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Herbs and Spices
A-G-30

Herbs are plant leaves that are used in cooking for their savory and aromatic 
qualities. Used for flavor or color, spices are seasonings made from other parts 
of the plant such as bark, seeds, or the root.

Armed Forces Recipe Service (AFRS) recipes use both fresh and dried herbs. 
Since dried herbs are more readily available and have a longer shelf life, most 
recipes call for them. However, some recipes call for fresh herbs when the 
flavor of the fresh herb is an essential part of the dish. Fresh herbs, such as 
cilantro and parsley, add brightness that doesn’t come through in the dried 
versions.

Most facilities don’t regularly procure fresh herbs such as thyme, rosemary, 
dill, and oregano. When these ingredients are available, keep in mind that 
you’ll need to use more fresh herbs than the dried amount listed because 
dried herbs are more concentrated than fresh herbs. A good rule of thumb for 
converting dried to fresh is to use three times the amount of fresh herbs than 
dried herbs. It’s also important to follow the AFRS recipes as written so the 
menu items will have the correct G4G color and sodium codes listed on the 
Food Cards. In general, adding ingredients or changing the amounts might 
impact the G4G codes and result in incorrectly labeled food. However, herbs 
and spices won’t change the color or sodium codes and can be added to nearly 
every recipe. In addition, you can increase or decrease the amount called for 
in recipes.

Herbs and spices add flavor

Herbs and spices are used to elevate flavor and sometimes provide a more 
visually appealing end product. Most dried herbs and spices are added during 
the cooking process, whereas most fresh herbs can be added after the cooking 
process as a garnish or to add brightness. You can also use them for multiple 
food pairings.
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 ▶ Basil. Fresh and dried varieties are good for Italian-themed recipes, tomato 
soup, and tomato sauce. Mix fresh basil into cold salads and add it to pesto.

 ▶ Cilantro. Use fresh cilantro for Mexican-themed dishes, guacamole, and 
cold salads. It’s also commonly used in Middle Eastern, Mediterranean, 
Indian, South Asian, Chinese, African, and Latin American cuisines.

 ▶ Dill. Season salmon, potato salad, steamed or sautéed carrots, zucchini, 
and cauliflower with dill. You can also mix it into cream cheese.

 ▶ Garlic. Very versatile and full of savory flavor, garlic can be found in many 
AFRS recipes and multiple cuisines. Use garlic to season roasted or sautéed 
vegetables of any kind, rice, poultry, baked fish, meat roasts, soups, or 
stews.

 ▶ Ginger. Use this spice to season carrots, curry, rice, poultry, and many 
Asian cuisines.

 ▶ Cinnamon. Add this spice to baked goods, French toast, and oatmeal.
 ▶ Oregano. Use this herb to season Italian-themed dishes, pizza sauce, dry 

rubs, and Latin American cuisine.
 ▶ Rosemary. This herb is good for pork chops, pork loin, roasted white 

potatoes, poultry, and green beans.
 ▶ Thyme. Use thyme for Italian-themed recipes, potatoes, carrots, poultry, 

and egg dishes.
 ▶ Chili powder. Use chili powder as a seasoning for Mexican-themed recipes, 

roasted potatoes, enchiladas, and tacos.
 ▶ Cayenne. Use this spice as a seasoning for Mexican themed-recipes, dry 

rubs, and buffalo sauce.
 ▶ Cumin. This spice is best for Tex-Mex-themed recipes, curry recipes, and 

Middle Eastern, Indian, Cuban, and central and eastern European dishes.
 ▶ Parsley. Top fish with fresh parsley or mix it into cold salads. Add parsely 

to tabbouleh and Italian cuisine too.

Shelf life

All dried herbs and spices have a shelf life, and you can find this information on 
the packaging. The potency and flavor of dried herbs and spices decreases over 
time, so it’s important to discard ingredients after they expire. A good rule of 
thumb is to replace dried herbs and spices after 6 months.

Ready-to-use (RTU) seasoning blends

AFRS developed various scratch seasoning blends, and you can use RTU seasoning 
blends to replace the scratch recipe with comparable results. RTU seasoning blends 
differ in ingredient amounts by brand and can contain added salt. AFRS recipes 
developed with an RTU seasoning blend will list the brand in the notes section. If 
using a brand other than the one used to develop the recipe, be aware the amount 
of seasoning needed might differ than the amount listed on the AFRS recipe. Pay 
particular attention to the amount of sodium in RTU seasonings and adjust the 
amount of added salt in recipes as needed.
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AFRS scratch seasoning blends

AFRS scratch seasoning blends are developed in compliance with the USDA Food 
Standards of Identity. Below are some of the AFRS seasoning blends that meet the 
USDA Food Standards of Identity.

 ▶ Cajun. This product contains onion/onion powder/dehydrated onion, 
garlic/garlic powder/dehydrated garlic, white pepper, red pepper, and black 
pepper.
• Cajun seasoning (O-324-00)

 ▶ Mexican. This blend is acceptable for products that contain at least four 
of the following ingredients: jalapeno peppers, chili peppers, green chiles, 
cumin, cayenne peppers, red or green peppers, chili powder, jalapeno 
powder, Monterey Jack cheese, or cheddar cheese.
• Mexican Spice Blend (O-330-00)

 ▶ Creole. This seasoning blend is used in many dishes with tomatoes, spices, 
and green peppers. Creole spices include onion, garlic, bell pepper, white 
pepper, red pepper, black pepper, parsley, and other Louisiana seasonings 
(for example, bay leaf, paprika, or pepper sauce).
• Creole Spice Blend (O-331-00)


