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22
is the average number
of plastic storage
containers readers
say they keep. 

PLUS

A Safety Alert 

on plastic wraps

and containers.

See p. 43

25%
of women say they eat
just some or none of
the leftovers they stick
in the fridge.

23%
of women say they
often argue with their
families over whether
food is OK to eat.

6%
of women say a family
member has become 
ill from eating spoiled
food at home.

Odds are you’ve been using the same

types of containers and wrap to store

everything from leftover lasagna 

to deli meats for years. This is one

kitchen chore most of us do on

autopilot. But according to a group

of top food-safety experts we spoke

to, wrapping stuff for the fridge or

freezer is trickier than you might

think. Is there some moldy cheese in

your fridge right now or ice crystals

clinging to that pack of hamburger

patties in the freezer? We thought so!

Wrapping your food or tossing it

into a container isn’t always enough

to guard leftovers against two of the

biggest spoilers, moisture and air,

says Robert Gravani, professor of

food science at Cornell University.

He says a lot of good food goes to

waste simply because people don’t

know how to handle it properly once

they get it home from the store.

Even flour and other pantry

staples in their own packaging can

spoil, get buggy, or absorb odors

from other foods. So if you’ve had it

with throwing money away because

stuff turns yucky before you can use

it, maybe it’s time to give your food-

storing methods a makeover.

Starting on the next page is a list

of the top food-wasters and how to

avoid them, according to food

experts at the Department of

Agriculture, the Food and Drug

Administration, and food-science

and cooperative extension programs

at Cornell University and Penn State

University, which answer consumers’

food-storage questions day in

and day out. We list which wraps

and containers do the best job

of protecting food, as well as a few 

with safety issues that you should

probably skip.Food-storage tricks that will keep everything in your fridge and pantry tasting great—and save you money at the supermarket Food on the loose
WHAT 1,000 WOMEN TOLD US IN A RECENT POLL ABOUT THEIR STORAGE HABITS
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SLOPPY WRAPPING
Why it’s bad Air and moisture—food’s
worst enemies—can seep in and let food-
spoilers set up camp.

Make sure lids and caps are 
on very tight. If you’re storing food in a 
resealable bag, squeeze out as much air
as possible before sealing it. If you’re
wrapping items in foil or freezer wrap,
overlap seams and tape down “wings” to
form a tight package. Some plastic wraps
may not cling to plastic and metal bowls;
create a tight seal with rubber bands.

NOT REMOVING STORE WRAP
Why it’s bad The original plastic may
look like it’s on tight, but there may be
tiny holes you can’t see or a loose flap
that exposes the contents to air.

Rewrap supermarket meat,
poultry, and cold cuts that come in flimsy
wrapping, especially if you’ll be storing

those lamb chops or drumsticks a few
days before using them. Remove meats
from foam trays and clingy wrap before
freezing and place them in resealable
freezer bags or wrap tightly in heavy-
duty foil or freezer paper. In addition to
reducing spoilage, it may cut your
exposure to chemical contaminants
(see Safety Alert, page 43).

OVERSIZE CONTAINERS 
Why they’re bad Too much “headroom”
speeds spoilage and freezer burn.

Match the size of your container
as closely as possible to the contents.
There should be a minimum amount of
headroom, or air, between the food and
the lid; that goes for plastic bags too. 

REUSING FOOD CONTAINERS 
Why it’s bad Margarine tubs, deli
containers, cottage cheese and yogurt

cartons, and other food containers are
made for one-time use and may not 
hold up to wear and tear, freezer temps,
or dishwashing. Plus these materials 
may not be safe for use in microwave
ovens; if you heat leftovers in them,
plastic may soften or melt and migrate
into the food.

Reusing freebie containers may
not be a good idea for cooking, but you
can still use them for dry pantry foods.
However, you should watch for wear,
which can let in air and moisture. When
heating food in a microwave, only use
microwave-safe cookware or containers.

INCORRECT FRIDGE TEMPS
Why they’re bad If refrigerator or freezer
temperatures are too warm, even by just
a few degrees, food can spoil faster. Two
signs temps are off: Milk sours before the
sell-by date or ice cream is soft. 
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Keep the fridge set at 37° F and
the freezer at 0° F. Many models are
good at keeping temperatures steady, 
but get a thermometer and check each
compartment. To get the best reading 
in the fresh food section, leave the
thermometer in a glass or plastic
container of water overnight. In the
freezer, simply place a thermometer in
the center of the main compartment.

