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1. Why Go Green for Christmas?
Christmas is a magical time of year. Close your eyes and think back on your best holiday memories. Chances are they don't have to do with elaborately wrapped gifts but instead involve moments of laughter at an old family joke, a snowy night of caroling with friends, or the sudden appearance of an unexpected friend. Wonderful moments of love, fellowship, and community.
Here's an idea: why not make this the year you give yourself the gift of enjoying a less stressful, less costly holiday season? One in which there are just as many, if not more, happy memories to treasure in the future. How is that possible? Simple — go green.
We promise you that, in the years to come, you won't look back on this holiday season, your first green Christmas, and wish you'd gone to the mall more often, spent more lavishly, and left the lights on all night long. Whenever you waver in your resolve to cut back on the lavish and focus on the simple this season, go back to those same warm memories of Christmas Past. They'll remind you why you're making a change.
This book is an invitation to join us in going green this holiday and beyond. It's the perfect time to begin living more lightly on planet Earth. The traditional concept of Christmas as a season of love and reflection fits in beautifully with your desire to help the world by making changes in your lifestyle. Many churches and faith-based groups are making protecting the environment a part of their year-round message, and this past spring the pope added destroying the environment to his list of sins. Adopting the simple green mantra of “give more, consume less” is a Christmas gift we can give to future generations. Give more of yourself and less of what's wasteful.
A real change is afoot, and many Americans are already eco-inclined, able to see that for the health of the planet we must make changes in the way we think and live. Peter and Jennifer Sander and Anne Basye lead lives that are probably a lot like yours. Peter and Jennifer are trying to raise a couple of happy and healthy young boys in a somewhat suburban setting in a pretty ordinary town. We don't live on a commune, our house isn't built from nontoxic materials, and we aren't raising all of our own food. As a family though, we are trying to do a better job of being citizens of this planet. We aren't green experts by any means (although come to think of it Peter was in charge of the campus recycling program in high school), we are ordinary Americans who know we all need to start making changes, both big and small, in the way we live so that our children, and their children, can continue to enjoy the beautiful world around us.
Peter and Jennifer have always been a frugal pair. We try to ignore the constant advertising drumbeat and instead focus on only buying things that we truly need, rather than what we (or our two young boys) want. We look around the house continually to consider what we can reuse, repurpose, or recycle.
Of the two sisters behind this book, Jennifer and Anne, Anne is even more frugal. She lives in a conventional building in a big city — Chicago — but does her best for the planet by not owning a car, recycling everything, and buying very little that is new. At Christmas, she favors recycled Christmas trees. (Read more about that in Chapter 5.)
Anne's son Alex is in his twenties, well beyond his rush-to-the-Christmas-stocking years. Where Jennifer and Peter have the expertise on nuclear family holidays, empty-nester Anne is an expert on friends-and-extended-family Christmases. Her presents and parties are for grownups.
This book is stuffed full of holiday-themed ideas on how to live lightly on the planet by making your own gifts and cards, wrapping presents in eco-friendly ways, and entertaining without waste. To get your family to join in willingly, you can also bring those things up at the table and let everyone toss out their own creative ideas on how to use (or reuse) what you have.
Some of the ideas will seem familiar. Why? Because a lot of green ideas are just basic good neighborly ways to behave. Rideshare to a holiday party? Sure, you do that anyway. It's called a designated driver! Offer to swap party clothes with a girlfriend instead of buying new things? It's called friendship, and you do it all the time.
Changing Your View
“What is Christmas all about?” This is a perennial topic in women's magazines and inspirational editorials. Every year we are exhorted to remember the reason for the season — and then we forget, buckling under pressures to conform.
A CALL TO ACTION
Give yourself an early gift right now. The gift of forgiveness. If you are just now starting to live a greener life, don't look back and beat yourself up for your old lifestyle. Instead, just look forward to how much greener things will be. Don't throw up your hands and say, “There's nothing I can do to make a difference.”There is. Start now.
The cost of conforming in the United States is great. Every year between Thanksgiving and New Year's Day, Americans generate 25 million extra tons of garbage (about 25 percent more than during the rest of the year) and spend billions of dollars on purchases that may trigger an uptick on Wall Street but leave consumers burdened with more debt.
Cramming too many events into too few days is another cost of conforming. You know what it feels like to be so overextended and tired that it's hard to enjoy the holidays. Conforming to a conventional Christmas harms you and harms the earth. To explain why, let's take a moment to examine global warming.
A Short Overview of Climate Change
As we were writing this book, Anne heard a meteorologist and an attorney for the Natural Resources Defense Council present a really great overview of global warming. The weatherman, an old pro at making complicated weather phenomena comprehensible to the average television viewer, explained that climate refers to the long-term average weather conditions of a region, while weather refers to the state of the atmosphere at a specific time in a specific place.
The topic of climate change puts most of us to sleep, he acknowledged, because it involves long-term statistics and scientific models that can be tough to follow. The topic of climate variability, on the other hand, is easier to understand because we can see it. When tornadoes strike when there is snow on the ground, or it's 65 degrees in January, we know that something's wrong with climate variability.
