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Meet the author


Welcome to Live Ethically!


 


Why should you try to lead a more ethical life? Because, in the long term, it’s the only way for us to survive. Ethical living is about sustainability, about not using up irreplaceable resources, about keeping our environment healthy, about dealing fairly with other people. It is based on the recognition that ours is a small planet, and that we need to look after it. Some people have been saying this for years – the Green movement started in the 1960s – though it is only very recently that the problems of global warming, pollution and the over use of resources entered mainstream awareness, and politicians are still dragging their heels. The danger is that when faced with problems so huge, we tend to throw up our hands and say ‘What can we do?’ – then either do nothing, or set out to enjoy ourselves while we can. But there are things we can do, and should do.


We can all of us make a difference. There are small changes that we can make to our lifestyle without affecting its quality, but if enough of us make them, the total impact is a real force for good. Some things may seem to be little more than gestures, but gestures count – they help to change the political and social climate. There are also larger changes that we can make. Some of these will require us to make more effort, some to dig deeper into our pockets and some to give up our excesses. You may not be able to make some of these larger changes right now – it may mean a completely different lifestyle for you and your family – but you can at least plan for a more ethical future.


And the future is what it is all about. For the last half-century or so, most of us in the developed countries have enjoyed a standard of living far higher than our ancestors. If we want our children and grandchildren and their descendants to enjoy anything like the same benefits, then we need to start taking better care of the world – and we need to start doing it now!


The world has changed since I wrote the first edition of this book two years ago. The huge hike in the price of oil, then of gas and electricity, made lots of people take steps to cut their energy use and their fuel bills. Energy prices have fallen since then, but only because the global financial bubble burst and we now have rising unemployment and a deepening recession. The world has become a greener place. We are flying less, driving less, buying less, wasting less. It’s good that this is happening, but bad that it has taken so much pain to make it happen.


I hope that when the economy starts to pick up again, the world will not fall back into its old habits. I hope that the green initiatives now being taken by governments become a routine part of our future. But whatever politicians and their corporate masters do, the simple fact is that the more people who live ethically, the better will be the environment and everybody’s quality of life.


Researching this book has made me even more aware of how much our society is living beyond the planet’s means. It has also motivated me to make changes to my lifestyle. I hope that reading it motivates you in the same way.





About the author


I have been working as a professional author and researcher for over 25 years, writing mainly about computer programming and applications. With this book, I return to a long-standing interest in green issues and energy. I had a solar water heating system fitted 30 years ago, and learned a lot about plumbing and cowboy installers in the process. More recently, in my pursuit of an energy-efficient home, I have learned to fit wood-burning stoves and been exploring heat pumps.


When not at my desk, I can usually be found in the kitchen, at the cinema or entertaining my grandchildren.


 


Peter MacBride





1: Only got a minute?



Ethical living is about taking responsibility for your impact on the planet. We need to do this, because we are having far too much impact.


 


To live more ethically, you should:


 




	
Buy less, and think more about the things that you do buy.


	
Buy local, and help to reduce fuel use while strengthening local communities.


	
Waste less. Use materials and energy more efficiently.


	
Recycle more and help to make natural resources last longer.


	
Try not to exploit other people, directly or indirectly.





 


Ethical living rarely costs anything other than effort, and will improve the quality of your life.





5: Only got five minutes?



The problems


We cannot continue to live the way we do – it is not ethical and, even if you ignore ethics, it is simply not sustainable. We overuse and exploit the world’s resources and have now reached a crisis point. The rich nations, and the rich within nations, exploit the poor, and the stresses are tearing societies apart.


 




	
Our current lifestyle, especially in the developed world, is using up our natural resources faster than ever before. Take oil for example. Our economy has been built on cheap and plentiful supplies of oil, but those supplies are finite. Experts disagree on the timescale, but they are all agreed that there will come a point in the not far distant future when there is no oil left, but long before then – possibly within the next two or three decades – oil will have become far too expensive for most people to use. We have already had a taste of this. In autumn 2008, oil reached over $1.40 a barrel, petrol was up to £1.40 a litre at the pumps, and many people cut down their car use out of necessity. The recession drove prices down, but as the economy picks up, the oil price will rise again and go higher, because it’s getting scarcer.