FRIDGE-DOOR STORAGE 
Why it’s bad In our tests, fridge-door
compartments were 3 to 5 degrees
warmer than the shelves inside, closer
to the spoilage danger zone, which
starts at 41° F.

Keep eggs (leave them in the
carton), milk, and fresh deli condiments
like salsa and pesto in the back of the
fridge, where it’s colder. You can keep the
hardier, vinegar-based stuff like mustard,
relish, and ketchup on the door.

REFRIGERATING RED-HOT LEFTOVERS
Why it’s bad Hot food in the fridge will
warm the food around it, increasing the
rate of bacterial growth.

Cool hot stuff before refrigerating.
To cool a big pot of soup or chili, transfer
it to smaller containers or plunge the pot

READ THIS BEFORE YOUR NEXT
TRIP TO THE GROCERY STORE

into a sink of ice water, but get it into the
fridge within 2 hours.

THE SNIFF TEST
Why it’s bad A nasty odor is a good clue
that food’s spoiled, but food that doesn’t
smell can still make you sick.

Pay attention to use-by dates
on packaging. Also check for spoilage by
looking at the food—a change in color or
a filmy skin is a tip-off. With cold cuts
and meats, do the touch test: If it feels
slimy, out it goes. And don’t forget—
when in doubt, throw it out.

UNDERWRAPPING SMELLY STUFF 
Why it’s bad Some food smells can
permeate right through the wrap. And
really strong odors can spread throughout
the entire fridge, so your butter, milk, and
even the ice in the freezer can end up
tasting like the leftover fish from last
night. Some of the newest fridges we
tested have dual evaporators that keep
odors from drifting between the fridge
and freezer, but older models don’t have
this feature.

Make sure smelly stuff is sealed
tight in containers. If you can smell the
offending food through the wrap, wrap it
again until you can’t. As a safeguard,

keep possible offenders away from milk,
and other foods that can soak up odors.
Eggs, for example, can absorb odors
from onions.

LOSING TRACK OF LEFTOVERS
Why it’s bad If you don’t know how long
leftovers have been sitting around, you
can end up eating spoiled food.

Label and date your containers
so you’ll know when to throw out what’s
in them. (Leftovers shouldn’t hang
around the fridge for more than three to
four days; open deli meats for three to
five days.) But remember to take inventory
regularly. Frozen items should be checked
too. Freezer burn doesn’t mean that
food has spoiled, but that it has dried
out and may taste nasty.

WAREHOUSE OVERLOAD
Why it’s bad You may have gotten a
great deal on that party pack of steaks,
but if the meat goes bad before you can
use it, you’re throwing money away.

Repackage food into meal-size
packages to avoid waste, and freeze what
you can’t use immediately, especially
poultry and meats that should be eaten
within one to two days. You can also
freeze nuts, butter, and even flour.

11The       worst 
food-storage mistakes
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What to look for Tight-fitting
lids, sizes and shapes that are
close to the size of the food
items you’re storing, and
containers that stack to save
space. Clear ones make it
easier to see what’s inside.
Inspect containers for cracks
and chips. Freezing can
subject containers to tiny
hairline cracks that let in air
and moisture.
TIP It’s OK to use disposable
containers like Gladware
more than once, but get rid
of any that have wear marks
or lose their seal.

Though the Food and Drug
Administration says that plastic
food-storage containers and wraps
made for home use are safe when
used properly, we don’t completely
agree. Some of these plastics are
the subject of a new debate that has
researchers, consumer advocates,
and folks like us asking questions
about possible health risks. And
there’s growing scientific evidence to

justify the concerns. In many studies,
some common plastics have been
found to contain potentially harmful
chemicals that under certain
conditions, such as high heat, might
migrate from containers into food.
The FDA’s stance is that the amount
of these chemicals that leach into
food is within safe limits. But some
scientists studying the chemicals,
including Ana Soto, professor of cell

biology at Tufts University, and
Suzanne Snedeker, associate
director of the Breast Cancer and
Environmental Risk Factors Program
at Cornell University, have found
potential risks from even low levels
of exposure. A new draft report
from the National Institutes of
Health has also raised concerns.
Here’s what you need to know about
some problem plastics.

