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INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

      Many Americans agree with the goals of the environmental movement. Yet, nearly as many
        Americans admit to doing little more than recycling when it comes to acting on that
        disposition. Both the number of people expressing support for environmental protection and
        their acknowledged lack of more meaningful efforts to back it up got me thinking, “Why is
        there such a great divide between environmental sentiment in this country and individual
        actions?” Clues to the answer came from my own inadequacies in the area of meaningful
        environmental stewardship. I was consumed by a career, my sensibilities weren’t tuned to
        recognize opportunities for improvement, and I was unaware of simple, practical suggestions
        on which I could follow through. If other people were anything like me, a busy lifestyle, a
        lack of knowledge as to their role in the problems and solutions of today, and a lack of
        guidance on what to do and how to do it was rendering many other “eco-minded” people
        predominantly “un-eco.” 

      Everyone is leading busy lives and is therefore, to some extent, wrestling with how to
        balance better environmental stewardship with modern pressures and reliances. I became
        convinced that the way to increase the ranks of practicing environmentalists was to take the difficulty and guesswork out
        of greener living—by adjusting expectations, stressing learning as a motivator and enabler,
        and above all else, providing constructive tips and resources to prepare the eco-inclined
        for action on terms they could live with. It made sense that if busy people were going to
        start doing more, they would need a lot more help.

      It’s Easy Being Green is a remedy for that which has
        held back more people from making better choices for the environment: inadequate
        information, the uncertainty of what to do, the apprehension of activism and lagging
        motivation. This is a book that supplies what the busy person needs to start making changes
        today. It cultivates an appreciation for the cause-and-effect relationship between actions
        and real environmental harm; it prescribes practical and actionable solutions that can be
        carried out without aggravation; it promotes the gradual integration of new behaviors and
        solutions in order to retain what is learned and sustain improvements; and it includes
        Internet resources and tools for the distinct help they can provide with great ease and
        efficiency.

      This book provides the conscientious reader with a new or renewed consciousness to
        recognize the need and occasions for improvements and concurrently presents a plan, tips and
        resources that busy people can use to follow through on good intentions. If you haven’t
        invested in substantially greener behaviors, consumerism and politics because you didn’t
        know how or thought it was difficult, help is here: It’s Easy
            Being Green is a handbook for all those who aspire do more to protect the
        environment but want it to be simpler. 

    

  
        
            
                
                    
                        
GREEN
                            LIVING MYTHS

                    

                

            

            Present-day trends include disappearing wilderness and farmland, irresponsible
                consumerism, the poisoning of our waterways, species decline and an arguably corrupt
                political system that panders to exploitative special interests. Turning the tide on
                such destructive and discouraging trends requires all of us to learn to appreciate
                how our own behaviors contribute to these problems and to recognize opportunities
                and occasions to act in ways that can reverse these trends or at least diminish
                their impacts.

            Adopting better habits and ways of doing things doesn’t require riches, inordinate
                discretionary time or overhauling your life, but these could be a few of the
                misperceptions that inhibit more Americans from acting on their predilection for a
                healthy environment. Disabusing some common myths about greener living may help
                remove remaining apprehensions about committing to and acting on some meaningful
                changes that will enrich your life and make a difference to our world. Consider the
                following myths and the truths behind them.
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                            “The problems that exist in the world today cannot be solved by the
                                level of thinking that created them.” 

                        
                        	 
                    

                    
                        	 
                        	—Albert Einstein
                    

                

            

            
EARTH-FRIENDLY LIVING IS A VIRTUE,
                NOT AN OBLIGATION. 

            It is now common knowledge that the biggest problems facing our global environment
                stem from human activities. If these problems are to be arrested or remedied, who
                else but humans will turn the tide? It’s not virtue that produces results when
                taking on many of life’s challenges head on. It’s only with a sense of purpose and
                responsibility that great things are achieved. Be it career, family or the
                environment, as a society, and personally, we are obligated to put forth a certain
                amount of effort to succeed in achieving what we need to live and protecting what
                has value. Our obligation to at least try to pay our own way in life, raise our
                children into healthy, productive and ethical members of society, and lighten our
                impact on the earth, among other things, is real.

