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Brilliant ideas

Brilliant features

One small step

 1.   Saint or sinner?

The first step to a greener lifestyle is a long, hard look at your current one. Is the way you live trashing the planet or nurturing it?

 2.   Hey, big spender

You’re revving up to do your bit for the planet, right? You may have to give up some luxuries along the way, but the fact that going greener will boost your happiness levels should more than compensate.

 3.   Clarity begins at home

‘Carbon footprint’ is the buzzword when it comes to living greener. We all have one we shouldn’t, and the fastest way to reduce it is to make your home a greener place.

 4.   Once more with feeling

There really isn’t any excuse not to recycle. It’s easier than ever, and almost the entire contents of your waste bin can have a second, or even third, life.

 5.   Detox your home

‘Sick building syndrome’ is a term often used to describe offices, but where you live can be just as peaky as where you work. Here’s how to make your home a healthier and greener place.

 6.   Clean but green

It’s easy to get hooked on the latest domestic products that promise a life of ease and cleanliness, but do you really need them?

 7.   Kiss pests goodbye

We all have unwanted bugs and beasties in our homes but there’s no need to zap them with harmful pesticides when gentler, safer alternatives do just as well.

 8.   You’ve got the power

The electricity that powers our homes can be produced by a number of different sources – have you ever thought about where yours comes from?

 9.   Low-impact DIY

Our appetite for decorating and DIY seems to be insatiable, but before you reach for the paint pot, consider the environmental impact of your creative brushstrokes.

10.   Always read the label

If it comes in a box, can, bottle, packet or canister, it’ll have a label to go with it. So get informed on what’s inside your day-to-day household products.

11.   The low impact consumer

A new kind of consumer has been born, and the pared-down approach means spending less and getting things free.

12.   Petal power

Get in touch with your inner horticulturalist and go green, literally, by splashing out on loads of detoxifying houseplants for your home.

13.   Warm and cosy

Feel like a penny pincher if you go round turning off surplus lights? Well don’t! It’s a sign you’re saving energy and shrinking your carbon footprint.

14.   Burn naturally

Ah, nothing beats the warmth of an open fire. But hang on – your yen for a den fragrant with wood smoke might be doing nasty things to the air around you.

15.   Earth, wind and water

Don’t just plug in, turn on and zone out – why not go ‘off grid’ and investigate some alternative energy supplies?

16.   Good wood

Wonderful, natural wood is an asset to any home so long as it comes from sustainable sources.

17.   If in drought …

Ever stopped to think about how much water you’re wasting? Even if you don’t live in a drought-ridden area, it’s still prudent to cut back on the amount of H2 O that goes down the pan.

18.   Eco shopping

Ethical shopping – what is it, and how can you do it? The answers are trickling in slower than organic honey.

19.   Where the wild things are

You may get a buzz from shopping, but every till bleep means you’re depleting resources.Trade in your plastic carrier bag for a woven basket and forage for wild foods instead.

20.   Green gadgets

Anything eco is seriously hip these days, and that includes a new breed of ‘green gadgets’ designed to help you save energy and cash.

21.   Clothes care

By all means stay fresh, but laundering and ironing your clothing with the minimum use of chemicals and energy is the 21st century way to go.

22.   Let’s step outside

When it comes to being green, you need to be squeaky clean both inside and out!

23.   Organic choice

Who would choose a food stuffed full of chemicals over one that is clean and green?

24.   Home-made goodies

Preparing your own preserves, pickles, cordials and dried herbs maximises seasonal produce and saves you cash.

25.   First aid, naturally

Why spend a fortune on synthetic medicines when there are perfectly acceptable natural alternatives available?

26.   Low power dressing

Green is definitely the new black: highly creative eco fashion is flying off the shelves and into wardrobes all over the world.

27.   Your body, your skin

When is natural not natural? When it’s a faux ‘eco’ beauty product that is stuffed full of the usual chemicals.

28.   A change of sport?

Whether you’re on the slopes, in the waves, behind the wheel or on the green, have you thought what environmental impact your sport of choice might have?

29.   Pets count too

If you want your pet to be green, it certainly doesn’t mean buying a frog!

30.   The home farm

Love organic eggs, wild honey and home-cured ham? Then why not produce your own?

31.   Garden green

Once you’ve made up your mind to garden organically, there’s no turning back!

32.   The low water garden

Is your garden swallowing up more than its fair share of water?

33.   Lovely, leafy compost

Homemade garden compost improves the soil, recycles organic matter and helps conserve water. What’s more it’s absolutely free!