What’s the best way to protect food from air, moisture, odors, and other spoilers? If you’re
wrapping a sandwich for lunch, almost anything will do. But for longer stretches—a few
days in the fridge or a few months in the freezer or pantry—you need something that forms
a tight seal and a strong barrier against the environment. Here are some of your options:

What to look for Ease of use
and versatility. Some sealers
suck all the air only from bags;
some have hoses to remove
air from containers. Vacuum
bags are better than resealable
bags for reducing freezer burn
because foods don’t come
in contact with air.
WARNING! Botulism toxins
can grow in places with little
or no oxygen, such as
vacuum-packed cans, jars,and
bags. So always thoroughly
heat frozen low-acid vacuum-
packed meats and veggies
before eating them.  

What to look for Those that
will give you the best seal.
Some plastic wraps are 
better than others at clinging
to themselves and forming a
good grip on bowls. Foil does 
a good job of keeping out
moisture and odors. To 
create a tight seal on foods
going into the freezer, wrap
food in foil or laminated
freezer paper and tape it shut
with freezer tape. There’s no
way you can make a tight 
seal with wax paper, so it 
isn’t a good choice for long-
term storage. 

Containers, bags, or wraps?

SAFETY
alert

HOW SAFE IS THAT 
PLASTIC CONTAINER?

What it is PVC—used in some cling wraps you get at
deli counters, some consumer plastic wraps, including
Reynolds, plastic bottles and containers, and vinyl-
lined lunch boxes—may contain chemicals called

plasticizers that are added to make it flexible. The softer and more
bendable the PVC plastic, the more likely it’s made with plasticizers.
They may be marked with the recycling number 3. 
Possible health risks Some studies suggest that commonly used
plasticizers in these products may cause cancer. They have also
been linked to birth defects, and damage to the kidneys, lungs,
and reproductive organs. When PVC touches food, especially
hot or fatty items, it can leach these chemicals. 
What you can do Grocery stores commonly use PVC plastic to
wrap deli meats and cheeses, so you should rewrap those items
to minimize leaching. If you microwave with plastic wrap, don’t
let the wrap touch your food or it can melt into your macaroni.
Or use microwave-safe paper towels instead.

While shopping, we found lots of containers marked with
recycling code 6, indicating a different group of plastics that

may contain possible carcinogens, which can leach into your food.

3
What to look for Resealable or
zippered closures, a variety of
sizes to fit the food you’re
storing, a place to write dates
on the front of the bag, and
thick plastic for freezer storage.
(See page 44 for good
alternatives to zippered bags.)
TIP Squeeze as much air out
as possible before sealing. For
added protection against
freezer burn and air, double-
bag food before storing. If
you’re using a bag with a twist
tie, twist the bag around a few
times and fold it over on itself
at the top before securing it.

What it is This clear rigid plastic is used in some
food-storage containers, reusable sports bottles,
5-gallon water jugs, and baby bottles. To spot
polycarbonate plastic, check for the recycling

code 7 and/or the letters PC. We even found 7 codes on some
Rubbermaid products.
Possible health risks The plastic contains bisphenol A
(BPA), a chemical that mimics estrogen, which studies have
linked to a number of ills including breast and prostate
cancer, diabetes, birth defects, and child hyperactivity.
Studies have shown that BPA can migrate into food and
beverages if containers and bottles are exposed to heat or
are scratched, cracked, or worn from repeated use and
dishwashing. BPA can also be found in some food-can liners.
The NIH’s new report highlights research pointing to
potential adverse health effects in fetuses and children.
What you can do Avoid containers with a 7 recycling code
and any unmarked clear plastic containers. Use products
made of BPA-free polyethylene or polypropylene marked
with the recycling numbers 2, 4, or 5. Or consider other
materials that are marked microwave-safe, such as glass. 

7

MAKE THE BEST FOOD-STORAGE CHOICES FOR THE JOB

6

POLYVINYL CHLORIDE (PVC) POLYCARBONATE 
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Quick Seals is a new plastic food-storage product that lets you add a zip closure to any opened bag
or box of food by applying a zip slider with adhesive strips. To see if it keeps food fresher than zippered
storage bags, we pitted it against two sizes of Glad and Ziploc storage bags filled with crackers and
chips. We also tried it against clips on open bags of chips. After five weeks, here’s what we found.

Keep it crunchy

Quick Seals Glad         Ziploc       clip
COST 20 cents per bag 6 to 8 cents    10 to 14 cents     $2.50                

per qt./gal. bag per qt./gal. bag                 

FLAVOR Yum!      A bit stale     A bit stale    Yum!                         

