EARTH DAY CHALLENGE 2008

Dear Student: For Earth Day, we are asking each of you to participate in our Earth Day 2008 Challenge. 

Please choose three environmentally-sustainable habits to adopt from the following list, and ask your parents to select three changes as well. For your Earth Day assignment, please write down your choices on a separate sheet of paper and ask your parents to do the same. They are simple changes in habit that will not only save you money, but will help to ensure that as resources dwindle, populations grow, and the effects of climate change become more pronounced, we all inherit a planet that is safe and sustainable. Thank you for your participation. 

WAYS TO REDUCE YOUR IMPACT
Turn Off The Engine
Tailpipe exhaust pollutes the air we breathe, and about half the CO2 emissions produced in cities come from the cars we drive.  Next time you’re waiting for someone, turn off the engine and open a window for just a few minutes if it’s not too hot and by all means, don’t idle your car when you leave it to run errands indoors. If you’re going through drive through to do your banking, etc., skip the drive through altogether and head inside where there’s already an air conditioning going.  Letting your car idle for more than 10 seconds uses more gasoline than turning it off, then on again.  To let the oil circulate through your engine on cold winter days, let your engine run for 30 seconds. That all it takes!

Reuse your Bags

Paper or plastic?  Neither -- bring a reusable bag or reuse your plastic bags. Did you know between 500 billion to 1 trillion plastic bags are made every year while only 3% of them are recycled despite the fact that they take 1,000 years to degrade in a landfill?  Moreover, it takes 12 million barrels of oil to produce the plastic bags Americans use each year while about 15 million trees are cut down to produce paper for paper bags, and producing paper bags takes about 70% more energy than plastic. Help reduce oil consumption and greenhouse gases and save trees by bringing your own bag on your next trip to the store (Walmart, Trader Joes and Henry's Market are some of the stores that sell reusable shopping bags).

Close Doors

If you see a door inadvertently left open, close it if the air conditioner is running.  If businesses or schools purposely leave their doors open, kindly make the case with owners, managers or school officials for closing it (cutting operating costs, reducing greenhouses gases and other pollutants like mercury which are emitted by electrical plants, and keeping electricity prices low for everyone since energy waste increases demand. When demand exceeds supply, electricity is more costly for all of us).

Be thrifty with paper
Set your home and office computer to make two-sided copies.  Reducing paper waste is important since 20 percent of all global warming pollution results from deforestation (since trees are vast storehouses for CO2, cutting them down or destroying them releases vast quantities of the greenhouse gas into the atmosphere), and since trees literally clean the air we breathe.

Bring Your Own Water Bottle

Did you know that 40% of the water we purchase in bottles comes from city water systems?  And every year 29 billion plastic bottles are produced while only 14%t of those are recycled.  A cheaper, healthier and more sustainable option is to filter your own water and bring that in a reusable water bottle (Henry's and Big Five Sporting Goods carry these).  You can also view rankings and purchase a water filter online by calling up   www.waterfiltercomparisons.com/water_filter_comparison_matrix.cfm. The Aquasana AQ 4000 had the highest ranking. 

Change Your Lights

Replacing your old light bulbs with compact fluorescent light bulbs (CFLs) will help increase your energy efficiency, cut your electric bill and reduce global warming pollution by about 300 pounds a year.  CFLs use two-thirds less energy, give off 60-70 percent less heat and last up to 10 times as long as conventional bulbs. You'll help stop global warming by reducing air pollution caused by power plants and cut your electric bill. (Costco sells them in bulk.) Please note, CFLs cannot be thrown away in the trash as they contain mercury. If you live in Palm Desert, call the city of Palm Desert (346-0611) to find out how to properly dispose of them.  If you live in another Coachella Valley city, you can log onto www.rivcowm.org and click on the haz.waste-residential link located in the top left corner of the page to find out the rotating drop-off schedule for 2008 or call (951)486-3200 to find out when and where the next hazardous waste drop-off event will take place. 