34.   Grow your own

Whether you own a window box or a meadow, every outdoor space can yield a fine crop of organic fruit or veg.

35.   The good – and green – companions

Fancy yourself as a bit of a matchmaker? Pairing up works for plants as well as people, so get plotting.

36.   Your very own mini eco-park

Turn your backyard into a natural haven for useful insects, birds, frogs and other welcome visitors.

37.   Right from the start

You love your kids, right? So show it in the way you all live, from nappies onwards.

38.   Lighten up

Maximise the use of natural light in your home, and make the artificial kind energy wise.

39.   Help your PC live a little longer

Your home computer may be the hub of the house but just how green is it?

40.   Four wheels bad

It’s a biggie, but ditching your motor will make you happier, healthier, wealthier and wiser.

41.   Work for a better future

Put the squeeze on your workplace – at home or away – and help reduce climate change.

42.   A clean break

Responsible tourism is all very well, but when it comes to booking a holiday how do you sort the green from the greenwash?

43.   The traveller’s footprint

Taking a day trip? Travelling round the world? The message is the same: your behaviour could have a big impact on the local environment.

44.   Your money where your mouth is

Carry out a financial health check: could your money be doing more for the environment?

45.   Outside the box

From mosquito nets to mango plantations, your ethical gift to friends and family could have global benefits.

46.   Way to go

We all have to shuffle off this mortal coil at some point, so plan in advance for a greener funeral.

47.   Is there anybody out there?

Feeling green but lonely? Don’t fret, there are sure to be loads of like-minded people in your neighbourhood – all you have to do is find them!

48.   Try a low carb diet

We’ve all got one, and most of us have got a bigger one that we ought to have. Yes, our carbon footprint is a key indicator of just how green we really are.

49.   Cash, now!

Creating a sustainable planet for the future costs money, and you can do your fund-raising bit, too.

50.   An awfully green adventure

Swap theme parks for green parks and clothes shopping for bird spotting with a low cost, low carbon day out for the whole family.

51.   An eco friendly party

Send out e-cards, get your guests to walk or cycle, and then crack open the organic fizz:it’s green party time!

52.   Eureco! You’re getting there

Consider yourself to be a fully paid-up member of the eco club? Then take the plunge and commit to a change in lifestyle.

Brilliant resources

The end …

Or is it a new beginning?



Brilliant features

Each chapter of this book is designed to provide you with an inspirational idea that you can read quickly and put into practice straight away.

Throughout you’ll find four features that will help you get right to the heart of the idea:

[image: image]  Here’s an idea for you … Take it on board and give it a go – right here, right now. Get an idea of how well you’re doing so far.

[image: image]  Try another idea … If this idea looks like a life-changer then there’s no time to lose. Try another idea … will point you straight to a related tip to enhance and expand on the first.

[image: image]  Defining idea … Words of wisdom from masters and mistresses of the art, plus some interesting hangers-on.

[image: image]  How did it go? If at first you do succeed, try to hide your amazement. If, on the other hand, you don’t, then this is where you’ll find a Q and A that highlights common problems and how to get over them.



One small step …

Take a look at your watch: within the next hour you could be doing your bit to conserve the planet’s precious resources, reduce pollution and slow down climate change.

The news these days is full of stories about issues such as soaring carbon dioxide emissions, global warming, water shortages, toxins and pollution, most of them manmade. Few people now deny that our lifestyles are to blame, and that things have to change – sooner rather than later.

But it can seem very overwhelming. Where do I start? What can I do? Am I doing enough? These are probably some of the questions you’ve been asking.

The good news is that each and every one of us can take steps to make a difference, and ultimately make the world a better and healthier place. It may sometimes be tempting to blame far-away countries and politicians, but the fact of the matter is that we must all take some kind of responsibility.

And it is very easy to start making a difference; I’ve done it, and so can you. Even basic measures such as switching to energy-saving light bulbs or starting a compost bin are a step in the right direction. I found using the mantra ‘reduce, re-use and recycle’ an invaluable building block. Stick to that, and you can’t go far wrong!

Once you’ve got your head round the basics, you’ll be surprised how easy it is to go on to the next stage – and the next. Before you know where you are, you’ll find yourself slyly patting your own back, secure in the knowledge you are well on your way to a greener, cleaner existence. If you take on just a fraction of the ideas I’ve suggested in this book, you’ll be playing your part for a more sustainable future.

