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A SIMPLE STORY: JOHN






If you were a fan of the original 50 Simple Things You Can Do to Save the Earth in the 1990s, you may be in for a surprise. This isn’t an updated version of the original—it’s an entirely new book.


Why did we change it? After all, it was one of the bestselling environmental books ever printed—more than 5 million copies were sold in 23 languages.


To tell the truth, it’s because ultimately the book’s approach didn’t work.


I should say at the outset that I’m proud of the original 50 Simple Things, and have always been honored that so many people found inspiration in it. But I’ve also been frustrated by its limitations—because while “simple things” like installing low-flow showerheads and taking cloth bags to a store can be a little piece of the solution to our environmental problems, they’re not the solution. Eco-tips alone can never have a significant impact on “saving the earth.” They’re baby steps—and if they don’t lead to something bigger, then we’re in a world of trouble. Literally.


In retrospect, I can see that 50 Simple Things didn’t really educate people about the nature and extent of the enviromental problems themselves. As a result, many people believed that if they took a cloth bag to the supermarket instead of asking for a paper one, they were actually solving the problem of deforestation. Or if they snipped six-pack rings, they were preserving ocean fisheries. It created a false sense of complacency that these problems were being solved…when they weren’t.


When I realized this in 1995, I decided to take the book out of print rather than update it. It hasn’t been available for 12 years, but its influence lives on. For more than a decade, the public has been fed a steady diet of recycled 50 Simple Things–style eco-tips, telling us how to use less paper, save energy at home, travel smarter, and so on.


As I’ve said, these suggestions have real value—in fact, you’ll find some of them in this edition too—and people who practice them deserve credit for their efforts. But let’s be realistic: After 17 years, where have the eco-tips taken us? They haven’t taken mercury out of the air, or brought back songbird habitats. They haven’t stopped polluted runoff from flowing into our waterways or coal companies from blowing the tops off mountains.


More important, while we’ve been focused on changing a few personal habits, the world’s life-support system has shown increasing signs of collapse. Chances are, you’re feeling overwhelmed by these developments. I feel it too, and this book is an effort to do something about it.


A LITTLE BACKGROUND


Many Americans are reluctant to become more involved with environmental issues because they’re not “experts.” Or they feel they’re just not familiar enough with the facts to take action. I can tell you from experience that this doesn’t have to be an impediment. I didn’t write the original 50 Simple Things You Can Do to Save the Earth because I was an experienced environmentalist. Quite the contrary—I knew practically nothing about the environment except what I read in the newspapers. In the early winter of 1989, all I could tell was that everything seemed to be falling apart. There were front-page stories about acid rain, the ozone hole, global warming, and a host of other ecological problems that seemed to spell doom.


I became obsessed wondering if there was anything I could do about it. This was before the Internet, and there was no easy access to the collective knowledge of the culture. Instead, I went looking for a book that might guide me. I couldn’t find one. The best I could find was a few lists put together by random groups, with suggestions for things like “Dance–it makes the earth a better place.” It was a good idea, but I wanted slightly more practical advice.


I was almost 40, and was looking for a way to make my mark in the world. So I decided to write the environmental book I’d been looking for—a guide to the things any individual could do to save the Earth. I’d been an author for about 10 years by then, but none of my books were what you’d call serious. My bestsellers were The TV Theme Song Singalong Songbook and Uncle John’s Bathroom Reader. You can imagine how my idea was received by publishers. The nicest response I got was “Huh?”


So I did what many determined authors do: I borrowed money and published it myself. I was going to call it 100 Simple Things You Can Do to Save the Earth, but I chickened out. What if there weren’t 100 things? I cut it to 50.


THE FACTS OF LIFE


The book was released without fanfare in the fall of 1989, and I wasn’t at all prepared for what happened next. People—apparently hungry for a hopeful, concrete approach to environmental problems—started snapping it up all over the country. Seemingly out of nowhere, millons of copies were sold, and within a few months the book had appeared in all the major media, including the New York Times bestseller list—where it debuted at #1.


It was an exciting time for me—particularly because the green wave sweeping America in the spring of 1990 convinced me that we were going to change the world. I thought the 20th anniversary of Earth Day—in which millions of people participated—and the success of 50 Simple Things were part of a grassroots revolution: Now that we knew how important it was, we’d all rush out to buy recycled products and faucet aerators, and transform the economy into a green machine. But we didn’t. Earth Day came and went, and the media shifted its focus. Gradually, over the next few years, public enthusiasm waned—depressed by clever greenwash campaigns staged by plastics, chemical, and oil companies, that confused people just enough to slow down the movement’s momentum.