Turn Off Lights and Electronic Devices You're not Using and Unplug Electronics from the Wall

Simply turning off lights, television, DVD player, stereo and computer when you're not using them will save thousands of pounds of CO2 a year.  Even when turned off, things like hairdryers, cell phone chargers and coffee makers use energy.  The energy used to keep display clocks lit and memory chips working accounts for 5 percent of total domestic energy consumption and spews 18 million tons of CO2 into the atmosphere each year.  Simply unplug your electronics when they are not in use or when you go on vacation. 

Control the Temperature

Move your thermostat down 2 degrees in winter and up 2 degrees in summer. Since almost half the energy we use in our homes goes to heating and cooling, you could save about 2,000 pounds of CO2 a year with this simple adjustment. You could also install a programmable thermostat, which will automatically lower the air conditioning or heat at night and raise them in the morning.  Google the American Council for an Energy Efficient Economy for more tips. 

Whenever Possible, Walk, Bike or Carpool

With so many of us living just a five-minute walk away from school, it makes sense to walk to school. Not only does this help protect air quality, it gets us out and exercising, and it reduces CO2 emissions, an important consideration since every gallon of gas used pumps 20 more pounds of CO2 into the atmosphere.

Start Thinking in Terms of Sustainability

It's hard at first but the key to doing this is remembering that virtually everything you use and buy has relied on oil, coal or natural gas for its extraction, production and delivery, and will ultimately end up in a landfill, which emits a large amount of the greenhouse gas methane. Even worse, if your landfill burns its trash, its incinerators release large amounts of dioxin, one of the most lethal chemical known to man, into the air you and your children breathe. The key is reducing excess packaging, waste and frivolous consumption.  Reuse things (especially plastic cups, utensils, plates, etc.) instead of always throwing them away and request reusable items instead of throwaway ones at restaurants (kids cups are a perfect example of excessive waste). In other words, kick the disposable habit. 

Reduce, Reuse, Recycle

You can save 2,400 pounds of CO2 a year by recycling half the waste your household generates. Also, buy recycled paper products since it takes 70 to 90 % less energy to make recycled paper and it prevents the loss of forests, which help neutralize the effects of global warming.  Reduce waste buy avoiding heavily packaged goods and choosing reusable products over disposable ones. 

Use Less Hot Water

It takes a lot of energy to heat water.  You can use less hot water by installing a low flow shower head (saves 350 pounds of CO2 a year) and washing your clothes in cold or warm water (500 pounds saved per year).  If you’re really enthusiastic, save 700 pounds of CO2 annually by hanging your clothes on a clothesline instead of using a dryer for 6 months out of the year. 

Only Run Your Dishwasher When There’s A Full Load And Use The Energy-Saving Setting to Dry Dishes (Don't Use Heat to Dry Dishes) 
Conserve Water 

Purifying and distributing water takes lots of energy. You can make simple changes to reduce the amount of water you use. Replacing an older toilet can save about 7,500 gallons of water a year. Fixing a leak in a toilet can save as much as 200 gallons a day. Use low-flow shower heads and turn your water heater thermostat down to 120 degrees Fahrenheit. These steps can add up to serious savings on your water and energy bills.

Opt Out

Every year US households receive 19 billion catalogs. Environmental groups estimate that it takes 53 million trees to produce the 3.6 million tons of paper in them. Add in the energy required to make the paper and ship the catalogs, and you add 5.2 million tons of CO2 into the atmosphere yearly. To get your name off mailing lists, log onto www.catalogchoice.org and follow directions to remove your name from company rosters. This service is free, but if you want to reduce junk mail as well, you can log onto GreenDimes.com or 41Pounds.org and pay them to remove your name from a variety of other corporate mailing lists.  Another option is to call solicitors directly and ask them to take you off their mailing lists  though this process can be a bit tedious.

Pay Bills Online

Start paying your bills online to help reduce the amount of fuel needed to ship mail and save trees. According to a recent TIME magazine article, if every American household paid bills online, it would reduce solid waste by 1.6 billion pounds and cut greenhouse gas emissions by 2.1 million tons each year.