It can be uniquely satisfying to lead a simpler, less resource-hungry life, too. Research shows overwhelmingly that being part of a community (in this case, the eco gang!), appreciating the simple and natural, and acting positively greatly contribute towards personal happiness. And, what’s more, many of the ideas in this book can help you save money.

So it’s a win-win situation!

You certainly don’t have to be living in an idyllic rural backwater to ‘go green’ either. If, like me, you are an ordinary city dweller with a pretty hectic schedule, you can easily adapt your lifestyle so it is less wasteful and more thoughtful. One thing I have learned is that it takes no more time to live green than any other way. And if your home’s in a town, you’ll have handy access to all kind of resources to help you on your way.

If you just do one idea in this book, that’s a brilliant start. Take up a few more, and you’re well on your way.

Start with the small things that fit into your daily routine easily and work up to big-gies when you feel comfortable. Bear in mind that doing something is better than doing nothing. Our own small actions as individuals add up to a huge global effort, and this is the only way that the planet can recover.
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Saint or sinner?

The first step to a greener lifestyle is a long, hard look at your current one. Is the way you live trashing the planet or nurturing it?

Let’s face it, we’re not all as honest as we could be when it comes to assessing our lifestyles. So indulge in a little navel gazing, and take this light-hearted quiz as a starting point for change.

If, like me, you are full of good intentions but decidedly lacking in willpower, it helps to know your weak spots. We all buy too many things that waste precious resources, drive cars and travel on planes that produce CO2 emissions, overheat and cool our homes artificially, which does the same thing, and pour toxic chemicals down the sink that eventually end up in the sea.

Let’s face it, as a generation we’re spoilt rotten, and may not even be fully aware of the detrimental effect our self-indulgent habits are having on poor old Earth.There’s nothing like a bit of self-assessment to kick start the conscience. The idea behind the quiz is to give you a rough idea of how much work you need to do in your quest for a greener lifestyle that leaves less of an imprint on our troubled planet.

1   How do you mainly shop for food?

(a)  You don’t – it’s all home produced.

(b)  Online certified organic delivery schemes.

(c)  At local markets and grocers.

(d)  At the supermarket.

2   It’s lunchtime in the office. Do you:

(a)  Dive into your organic, homemade packed lunch?

(b)  Order something decent at an upmarket macrobiotic café?

(c)  Go where everyone else is going, e.g.the pub?

(d)  Head for the nearest fast-food chain or work canteen?

3   How do you get to work/school?

(a)  Walk or cycle.

(b)  Take public transport.

(c)  Share lifts.

(d)  Drive.

4   When the temperature drops, what do you do?

(a)  Do nothing – your home is insulated and solar-powered.

(b)  Put on another jumper and shiver.

(c)  Turn up the thermostat just a little.

(d)  Whack up the heating as far as it goes and bring in extra heaters.

5   What kind of holiday do you mainly take?

(a)  A working conservation holiday.

(b)  Something low-key and national.

(c)  A package holiday somewhere warm.

(d)  As exotic and far flung as possible.

6   What are your cleaning materials of choice?

(a)  Lemon juice and bicarbonate of soda.

(b)  Eco-friendly products.

(c)  Anything from the supermarket that works.

(d)  A whole army of branded mousses, sprays, wipes and liquids.

7   How much do you recycle?

(a)  Virtually everything, and the rest goes to charity.

(b)  Newspapers, bottles, cans, vegetable matter.

(c)  Newspapers and maybe bottles sometimes.

(d)  Nothing – it all goes straight in the bin.

8   What kind of car do you own?

(a)  You don’t.

(b)  A small, low-emission model.

(c)  A people carrier or family saloon.

(d)  A nice big SUV.

9   What sort of presents did you give last Christmas/birthday?

(a)  You didn’t – the money went straight to charity instead.

(b)  Ethical presents for good causes.

(c)  Catalogue/online goods where some profits go to charity.

(d)  Whatever the recipients wanted.

10  How ethical is your bank?

(a)  Very: that’s why you chose it.

(b)  It has several good environmental policies.

(c)  Not sure, but hopefully pretty good.

(d)  You went for the best deal – ethics didn’t come into it.

Mainly (a)s. Congratulations, you are fully committed to the environment and well on your way to becoming a green goddess – or god, of course.

Mainly (b)s. You’re definitely aware of what it takes to be green although there are one or two luxuries you’re not prepared to give up just yet. But keep up the good work, and you’ll be doing your bit for the planet in no time.