	
And it’s not just oil. Coal, gas, metal ores and other minerals, timber, fertile agricultural land, fish stocks and more are all running out, and most of them can never be replaced.


	
We are changing our climate. Carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases from factory and house chimneys, power stations, car and lorry exhausts, and the rest are making the world warmer, melting the icecaps, raising the sea levels and changing the weather patterns. During this century, coastal lands and cities across the world will disappear beneath the waves, the deserts will spread and the land available for farming – and for living on – will shrink unless we can stop and then reverse the trends. And it is possible to do so, but it will take commitment on a global scale.


	
Corporate and private greed, and the triumph of the markets over common sense and proper financial management drove the global economy off a cliff in 2008. At the time of writing, spring 2009, it is not clear how far it will fall or what will happen when it reaches the bottom. A sustainable future cannot be built by chasing short-term profits.


	
Inequality within and between societies takes its toll on everyone. At the worst it can lead to wars between states, or civil wars. At the very least, it results in shorter life spans, higher rates of illness and depression, and weaker communities. Ironically, greed kills the greedy. Rich people in more unequal societies are less happy, suffer from more stress and ill health, and die earlier than (less) rich people where there is less inequality.





We’ve got to change our ways – and we’ve got to do it now!





10: Only got ten minutes?



The solutions


We can make a difference. We can make the world a safer place. We can secure a better life for ourselves and for future generations. There are some things that we can do as individuals to help change the world. Other things need action by governments, corporations and international organizations, and for these we need to bring our individual voices together to create the pressure for change.


Here are some of the things we need to do.


ENERGY


 




	
We need to make massive cuts in our use of fossil fuels, and develop new, sustainable energy sources.


	
We need to switch to renewable sources of energy. Wind, water and solar power can produce much, if not all, of our electricity.


	
In our homes and buildings, good insulation, more efficient appliances, low-energy lighting, greater use of solar heating and solar power can dramatically reduce energy use.


	
Energy-saving gadgets only save energy if they are regularly used in place of devices which consume it.


	
There are far, far too many cars and lorries on the world’s roads, burning up precious, irreplaceable petrol and diesel and producing climate-changing quantities of greenhouse gases. We need to work and shop more locally, so that we drive less, and to reduce the excessive transport of goods.


	
Petrol and diesel are not the only fuels. Alternatives include electricity from fuel cells or batteries, LPG, ethanol and bio-diesel, although growing crops for fuel can be counter-productive.





RESOURCES


 




	
We need to stop using up finite mineral resources, to recycle more, and to develop sustainable alternatives.


	
When buying new vehicles or appliances, we should choose the smallest and the most efficient that will meet our requirements.


	
The longer that you use an appliance, the more value you get from its manufacturing energy – but if new models are much more energy efficient in use, then replace the old model sooner rather than later.


	
We must control our use of land, timber, fish and other natural resources, keeping to levels that can be sustained in the long term.


	
Buy furniture, soft furnishings and clothes that will last, and are made from renewable or recyclable materials. Reuse – buy second-hand, and put items back into circulation if you do need to get rid of them.


	
Water may be renewable and recyclable, but it takes energy to purify and distribute it.





FOOD PRODUCTION


 




	
All food production takes energy. With industrialized farming, the food energy you get out is not much more than the fossil fuel energy that goes in – and meat requires much more input energy than it produces.


	
We need to reduce our ‘food miles’ by buying more local, seasonal foods and avoiding anything brought in by air. Bottled water, however it is transported, is a grotesque waste of energy.


	
We should only buy fish from sustainable stocks or which has been sustainably farmed.


	
Organic farming is environmentally friendly. Organic foods, especially if fresh (and local) taste better.


	
Fairtrade gives a better deal to the farmers in developing countries.


	
We waste far too much food. We need to avoid buying what will not be eaten, and plan our cooking to avoid unwanted surpluses.






POLLUTION


 




	
Cleansing products, air fresheners, paints and other domestic chemicals can be bad for your health and for the environment. Use natural products, if possible, but otherwise dispose of them carefully.


	
Unnecessary packaging is a waste of energy and creates disposal problems.





Ethical living rarely costs you anything other than effort. Make the effort.





1


Basic ethics


In this chapter you will learn:




	about ethical living and ethical choices


	about ethical companies


	about the key environmental issues


	how to assess your environmental footprint


	about the (low) costs of ethical living


	how to start living ethically.