            
IT WILL BE TOO DIFFICULT AND
                DISRUPTIVE TO CHANGE MY HABITS. 

            There may be a period of adjustment as you embark on turning bad habits into better
                ones, but difficult and disruptive hardly describe the changes prescribed in this
                book. Especially when you consider that changing habits and situations can occur a
                little at a time and over the course of many weeks, making corrections manageable.
                Changes do not have to be immediately broad and uncompromising. You can start by
                making small and simple improvements and build on them.

            After doing something a certain way long enough, it becomes automatic, but just
                because something has become automatic doesn’t mean that replacing it will be
                difficult. Forming new eco-friendly behaviors is simply a process of time,
                repetition and growth. Even in areas where you may have deep-rooted habits,
                rethinking the full experience and implications of those habits can reveal how
                unsuitable they really are. Take our dependence on the automobile, for example: do
                we love asphalt landscapes, traffic jams, road rage, brown skylines and filling our
                tanks at the pump? Much of the driving people do is more of a habit than a
                convenience, pleasure or necessity. And like all habits we want to break, we need
                only find a new one to replace it. Reducing how many days we do the driving—and
                letting a carpool buddy or public transit worker pick up the slack—reduces stress,
                accidents and traffic as well as expenses for gas, insurance, tickets, parking and
                vehicle maintenance. Giving up your car two to three days a week when transportation
                alternatives exist isn’t a hardship, it’s just an adjustment.

            
EARTH-FRIENDLY PRODUCTS ARE HARD
                TO FIND AND EXPENSIVE. 

            The natural and sustainable products industry is estimated to be a $230 billion
                industry nationally, growing by 20 to 30 percent annually. There are thought to be
                approximately 13,000 retailers devoted to selling environmentally preferable
                        products,[1]
                and conventional retailers, not wanting to lose traditional customers who are “going
                green,” have begun integrating safer, natural and sustainable alternatives into
                their assortment. (The easiest way to find out what conventional retailers are
                offering in the way of lower-impact products is to go to their Web site and search
                for keywords like “recycled” or “organic.” Any and all products with descriptions
                containing your keywords will be revealed to you.) And there are countless more
                green businesses operating exclusively on the Web. Finding green products is easier
                than ever and getting easier all the time.

            As far as price, many earth-friendly products are as economical, or more so, as their
                conventional counterparts because they often utilize recycled or reclaimed
                materials, require less processing and output less waste than would otherwise have
                to be managed. There are also many examples of deferred savings after an initially
                higher expenditure—as in the case of energy-efficient products that reduce energy
                costs in the long run.

            Some earth-friendly alternatives do cost a bit more than their conventional
                equivalent at the present time, but a well-rounded green buying strategy that
                includes seeking out energy-efficient, enduring and used products—all of which save
                you money—can bring down your total average expenditures. 

            
IF I TURN MY BACK ON CONVENTIONAL
                BUSINESSES, THE ECONOMY WILL SUFFER.

            In the expanded marketplace of wisdom and emerging alternatives, “conventional”
                applies to companies, practices and products that persist in a standard or
                traditional use of disfavored practices and materials when environmentally
                preferable ones are both technologically and financially viable. Now that we’re
                clear on the definition of “conventional,” let’s explore the fallacies in the belief
                that deviating from the status quo in purchasing will cause the nation’s economy
                great harm.

            A shift in consumer loyalties is typical in a market economy. It is a fundamental
                precept for a strong market economy and a catalyst for economic prosperity. Demand
                for new and different products and technologies gives rise to new markets—spawning
                innovation, competition, investment, market growth and jobs. For example, rejecting
                fuel-inefficient vehicles, the majority of a typical automaker’s product assortment,
                in favor of an electric/gasoline hybrid car will only result in the decline of
                traditional automakers if they choose to ignore the emerging trend. Corporations are
                in business to stay in business, and under good leadership, they will change with
                consumer demand to stay relevant and competitive. Those companies that won’t change
                will quickly be replaced by businesses that can meet consumer demand—sustaining a
                robust and viable economy.