By the time a book called Simple Things Won’t Save the Earth came out in 1994, I was inclined to agree with the author. I’m embarrassed to admit it now, but I’d become pretty cycnical. I had a case of “green fatigue”—I’d had one eco-tip too many. The cynicsm didn’t come from not caring, it came from feeling that no matter how many tips I tried, the problems were so big that I could never make a dent in them. What did it matter if I recycled paper, if the ancient forests were still being chopped down? Who cared if I celebrated “no car day” when 80% of the cars on the road had one person in them? There was mercury in the air, and tons of waste was being dumped in the ocean daily. Every time I looked in the garbage and saw a pile of aluminum cans, I felt like giving up. And then, like a lot of disillusioned and overwhelmed Americans, I did give up. I moved to rural Oregon and focused on raising my family.


TWELVE YEARS LATER


In 2006, my 13-year-old daughter, Sophie, started to become environmentally aware. She began asking why we didn’t compost anymore…and why I didn’t bring cloth bags to the supermarket. One day, I started to tell her why it didn’t matter—why all the well-meaning recycling in the universe wouldn’t stop global warming. But I stopped in mid-sentence. It was weird—I found myself staring, literally, into the eyes of the next generation, the person I had written my book for years before she’d been born. It dawned on me that I couldn’t afford to be cynical—I had to keep trying to make the world better—because I love my son and daughter, and because I love this planet.


That epiphany was the genesis of the book you’re holding in your hands. It’s a father’s effort to reclaim the Earth for his children, and yours.


INVENTING A NEW BOOK


With my newly discovered enthusiasm, I decided that the most effective thing I could do as an activist was to bring back 50 Simple Things. But the only part of the original I wanted to retain was its simplicity, its user-friendliness. The rest had to be reinvented. My co-authors and I wrote with these four guiding principles in mind:


1) The actions in this book need to be framed in terms of issues. No random, piecemeal actions. There are problems to solve; we need to know what our goals are, and how to get there.


2) The individual efforts that really make a difference on behalf of the Earth are sustained, committed ones. Random acts of environmental kindness are fine, but we’re out to turn things around. That means finding ways to make a long-term commitment comfortably—without turning ourselves into green monks.


3) Individual action needs to be combined with community action. People are strongest and most effective when we join forces with our neighbors, especially on big issues—and this is the biggest issue any of us will ever face.


 


And finally,


4) We need to help focus readers’ efforts. Environmental problems are so overwhelming, and there’s so much to do, that it’s hard to know where to start. It’s our job to provide the entry point.


The question was, could a “tips” book like 50 Simple Things really accomplish this? My co-writers and I put a lot of thought into it, and finally came up with something no one’s ever tried before: We turned our book into an interactive partnership between individual readers, environmental organizations, and us. The new 50 Simple Things is not just a book, but a doorway into a community of experts and grassroots activists who can help you accomplish more than you could possibly hope to do on your own. And to support it, we’ve created a vibrant, new online community. Our new Web site, www.50simplethings.com, is designed to be an ongoing source of information about what you can do—an opportunity to learn, ask questions, and share what you’ve learned. We’ve done our best to make sure this book lives up to it goals. Now it’s up to you.


THE CONNECTION


One day, after we’d started working on this book, Sophie asked if the issues we’d included were big enough. “I know if I was going to pick one thing to work on,” she said, “it would be the biggest, most important thing possible.” I thought for a minute, and said to her what I’d like to share with you now: The “big things” we have to tackle, like global warming or habitat loss, aren’t “things.” They’re effects—the results of a lot of little, destructive actions. The only way to deal with them is to undo them one at a time, the way we created them.


And truthfully, it doesn’t matter which issues we choose to work on—big or small—because they’re all connected. If, for example, we reduce greenhouse gas emissions from power plants, we also help clean waterways; if we help clean waterways, we improve wildlife habitats; to improve wildlife habitats, we need to set aside wilderness; and in setting aside wilderness, we protect trees. When we have more trees, we clean the air. And better air means less climate change. It’s the circle of life, and it holds us all. Just pick a spot and jump in.














SOPHIE’S VOICE




Sophie Javna is 14 years old. She’s a high-school freshman.