What is ‘ethical living’?


Ethical behaviour is that which is good, and we all have an inner voice which tells us what is good. And the basic principles of goodness remain the same, though how they are interpreted into actual behaviour does vary between cultures. An ethical person is one who has concern for the well being of others, and who is aware of the impact of their actions on others. It’s in the second part of that – the awareness of impact – where even the best-intentioned of us can fail. On a personal level, we can act with concern for others in a range of ways, from doing good at one end of the scale, to avoiding doing harm at the other.


The focus of this book is on our interactions with the environment and the world at large, rather than on interpersonal behaviour – on how we behave as consumers (and disposers!). For the ethical consumer, this could translate to supporting the local organic farmer, and not buying clothes produced in Burmese sweatshops. On a global level, the ethical person would want to promote international peace, justice and fair trade, and would accept a responsibility to care for the environment. For the ethical consumer this could translate to boycotting companies and countries that abuse human rights, supporting fair trade initiatives and minimizing use of non-renewable resources.


The obvious catch is that it is not always clear – and it is often very difficult to find out – how, with what, and by whom goods have been produced. Being a truly ethical consumer requires a lot of knowledge, regular research and careful thought before every new purchase, and it will have a major impact on your own lifestyle. This book will point you along the road to being a truly ethical consumer, but it will also offer stopping points along the way. If all of us, to a greater or lesser extent, apply an awareness of the ethical and environmental issues to our consumption, then we can help to make the world a better place – for ourselves and for our grandchildren.


Making ethical choices


When you start to apply ethical principles to consumption decisions, you will see that they fall into five broad categories – with a lot of crossing over the boundaries between them:


 




	
The no-brainer. Here the ethical issues are clear-cut, and the choice incurs no significant cost and requires no special effort, apart from thinking. A simple example is the use of energy-efficient light bulbs wherever they are suitable – they do cost a little more than the traditional alternatives, but they more than save the difference over their lifespan.


	
The must-do. With this type of decision, the ethical issues are clear-cut, and should override any considerations of costs, effort, etc. For example, we should not be investing in, buying goods from or going as tourists to states like Burma where a military dictatorship kills and jails its pro-democracy opponents, especially as their leaders have specifically asked outsiders to boycott the country.


	
The worth doing. This is really a subset of the must-do, and applies where the ethical imperative is not quite so pressing. The ethical issues are again pretty clear, and should be enough to outweigh considerations of slight extra cost, effort or discomfort. Fair trade foods do give third world growers a better deal than they get from mainstream wholesalers, but they often cost a little more than normal and may take a little more effort to find on the shelves.


	
The calculation. There are energy/resources decisions which depend upon a number of factors that have to be balanced against one another. For example, the most eco-friendly car may not be the one that uses least petrol per mile, if you look at the total energy and resource usage over its lifetime. The current generation of hybrids take more resources to manufacture, will probably have shorter lifespans and have fewer recyclable components than some of their conventional competitors, and it is questionable whether their better miles per gallon (mpg) makes up for the difference. One of the big problems with this type of decision is that some of the figures may not be knowable, and others will be no more than best estimates.


	
The value-judgement. There are situations where ethical issues overlap, and it is for each individual to decide which should prevail and to what extent. Where, for example, do you stand in the balance of animal rights against human safety? Would you set an absolute line on this or does it depend on the product? Would you refuse a life-saving drug because it had been tested on animals? How about a routine painkiller, a beauty product, a household cleaner?






Fortunately a lot of decisions fall into the first three categories, and calculations will only normally be needed once a year or so when a larger, long-life purchase is to be made.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.1 Factors in the buying decision.





Insight – Food for thought


Is it better to buy Fairtrade bananas from a multinational supermarket or multinational bananas from a local greengrocer?





 





Insight – Practical factors


Ethical considerations often have to be balanced against personal and practical ones – if you are a professional harpist, it’s hard to manage without a Volvo!





Ethical companies


Sometimes what you are buying is less of an issue than who you are buying it from. Read the business pages, and you might be inclined to think that ‘ethical company’ is an oxymoron – there are certainly some who act as if the pursuit of profit can justify anything.


