April 19, 2007

Sustainable Living


“If we are to reduce our ecological footprint and move towards ‘One Planet Living’, it is vital that we address the environmental performance of our existing homes. The challenge we face is to ‘retrofit’ sustainability into our lives in a way that will enhance our sense of community, happiness and well-being, and will reduce our impact on the planet.”

It is with this quote that I ask my question: How can I, given my resources and location make my family’s home more sustainable [good question]. We are a family of four living in Del Mar, California, just north of San Diego. First, I will give a working definition of sustainability in the context of my question. I will then examine each of the goals that my definition of sustainability contains, and determine ways in which I can feasibly accomplish them in a short time frame and with minimal costs. [Nice clear statement of your intent]
“Sustainability” is a semantic thorn in an environmentalist’s side [only from a language perspective], it is difficult to make a universal definition of the concept, much less a particular one. In my case, sustainability is easier to define; I am dealing with the lifetime of a house, and with quantifiable metrics. My ultimate goal is to leave the smallest ecological footprint possible. I can think globally and act locally by reducing my carbon emissions. This will be my first goal. Second, I will try to reduce my impact on the local ecosystem by reducing my waste production. This will include reducing material through flows and reducing chemicals that harm the environment. Third, I will look at the impact of the food I eat on the environment and ways to reduce the energy calories that are used to make my food calories. Finally, I will examine the regionally critical issue of water consumption, and look at novel ways to reduce water use. [Nice clear set of objectives]
My first challenge is to reduce the carbon emissions of the house through upgrading and possibly installing solar panels [two sides of this – production and consumption.  It is usually more cost effective to go after the consumption side first – energy saved through efficient appliances and an efficient building is less expensive than energy earned through solar panels]. Using an approach that is similar to the “wedge” model [site Pacala or the Pew center paper I assigned], I can be a part of reducing global greenhouse emissions. If I could improve the energy efficiency of my house by just one-fourth, I would be contributing to reducing greenhouse emissions by one-seventh over the next 50 years
 [something seems odd here]. By replacing all the lights with CFLs, I would save 450 pounds of carbon over the lifetime of each bulb
, multiply that by the large number of light bulbs in my house and already I have made significant savings. The energy efficiency should not stop there however. For example, the refrigerator that came with the house is probably close to 20 years old. According to Energy Star, this old fridge costs  $236 to run per year. A new, energy-efficient fridge would only cost $57 a year
. With the prospect of getting a new appliance that works better than before, and the though of saving money to make my dad happy, this kind of “greening” would be fairly easy to pull off, and really successful in reducing my emissions. These are changes that can be made for little investment that would pay itself back quickly, as evidenced by the fridge. Another way to go green which would require more investment, but would take care of all of my family’s carbon emissions is solar power. Solar power would take advantage of two great opportunities, the enormous rebates California’s state government gives right now for installing solar, and the abundant amount of sun that we get in San Diego. Despite this, installing enough solar power to generate 100% of our energy usage would cost at least $10,000
 [that sounds like a bargain to me]. This cost is somewhat prohibitive, and while it is a good long-term goal, it would be better reduce consumption first. This is because it requires the least investment and will start paying itself off right away [yes indeed]. 