The fact that the climate is changing is indisputable. The reasons for that change are what people argue about. So if someone in your life is skeptical about “global warming” and scoffs at your green measures, let them know that scientists agree that there is a 90 percent chance that heat-trapping pollution has been the main factor behind the gradual warming of the planet since 1950. Check the sidebar above, and you'll see that the warmest years of the last century almost all fell in the last ten years.
Why? Every year humans emit 7 billion tons of carbon dioxide. The oceans, trees, and other natural processes of the earth can only absorb about 3 billion tons annually. That means that every year we emit 4 billion tons of CO2 too many. That leads to a concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere, which sets in motion a process that traps the heat, warms the planet, and is threatening to turn northern Illinois, where Anne lives, into West Texas by the end of the twenty-first century.
THE WARMEST YEARS
Here are the eight warmest years, on average, since such statistics have been kept. Pretty sobering stuff, right?
	2005
	1998
	2003
	2007
	2006
	2004
	2001
	1997

OH, THOSE SOPHISTICATED EUROPEANS!
We look to Europeans for fashion cues and good wine. Perhaps we should also emulate their energy consumption habits — they use half as much energy per person as Americans do. Most of the Web sites devoted to calculating carbon footprints and finding ways to shrink them are hosted in Europe.
Day in, day out, whether it's Christmas or not, Americans, per capita, emit more CO2 than anybody else on the planet. For planet temperatures to stabilize, the world needs to cut emissions by 50 percent — but we Americans need to cut back between 60 and 80 percent.
Through a combination of energy conservation and energy efficiency, it can be done. We've already made some great strides. Over the past thirty or so years, our economy has grown steadily more energy efficient. Smaller cars, better insulation in buildings, more efficient heating and cooling technologies … all these things have made it possible to enhance our lifestyles while using less energy. Unfortunately, the new ways we have dreamed up to consume energy have nearly canceled that savings. So while we now can make refrigerators bigger and many times more energy efficient than they were thirty years ago, we now drive farther and have many more energy-eating devices to power.
Goodbye, White Christmas?
Because of our CO2 emissions, the global ice cap has shrunk by 40 percent since 1979. The water level of the Great Lakes, where Anne lives, could lower by four to five feet, according to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. And someday, in her part of the world, there will be no more snow. Already, the local forest preserve toboggan slopes, beloved by three generations of Chicagoans, have closed. The cost of making snow may bankrupt the little family-owned ski resort just across the border in Wisconsin where Anne and her son ski.
Going green — changing our personal energy consumption patterns — could help turn the tide. Preserving a White Christmas is certainly one reason to consider celebrating a green Christmas. But there are deeper reasons. If Christmas is at least partially about showing family and friends how much we care for them, isn't the best gift we could give the commitment to reducing our carbon load? Instead of celebrating in ways that ignore the planet — the planet where our loved ones live — shouldn't we start figuring out creative new ways to live, love, and celebrate that mean just as much but cost the earth less?
The December holidays bring out our creativity in the presents we make, the meals we cook, and the rituals we enact. So why not learn a few new creative Christmas habits that can become year-round practices to benefit our climate? This could be the year that you think outside the Christmas box and create a more joyful, eco-friendly, low-stress holiday for yourself and everyone around you!
Get the Family Involved Early
Deciding to go green for the holidays should involve your whole family. Not everyone will understand, of course, and you need to be prepared for that. Some will cling desperately to their old notions of what the traditional holiday season is about and how we should all behave, but change is good, and good change is even better!
A great way to get started on your green holiday is to make it a topic of conversation at the Thanksgiving dinner table. Gathered around the table that afternoon will be most of the people with whom you usually celebrate Christmas: the children who hope for mounds of gifts wrapped in shiny paper under a tree hung heavy with tinsel, the grandparents who enjoy indulging their grandchildren, and the spouse who has been flipping through catalogs for months, folding down the corners to mark various gift ideas. Will this group warmly embrace the idea of giving more by consuming less? You'd be surprised. You might find that everyone else seated around the table has had the exact same thought. Here are a few topics to discuss at the dinner table:
[image: illustration] Is there a way we can try to cut back on energy consumption this year?
[image: illustration] Can we work on reducing our waste during this holiday season?
[image: illustration] What if we scaled back the gift giving and focused on experiences and good times with each other?
Some of the loved ones who gather may be reluctant to probe these questions or entertain changes to your family's cherished traditions. (Parents of small children are different — you'll have special challenges, but after all, you're in charge!) Especially if your clan is a large one, there will be many opinions. Your questions may appear to threaten shared rituals or come too late for people who finished their shopping in October, but at least a few of those gathered will be ready to consider green holiday alternatives. Perhaps those few can take the first steps this Christmas and inspire more to join in next year.
GREEN, GREEN ALL AROUND!
Christmas is inherently green. Think about it — the major nonsecular focus is on a tree. Houses are draped in greenery, from front doors to banisters and table tops. Should you ever waver in your resolve to go green (and we know that you won't!), remind yourself of your goals by looking at the holiday greenery that surrounds you.
Make Your Goals Green?