            Furthermore, it’s absolutely necessary that our consumer choices support less
                wasteful and harmful products and cleaner, sustainable production of the things we
                need. Economies are only as sustainable as the ecosystems and resources they rely
                upon year after year. As the head of the United Nations Environment Programme said,
                “Ecosystems and the services they provide are financially significant and . . . to
                degrade and damage them is tantamount to economic suicide.” Companies that don’t
                respect this certainty, but have your business anyway, will have no incentive to
                make modifications. Therefore, turning your back on conventional businesses that you
                have judged to be unaccountable for their actions and disrespecting to the earth is
                the most important thing you can do to protect our economic future. There is more on
                this subject in the next chapter.

            
                
                    
                        	 
                        	
                            “The man who goes alone can start today; but he who travels with
                                another must wait till that other is ready.”

                        
                        	 
                    

                    
                        	 
                        	—Henry
                                David Thoreau
                    

                

            

            
PEOPLE DISPLAYING "GREEN LIVING"
                PREFERENCES AND BEHAVIOR CAN LOOK CHEAP AND ECCENTRIC. 

            To some yes, but only to those that are out of touch with emerging trends and the
                needs of our society and environment. The manifestations of acute intelligence and
                enlightenment have always been perceived as a bit eccentric—right? In all
                seriousness, though, most people know enough to accurately judge displays of thrift
                and conservation for what they are—and respect them—even if this isn’t expressed.
                Those closest to you will certainly know the origin of, and goodness of, for
                example, your insistence on reusing items several times that most would discard
                after one use or your efforts to save grey water for use in the garden. As for
                anyone who doesn’t know you, and doesn’t get it, their opinion of you shouldn’t
                matter. 

            
THE FRUGALITY THAT GREENER LIVING
                REQUIRES MEANS DEPRIVING ME AND MY FAMILY OF COMFORT OF LIFE AND CONVENIENCES I'VE
                EARNED.

            Reasonable comforts and conveniences needn’t be sacrificed when committing to greener
                living. A scale or quantity you’re accustomed to may need to be reduced, but the
                ingenuity and innovation inherent within a capitalist system like ours, often the
                target of disdain by environmentalists, has nonetheless produced many products
                enabling earth-minded people to live the good life if this is important to them.
                Designer home furnishings, state-of-the-art appliances, a nice car, fine cuisine,
                exotic vacations—these can all be found in earth-friendly form. Just because you’re
                not currently familiar with resources that can provide all these things and more,
                doesn’t mean they don’t exist. 

            Whatever your pet comforts and conveniences are, there is most likely a substitute
                that will prove to be equally or more satisfying when all the facts are in. Adopting
                a greener lifestyle doesn’t have to be an exercise in deprivation unless that is
                your choice. Greener living can be compatible with modern living through a process
                of reconciliation, discovery and integration: reconciliation of your ideals,
                discovery of replacements and integration of those replacements into your life.
                You’ll soon realize that what you’re losing is an advantage and a relief, and what
                you’re gaining is infinitely more satisfying: a healthier, simpler, more balanced
                life that will have the Joneses envying you.

            
SUPPORTING ENVIRONMENTAL CAUSES
                MEANS GIVING UP TIME I DON'T HAVE (E.G., VOLUNTEERING AND WRITING LOT OF
                LETTERS).

            Today’s busy student, professional or caregiver doesn’t need to lead campaigns and
                construct manifestos to have their opinions counted. The Internet has made it easier
                than ever to acquire timely information on actionable issues and send pre-written
                letters of support or protest that target decision makers.