Mainly (c)s. The will to change is there, but you’ve got some way to go before youwin the Zayed Prize for the Environment. You just need to spend a little more time thinking about how your actions could affect the planet.

Mainly (d)s. Oh dear, you’re something of a walking eco-disaster. Time to change your wasteful and spendthrift habits for a greener, cleaner lifestyle.



Here’s an idea for you …

Spend a day, or part of a day, with a notepad at your side (recycled paper, of course!), and jot down as many mundane activities as you can. Then try to divide them into two groups: ‘wasteful’ or ‘not wasteful’. If more than half of them are in the latter group then you can give yourself a pat on the back. If you find it tricky, don’t worry – the simple action of writing things down will get you thinking about the way you live.

Defining idea …

‘Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing himself.’

TOLSTOY

Try another idea…

If you suspect your home is not quite as green as it could be, read IDEA 3, Clarity begins at home, for a few tips on cutting your carbon footprint.

Defining idea …

‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.’

MARGARET MEAD

Defining idea…

‘You must be the change you wish to see in the world.’

MAHATMA GANDHI

How did it go?





Q   How long will it take me to go from a sinful d-grader to a straight-a star?

A   You can’t change your entire life in a day, and nobody would expect you to But the beauty of learning to live in a more sustainable way is that you can start with seemingly tiny changes and build it up from there. After all, if the six billion people on this earth all picked up one piece of litter, imagine how much cleaner it would be. Think of it as personal evolution!

Q   How can I decide whether something I do is ‘wasteful’ or not?

A   I suppose you could argue that anything we do is wasteful, from breathing in air to wearing out the pavements walking! But being sensible, you could try asking yourself a few questions: does the action produce pollution; does it produce waste material; and does it use up resources? If the answer is yes to more than one, classify it as wasteful.

Q   I’d like to be more environmentally aware. How can I measure my progress?

A   Why not start an eco-diary? Make it weekly, if you like, or even monthly. At the end of each week or month you could write down what changes you have made. You could also include how the changes make you feel, and the impact on your family, personal or professional life. It will make interesting reading later on!
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Hey, big spender

You’re revving up to do your bit for the planet, right? You may have to give up some luxuries along the way, but the fact that going greener will boost your happiness levels should more than compensate.

The study of happiness is a new science, but one or two ‘happy factors’ come up time and again when the boffins tell us about the path to enlightenment. And, you’ve guessed it, tuning into the environment is one of them!

Do you ever feel overwhelmed by excessive choice? It’s a 21st century thing, and it can seriously damage your happiness. Call it the satisfaction treadmill: the more options we have, the more we think that there is a perfect choice out there. (Mobile phones are a good example of this!) The pressure is on to find perfection, and yet that perfect choice eludes us, so it’s back to square one. Think of kids in a sweet-shop …

Living more sustainably means letting go of some creature comforts. That’s not to say you have to go all Spartan and austere. It’s just about being a bit more thought ful, and perhaps accepting that we can’t all have everything all of the time. In time, leading a less frantic, less cluttered existence should bring immense satisfaction to you and others around you.

After all, the things that bring us happiness don’t just come in a packet, bottle or bag. Far from it: research shows that the old cliché ‘the best things in life are free’ is absolutely true!

Start by taking a look at the way we live today. In the Western, developed world, standards of living, healthcare, welfare and education have improved hugely in the last century or so.Many of us run two cars or more, our houses are full of electrical goodies, we holiday more often, eat well, and have generally thrown ourselves heart and soul into the consumer party.

Yet research carried out in the US and Europe has shown that our contentment levels haven’t really increased since the 1950s. Seems like that old adage has been scientifically proven: money can’t buy you happiness. The gladness gurus have found there’s a global minimum living standard that equalises every one, and after that it doesn’t much matter whether you’re a billionaire or a binman.

It follows, then, that ditching some of your consumer goodies won’t make you any less happy; in fact the opposite could be true.Leading a greener lifestyle certainly involves material sacrifices, but there are tons of compensations that should have you feeling a million dollars.

Try this exercise, which picks up on some of the proven happy factors pinpointed by happiness psychologists.

Think back over your life, and jot down the half a dozen or so happy times you can remember. Then, see how many of them tie in with one of the categories below.

1    Finding a meaning in life, for instance religion, spirituality or philosophy. (Or care of the planet!)

2    Setting/achieving active goals, ideally ones that use our strengths and abilities.

3    Belonging to a community.

4    Spending time in the natural environment.

5    Getting involved with social issues.

6    Volunteering/helping others.

All of the above fit in beautifully with more eco-friendly living, so crack open the organic, carbon-free champagne, and look forward to your new, green lifestyle.