 




	
Nobody’s perfect. Some commercial activities are innately unethical. The oil business is the prime example. If a company is in the business of extracting, refining or selling oil, then it is actively contributing to global warming, pollution and the depletion of the earth’s scarce resources. The better companies in this field will be working harder to develop alternative energy supplies, to reduce spillages and waste, to encourage careful use, etc. If you have to buy petrol, all you can do is avoid buying from those who are particularly bad or seek out those who make the greatest efforts to be less damaging.


	
It’s the company they keep. Some firms don’t seem to mind who they deal with. Those that trade in conflict diamonds bought from West African war lords are the extreme example, but far more common are those that source their toys or clothes from the cheapest possible manufacturer, no matter how low their workers’ wages or how bad the working conditions. You will find these firms in all fields, but fortunately you can normally also find those who do have ethical policies about who they will buy from.


	
Corporate greed. We seem to live in an era where bigger is better and ‘greed is good’. Large corporations make enormous profits and these may be fair profits for goods and services supplied. But some have no hesitation in taking the customers for all they can. Some exploit their own workers instead of or as well as their customers, siphoning off the profits into directors’ pay and perks.


	
Fair deals. There are some good companies out there, ones that strive to give a fair deal to their suppliers, workers and customers, and deal in eco-friendly products. Many of these are small, specialist firms, but there are bigger ones – the Co-op and the John Lewis partnership spring to mind.





Environmental issues


The ethical arguments here are essentially about ‘stewardship’. There is nothing unethical, per se, in using energy and other resources. The problem lies in using up finite resources. We have a duty to future generations – our children and grandchildren, and their children and grandchildren. The earth’s resources are finite and too many are being used up at an alarming rate. In the last 100 years, we have used the greater part of the world’s known supplies of oil, copper, tin, silver and other key materials, and we are not likely to find large new stores of any of them. We are chopping down the world’s great forests, emptying the once-teeming oceans of their fishes and whales, and burning so much coal and oil that we have changed the climate, making it hotter, wetter, wilder, more unpredictable and more damaging.


The rapid rise in CO2 (carbon dioxide) levels is probably the most urgent problem we face. CO2 is a part of the natural cycle, absorbed by plants where it is converted into starches, sugars and cellular material, and released through respiration, decay and natural forest and scrubland fires. It is also released – and in damaging quantities – by burning fossil fuels and clearing the great forests. In the 300 years since the start of the Industrial Revolution, concentrations of CO2 have increased steadily, and have been rising at an exponential rate more recently. CO2 is being produced at a rate faster than the natural world can absorb it, and levels are now higher than at any time in the last 160,000 years. CO2 is a ‘greenhouse gas’, in that it tends to trap the sun’s heat. To some extent this is a good thing – without the atmosphere’s greenhouse effect we would all freeze to death in the winter (if not every night) – but the current high levels of CO2 and other greenhouse gases are trapping too much and the earth is overheating.


Using renewable energy has no environmental impact in itself (though it does depend on what you use it for). The sun, wind, tides and rivers could provide all of the world’s energy many times over – if these sources could be harnessed.


Food, wood, textile crops and other stuff we can grow are also renewable, but they can have environmental costs which we need to be aware of. Energy goes into their production, processing and distribution. Fertilizers and insecticides can poison the land and the rivers that they drain into. Sustainability is the key word here. Can we continue to replace what we take away in the long term? Can the energy costs be met from renewable sources?





Tipping the balance


There may be an argument for buying an ‘energy-saving/-generating’ device even though the actual lifetime energy costs/savings balance is negative. Sometimes you need to invest in a new technology to help to get it off the ground. The early models may take more energy to produce because they are not able to benefit from the economies of scale that come with a developed market; they may not deliver all that is hoped, partly because the technology is still in its infancy and partly because their working lives may well be relatively short. The petrol/electric hybrid cars are a good example of this. The models on sale in 2009 are far from being the most energy-efficient cars on the market. More energy and resources are needed for their manufacture and maintenance – for a start, they need two engines (petrol and electric), and many of their components are so complex that they must be replaced, rather than repaired. As for fuel efficiency, there are plenty of cars with better miles per gallon figures – though most of them are smaller. But enough people are buying them to encourage manufacturers to continue developing the next generation of hybrids. (The other very positive aspect of these is that at least some of their buyers are choosing them because they are fashionable. And many of these would otherwise have bought ‘Chelsea tractors’.)
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