            Organizations working on a range of issues from environmental protection to corporate
                and government accountability are enabling people to take action from the privacy of
                their home or office with very little time spent. Anyone with access to a computer
                and the Internet can sign petitions and send letters to decision makers just by
                going online. It’s never been simpler to participate in influencing environmental
                policy. Chapter 6: Getting Involved discusses
                this subject at some length.

            
IT'S HYPOCRITICAL TO ADVOCATE AND
                PRACTICE ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY BEHAVIORS IN SOME, BUT NOT ALL, AREAS OF MY
                LIFE.

            Greener living is a relative and evolving state. Being somewhere between the
                beginning and the middle (there really is no “end”) of a journey entailing
                discovery, evaluation and adaptation automatically means that there will always be
                questions, more to do and things you could do better. 

            Hypocrisy comes into play only if you give false information about your attributes or
                demand a standard from another that you won’t live up to yourself. If you scold your
                neighbor for wasting water in their yard, you best be practicing water conservation
                on your side of the fence. But possessing the desire and intention to live greener,
                while having made only marginal progress to date, doesn’t make you a hypocrite, it
                makes you imperfect. And aren’t we all? 

            Be patient with yourself and your critics who would prefer you abandon your goals to
                make themselves feel better. Learning to live greener is a process that takes time,
                and you shouldn’t have unrealistic expectations that could sabotage your drive and
                eventual success. What you’re able to achieve is a factor of understanding, timing,
                location, obligations, finances, and so many other things, so adopt a willingness to
                be a work in progress—it’s really the only way to learn and improve. 

            
NOTHING I DO WILL MAKE A
                DIFFERENCE IF NO ONE ELSE IS DOING ANYTHING.

            No one is alone in their concern for the environment and their conscience to act more
                thoughtfully to protect its well-being. Your efforts to walk lighter on this earth,
                support green capitalism and appeal for better environmental policy make a
                difference, because every act, when multiplied over many days and many people,
                produces positive results. Remember, even if those changes can’t be seen, they are
                still occurring. 

            So many people making efforts, large and small, to green their lives adds up to big
                results for the environmental movement, not only for the cumulative impact of
                numerous individual actions, but also for the power that one person’s example has to
                bring about positive changes in others. Every day people all over the world exhibit
                ecological behaviors that raise consciousness and elicit duplication from others who
                witness them. Change yourself and you will unwittingly change another. 

            
                

                

                
                    [1] 1. Steve
                        Hoffman, “Got Organic? Natural Products Expo West Displays Growing Demand
                        for All Things Natural,” GreenMoney Journal (Summer 2004).

                

            

        

    
        
            
                
                    
                        
MAKING
                            A DIFFERENCE

                    

                

            

            Within the domains of daily living, purchasing and taking action lie our
                opportunities and our obligations to effect positive change in the world. Every day
                in this country more than 290 million people go about their lives—lives that in some
                way impact the natural environment for better or worse. Understanding the
                relationship between what we do and the larger environment is vital to developing
                and strengthening a sense of responsibility for the cause and effect of our actions.
                With new knowledge and a new appreciation for our role in the solution, we can begin
                to implement meaningful changes. 

            
                [image: MAKING A DIFFERENCE]
            

            
DAILY LIVING 

            Daily living encompasses the choices we make for ourselves and our family every day,
                the actions that follow our choices and the consequences of it all. In a crowded
                world of disappearing, finite resources, there is no such thing as an insignificant
                choice. How we use water, dispose of used products, clean our homes, get around, and
                feed and clothe ourselves, have far-reaching impacts. 

            The things we take for granted simply cannot be any longer; there are just too many
                of us. In this country, contently taking modern conveniences for granted doesn’t
                make us privileged—it makes us naïve. The water that runs from our tap, for example,
                is not the limitless resource we may think it is; it is a finite and increasingly
                polluted resource. With the human population outpacing renewable freshwater,
                supplies of freshwater will not meet ecosystem and human demands in the next century
                without concerted preservation and conservation.[2]

            It’s imperative that we conserve and protect all that we rely on to survive. This
                includes but is not limited to clean water, clean air, productive farmland,
                biodiversity and forestland—and it’s all related. We cannot protect our water supply
                without also protecting our wetlands and forests. We cannot sustain biodiversity
                without protecting habitat for wildlife and preserving productive farmland. When one
                thing suffers, so does the rest—you can count on it.

