
 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

Is this Still OK to Eat?: A Guide to Using the Food in Your Freezer and Pantry 
Candace Riegel, F2S Educator & Mo Tidball, Nutrition Issue Leader, CCE Seneca  

 
At the top of most people’s list is the need to access and gather enough food for their family and the fear that there may 
not be enough available or they may not be able to find it when they have to fill that need. To try and ease some of that 
burden, we have put together a list of “local foods within your reach”, (http://senecacountycce.org/food-family/local-food-
within-your-reach) including restaurants, local farm stores, farm stands, food pantries, and schools that are doing what 
they can to provide for their community by either continuing to stay open, deliver, provide curb-side pick-up, stock 
shelves, or ensure that no child, family, or food-insecure individual goes hungry. 
 
To make food stretch a little further, we can also do our part to reduce food waste and use what we do have. During these 
uncertain times, with grocery store shelves visibly bare and lengthy stays at home, many questions arise regarding food 
products in the back of the freezer or pantry. How do you know if your food is still good to eat? What can you do with the 
odds and ends you forgot you had? How do you get out of a recipe routine rut and use common ingredients in new ways? 
Food waste often results from these doubts, particularly from fears about food safety caused by misunderstandings of 
what food product dating actually means, along with uncertainty about storage of perishable foods.  
 
With a quick search, there are many helpful tips and resources available for consumers, right at their fingertips. The 
United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS) provides informational fact 
sheets covering topics like safe food handling, seasonal food safety, food preparation, food labeling, and emergency 
preparedness on their website, www.fsis.usda.gov. With help from Cornell University and the Food Marketing Institute, 
the USDA’s FSIS developed FoodKeeper, a tool to help you understand food and beverage storage and how to keep items 
fresh longer. For easier mobile use, the FoodKeeper is available as an app for both Android and Apple. People can access 
searchable information on proper food storage, food product dating, and expiration dates. Details about the app, as well as 
news, safety alerts, and a list of food safety agencies, can be found on www.FoodSafety.gov. The U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) also provides helpful information on their website, www.fda.gov. Consumer updates on healthy 
food choices, cleaning produce, storing food safely, and honest product labeling are available to help consumers make 
better choices regarding their health and safety.  
 
Both the USDA and FDA are also trying to clarify product labeling and dating for consumers. According to these food 
safety monitors, common dating terms on food like “Best by”, Use by”, and Sell by” refer to peak quality, not safety. The 
USDA and the FDA both support making “Best if Used By” the standard phrase, to indicate the date when a product will 
be at its best flavor and quality and to decrease confusion surrounding product dating. If food is past it’s best by date it 
may be slightly less quality, but still safe, with the exception of infant formula which should always be bought and used 
before the product date to ensure it contains the quantity of nutrients on the label. So, before you throw out food from 
your pantry or freezer, check out either of these resources to help use up more of what you have and waste a little less. 
More often than not they will be just fine, but you should always examine products for signs of spoilage and avoid eating 
them if they have an off odor, color, consistency or texture. The USDA FSIS suggests that foods not exhibiting signs of 
spoilage should be safe and may be sold, purchased, donated and consumed beyond the labeled "Best if Used By" date. 
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Over time food can start to deteriorate, but if handled and stored properly is still ok to eat far longer than that date you see 
on the package. If food is not handled or stored properly, under the right conditions like favorable moisture and 
temperature, molds, yeasts, and bacteria can multiply and can cause food to spoil more rapidly. According to the USDA, 
two types of bacteria, pathogenic and spoilage, can be found on food, however viruses cannot grow in food and thus do 
not cause it to spoil. Pathogenic bacteria can cause foodborne illnesses whereas spoilage bacteria can affect the quality of 
food by causing it to develop unpleasant characteristics like off taste and smell. Bacteria cannot grow in the freezer, so no 
matter how long a food is frozen it is safe to eat, as long as it was handled safely, frozen promptly, and then is cooked 
thoroughly before being eaten. 
 
When considering what is left in the pantry or freezer, it is good to know that with proper handling and storage, most food 
will still be good longer than you might have thought. In fact, when looking into the pantry, most shelf-stable foods are 
safe indefinitely and canned goods will last for years, as long as the can itself is in good condition. When it comes down 
to reaching to the back of the freezer, foods that have been in the freezer for months may lose flavor or quality, but can 
still be safe to eat. If you find an old pack of ground beef that has been in the freezer for a while, don’t throw it out, just 
use it to make chili or taco soup. Seasonings and additional ingredients can make up for loss of flavor and marinades can 
often rejuvenate an older piece of meat. “To use up odds and ends in the pantry or freezer you can make casserole, soup, 
stew, or stir-fry. You can Google the few ingredients you have on hand and different recipe ideas will pop up,” says CCE 
Seneca Nutrition Issue Leader Mo Tidball. In times like these, “one pot wonders” and “everything but the kitchen sink” 
meals can often be creative and surprisingly delicious ways to use up those ingredients that have managed to go 
unnoticed, as long as we pay attention to keeping them somewhat healthy as well. With more time staying at home, it is 
also a great opportunity to spend more time in the kitchen, trying out new recipes and involving the kids, who often bring 
new, adventurous ideas to the table. 
 