The second goal of sustainability is to reduce waste; using environmentally friendly products, and making simple, yet long-term lifestyle changes can accomplish this. Being in close proximity to the ocean, the chemicals used in sinks, showers, outdoors, and in washing machines can all potentially run into the ocean [Ocean or not, anywhere in the country the water is eventually going into some natural body of water]. In some cases, outdoor drains go directly to the ocean. The ocean can be viewed as a tragedy of the commons on a massive scale. When another animal was added to the pasture in Hardin’s example
, the farmer experienced a net[?] benefit, but it was only a fraction of the total positive benefit. With the case of the ocean however, there is no such fraction, people pollute without any disincentive, or at most an impossibly small one [It is only a tragedy of the commons to the extent that each person benefits from the common resource.  Defined broadly enough, we all benefit from ecological services provided by the ocean, but this is certainly far less direct than the benefits of grading your sheep in a common pasture]. It is essential that my sustainable upgrade take into account the wastewater that my home discharges. A solution is to use biodegradable cleaning supplies. Dr Bronner’s is made less than 20 miles away and fits all kinds of purposes [back when I was in college they claimed you could use it for birth control, but I think they took that one off the bottle!  There are many other alternatives that are every bit as biodegradable]. Other little changes can make a substantial overall reduction. Choosing paper bags instead of plastic, or better yet bringing a canvas bag shopping reduces waste [there is considerable disagreement over whether plastic or paper are better, but canvas is really far better --- once your family gets used to this you will never go back because they don’t break and are far easier to carry]. Buying in bulk and not buying things with excessive packaging reduces waste, not to mention the cost savings. Finally, instead of buying things outright whenever they are needed, try to anticipate and buy from garage sales and thrift stores. Not only can these outings be fun family experiences, they can turn up really great bargains, all while recycling.


Food makes up the third challenge to having a sustainable home, and a good direction to move in is supporting local foods. Once again the climate of my environment has helped me. Almost anything can be grown in California, adding quite a bit of luxury to a local-only diet.  Joining a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture) is a good first step towards becoming more sustainable [great idea]. As a CSA member I would pay an upfront cost at the beginning of the growing season. Then, I would get a weekly share of what is grown at the farm. If the farm has a bad season, I get less food. Also, since the food is grown so close to home, it is the epitome of seasonal, literally grown in my local bioregion.  [You have a CSA in mind?]
By eating locally, my food travels less distance, thus consuming less fossil fuel in the process. This helps me in reducing carbon emissions, but it also accomplishes a goal of supporting local community. Eating food that I can see grow and that I can pick brings me closer to it, and makes for a more sustainable lifestyle
. It was not hard to find an organic CSA program that is only 15 miles from home
. Eating organic seems like an added bonus to eating local. Polan 
 raises concerns about organic being too similar to industrial farming [I think he is referring to “industrial organic” and not to small scale organic]. The beauty of being in this CSA is that I can go to the farm and pick my fruits and vegetables. I could take a soil sample and analyze it to find out just how “organic” my farm is [actually, unless you do sophisticated analysis for pesticide residues, the soil sample can tell you a good deal about the quality of the soil (soil organic matter content, cation exchange capacity, nutrient content, pH), but it is not going to tell you whether it is from a farm that is “organic” or not]. I could also just talk to the people who grow my food, and even challenge them in person over their techniques. Going to farmer’s markets in town would also meet the same ends . A farmer’s market would have an advantage in that it would allow for me to go out and meet new people [My guess is that you would develop much more of a relationship with the farmer in the context of a CSA than at a farmer’s market.  With the CSA, you are essentially investing in the farm and become a stakeholder in the productivity of the farm.  I encourage you to try the CSA]. This is the notion of building a community again. If the farmer’s market were popular enough, more local food would be available. And we, as a community would be promoting sustainability on a much higher level than an individual could. Finally, if I brought a reusable bag to do my shopping with and rode a bike to get the food, I would be completing a cycle of sustainability. In other words, I am getting food from the ground to my house using extremely little amounts of fossil fuel. 


Water is a very scarce resource in the desert of Southern California, so conserving it is paramount to my quest for sustainability. Similar to saving power, modern appliances have a lot to offer in the way of water conservation. By making simple upgrades I can reduce water consumption. For example, I could install water-saving showerheads in all the showers [excellent idea]. A convenience that would also save water is having instant hot water in sinks and showers. According to Laing, a family of four wastes makers of such systems, on average 17,000 gallons of water each year waiting for the water to warm up
. By installing these devices, that waste would be eliminated. Also, when we buy a new laundry machine, I will make sure that we get one of the most water and energy efficient ones on the market. Once again, these investments save money, provide new amenities, and help the environment, making all the members of my family satisfied.  [How about considering a solar hot water heater?  In many cases (depending on subsidies I suppose) these have a more rapid payback than PVs.]