            
TURNING THINGS AROUND 

            People can turn things around by making small, incremental efforts to green their
                lives today—and then keep going. You can accomplish meaningful preservation and
                conservation every day by learning how daily chores and decisions impact the
                environment and making simple adjustments that can make a difference. Choices that
                many people make every day that also provide suitable opportunities for improvement
                include driving alone to work, making one-sided copies at work, accepting a plastic
                bag at the store and ignoring a leaky faucet. For some, these behaviors may continue
                because they haven’t learned to associate the behavior with its broader
                environmental impacts. For others, the behavior may persist because they lack
                acquaintance with solutions or motivation to change. In any case, a more acute
                understanding of our role in the problem and some helpful tips on implementing
                solutions will go a long way in helping busy people follow through on changes for
                the better. Chapter 3: Eco-Tips for Living
                    Greener provides ample tips for greener living, but for now, you
                need to begin making the association between your daily habits and the environment
                at large. The following examples illustrate how popular, everyday actions impact the
                environment, and likewise, how simple corrections can make a real difference. 

            
                
                    
                        	 
                        	
                            “Nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he
                                could do only a little.”

                        
                        	 
                    

                    
                        	 
                        	
                            —Edmund Burke
                        
                    

                

            

            
Bag It, Please

            How did checkout at the local grocer end up being an exercise in so much needless
                environmental harm and resource waste? In a word, “plastic.” The evolution of
                plastic bags into the preferred choice for most supermarket shoppers is a great
                curiosity: they accommodate relatively few items; pile up at home faster than new
                second uses can be invented for them; and have a tendency to blow away, making them
                a prevalent source of litter. These reasons alone would prompt most people to try
                something else—and about 20 percent of shoppers do ask for paper, [3] but paper and
                plastic both have environmental impacts that provide compelling reasons to abstain
                from using either.

            Plastic bags are made from nonrenewable petroleum resources and require the use of
                toxic chemicals during production and processing. Plastics production produces 14
                percent of toxic air emissions in the United States, and each plant emits an average
                of 300 to 500 gallons of contaminated wastewater per minute.[4]As plastic bags move through
                their life cycle, they continue to menace the environment. Very few facilities
                collect and recycle plastic bags, and they end up primarily as litter or landfill
                material. In Rhode Island alone, more than 870 tons of plastic bags are thrown away
                per year—or 95 percent of all plastic bags used in the state.[5]Loose in the environment by
                the billions due to their propensity to blow away, plastic bags are not only
                unsightly, they can harm or kill wildlife. Those that do make it to a landfill will
                last for several lifetimes.

            Paper has its problems too: every year nearly 900 million trees are cut down to
                provide raw materials for American paper and pulp mills.[6]Contributing to this figure
                are the 10 billion brown paper grocery bags used annually in supermarkets across the
                        country[7]
                requiring virgin fibers to give them the strength to hold up to heavy groceries.
                Pulp and paper mills are also among the worst polluters of air, water and land of
                any manufacturing industry in the country. 

            Plastic and paper bags are not only less desirable from an environmental standpoint;
                they are also functionally inferior to stronger reusable carriers, and thus quite
                impractical. The smart and resource-wise choice is to use durable cloth
                carriers—preferably ones made from organically grown fibers—for everyday shopping.
                Significant environmental harm and a portion of our waste stream would disappear if
                everyone started using cloth bags in place of paper or plastic. This is an easy and
                immensely practical daily choice, and the hardest part is remembering to take cloth
                bags with you to the store. Practice helps, and so does leaving a set with your
                vehicle at all times.

            
Do I Hear Water Running?

            Less than 1 percent of the water supply on earth is available for human consumption,
                and our long-term supply of clean water is being threatened by depletion and
                pollution. Each day we are confronted with many decisions that affect water. We make
                a water decision every time we turn on the tap, choose to overlook a leak or pour
                grey water down the drain.

