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A year in the life
of The Green Guide
THE GREEN GUIDE
EMMA GILCHRIST
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I

have a confession to make: a
year ago I wasn’t very green
at all.
I left appliances plugged in
and permanently drawing
power. I bought apples from
New Zealand and clothing
from China. I used plastic bags
like there was no tomorrow
and took long showers, thinking water was abundant.
Flyers jammed my mailbox,
defunct electronics crowded
my closets, batteries went in the
garbage and a collection of
chemical-laden cleaning products stewed under my sink.
My, what a year can change.
The journey began when my
first Green Guide column ran
on Sept. 7, 2007.
Just as the leaves were
changing colour outside, I too
was changing my colours. It’s
not that I was environmentally
gluttonous, but I wanted to be
better. The problem was, I didn’t know how to be better. And
my friends, family and colleagues were even further behind than me. And so, The
Green Guide was born.
Each Friday, I’ve attempted to
offer practical advice so you too
can get on the path to greener
living without tons of tedious
research (and believe me, there
has been tedious research) or a
massive lifestyle upheaval. The
idea is that I do the dirty work
for you, so you get the straight
goods on how to reduce your
impact on our Earth.
Not willing to let this
information slip into the abyss,
I compile it all online, so you
have a guide to refer to
whenever you want. If you
haven’t checked it out yet, visit
calgaryherald.com/greenguide.
Now, without further selfpromotion, let me share the
wisdom gleaned from a year of
taking my own advice.

Start already
As with getting in shape or
saving money, one of the hardest parts of going green is just
getting started. The psychological resistance to even the slightest of changes (putting on running shoes, abstaining from
that extra-large caramel macchiato or using a reusable bag)
is a peculiar thing.
Is rinsing out and reusing a
container really that scary? Is
biking to work truly terrifying?
Is foregoing the 10th pair of
jeans for your wardrobe really
going to make you less stylish?
The answers: no, no and no.
So, break through the wall already and make the shift from
wanting to do better to actually
doing better.

Break your bad habits
The day after my first column
ran on how to pack a litterless
lunch, I crossed that mental
hurdle, took my own advice and
found myself decanting a large
container of yogurt into
smaller, reusable tubs.

I know, this miniscule action
only saved a little bit of plastic
and it wouldn’t make the slightest difference on a global scale,
but the subsequent string of
changes add up to something
bigger.
Soon I was priding myself on
four-course litterless lunches,
digging cutlery out of my purse
at inopportune moments and
proudly developing a “system”
for my reusable containers.
It was easy, it was satisfying, it
wasn’t scary anymore. And suddenly, everything from battery
recycling to carpooling to ditching the plastic bags seemed so
much more doable — enjoyable,
even.
I joyously recycled all those
batteries on a recent trip to IKEA
and last winter I discovered carpooling is good for more than
the environment and the wallet
— it’s good for the soul.
I cut my use of plastic bags to
virtually zero with one simple
product: Envirosax, a bag that
rolls up neatly to fit in your
purse and weighs next to nothing. (Find them at
envirosax.com, Paper Root Studios at Market Mall, Land &
Sea, House of Knives, The Compleat Cook or Twisted Goods).

Get addicted
Taking my own advice got
easier and easier. I changed my
lightbulbs to compact fluorescents, I started making cleaners
from vinegar and olive oil, I
turned off my computer when I
wasn’t using it.
After a few months, my
power bill was half of what it
previously was, just by making
a few simple changes.
Reducing my consumption
was becoming a satisfying personal challenge — a challenge
that made me feel better allaround.

Change the way you think
At one point, I found myself
unable to buy new clothes, because I became so concerned with how they were
made. That cheap Tshirt wasn’t about the price
tag anymore. It was about
that other tag, the one that
said it was made in
Bangladesh or India or China.
The mind boggled with
thoughts of child labour, pesticide-drenched cotton and
international shipping. And
once I thought of all those
things, I could rarely justify my
irrational need for more “stuff.”
I got to thinking about what I
really need. I made lists, prioritized and scouted out purchases
before making and decisions. I
began to think about what companies I was supporting and
whether that was something I really wanted to do. I woke up and
became a conscious consumer.

for all Calgarians. They answer
eco questions, offer workshops
and publish guides on everything from green cleaning to
green building and renovating.
Check them out at cleancalgary.org or call 230-1443.
■ Ecoholic (Random House,
$24.95) by Adria Vasil gives the
straight goods on every ecodilemma imaginable and is written specifically for Canadians.
■ Go Green, Live Rich (Doubleday, 19.95) by New York
Times-bestselling author David
Bach offers 50 simple ways to
save the Earth (and get rich trying). The amount of money you
can save is seriously exciting.

efforts are important to me. And
I try to shop in smaller, local
stores, where my voice actually
matters. I joined my condo
board, canvassed the building
and started a recycling program
that has cut our waste drastically.
Don’t get me wrong, I fully
realize that even all of these actions combined aren’t going to
create a global turnaround. Yes,
regulations are needed to stem
the tide of industrial pollution,
but even the most monumental
of changes has to start somewhere. And that somewhere is
with people. If you’re not part
of the solution, you’re part of
the problem.