Every morning at 1am the sprinklers come on outside my room, and I wonder if there could be a more efficient type of landscape for the climate of San Diego. It turns out that people have been investigating such landscapes already. Xeriscaping is a term that means landscaping for a dry climate. It involves planting local plant species that have adapted to the climate over millions of years [they don’t even need to be local – just adapted to dry climates]. This is a low-maintenance type of landscaping, making life easier for us, but it also does not require much watering, if any at all
. [Some people love the aesthetics, but I think it can be challenging for some who are accustomed to lawns.  A gradual transition can be made by setting aside some areas of the property for xeriscaping, while leaving small areas as lawn].

Finally, a scourge to the local and global environment is bottled water, creating endless amounts of waste and wasting massive amounts of fossil fuel. In my own home, we used to buy bottled water. Since taking Environmental Studies, I have convinced my parents to drink out of a water filter, and they like it more than bottled water. This has shown me that the kind of changes I talk about in this paper can happen, and that they can be a welcome change.  [Bottled water really is a scourge and reflective of people’s alienation from natural resources.]

Most of the changes I have expounded upon here appear very technical in nature. But truthfully, there is a hidden component to these changes, and that is the lifestyle changes that will be associated with them [yes, this is crucial]. For example, taking a reusable bag to pick up vegetables from the CSA, and riding a bike to get there. The point is that living in a sustainable house requires and influences sustainable behavior, arguably equally as important as making technical changes. This creates a positive feedback loop. Sustainable changes lead more sustainable behavior, which in turn increases environmental awareness, which would feed back into making more sustainable changes.  [Good.  I think this works beyond the family unit as well – buying into a CSA creates a sense of community with others who are likely to also be interested in environmental stewardship]

In conclusion, my question has many answers. The solutions involve initiative, negotiations with the parents, and a few select appliances breaking down [why do they need to break down, I thought your father was sympathetic to replacing the fridge as a result of the potential of relatively rapid return on investment.  Old fridges are definitely a “low hanging fruit” item.  Do be careful that when you replace it the CFCs in it get properly recycled.]. One of my goals this summer is to implement the examples that I have given here. This was in part a research project for a class, but also one for my family’s health and well-being. 

I affirm that I have adhered to the honor code on this assignment

Grading criteria for your question:

· Is of appropriate breadth for a 3-4 page essay – question must be narrow enough in scope to be answerable within limitations.Y
· Focuses on one particular issue related to your own experience (e.g. land use, power generation, human relationships, the economics of small businesses, life in Oberlin dorms and coops, etc.).Y
· Addresses issues of sustainability at multiple scales, including the local scale.Y
Grading criteria for your answer:

· Provides a thoughtful and tailored definition of sustainability for the particular issue addressed. Be certain that this definition is specific to your topic; do not provide a generic definition that applies to all things.  Y, but I still think you could have gone a bit further in defining what sustainability would mean for your family.  For example what is the cultural component?]
· Draws extensively (and correctly cites) readings used in class.  Use at least three references from class readings.  If you draw on other sources, be certain to cite these as well. (Note that neglecting to cite ideas or text that come from other sources is a violation of academic ethics and of the Oberlin honor code).  Y
· Considers aspects of both scientific and human dimensions of sustainability. Y
· Writing is of high quality: logic is well organized; each paragraph contains a clear topic sentences; assertions and opinions are supported with evidence, conclusion draws together ideas and follows from essay; grammar is used correctly, references are appropriately cited, spelling and typographical errors are minimal. Y
· Writing conforms to standards outlined in “ENVS101 Writing guidelines” (also linked on home page of website).

This is a nicely organized and well written essay on a topic that is obviously close to home (heck, it IS home).  I like the way you have viewed opportunities within your own family as an analog of Pacala’s “wedge” model for reducing national greenhouse gas emissions.  The nice thing about what you propose is that most of this can be done incrementally and it can serve as a great opportunity to explore these ideas with your other family members.  I don’t know your family, but I do know that it is important to bring people along at a pace that they feel comfortable with.  If you do the research and make the recommendations on the fridge, perhaps your father will go for it.  You will have to let me know how it goes!

Nice job
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