Here’s an idea for you …

Is your home chock full of ‘useful’ gadgets? Why not make a hit list of all the electric ‘labour-saving’ devices you own. I’m not talking major appliances here but gadgets like electric milk frothers, cheese graters, can openers, massage wands, mini-fans, popcorn makers, pepper grinders and the like. They all use up valuable resources – what’s wrong with a bit of elbow power? And, whilst you’re in decluttering mode, pack them up and send them to a charity shop or recycle them. It’s all too easy to buy something you don’t need because of the hype surrounding it. One of the starting blocks of eco living is refusing to be overwhelmed by consumer choice, and only buying what you really need.

Defining idea…

‘Excess choice leads to unfreedom.’

DR BARRY SCHWARTZ,

psychology professor

Try another idea…

If the thought of doing something for others strikes a chord with you, why not try volunteering? There are loads of opportunities out there, so read up about them in IDEA 47, Is there anybody out there?

Defining idea…

‘Sometimes it falls upon a generation to be great. You can be that great generation. Let your greatness blossom.’

NELSON MANDELA

How did it go?





Q   Will leading a simpler, greener life really make me happier?

A   If you think of a time when you’ve been pretty happy, chances are it was when you were busy doing something useful, had a good network of relationships or were learning a new skill rather than a time when you had loads of money or a new car. Now you can add ‘being green’ to the list! You should start feeling the benefits of a greener lifestyle at once, and this will build as you achieve more eco-goals.

Q   My possessions represent years of hard work. Do I have to ditch them all and start living like a monk?

A   Of course not. It’s more a question of evaluating what you have, and thinking a bit more carefully about what you buy next time. You can learn to say ‘no’ too – whether it’s to pester power from the kids or to well-meaning friends who insist on buying costly birthday presents. We’ve all been there.

Q   What difference will it make to the planet if I simply cut back on gadgets?

A   Quite a lot in the long run, as it means reducing the amount of electricity and manufacturing resources you use. Each and every individual can make a difference, no matter how small. It’s also a question of critical mass, getting to the point where, if you’re not doing it, you are the one who’s left out! Think how much more socially acceptable smoking and not wearing a seat belt used to be, for instance.
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Clarity begins at home

‘Carbon footprint’ is the buzzword when it comes to living greener. We all have one we shouldn’t, and the fastest way to reduce it is to make your home a greener place.

Your home is probably your main source of pollution. Hard to accept, isn’t it? But once you turn eco-spy, you’ll find ways of making it green.

Everyone’s heard the saying ‘think global, act local.’ Well, your own home is about as local as it gets. And the way you live at home can have worldwide implications.

Let’s start with the all-important carbon footprint that everyone’s talking about at the moment. The main thing about it is, we don’t want one! Or at least, we want a small one, so in this case, size does matter.

Your carbon footprint is the imprint your activities leave on the environment in terms of the amount of greenhouse gases produced, measured in units of carbon dioxide. Everything you do at home, from the way you dispose of waste to the temperature on your thermostat, has an impact on the size of your carbon footprint.

And man-made CO2 is one of the biggest contributors to global warming. The net result of this climate change is sadly not going to be lovely hot summers and pleasant, mild winters. Instead, glaciers and sea ice would melt, sea levels would rise, and coastal areas would flood. Inland areas would become hotter and drier, and lakes and rivers could dry up. There would be more droughts, making it hard to grow crops, and some plants and animals might become extinct because of the heat.Hurricanes, tornadoes and other storms may get more common.

Overall, the cost to society, the environment, our health and the economy is likely to far outweigh any benefits.

But we can all help contain global warming, starting with minimising your footprint – and there’s no time like the present. We’ll be looking at ways of reducing your carbon footprint throughout this book, but there are things you can do today, in your home, to reduce your contribution to global warming. Best of all, they should not cost you a penny, and in the long term will save you cash.

[image: image]   Sign up to a green energy supplier.

[image: image]   Turn down the central and water heating slightly.

[image: image]   Use dishwashers, washing machines and driers to full capacity, or use half-load programmes.

[image: image]   Don’t leave appliances on standby.

[image: image]   Hang out the washing to dry rather than tumble-drying.

[image: image]   Fit energy-saving light bulbs.

[image: image]   Insulate your hot water tank, your loft and your walls.