Dry Clean Only When Necessary

Not only are the solvents used in dry cleaning listed as an environmental hazard, the EPA considers them to be a health hazard as well. If you must dry clean, solicit a cleaner that uses “wet cleaning,” with regular water used in computer-controlled washing machines, or liquid carbon dioxide (the CO2 is captured as a by-product of the existing process, thus utilizing 98% of the emissions that would otherwise have been released into the atmosphere). Also, when you drop off your clothes, ask your cleaner to skip the plastic or paper covering. 

Use Rechargeable Batteries

Not only can batteries contaminate groundwater supplies, dumping them in the trash is now illegal in California.  Do yourself and the environment a favor and just buy the rechargeable variety; they'll save you a ton since you simply recharge them instead of having to run out to the store to buy a new set. 

Efficient Appliances

By upgrading to Energy Star qualified appliances, you can save 30 percent, or more than $600 per year. Replacing your refrigerator alone can make a big difference because they use more energy than any other appliance. Energy Star qualified fridges use 40 percent less energy than models produced before 2001. You can also get a $300 credit on central air conditioning units and up to 30% on solar water heaters. If every household in the US replaced its existing appliances with the most efficient models, we'd eliminate 175 million tons of CO2 emissions a year.

Insulate and Weatherize Your Home

Up to 20% of heating and cooling energy is lost due to poorly sealed or insulated ducts in your home. Weatherstrip around windows and doors for a better seal.  This simple step can save about 1,700 pounds of CO2 a year.  Finally, when you need to replace your windows, install the best energy saving models.

Clean Or Replace Filters On Your Air Conditioner Or Furnace, and your Dryer

Cleaning a dirty air filter every 2-3 months can save 350 pounds of CO2 a year, while cleaning the filter on your dryer after each use also improves the efficiency of your dryer. 

Get More MPGs 

Did You Know That The U.S. Produces 45% Of The World’s Automotive CO2 Emissions?  You can save 3,000 pounds of CO2 a year if your new car gets only 3 miles per gallon more than your current one.  Switching to a car that gets 10 more miles to the gallon can save over $1,000 dollars a year.

Keep Your Car Tuned Up 

Regular maintenance helps improve fuel efficiency and reduces emissions. Check your tires weekly to make sure they are properly inflated and improve your gas mileage by more than 3%. Changing your air filter regularly and driving 55 mph can also reduce emissions and improve mileage.

Buy Locally Grown and Produced Foods and Buy Organic

The average meal in the U.S. Travels 1,200 miles from farm to plate. Buying locally will save fuel and keep money in your community. Seek out and support local farmers markets and buy fresh instead of frozen foods, since frozen foods use 10 times more energy to produce. Also, organic soils capture and store CO2 at much higher levels than soils from conventional farms not to mention the fact that they do not use pesticides, which can contaminate ground water.

Start Up A Recycling Program at Your School, Business, or Place of Worship

All it takes are a few indoor recyclable bins (any type of large plastic container will do) and a phone call to Valerie Ward at Burrtec (578-6563) to have an outdoor recycling bin sent out (you may need to call a few times.)  If you have problems contacting her, email Lisa Munley at pjmun@aol.com for help. For those of you with establishments in Palm Desert, the city of Palm Desert will also provide you with indoor recycling bins. Contact Lisa Ream, recycling technician for the city, at 346-0611 to obtain free indoor recycling containers and learn about other ways to reduce waste and costs.

Green Your School, Business, Place of Worship, etc.

To get started, click on www.nrdc.org/cities/living/brief.asp
Landscape Smartly

Use strategic landscaping to help reduce your heating costs and cooling costs. Planting trees or shrubs can help provide shade during the summer that will reduce your home's temperature. 

Buy Green Energy

Many electric companies offer renewable energy products that can be purchased as a percent of total energy use or in blocks of kilowatts. 

Sign up for National Email Campaigns
While there is much we can do at a local level, there is much work that needs to be done nationally—especially since the U.S., with only 5% of the world’s population, produces 25% of  the planet’s greenhouse gases and 30% of its waste.  There are a number of organizations that lobby Congress to take action on these issues. Here are a few useful websites:  www.environmentaldefense.org/, http://beattheheat.nrdc.org, www.stopglobalwarming.org, and www.sierraclub.org. Once you access them, click on “take action” or on their global warming link to get involved. 