Ask yourself and your family what would be a reasonable goal to achieve together. No sense loudly declaring that you will all go 100 percent green this Christmas and vow to spend only twenty dollars total. It's a bit like dieting or any other major resolution — the minute you stray a bit off the path you get discouraged and junk the whole plan. Instead, choose a number that you might be able to beat. Maybe you could try to be just 20 percent greener this holiday season, and, hey, you might end up at 30 percent! You know what? That would be a major accomplishment. If a bunch of us around the country could end up being 30 percent greener this Christmas it would make a big impact. More could join in, and more, and think of what we could accomplish together!
A More Joyous Time of Year
A whopping 75–90 percent of people report that they feel down during the holidays. Maybe they feel lonely or stressed about money. This is a time of year when so many of us look around and decide that in many ways we don't measure up to some standard we're told about — or that we imagine. You might think that your family doesn't look like those bright and shiny people in the holiday commercials. Maybe your body doesn't look like the beautifully dressed bodies in the ads, or your income isn't adequate for the products on display. How much easier it would be to ignore these messages.
Here's a great way to refocus. Draw up a list of the things you don't enjoy during the holidays. Is it seeing a relative who makes you feel bad about yourself? Having the same argument with your spouse about how much you can afford to spend? Worrying about how long it will take to pay off the credit cards?
Now draw up a list of things that you enjoy about the holidays, for example, visiting with friends you hardly ever see, reading a Christmas letter from an old college pal, or welcoming a group of friends and family into your home. Is there a way you can do much more of the second list and less of the first? We're sure there is, and in the chapters to come you will find many ideas to help you achieve that goal while going green. Join in, and together let's make this the greenest Christmas ever.
Green Christmas FAQs
Won't my children hate this?
Actually, young children are really aware of what is happening to our environment. Not only do they hear about it all the time in school and on television, global warming is also a fast-growing category of science projects. They will love getting involved with your efforts to do something cool like cut back on waste and use less stuff, especially if your family experiment helps get that science project done!
Isn't all that green stuff more expensive?
One of the basic tenets of living lightly is to consume less. When you are consuming less, you will buy fewer things. If it costs a tad more to buy a nontoxic cleaner, you will be able to afford it! The more popular green products become, the more affordable they will become. And with today's higher energy costs, they're becoming more affordable than ever.
Will my friends think I'm a Scrooge?
Some might, but others will secretly be thrilled that you are leading the way on this issue. They've been meaning to do it themselves! You'll become a role model.
What if I end up blowing it and never do a green thing?
Try again on December 26, then on December 27. Hey, we all know Al Gore lives in a really big house, so none of us is perfect. Just keep trying.
Will any of this make a difference?
Yes. Yes. Yes. Every action, both big and small, makes a difference. Not just for what you and your family do today, but for the message and lifestyle impression you make on your children and others around you.
Doesn't the economy depend on me going to the mall?
The great thing about American business is that it adapts quickly. Buy green, and it will produce green and sell green in that mall. Buy American green, and there will be green American jobs.
Will it really feel like Christmas if I do things differently?
This is your chance to develop more meaningful traditions that give you the sense of creating your own personal holiday rather than going along with commercialism.
Isn't it time-consuming to go green?
In some ways it can be, if you're building a building or making dramatic changes in the way you commute. When it comes to Christmas, by incorporating some of these ideas, you'll have more free time because you won't be caught up in the frenzy of consumption. Sure, it can be tempting to lapse into our usual drive-through, take-out, and convenient choices, but convenience takes its ecological toll. Just like cooking a great meal takes a little more thought and planning, living green takes some upfront thought. Do it once, and it will become the natural way of doing things — cheaper, easier, better.


2. The Holiday Environment
Clean air, clean water. That used to be the definition of a “clean” environment. Today it's gotten complicated. Sure, clean air and clean water are among the most important results of environmental sensitivity, but to focus directly on air and water would miss the point. We need to look closely at the causes of dirty air and dirty water, because that's where most of the solutions lie.
Those causes can be grouped into three categories:
[image: illustration] Waste — solid and liquid refuse we can all see, touch, and smell
[image: illustration] Emissions — gaseous refuse we can sometimes smell (oh, can we ever?!) and sometimes not even detect, like carbon dioxide (CO2)
[image: illustration] Energy — the stuff we use to drive our cars, heat our homes, and power all manner of things, including the factories that make the objects we use
Energy results directly in emissions, but it also causes a lot of environmental headaches in its production and distribution.
What do the environment and holidays have in common? Why would the environment be any different during the holidays than at any other time of the year? Because we ramp up. We increase energy use, waste, and emissions directly and indirectly through the consumption of more and more.
Christmas is the season of love, the season of giving, but, sadly, it is also the season of waste. You just read in the first chapter that every year during the holidays Americans produce many, many extra tons of trash.
How much extra trash? Remember that big statistic from Chapter 1 — our household waste increases 25 percent from Thanksgiving to New Year's, adding some 1 million tons per week to our landfills. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) keeps track of these kinds of things. That's not all we do while celebrating either. We use a lot more energy to heat our homes, travel, and decorate for the holidays. Christmas lights alone, especially those good old-fashioned incandescent bulbs, can use hundreds of kilowatt-hours (kWh) per household.