[image: image]   Recycle and reuse.

[image: image]   Save water by harvesting rainwater, reusing ‘grey’ water and cutting down on hosing.

Apart from global warming, general pollution threatens our health, crops and wildlife. You can help reduce pollution with all of the above steps. As a bonus, you could also switch to organic food, and use fewer chemicals around the home.

Once you’ve got the ball rolling, make sure your whole household is involved.Get teenagers to switch off gadgets and lights when not in use; explain to the kids how recycling works and ask them to help you sort your waste into the right bins; persuade Granny to share her make-do-and-mend tips and Grandad his compost recipe. Encourage the whole family to cut back on water usage, for instance by not leaving taps running; and get everyone used to having the house slightly cooler.And just watch your carbon footprint shrink!



Here’s an idea for you …

It’s quite an undertaking to turn your home eco-friendly. If it seems a bit daunting, why not carry out a mini audit one room at a time? Start with the smallest room in the house – the toilet! Every detail counts: is the loo roll recycled paper, are the light bulbs energy savers, are the cleaning materials toxic, how much water is flushed, is the tap water overheated, and even is the loo seat made from forest friendly wood from a certified source? It all has an impact. And from there, you can progress to the rest of the house.

Defining idea…

‘A lot of people doing a little bit really is effective.’

DR CHRIS WEST, climate expert

Try another idea…

Save cash as well as energy by following some of the tips in IDEA 13, Warm and cosy. Your carbon footprint will thank you for it!

Defining idea…

‘We forget that the water cycle and the life cycle are one.’

JACQUES-YVES COUSTEAU

How did it go?





Q   Can I really make a difference just by switching off appliances?

A   It’s as simple as that. Electricity is one of the biggest producers of carbon emissions, so every time you make a coffee or turn the television on you are adding to global warming. Up to a third of carbon dioxide emissions are caused by the domestic sector – that’s you and me – so every household has its part to play. For example, if everyone turned their thermostats down by just 1°C, total domestic emissions in the UK would reduce by about 4.5%.

Q   I love the idea of being greener but how can I move things forward?

A   Don’t think you have to kick off your new lifestyle by swapping your fan heater for a wind turbine! Start with the small, manageable stuff such as recycling, switching off appliances and saving water. If it helps, why not draw up a plan of action, with steps you can take today, next week and next year?

Q   Will I have to reduce my standard of living if I carry out some of the ideas you suggest?

A   Not at all: it’s more a question of swapping one kind of good lifestyle for another. It’s always a challenge making changes and sticking to them, especially when you can’t always see the immediate effect. But think of it as switching to a low-fat diet: the effects are holistic and will be visible over time.
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Once more with feeling

There really isn’t any excuse not to recycle. It’s easier than ever, and almost the entire contents of your waste bin can have a second, or even third, life.

I know people who still throw almost all their rubbish away, and I always flinch when I see it. Is it so hard to simply separate waste materials and put the good stuff into different containers?

You wouldn’t store fresh and frozen food together, keep the toys in with the cutlery or wash lights and darks together, would you?

Or at least, I hope not. So you are already familiar with the principle of sorting. And recycling works in very much the same way: you sort your waste into three or four different categories, and then pass it to be used again.

It really couldn’t be simpler. Local authorities across the world are falling over themselves to encourage us to recycle with kerbside collections, recycling centres here, there and everywhere, and civic amenity sites where you can send everything from aerosols to zinc to be reused. In many countries, individual households recycle at least 60% of their waste and there’s no reason why everyone can’t aim for this, or even more.

The great thing about recycling is that the effects are immediate. Just think. Your old CDs could be made into designer clocks, coasters or even calendars. Unwanted mobile phones can be reconditioned and donated to charity. Drinks cans can be recycled and the money raised used to plant more trees. Plasticbottles can be converted into fleeces and garden furniture. What could be better than knowing that your unwanted junk can genuinely be put to good use? And it declutters at the same time! Even the smallest change in the way we approach the disposal of our waste would make a big difference if universally adopted.

Recycling helps in many ways: we send less rubbish to landfill or incineration, and we save valuable materials and energy. For example, recycling aluminium cans saves 95% of the energy used in making a new can.

The other great thing is that recycling doesn’t cost you a penny, and as you become more aware of the amount of waste you generate, you may even become a more efficient householder along the way.

THE THREE RS – REDUCE, REUSE, RECYCLE

We would all benefit from:

[image: image]   reducing the amount of rubbish we create;

[image: image]   reusing stuff we normally throw away; and

[image: image]   recycling more.