One of the most engaging parts of childhood is dreaming about the future. We all do it: What am I going to be when I grow up? Will I be rich and famous? Will I get married and have kids?


Now that I’m a teenager it’s especially fun, because I understand all the possibilities that stretch out in front of me. I’m starting to have a real idea of what life might be like as an adult. Maybe I’ll even pursue my dream of becoming a professional singer, have a record deal and a band. Whatever happens, I know it will be exciting.


My perfect future sounds great…until I come back to Earth and start thinking seriously about what the world will be like 10 or 20 years from now: Will there be endless amounts of pollution…dead zones in the ocean…no polar bears, elephants, gorillas, cheetahs…our beautiful rainforests completely gone? I don’t know—maybe the future isn’t really all it’s cracked up to be.


To me, this environmental problem seems big enough for people all over America to rally together and ask, “How can we fix this?” And if you’re reading this, you probably think it is, too. But an amazing number of people still seem to have no idea how incredibly important it is—or, even worse, they know, and still go on with their lives pretending they don’t. Every day, I see signs of those people; their Hummers lumbering down the street, their bottles and cans filling the trash. Then I read about politicians who just don’t seem to understand how urgent it is to do something about global warming, about clean water, and even about safe food.


Whenever I see these things, I can’t help but feel a deep hurt. Because all their actions are really saying to me is, “I don’t care. I don’t care about the world, and I don’t care what your life—or any child’s life—will be like when I am no longer alive.”


Children have the ability—even the desire—to believe that anything can happen. I’m not too old for that, even at 14. I honestly believe we can change our future for the better, and I know that if we really try, we can all come together and figure this thing out.


There is no doubt in my mind that every single person is capable of doing their part to save our planet, if they just get a little push in the right direction. So even though things may not be going the way we’d like them to with the environment, I’m not going to start thinking negatively. That is not what this book is about. It’s about being positive, saying we can join forces and work towards the same goal, and—because anything is possible—we will solve this problem.


By working to save the environment, we’re protecting my generation’s hope for a better future and a better life. And, just in advance, I want to thank you for that.


—Sophie Javna,
 January 2008














A MATTER OF SECURITY




Jesse Javna is 17 years old. He’s a high-school senior.








Every generation has had its own vision of the future. My parents grew up watching TV shows about spacemen with flying cars and walkie-talkies, and robots that made life easy. People who grew up with Star Wars were energized by the belief that good would inevitably triumph over evil. In both cases, the future ultimately seemed like a time of security and optimism.


Now that I’m almost officially a young adult, I’ve begun to think about my own generation and where we fit in the world. What is our vision for the future? Do we even have one?


I have to confess that in recent years, our future has begun to look pretty grim—not because members of my generation don’t look forward to experiencing life, but because the problems we face are so daunting. I’m part of the 9-11 generation; we are the first American kids since Pearl Harbor to feel that maybe the United States isn’t as strong or as secure as we’d imagined.


We are also at the heart of the Global Warming Generation. No other generation before us has had—from our first moments of social consciousness—to seriously confront the possibility that the world might not exist in its current state because of human impact on the environment.


Sometimes it feels like the environmental problems we face are impossible to overcome. It seems like we’re helpless to fix the damage that has already been done, and that we’re not even taking small steps to prevent further harm to our home planet.


It’s no wonder that as we begin to enter the world as adults, many people in my generation are approaching the future in fear. But where will that get us? If we are afraid of the future, if we choose to ignore the challenges we face, the problems will only get worse. We can’t be afraid of taking charge of the world—we have to lead with optimism. The best way to do that is to act now. In the long run, our only real security—national, global, and personal—will come from knowing that we’re doing everything we can to change things for the better.


You may not know where to start, and you’re not alone. A lot of people don’t know where to begin when it comes to making a positive change. But that’s exactly what this book is designed for—to give people like you and me, who want to do something now to protect our world, a way to find what matters to them and to make a difference.


We don’t have to wait for older generations to make the first move. It’s our turn to take charge and secure our own future. Earth is our only home, and together, we have the means to save it.


—Jesse Javna,
 February 2008














HOW TO USE THIS BOOK




Here are a few things we’d like you to know before you get started.









BACKGROUND. There are plenty of environmental “how-to” books around. This one is different: It’s not a list of things to do in your home or office, and we don’t suggest that you do as many as possible. This book is made up of 50 separate environmental issues…and we encourage you to pick just one.