And what about holiday travel? Do we ever travel! The American Automobile Association estimates that some 65.2 million Americans drive more than fifty miles to a holiday destination. That doesn't include miles traveled for routine friends and family visits during the season, and it also doesn't include the 9 million or so who travel by air. Despite higher gas prices, the number of people traveling by car has increased every year. Speaking of gas, according to the authors of Use Less Stuff, if each family saved one gallon of gas during the holidays, that would result in some 1 million fewer tons of CO2 in the atmosphere.
So before we get to the fun stuff about decorating your house and giving green gifts to our loved ones, let's get serious and talk about waste. Let's talk about energy. Let's talk about emissions. And let's talk some more about travel (which we will in Chapter 7 — Green Holiday Getaways).
Waste Not, Want Not
An extra million tons of trash into the landfills a week? Ewww … how do we do that? Well, think about it — much of celebrating Christmas has to do with paper. Wrapped gifts, holiday cards, packaging materials, boxes of all sizes and shapes, newspaper advertising inserts, catalogs, little green cocktail napkins — the list of paper goods goes on and on.
RECYCLE, RECYCLE, RECYCLE!
According to Fridey Cordingley, head of a U.K. group called Recycle Now, “41 percent of people say they let their good intentions lapse over Christmas but … recycling is one of the easiest things you can do to help.”
Let's start with holiday cards. According to Hallmark, the 1.9 billion Christmas cards sold each year in the United States could fill a football field ten stories high and consume 300,000 trees. How about this — if we send one card less per family, we'd save some 50,000 cubic yards of paper. E-cards would easily make a big difference here. Maybe the good news is that handwritten thank-you notes don't add much to the waste stream as we all know they never really get written.
It isn't just paper either. Bet you never thought about food waste, right? Another fact from Use Less Stuff is that some 28 billion pounds of food are wasted each year — some 100 pounds per person. And we know a lot of that happens during the holidays. Think about this — if every American threw away just one uneaten tablespoon of mashed potatoes, that would add 16 million pounds of waste to our landfills. We don't know who has the time to research these things, but they must have been eating the mashed potatoes at the same dinner party we went to.
You might hang your green felt hat on recycling, and indeed recycling programs have had their impact, particularly on things like newspapers, aluminum cans, and beverage bottles. At one time, most of the Christmas trees sold each year end up in a landfill, but more recent statistics show that today some 93 percent of all live trees are recycled in some form of community program. The news on plastics and other materials is more mixed: while we do recycle some 25 percent of those plastic soda bottles, only 3.9 percent of postconsumer plastic is recycled in total. And of all the 100 billion plastic grocery sacks produced a year, only 2 percent are recycled. There is room for improvement here, wouldn't you agree?
Nuts to Packing with This Stuff!
What about those danged packing peanuts (the ones that fall out all over your living room floor when you open the package from your Aunt Mary)? You can reuse them yourself, put them into the next box you send out, and encourage the next person you send them to also reuse rather than toss them in the trash. Or you can give them to a packing store or your local UPS or FedEx folks to reuse. Whatever you choose will be better than sending them to a landfill for the next thousand years or so.
Christmas catalogs, dozens and dozens of them, arrive daily from September on. Is there a way to cut down the onslaught a bit and get off of these bleeping lists? Yes. Check out  www.catalogchoice.org . It's free to sign up, and the site lets you opt in for the catalogs you want. Once you do that, those catalogs will be the only ones you get, not the pesky ones you never asked for. Instead of you contacting every company that you don't want to hear from, these folks will do it for you.
The Direct Marketing Association, an industry trade group of catalog and direct marketers, offers a similar service known as DMA Choice. It isn't free to sign up — it costs a buck for a processing fee — but DMA works with catalog marketers to figure out who really does and who doesn't want catalogs. Your catalog choices turn into useful information for other marketers too. Use one of these two services, and you're likely to dramatically reduce the mail in your mailbox during the fall season.
What is the potential impact of large numbers of people opting off of catalog lists? Catalogs are estimated to consume some 8 million trees each year, not to mention the carbon footprint of all that paper processing, mail distribution, and, well, that eventual trip to the recycling center or landfill. If retailers have fewer places to send their catalogs, they'll print fewer catalogs.
Recycle Today for Tomorrow
Yes, you recycle. Of course you do. Recycling really kicks in as a green move when the recycled material is used to produce something else, thereby eliminating the need to produce more glass, paper, and so forth. So it is extremely important to close the loop and also buy things that are made out of recycled materials. All kinds of cool things are made from other things nowadays.
There's a company called Trex that makes composite outdoor deck material out of recycled plastic grocery bags. Trex reportedly buys more than half the grocery bags that come through the recycling process. Most of you won't be putting new decks on your homes during the holidays, but it's still good to understand the model.
There are many small gift items made from post-consumer recycled waste. From an online store called Real Green Goods ( www.realgreengoods.com ), check out:
[image: illustration] The doorstop made from scrap bits of fine hardwood
[image: illustration] The sun catcher kaleidoscope, and the coaster sets made from recycled glass
[image: illustration] The bracelets made from recycled beads
Look in our shopping chapter for many more sources of gifts and products made from recycled materials.