Reduce

If you opt to buy only the right quantity of what you need, you’re not being mean – just eco-savvy.

[image: image]   Choose products with less packaging, and buy second-hand where you can.

[image: image]   Buy more fresh produce or grow your own. This uses less packaging and it’s healthy too!

[image: image]   Reduce paper and ink wastage by printing out only what you need, condensing text, reducing print quality and using both sides of paper.

[image: image]   Store food in resealable containers instead of cling film or kitchen foil.

[image: image]   Use rechargeable batteries: although pricier, they will reduce waste and save you money in the long run.

[image: image]   Register with the Mailing Preference Service to stop getting junk mail.

Reuse

Cut down on the amount of rubbish you generate by reusing materials.

[image: image]   Repair broken appliances and shoes or donate them to charity to delay the point where they become waste.

[image: image]   Reuse carrier bags (or better still, buy a durable shopping bag).

[image: image]   Keep scrap paper for telephone messages/lists, etc.

[image: image]   Try to buy products such as milk or cosmetics, that come in refillable packaging. Some specialist retailers such as The Body Shop offer this refill service, as do some delivery services.

[image: image]   Keep worn-out clothing, towels or bed linen to use as household cleaning cloths.

[image: image]   Spruce up old furniture rather than throwing it out.

[image: image]   Choose reusable products over disposable: sponges rather than wipes, tea towels rather than kitchen roll. Opt for cloth nappies, but wash them with an eco-product at a lowish temperature and hang them out rather than tumble dry them.

Recycle

Find out about your neighbourhood’s facilities and get going. Recyclable items include: aerosols, batteries, drinks cartons, cans, paper and cardboard, plastic carrier bags/bottles CDs, ink cartridges, computers, some furniture, metal, glass, electrical goods, paint, clothes, textiles, shoes and food packaging.

Other things like toys, household items, bikes, books, bricks and rubble can be sold or given to charity.

[image: image]   Keep separate bins in your house so that you can separate recyclable waste as soon as it’s ready.

[image: image]   Start a compost heap. It’s simple, cheap and will provide you with free natural fertiliser.

[image: image]   Buy products made from recycled materials whenever possible.

[image: image]   Find out which labels on packaging mean it can be recycled.



Here’s an idea for you…

If you’re not quite wedded to the idea of recycling yet, why not try it for one week? In just seven days you will be astonished (and possibly horrified) to see a small mountain of recyclable newspapers, food packaging, bottles, vegetable peelings and lawn cuttings build up. But recycle and your usual bin-bags will shrink to almost nothing!

Defining idea…

‘Garbage is the waste of a throwaway society – ecological societies have never had garbage.’

DR VANDANA SHIVA, campaigner

Try another idea…

Set aside your fruit and veggie scraps for the compost bin. Find out how to make the perfect garden fertiliser in IDEA 33, Lovely, leafy compost.

Defining idea…

‘Use it up, wear it out, make it do, or do without.’

New England proverb

How did it go?




 
Q   I’m new to the area and haven’t a clue about the recycling facilities here. Where do I start?

A   Get in touch with your local council via phone, website or in person. All councils have a recycling policy, and should be able to tell you where and how you can help. You’ll find it easier than you think!

Q   How can I sort out my waste so that it goes to the right place?

A   If your local council doesn’t provide door-to-door collection, why not start by bagging up newspapers, bottles and cans that can then easily be taken to a local recycling centre? Once you’ve got the hang of that, you can move onto other waste such as food packaging, carrier bags, plastic bottles and batteries, or raw vegetable matter that can be composted at home. You’ll find it strangely addictive …

Q   How do I know whether something can be recycled or not?

A   Again, your local council should be able to help, and it does vary. But if you’re not sure about something, start getting label savvy. More and more packaging is carrying some kind of logo, which should tell you whether it’s recyclable or not.
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Detox your home

‘Sick building syndrome’ is a term often used to describe offices, but where you live can be just as peaky as where you work. Here’s how to make your home a healthier and greener place.

Do you live in a closed box? Our hermetically-sealed homes may reduce energy wastage but they can also cause a build up of toxins. Open a window occasionally to let the fresh air in and the bad stuff out.

It’s a sad fact that most of us spend around 90% of our time indoors: at home, at school, college or work, and travelling in cars or public transport. Windows tend to stay closed except for during the hottest weather, so unless you fancy swapping your home for a well-ventilated tent, you may be living in a toxic time bomb.