            In one day, the average person uses up to 183 gallons of water for drinking, cooking,
                washing, flushing and watering,[8] yet it is estimated that normal and efficient
                household use could save 31 percent of that, or 57 gallons a day per person.[9]Given this
                appraisal of residential misuse, the occasions for conserving water are abundant.
                Even more encouraging is the simplicity of conservation. 

            Opportunities for conservation can be either economic or behavioral. An economic
                modification would include installing water-efficient fixtures and systems. Most
                fixture modifications are simple, inexpensive and immediately effective. Installing
                a low-flow showerhead can save a family of four 20,000 gallons of water a year and
                costs just $5. Faucet aerators, which reduce the water use at a faucet by as much as
                60 percent while still maintaining a strong flow, are an inexpensive way to save up
                to three gallons of water a minute during use. In the yard, a drip irrigation system
                installed around outdoor plants prevents evaporation and waste from inefficient
                watering. And adding timers to outdoor spigots to regulate sprinklers can save
                incalculable amounts of water.

            On the behavioral side, learning to think before using water and correcting misuse
                can yield substantial savings. The bathroom, which accounts for 65 to 75 percent of
                the water used inside the home, is a perfect place to start making modifications.
                Depending on your showerhead, reducing a daily shower from ten to five minutes can
                save between 5,475 and 19,250 gallons of water a year. The average person can save
                14,235 gallons of water annually just by turning the water off while lathering up in
                the shower, washing hands and brushing teeth. Outside the home, water use may
                constitute 50 to 70 percent of all residential water use during peak months. Using a
                broom instead of a hose to clear sidewalks, driveways and patios can save more than
                100 gallons of water per use since a hose outputs about 50 gallons of water every
                five minutes.

            
                
                    
                        	 
                        	
                            “I hear and I forget. I see and I believe. I do and I
                                understand.”

                        
                        	 
                    

                    
                        	 
                        	
                            —Confucius
                        
                    

                

            

            
Getting Around

            Americans drive more and more each year. In the past forty-five years, vehicle miles
                traveled in this country has quadrupled, far outpacing population growth.[10]Nationally, the
                transportation sector is responsible for one-third of all man-made carbon dioxide
                        emissions[11] and consumes 67 percent of all U.S. petroleum.[12]Taking all this
                into account, Americans’ dependence and reliance on the automobile is an eminent
                contributor to congestion, sprawl, water pollution due to hard-surface runoff,
                atmospheric greenhouse gases and the extraction of oil from sensitive wild places. 

            Breaking the driving habit and establishing new routines such as consolidating trips,
                carpooling, using public transportation and biking or walking when traveling short
                distances can do more good for your community and the environment than just about
                anything else you typically do in a day. The average person, by driving two days
                less each week, can save about 143 gallons of gasoline and keep about 2,778 pounds
                of CO2 out of the atmosphere in a year.[13]If only 1 percent of all licensed drivers
                followed suit, 273 million gallons of gasoline and 5.3 billion pounds of CO2 could
                be saved this year. 

            Doing your share to embrace and popularize public transportation, ride sharing,
                biking and walking as alternatives to driving alone will set an example for other
                travelers as well as foster investment in viable mass transit and nonmotorized
                infrastructures. The advantages to discovering and utilizing transportation
                alternatives aren’t just to the environment either. Rethinking all your uses of the
                car may reveal not only occasions to leave it at home, but also chances to improve
                your quality of life by reducing stress associated with driving hazards, long
                commutes, traffic congestion and parking aggravations.

            
Meat and the Environment

            Each year Americans consume more than 200 pounds of meat and poultry per
                        person,[14] but most meat-eaters are not aware of the staggering
                environmental impacts of raising animals for food—in particular, factory-style
                animal agriculture in which overcrowded conditions intensify the spread of disease,
                use of antibiotics, inhumane treatment of the animals and rapid degradation of
                implicated land and water sources.