This Christmas season why not commit to seeking out gifts made from recycled materials? Or maybe plan to buy at least half of your gifts made from recycled materials? Any step in that direction is a good one. Why? Because it expands the market for recycled materials, and it brings awareness to the gift recipient — if they aren't aware already!
Keep a Green Logbook
Being green isn't just about what you buy for others. It's about what you use yourself, too. Here's an idea: start a Green Logbook. Write down what you consume and throw away every day the same way dieters record what they eat every day in an effort to cut back. You can even save paper and put your logbook online with a green blog in order to share what you've learned.
Keeping track for just a few days will open your eyes to the amazing amounts of garbage produced in our daily lives. You'll become more focused on how your actions affect the health of the planet. Soon you'll find yourself making different decisions throughout the day. Hey, that piece of paper I was about to toss, can I turn it over and use the backside? Maybe my morning shower could be shorter; I'll save water and get to work on time! Wonder if my next-door neighbor also needs to go to the grocery store this afternoon and wants to rideshare?
Not surprisingly, the holidays will be one of the more revealing times to keep track of waste, just as it's a pretty good time to track those calories!
Avoid the Nonrecyclables
Sometimes it's hard to know what is and what isn't recyclable. Soda cans, bottles, and newspapers? Sure. But what about other stuff? Items crafted of blended materials like glitter cards or foil wrap present special problems for recyclers. And those mostly plastic electronic toys present challenges for recyclers too — most can't be recycled. Think about the box they're packaged in. Many of the boxes have a mix of paper and cellophane or plastic. The paper itself and the ink on it make the recycling process difficult. Add the plastic window and the foam or Styrofoam inside, and you have a mess.
The 1.9 billion holiday cards are a good place to start. There are lots of cards made out of recycled materials, and — you guessed it — if it's made of recycled materials, it can be recycled. Look for the recycled content label on the back of the card. It should tell you the percentage of PCW — postconsumer waste — used in the card. Here are some other green approaches:
[image: illustration] Check out card sellers like  www.paporganics.com . Paporganics and others have cards made from tree-free fibers like hemp or bamboo.
[image: illustration] Send a greeting with one of the e-cards available at  www.threeleafcards.com . At Three Leaf Cards you pay a one-time membership fee that lets you send an unlimited number of specially designed video cards. Their holiday cards have short videos and music; you can send someone a moving violin piece with a sweet picture of a shaggy dog in front of a Christmas tree and a flickering (yes, it really flickers) fire.
[image: illustration] Pick up the phone to give someone a holiday call. After all, isn't that a better way to really connect and let someone know you are thinking about her or him?
What other kinds of things can you keep out of the trash? Always be on the lookout for ways to reuse and recycle. A wonderful British Web site called How Can I Recycle This?,  www.recyclethis.co.uk , has 500 alternatives to pitching things in the trash. The magazine ReadyMade is filled with ideas on how to turn an old thing into a new thing. They now have their entire edition online at  www.readymademag.com .
Planning to serve box wines to your guests? Those plastic bladders inside the box, together with the cardboard, are an almost impossible combination to recycle. Also, the type of plastic used will almost guarantee survival into many future millennia. They're airtight and watertight, so one clever reader of How Can I Recycle This? suggested ripping out the bladders, filling them with air, and using them for packing material — for next year's gift shipment or whatever you'd like. There are a lot more ideas where this one came from, and they're discussed in Chapter 8. You'll find great ways to recycle and reuse your way to holiday gift giving. Check it out.
REMIND OTHERS TO RECYCLE
Add a message to your cards this year encouraging folks to reuse them. A gift tag, a post card, a tree decoration, a bookmark — use anything to give that card a second life. Remember not to write the recycling message on an extra piece of paper!
Slash Those Emissions
Chapter 1 touched briefly on the onerous situation of emissions, most particularly those of the carbon dioxide (CO2) variety, but there are many other kinds of emissions. No, CO2 won't kill you, but some of the other bad stuff that are combustion byproducts certainly could!
What is a winter night without a cozy fire burning in the hearth, the sound of logs crackling and snapping, and the faint aroma of wood smoke? Sadly, just like the fact that our devotion to summertime outdoor charcoal grilling turns out to be not so green, wood smoke puffing out of your chimney isn't the greatest thing for the environment either. Recent studies have declared that smoke from wood fires is as bad or worse than smoke from cigarettes. It's filled with minute particles that can cause asthma and bronchitis, as well as other heart and lung diseases. It delivers a cocktail of aromatic hydrocarbons, formaldehyde, and benzene with a certain amount of carbon monoxide — just like cigarette smoke.
Some communities are actually limiting the number of days their residents can burn wood in their fireplaces. Many California towns, like Sacramento, near Jennifer and Peter's home, restrict residents' choice to have a wood fire on nights when air quality is bad. If your area is like this, please abide by the restrictions.
Build a Cozy Fire
Strange as it may seem, the greener choice in wood fires then is to not burn actual wood logs! One choice is to burn fire logs made from recycled materials.