TEXTURE Crunchy Less crunchy   Less crunchy  Crunchy

EFFORT A little tricky getting No problem    No problem   No problem            
it on the package

It can go stale or get moldy left
out on a counter or stored in the fridge. If
you’re not going to eat it fast, you can
keep bread in the freezer for up to three
months. To refresh thawed baguettes,
rolls, and other breads, unwrap and heat
them in the microwave for a few seconds.

It can get as hard as 
a rock because of moisture loss during
storage. Storing it in an airtight container
will help keep moisture in. If you’ve already
got hardened sugar, heat it in a 250° F
oven until it’s soft and use it right away
or it will turn rock-solid again, fast.

All fats are fragile and can go
rancid. To preserve freshness, wrap and
freeze what you don’t use; unsalted
butter will last about four to five months,
salted butter, about six to nine.  

When it comes to storing
cheese, we found conflicting advice.
Fancy cheese shops advise storing it 
in a porous wrap like wax paper so the
cheese can breathe. The dairy and
packaging pros we spoke to said to take 
a tip from how supermarket cheeses are
packaged and keep cheese as airtight as
possible, which will prevent mold. Our
advice: Wrap it first in wax paper, then
wrap it tightly in plastic.

Buy oil in opaque or dark
containers if possible and store it in a cool,
dark place to protect it from damaging
light. Buy only what you can use within
three to six months—or one month for very
fragile walnut and other nut oils. Like all
fats, oil can go rancid, giving recipes an off
flavor. If you’re not using it fast enough,

keep the oil in the fridge. Since oil congeals
when it gets cold, bring it to room
temperature before using.   

Crackers and chips can 
get soggy fast if they’re not sufficiently
protected in a humid environment. So be
sure to wrap the package in an airtight
container or use a plastic clip or Quick
Seals. (See “Keep It Crunchy” at left.)

Unlike white
flour, whole-wheat flour (also wheat germ,
brown rice, and other whole-grain foods)
contains higher levels of fat that gives it 
a brief one- to three-month shelf life. If 
you use whole grain ingredients only
occasionally, they’ll keep about six months
in the fridge and 12 months in the freezer.
(Yes, you can freeze flour!) 

It’ll keep one to two
days in the fridge. After that, put it in the
freezer. For the best flavor and texture, use
frozen ground meat within three months.

To prevent ice crystals
from forming, keep the surface of ice
cream level and cover it with plastic wrap
before putting the lid back on.

To protect them
from going rancid, store them in the
fridge; they’ll last up to six months. In the
freezer they’ll last up to 12 months. Keep
them in airtight, snack- or recipe-size
portions so you can thaw only what you
want to use. Toasting refrigerated or
thawed nuts in a skillet or the oven for a
few minutes will bring out the flavor.

Because it can
absorb odors from spices, and any strong
flavored foods around it, keep it in an
airtight container. 

Ground spices typically have 
a two-to-three-year shelf life, but light,
heat, and moisture can cause them to
lose their oomph much faster. Keep 
them airtight in a dark place, away from
sunlight, the heat of the stove, and heat-
generating lighting—and not near the
sink. Properly stored, whole spices will
last longer than ground.

If stored next to spices and other
strong-flavored foods, tea can absorb
these flavors, which can affect its taste.
So store tea in air-tight containers, away
from smelly foods. 

TIPS FOR STORING HARD-TO-KEEP FOODS 

THE BOTTOM LINE
Go with clips for your
crackers and cookies.
They’ll keep your food
fresher than plastic
bags, and they’re
reusable so they
create less waste.

Reynold’s Handi-Vac Vacuum Sealer
About $10 plus cost of bags
What our testers found This vacuum-sealer
takes a bit of effort, but it’s cheap and does
a great job of sucking air from freezer bags
to reduce freezer burn. Unlike most vacuum
bags, these can be opened to remove food
and resealed without cutting the bag.

Heritage Lock & Lock
$30 (17 pieces)
What our testers found For about
half the cost of the FresherLonger
set at left, these containers kept
stored food just as well in our tests.
Unfortunately, they remained
stained, even after washing.

Sharper Image FresherLonger
$50 (12 pieces)
What our testers found 
They kept food fresh, but they
remained stained after washing.
And they’re nearly twice the
price of the Lock & Lock
containers, right. 