Yes, just one.


You can do more if you want, of course. But let’s be realistic: One of the main reasons most people don’t get involved with the big issues confronting us—and nothing is bigger than protecting our life-support system—is that the issues seem too overwhelming. We think, “Where do I start?” “Can I really make a difference?” “There’s too much to do.” And, finally, “Why bother?”


That’s what we have to overcome.


Years ago, we helped to popularize the notion that the things one person can do on their own can have an impact on the environment. Now we want to add a new piece to that idea: Picking one thing to work on, and making a sustained, committed effort on that issue. It’s the most satisfying and effective way for you to help take care of the planet—maybe the only way.


How committed do you have to be? That’s up to you. Experiment. Find your level of comfort, stick with it, and celebrate it. Don’t let anything make you feel guilty about “not doing enough.”


Environmental action isn’t something to avoid. It’s way to confirm our love of family, community, the Earth, and life itself. This book is designed to make it easy for you to find something you love to do, and to keep doing it.


ABOUT THE 50 THINGS


• We’ve included a wide variety of issues and activites—from working in the wilderness to working in city hall; from meeting with your congressperson to talk about legislation, to meeting with your neighbors to discuss planting trees. There’s something for policy wonks, and something for naturalists. But, of course, these 50 issues aren’t the only ones that matter—there are plenty more that could have been picked.


• So how did we pick them? Actually, we didn’t. We contacted 50 of America’s most respected environmental groups and asked each of them to pick one issue they wanted to share with our readers. For some groups it was easy; they focus primarily on one area. For others, like the Natural Resources Defense Council or the Sierra Club, it was harder because they work on so many different issues. But they all got into the spirit of the project, and this book is the result.


• The 50 issues are numbered, but there’s no special order to them. They’re not a “Top 50”—none is more important than any other.


ABOUT THE PARTNERS


• The groups we chose to work with are not necessarily the biggest, or oldest, or most influential. We’ve included a cross-secton of the American environmental movement: Some are well established, like the National Audubon Society. Some are less well known, like Seacology and Eco-Cycle. Some are even brand-new, like 1Sky. Large or small, they’re all among the most respected organizations in their fields.


• On each of the issues, we worked closely with experts from the group that chose it to develop a presentation and an action plan.


• Although we selected these 50 organizations, there are many more that could just as easily have been included. You’ll find Web links to many of them at 50simplethings.com


ABOUT THE PAGES


• Most of the book is self-evident, but a few things are worth mentioning: “Start Simple” is a way to test the waters, to get familiar with the issue and see whether it’s something that interests you. It’s a way to build a bridge between the thought, “Hmm, that sounds interesting” and actually doing something about it.


• “Steps for Success” is an overview of some of the things you can do regarding each issue. The first actions are generally the easier tasks; they work up to the harder ones.


• There’s no time limit for doing the steps. It may take a year to do Step 1 and another for Step 2. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you keep at it, not speed through it. Finding ways to make the issue part of your life is what commitment is all about.


• As you’ll see, almost every action ends with a Web address. That’s because this book is only the beginning—there’s more to learn, and more to do at our partners’ Web sites, and at our own. We’ve built the Net into the book as an essential resource.


ABOUT THE INTERNET


• A 50 Simple Things Web site has been created as a companion to the book (50simplethings.com). At the top of the right-hand page in each chapter, there’s a Web address such as 50simplethings.com/streams. Each will take you to a page specifically related to that chapter: links, downloadable guides, discussions and blogs, feature articles, and so on.


• On our Web site, you’ll find a copy of the original 50 Simple Things You Can Do to Save the Earth. You can also find footnotes, a blog, links, and general information on environmental action, plus lots of other features we’ll be developing.


• Visit our partner organizations’ Web sites. They generally offer extensive information about the subject they’ve sponsored, and in many cases have added information specifically for you.


• We’ve done everything we possibly could to supply accurate links and Web addresses. If you find that one doesn’t work, please notify us immediately. We’ll post any corrections necessary. Note: We’ve listed Web sites without the traditonal “www.” The w’s aren’t usually necessary, but if a site doesn’t work, try adding the w’s to see if it makes a difference.


ONE LAST THING


Our strong advice: Don’t read this book cover to cover. Dip into it, learn about the issues one at a time. Visit the Web sites referenced, and explore the topics in depth. If you take your time, you’ll find what you’re looking for. Good luck…and have fun!
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