            The most basic flaw in producing meat for human consumption rests in the colossal
                waste and inefficiencies compared to producing other food sources. Pound for pound,
                far more resources go to produce meat than non-feed grains, fruits and vegetables.
                To produce one pound of beef protein takes vastly more water, land and energy than
                to produce one pound of vegetable protein. In fact, more than half of all water,
                one-third of fossil fuels used in the United States, and 87 percent of our
                agricultural land is devoted to raising animals for food.[15]

            The effects are not small. Water reserves in the West are being rapidly depleted.
                Energy-intensive farming practices have increased agricultural-related air
                pollution, acid rain, smog and greenhouse gases. Overgrazing is responsible for
                driving native plants, grasses and wildlife to the endangered list, degrading water
                quality, and compacting and eroding soil.[16]

            Another problem is the nearly 1.4 billion tons of solid manure produced by U.S. farm
                animals per year—130 times the amount produced by the human population.[17]

            Runoff and seeping of more waste than the land can handle, and spills and leaks from
                huge waste lagoons, has led to the pollution of at least 39,750 miles of rivers and
                streams, and at least 943,560 acres of lakes and wetlands.[18]

            In the final analysis, reducing or giving up meat and poultry consumption could
                improve the environment on a number of levels.

            
PURCHASING

            The temptation and impetus to spend is all around us, and Americans on the whole are
                voracious consumers—out-consuming any other industrial nation per capita. In 2003,
                the economy was pumped up by more than 4.7 trillion dollars in consumer
                        expenditures.[19]Our consumptive culture takes a heavy toll on the environment.
                Keeping up with consumer demand engenders the exploitation of scarce and fragile
                natural resources, huge amounts of toxic industrial emissions and discharges to air
                and water, the explosive growth of oversized retailers sprawled out across once-open
                or wooded land, and a waste stream bloated with excess packaging and discarded
                products and materials. The choice of a wide variety of goods, services and brands
                in a free market is a privilege and a responsibility. Abused, this privilege
                exacerbates environmental decline, but exercised responsibly, consumer choice can
                minimize the impact of purchases on the environment and in turn play a role in
                reforming amoral capitalism and protecting our ecological, social and economic
                systems. 

            In a capitalistic society, it is the consumer who decides what gets made and who gets
                to make it merely by giving or withholding their support. A consumer movement
                towards more nonmaterial spending and the purchase of natural and sustainable
                products can assist the growth of markets that are based on securing a better world.
                In the face of such burgeoning demand, emulous businesses and entrepreneurs won’t be
                able to resist competing for a share of this market: the end result will be more
                earth-wise products and businesses to take the place of those that fail to regard
                sustainability goals and the shift in consumer preferences. In fact, it’s already
                happening. The sustainable products industry is one of the fastest growing
                industries worldwide. However, in order to turn the tide on current consumer trends,
                more must be done to understand the link between purchases and the environment and
                to support companies that respect the earth and deliver sustainable solutions.

            
LINKING PURCHASES AND THEIR
                IMPACTS

            Purchases of both necessity and extravagance, and everything in between, can have
                profound environmental impacts. Products can impact the environment in their
                extraction, manufacture, packaging, delivery, end-use and disposal—leaving a trail
                of environmental pollution and degradation reaching across continents. If it is your
                intention to support sustainability and cause less harm to the environment, you must
                seek to understand the connection between purchases and the environment and follow
                through with greener purchasing habits. Consider the following examples that
                illustrate the environmental benefits of lower-impact buying decisions in three
                categories: paper, lighting and automobiles. 

            

            
Completing the Recycling
                Loop

            Everyone knows that the objective of recycling is to divert perfectly usable and
                valuable material from landfills or incinerators and to avoid exploiting virgin
                materials where recycled materials can be substituted. But recycling doesn’t work
                just because you make a deposit to your recycling center each week. It takes
                consumers buying products made from recycled materials for recycling to fulfill its
                objective.
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