this type of crop is referred to as a 
nitrogen-fixing crop. This process reduces the need for nitrogen 
fertilizers, thereby improving the soil underfoot as well as the 
surrounding environment.

Not only do pulses leave behind nutrient-rich soil after 
they’re harvested, according to the Global Pulse Confederation, 
but many pulse crops can grow in drought-prone environments, 
pulling water from shallower depths, and leaving deeper water 
behind for the next year’s crop.

Environmentally friendly and versatile, pulses integrate 
easily into salads, soups, meatless burgers and pastas. With 
many consumers opting for higher-protein options, menus 
offering more pulse-based dishes can attract an additional 
customer demographic.

Whether you decide to try one or all of these highly 
sustainable ingredients, be sure to promote their sustainability 
and educate customers about where they come from, how 
they grow and what makes them remarkable. It’s the perfect 
opportunity to strike up a conversation on social media, in a 
personalized email, or at the table.