What's better than cozying up to a glowing fire? Cozying up to an environmentally friendly fire! Duraflame has developed a nonpetroleum fire log made from completely renewable resources such as recycled wood fibers and biowaxes derived from organic materials. Cleaner burning than wood fires, these fire logs produce 80 percent fewer emissions than a regular wood fire. No newcomer to recycling, Duraflame was started in the 1960s to recycle wood waste from a family pencil business (now there's a smart recycling application!). Every year the company recycles about 50,000 tons of wood chips and sawdust and saves 1.2 million trees from use as firewood. Their products — or similar products — can be easily found in your local grocery store. Incidentally, the Duraflame Web site ( www.duraflame.com ) takes you on a nice tour of their approach to environmental issues.
How about a log made from coffee grounds? Good idea! Save those grounds from their inevitable trip to the landfill and put the subtle aroma of coffee into your living room and neighborhood. Java Products Company ( www.java-log.com ) makes a Java-Log — a fire log made from used coffee grounds. This Canadian-made product produces 79 percent less particulate material and 78 percent less carbon monoxide than natural firewood. You can find them at Whole Foods.
Get Some Winter Exercise
This one's kind of obvious, but if you shovel your own snow instead of using a snowblower, you'll reduce emissions. Snowblowers are like lawnmowers, and the total emissions from lawnmowers and leafblowers has caused a lot of concern. There isn't much reason to talk about lawnmowers in a Christmas book, but according to the EPA, a push mower powered by a gasoline motor gives off as much pollution per hour as eleven cars, and a riding mower emits as much per hour as thirty-four cars.
Many models of lawnmowers and snowblowers emit considerable quantities of carbon monoxide and nitrous oxides. And what better place to find out how much your snowblower emits than to look north of the border — at Environment Canada's snowblower emission calculator at  www.etc-cte.ec.gc.ca/databases/SnowblowerEmissions/Default.aspx .
So grab a shovel, clear off your walkway, and work off some of those extra Christmas pounds.
Become an Energy Star
We've all become aware of the rising costs of energy in both dollar and environmental terms. There is no need to repeat it all here, but there is a lot you can do during the holidays — and then all year round — to cut the size of your energy footprint.
Lighting Up the Christmas Night
We think most of you would agree that, regardless of your family traditions and religious feelings about the winter holidays, the tradition of Christmas lights is a favorite. Colorful, festive, and creative, they light the night at an otherwise pretty dark and gloomy time of year. But those lights — well — the technology first appeared in 1882 when Edward Johnson, an associate of Thomas Edison, created the first string of Christmas lights. President Grover Cleveland lit the first White House tree in 1895, and the tradition has been with us ever since. They haven't changed much since then, so they're due for a pretty serious update. Those regular incandescent bulbs we're all familiar with consume from 4 to 10 watts each.
MODERN-DAY WRINGER WASHER
Almost any appliance has an off-the-grid version. You can find them at Lehman's ( www.lehmans.com ), which offers cool stuff like a small, nonelectric hand-washing machine and hand-cranked flashlights. Try a composter made from recycled plastics. There are lots of good gift ideas — for others and for yourself.
At the national average electric rate of 10.4cents per kilowatt-hour, a 10 watt bulb running for a hundred hours uses a penny's worth of electricity, but if you have 500 or 1,000 bulbs on your house, it can add up quickly. The latter half of the twentieth century did bring us those familiar little “mini” bulbs that use only 0.4 watts apiece, which is pretty tiny, but taken all together, thousands of lights times thousands of homes adds up to a pretty big number.
LEDs (light-emitting diodes, for you techie types) are used in traffic signals (those little colored dots) and on many newer car tail lights. While traditional light bulbs generate more heat than light (90 percent of the energy goes into heat), LEDs burn clean and bright. They consume about 80 percent less energy than regular incandescents and last a long time. LED Christmas lights are estimated to last 50,000 hours, which translates to eight hours a day for seventeen years.
The creative application of LEDs has just begun. In 2007, for the first time the giant Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center was decorated with LED lights. The upfront cost is still high but will come down dramatically as they become more popular. You can get new strings of LED lights or find retrofit bulbs for your existing strings.
[image: illustration] A company called Christmas Lights and Decorations ( www.christmaslightsanddecorations.com ) is a good place to start as they provide plenty of educational material about new kinds of Christmas lights and decorations and offer plenty of choices for sale.
[image: illustration] Another good source is Christmas Lights Etc. ( www.christmaslightsetc.com ). They let you choose individual LED bulb styles in packs of twenty-five or more and sell empty strings to build your own set. Of course, you can buy the bulbs only to retrofit your old strings. A set of twenty-five size C7 outdoor bulbs costs about $36 (just under $1.50 each), and the string costs $6.50.
[image: illustration] Solar Illuminations ( www.solarilluminations.com ) sells strings of solar-powered holiday lights starting at about $40 per string of fifty LEDs. Again, it's not cheap yet, but we know where this is going.
Calculate Your Carbon Footprint
Reducing emissions is a nice idea, but except for that fireplace smoke, it's hard to see the result! If you decide to shrink that size 13 carbon footprint into little green elf booties this holiday, there are ways to see where you are.