Some of the worst culprits for sick building syndrome are chemicals called Volatile Organic Compounds or VOCs, gases which are given off by many household items. You can’t see them but you can sniff them – the fresh, plasticy smell of new carpet is one example.

These are the bad guys, and what’s more, they are everywhere: floor coverings, furnishings, cleaning products, polishes, paints, plastics, air fresheners, pesticides and aerosol sprays. VOCs can irritate skin, eyes, nose and throat, and cause dizziness, nausea and headaches.

The jury is still out on whether some of these chemicals cause more serious illnesses such as asthma, allergies and cancer, but evidence seems to be building up. And babies andyoung children are certainly at greater risk from chemical exposures, which could affect their health and ability to learn.

Just as importantly, whatever goes down the drain or into the atmosphere eventually ends up in the ocean or back on the planet as rain. And all those toxins can eventually have a pretty big impact on the habitats of wildlife. Ingredients like phosphates, ammonia and bleach have the potential to disrupt rivers, lakes and ultimately oceans across the globe.

The best thing is obviously to cut back on chemicals in the home. Help reduce the toxic burden of manufacturing, your home, and the waste stream by choosing cleaners, cosmetics and household products that are based on relatively harmlessfruit acids and salts and are biodegradable. Use natural alternatives to pesticides. Switch to organic food where possible. Cut back on the amount of plastic in your home.

Avoid treated materials used in carpets, furniture covers and cushions. Where possible, choose natural materials such as wool carpets, felt underlays, hemp, cotton, linen, wool or hessian fabrics and latex (rubber) or natural fibre cushions. Floor coverings and furnishings should be aired and cleaned regularly. Chooselow maintenance, easy to clean floorings that can help prevent the build up of dust and chemicals.

The cheapest and easiest way to improve the air inside is to let more of the outside air in. Air circulation dilutes pollutants and helps to keep mould at bay. Ensure there is good airflow through windows, doors, wall vents and ducts. Plants are nature’s air cleaners and having them inside can help to keep pollutants down.

Put computers, faxes and copiers in a downstairs, well-ventilated room, but keep them away from bedrooms as the circuitry and inks emit volatile carbon toxins.

Check for carbon monoxide: get flues and chimneys swept at least once a year, have all gas and solid fuel fires serviced regularly, don’t sleep in unvented rooms with gas or kerosene heaters and don’t run cars, lawnmowers or barbecues in the confines of the garage. Faulty or unflued gas appliances are major emitters of indoor air pollutants including carbon monoxide, nitrogen dioxide, air toxics and particulates.

If you live in an old house, check for lead in paint and water pipes – ask your local environmental health officer for more information if you’re worried.



Here’s an idea for you…

The easiest and cheapest way to start detoxing your home is simply to open windows more. You don’t need to freeze in gale force winds, but ten minutes of fresh air a day will let toxins out and fresh air in. It cuts down on the need for air fresheners, too.

Defining idea…

‘Water and air, the two essential fluids on which all life depends, have become global garbage cans.’

JACQUES-YVES COUSTEAU

Try another idea…

Our homes are full of potentially harmful chemicals. Find out more about how to root them out in IDEA 10, Always read the label.

‘We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors; we borrow it from our children.’

Navajo Proverb

How did it go?





Q   I’m getting on a bit now and doubt that detoxing my home will have much effect on me. Is there any point in doing all the things you suggest?

A   I should say so! Even if you think you are not personally affected, your children, grandchildren and whoever next lives in your house may be affected. Besides, any steps you take benefit the environment as a whole.

Q   I’d like my home to be ‘greener’ but my partner thinks it’s all a waste of time. How can I convince him?

A   Stealth is usually as good a way as any! Start with the small steps such as buying in more plants, or switching to eco-products and organic food. These may cost a little more, but you can offset this by shopping more thoughtfully, cutting back on pricey disposable products and ready meals, for instance. From there, move onto the bigger stuff. He’ll soon start to notice the effects on his wellbeing and will be much keener to help you.

Q   You’re suggesting opening windows more, but doesn’t that mean all the heat in the room will disappear – aren’t we all supposed to be conserving energy?

A   Nobody’s saying that you must keep all your windows open all of the time: obviously this simply isn’t practical. But keeping it open for ten minutes or so every day will clean the air a bit. Choose a time when the heating is at its lowest, perhaps at night or when the house tends to be emptiest.




End of sample
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