Understandably, a lot of people are stocking up on shelf-stable foods because they last longer, however, you also want to 
support your health with nutrition. Good nutrition is essential to keeping your immune system as strong as possible. No 
one food will prevent illness, but you can give your immune system a little boost to be better prepared to fight off 
invaders. Instead of just buying non-perishables, buy a lot of fruits and vegetables. Eating an array of colorful fruits and 
veggies is a great way to make sure you get a variety of different vitamins and minerals. To make sure they don’t go to 
waste and to increase the time between trips to the store, you can quickly blanch and freeze some veggies for longer 
storage and freeze a portion of the fruit for later use. Frozen veggies are great for those soups, stews, and stir-frys 
mentioned earlier and when combined with stocks and bone broths are a great way to support your immune system. A mix 
of frozen fruit and certain veggies make awesome smoothies and kids can have fun creating their favorite flavor 
combinations while loading up on healthy vitamins and minerals.  
 
There are other ways you can lengthen produce shelf life while also adding health benefits. Trying your hand at making 
homemade fermented foods like sauerkraut, kimchi, or pickles using cabbage, carrots, beets, radishes, green beans, and 
more is a great way to easily preserve some of those veggies. Fermented foods contain probiotics for gut health and gut 
health has a direct relationship to overall health. The process of fermentation not only creates an environment that 
preserves the food, but also promotes beneficial enzymes, vitamins, and good bacteria. Other products like yogurt, cheese, 
sourdough bread, and kombucha, which is a fermented tea, can also be easily made at home. Speaking of tea, drinking 
herbal teas and Chai teas, with their many beneficial herbs and spices, can give your immune system an extra boost. 
Spices can also be easily included in various recipes to introduce new flavors and add to the health benefits of a dish. 
 
When thinking of packing a nutritious punch, microgreens and sprouts are nutrient dense and great for a healthy boost. As 
spring is here and the new planting season is approaching, growing these indoors on your window sill is a quick and easy 
way to incorporate a vitamin and mineral rich product into your diet. An indoor mini garden can also be a great activity 
for kids to learn to start seeds and take care of plants. Before schools closed, students in Seneca County school districts 
were starting seeds and beginning to plan salad gardens as part of their Farm to School program. “It would be nice to see 



 

families continue to garden and grow food at home whether inside or outside,” says CCE Seneca Farm to School Educator 
Candace Riegel. “Gardens are the perfect tool to have kids take part in growing their own food as a way to learn about 
their local food system, which is particularly meaningful during this time.” Gardening has other advantages as well. The 
more kids are involved in growing their food, the more they are likely to try new veggies and gardening is a great way to 
keep physically active for both kids and adults. The whole family can get involved and stay active by starting seeds and 
getting outside to plan a garden, prepare garden space, and plant. You can find seeds right now at your local farm stores or 
online from local seed companies. Physical activity is a key factor in supporting your immune system as well so make 
sure you are getting the recommended thirty minutes a day of regular exercise. 
 
Other helpful tips for keeping your immune system strong and staying healthy both physically and mentally include 
staying hydrated, getting adequate sleep, using techniques to de-stress, and yes, remember to wash your hands. You can 
increase your water intake by making fruit infused waters and reminding yourself to frequently rehydrate using a sticky 
note by your temporary home workspace, even if that is your kitchen table. Being overly tired, worried, or stressed can 
also hinder the immune response, so take time to be mindful, relax, breathe, and take naps. With more time at home try to 
go to bed a little earlier, sleep in a little longer, wash your hands often, and laugh as much as you can. Whether you’re at 
home working, learning, educating, or exploring, we hope these tips and the at home tool kit will be helpful in 
maintaining a sense of comfort and safety, opening new avenues for connectedness and social interaction, and creating fun 
opportunities for learning and adventure for the whole family. To find this tool kit and other relevant resources visit 
senecacountycce.org or look for daily Facebook posts @CCEseneca, @senecacounty4hny, and @CCEsenecaF2S. 
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