We recommend two Web sites to calculate your carbon emissions: one at a site called LiveNeutral ( www.liveneutral.org ) and another — of all places — at BP, the big oil company. Check out this really good one at  www.bp.com  in their “Environment and society” page. The BP site lets you answer a few questions about the size of the house you live in, the type of car you drive, and your travel habits, and then it calculates your total carbon footprint. Jennifer learned that her 15 tons a year is lower than the average of 18.58 for our country. On the LiveNeutral site you can get specific details for your cars. There Jennifer punched in the info on her Volvo and learned that it produces 9,312 pounds of CO2 annually. The LiveNeutral site will also sell you a carbon offset to neutralize your impact. Jennifer's Volvo would cost $33.75 to neutralize.
Whatever does that mean? When you buy a carbon neutral certificate from LiveNeutral, they buy third-party-verified and legally accountable emissions reduction credits from the Chicago Climate Exchange (CCX). These reduction credits then function as the offset for your emissions. Incidentally, measuring your carbon footprint can lead to some pretty nice New Year's goals and resolutions.
Water, Water, Everywhere
Do we use more water at holiday time? Christmas is not a big water-focused holiday, unless you think about adding water to your tree on a regular basis. Yet the holidays are a good time to focus on how much water we use in our ordinary lives.
We've all experienced energy shortages, electricity shortages, and shortages of everyday staples like coffee and cheap airplane seats. How long has it been since you thought about the abundance of water? Turn the tap on and out it comes, any day, any time, no matter what. That may be all about to change.
If you live in the desert or in one of the many communities supported by the Colorado River in the Southwest, you know what we're talking about. If you lived in the humid subtropical climate of Georgia in 2007, you also learned because it wasn't very subtropical that year.
But there's a bigger problem. Nationally, our aquifers (those zones into which we put wells) are dropping. So there's less to be had in places like Denver or Dallas. Globally, the situation is the same. Water covers two-thirds of the earth, but we humans have access to less than 0.8 percent, and we use most of it for agriculture. Two-thirds of the global population is expected to live in water-stressed is conditions over the next twenty-five years. For most of them, that will mean no access to clean, safe water — or political conflicts based on who gets what. Worse, the so-called water infrastructure is crumbling. You see, most of it was put into the ground as big honkin' iron pipes over a hundred years ago. Know what happens to one-hundred-year-old iron pipes? You can imagine.
THAT'S A LOT OF GAS
How big is a ton of CO2? If you thought it would fill the bed of a one-ton pickup, think again. It's about the size of an Olympic swimming pool or a small three-bedroom house.
GIVE THE WIND!
A great stocking stuffer is a Wind Power Card, available at Whole Foods Markets. Each card is meant to equal kilowatt-hours of certified wind energy credits. The $5 individual card offsets 348 pounds of carbon dioxide by ensuring that the amount of electricity you use is replaced onto the national power grid with wind energy.
As if that wasn't enough, water is heavy, and it takes a lot of energy to move around. It must be pumped out of the ground and through all those pipes to bring it into your home. Even if fed by gravity from one of those cool “lollipop” water towers, it has to get into the tower somehow. And the bottled stuff? That brings another set of problems.
Cut Out the Bottled Water Hazard
The environmental issues with the pumping, production, and delivery of ordinary tap water pale in comparison to those associated with its plastic-bottled cousins. Those plastic bottles must be manufactured. Then, copious amounts of energy are used to haul it around in trucks — far more than to pump it through pipelines.
According to the Earth Policy Institute, some 8 billion gallons of bottled water are consumed annually — 8 ounces per person per day. Making the plastic for those bottles consumes some 1.5 million barrels of oil, enough to power 100,000 cars for a year. Only about 10 percent of that material is recycled, as much of it flies under the radar of state recycling programs. Peter Gleick, of the Oakland-based Pacific Institute, estimates that all activities involved in producing and delivering a bottle of water would consume enough energy to fill a quarter of the bottle with oil.
As it becomes more widely known that most bottled water originates from municipal water sources (both Coke and Pepsi recently acknowledged as much), and as experts from research scientists to Berkeley's famed Chez Panisse restaurant have publicly favored tap water over the bottled stuff, think about doing the same for yourself. Guess what — you'll save a lot of money too, because the markup on a bottle of water ranges from 250 to 10,000 percent! Even at today's prices, a gallon of gas costs about a third of the cost of a bottle of water. You'll also help reduce waste. Water bottles are the fastest-growing form of municipal waste in the United States. By choosing to avoid water bottles you can help slow that alarming trend.
On the green side, some large retailers, including Wal-Mart and Kroger's, have announced that they are selling water in thinner bottles that use less plastic. To be truly green, skip the bottled water.
Saving Water
Other than skipping the bottled water, what are some ways to cut back on ordinary water use during the holidays? Here's a real simple green water-recycling habit to adopt for Christmas. Save the water from the kitchen (water that you boiled pasta in, cooked veggies with, or rinsed off fruit) and, once it cools, add it to the Christmas tree water to keep it fresh. A small gesture, yes, but it's one that will help you stop and focus for a moment on how much water we use so casually on a daily basis.
Jennifer and Anne grew up in drought years in California and are both still very conscious of how precarious our water supply is. An old water-saving trick from back in the day was to fill a quart-size plastic bottle with water (yes, with water) and put it in the back of your toilet tank. The size of the bottle displaces some of the water and gives you an instant somewhat lower-water flushing toilet. There are great low-flush toilets on the market now, but we know that probably isn't what you want to spend your money on at this time of year. Put it on your to-do list for next year.
And here's another idea, and an especially good one for the winter months. Anne's bathwater takes quite a while to heat. While the water is warming, she fills the dog's bowl and also a few other containers with water that she then uses to water plants. And her Christmas resolution is to use the gray water from her bathtub to help flush her toilet.
The Gift of a Smile
Don't be discouraged by all this talk of energy consumption. There are lots of gifts you can give to those around you that don't consume resources — the gift of a smile, a massage, a joke, a song, a poem. These simple gifts don't consume anything, and they actually contribute to the joy and positive energy in the world. Start giving them freely!
CHRISTMAS SHOWERS
Here is a romantic Christmas idea — shower with your love on Christmas morning (or Christmas Eve after the children finally turn in). It will do your relationship and the planet some good at the same time! Small gestures really do add up — just cutting a ten-minute shower down to five minutes can save 20,000 gallons a year.
Go Organic!
When thinking about our environment there is another big topic — farming. Much of what we eat here in America comes from large corporate farm operations that use pesticides and chemicals, might be experimenting with genetic engineering, and truck their products miles to reach your local store. The Organic Trade Association mounted a successful marketing campaign around Earth Day called “GoOrganic! for Earth Day.” For just that one day of the year, eat organic. Christmas could also be another “GoOrganic! Day.” This is a wonderful time to focus on where your food comes from and how it is grown. You may well emerge from the holiday season with distinctly different shopping and eating habits.
Organic? How Can I Be So Sure?
“Natural.” “Pure.” “Safe.” A lot of these terms seem to be tossed around without any real meaning. One piece of info you can rely on is the USDA Organic seal, which went into use in 2002. The regulations behind the seal:
[image: illustration] Prohibit the use of irradiation, sewage sludge, or genetically modified organisms in organic production
[image: illustration] Reflect recommendations concerning items on the national list of allowed synthetic and prohibited natural substances
[image: illustration] Prohibit antibiotics in organic meat and poultry
[image: illustration] Require 100 percent organic feed for organic livestock
There are four types of approved labels based on the percentage of organic content. Check the produce or product in question to see if it has any of these:
	100 Percent Organic — may carry USDA Organic seal
	Organic — at least 95 percent of content is organic by weight (excluding water and salt) and may carry the USDA Organic seal
	Made with Organic — at least 70 percent of content is organic and the front product panel may display the phrase “Made with Organic” followed by up to three specific ingredients (may not display the USDA Organic seal)
	Less than 70 percent of content is organic and may list only those ingredients that are organic on the ingredient panel with no mention of organic on the main panel (may not display the USDA Organic seal)

FOR YOUR GARDEN
Starbucks' Grounds for Your Garden program lets you pick up used coffee grounds that you can spread on your acid-loving plants. A nice holiday gesture would be to get enough to spread around your neighborhood, offering to take care of a few plants for an elderly neighbor or someone who can't work in their own garden.
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, there are 4.1 million acres of organic farmland now, triple the amount from ten years ago. But a farmer's fields don't turn organic overnight. In fact, it takes three long years before farm fields and whatever grows in them can be certified organic. So what do farmers do in the meantime? They produce something called “transitional.”Wal-Mart recently made a big pro-green statement by buying millions of tons of transitional cotton to be used in a line of T-shirts. Why is this pro-green? Because it helps the farmers who are in the middle of making the change and will encourage more growers to go green.
Start Where You Can
Overwhelmed by all these environmental facts and figures? Please don't be. We aren't asking you to reduce your footprint to zero overnight this Christmas, but you might be able to cut it down by 15 percent. If thousands and thousands of us were able to reduce our impact on the environment at Christmas by just 15 percent, it would add up to large numbers. When Jennifer redid the numbers on her Volvo, entering 200 fewer miles driven per year, it dropped from a yearly output of 9,312 pounds of CO2 to 7,759. So if she just cuts down her driving by that relatively small amount, instant smaller carbon footprint!
Now you have a sampler of the major environmental issues of Christmas — and some ideas on what you can do about them. Christmas has been celebrated since about 350 C.E. Solstice celebrations of the year's shortest day and longest night are even older. For all those years, people have been stopping by each other's homes, swapping gifts, and eating. It's a noble tradition, but as you can see, now our Christmas celebrations put a weight on the world. It's time to put a change to that, so from here on you'll learn more about specific holiday activities, their environmental consequences, and how to best go after the greenest possible Christmas.
Five Green Holiday Environment Ideas
	Household waste increases 25 percent during the holidays; vow to reduce that number in your life.
	Remember to recycle all that wrapping paper and all those cards. Seek out goods made from recycled paper or reuse it yourself rather than tossing.
	Start a Green Logbook and track your habits. List what you consume and what you throw out each day.
	Green a few holiday traditions by burning fire logs made from recycled material, using LED Christmas lights, and shoveling your driveway instead of using a snow blower.
	Give a gift to the Earth by giving up bottled water.
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