Reap the benefits,
then brag about it

The grass is greener
on this side of the fence

Once you’ve found the path to
simpler living, you’ll want to do
more. I can’t stress enough the
power of positive peer pressure.
Never could I have imagined
that “I’m really passionate about
waste diversion” could be used
as a pickup line. But it has.
I’m conscious of my eco-footprint and I’m proud of it — not
obnoxiously so, I hope. But I do
share my small triumphs with
colleagues and friends: “I biked
to work today,” “Check out this
awesome litterless lunch,” “Finally I got my act together and
started using this reusable Tim
Hortons mug.” And then I
watch the movement grow.
If there’s one thing I’ve
learned, it’s to never underestimate the power you have over
the people around you.
For example, if I see that
someone leaves their computer
on overnight, I tactfully ask,
“Hey, did you know you left
your computer on last night?”
They never do it again.
In March, the Herald partnered with Project Porchlight to give all 600 Herald
employees a compact fluorescent light bulb. All the
myths about dim light and
time-delays were erased in
a a flick of the switch.
Beyond
that, I make
sure institutions and
businesses
know their
sustainability

Sure, sometimes I border on
being an eco geek. But I’m OK
with that.
Despite the fact the terms
“phantom draw,” “greenwashing” and “vermicomposting”
are now a part of my vernacular, life is simpler somehow.
I manage my money better, I
walk more, I know where my
food comes from because I take
my time choosing it at the farmers’ market each week. And I
have a new favourite colour:
green.
EGILCHRIST@THEHERALD.CANWEST.COM
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ONLINE FEATURES
Find the whole year’s
worth of Green Guide
columns online at
calgaryherald.com/
greenguide
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WEDDING: Friends
and neighbours pitch in

B

ridesmaid Debra
Jakubec came from Edmonton and found herself staying up till midnight
the night before the wedding,
making soup.
“I was cooking in Gerda’s
kitchen and I knew that behind me in the fridge were
other ingredients,” she says.
But those other ingredients
weren’t local and therefore
weren’t allowed.
“I was good,” she laughs. “I
didn’t cheat.”
Neither did family. Gerda’s
sister Jenny Vester came from
the West Coast to spend several days cooking, including a
day rolling out fresh pasta
made from flour milled from
more of her brother’s grain.
Her secret for great taste,
even without salt and pepper?
“Lots of onions,” she says.
Another friend made fresh
fruit punches from local raspberries, saskatoons and
rhubarb juice; and five neighbours volunteered to roast the

Ask for help
Once you get into living green,
you can’t help but want to know
more. Of course, that’s where
this column comes in and I’m always happy to answer reader
questions via e-mail, but I’d also
suggest a few go-to resources (all
books printed on post-consumer
recycled paper, of course):
■ Lauren Maris’ book Live
Green, Calgary! (EarthWise Solutions, $19.95) gives you the
lowdown on local programs,
products and services to green
your life and save you money.
■ The Clean Calgary Association is an invaluable resource

ELLIE
S AV V Y A DV I C E

Q

: Though I love my sister’s children, I cannot
stand to be around
them.
When the youngest (7)
stayed with me, he was extremely rude, obnoxious and
selfish. I corrected him with a
loving, but stern voice, and he
became bearable.
When my sister arrived, he
reverted. She blamed his
medication. They left without
a thank you or an apology.
The next day, I visited with
them; he continued to be
rude, his medication couldn’t
be blamed this time.
I suggested my sister needs
to work harder to overcome
this, as I did with my own son.
The older daughter (12) is
also obnoxious and rude;
she’s made racist comments,
which my sister just laughs
off.
I don’t want these children
at my house if they continue
to behave so horribly.
No one else in the family
wants them around either.
Both parents seem to have
more time for their jobs than
they do for their kids.

European and sophisticated, like
you’re sitting on the banks of the
Loire. You’re not just eating a
lousy soggy sandwich like some
miserable school kid. My partner
calls it “desk camping.”
— Vanessa Porteous

■ Instead of buying pre-packaged snack foods, we bake on
the weekends and freeze it so
that packing healthy homemade
foods is as easy as grabbing the
pre-packaged snacks.
I suggest people aim not for
perfection but to do their best
and build on their successes.
— Karen Packer

— Lloyd Buchanan

— Concerned Aunt
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Emma Gilchrist learned some valuable lessons from following her own eco-advice in The Green Guide for the past year.
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■ To avoid both litter and soggy
sandwiches, wash lettuce and
then wrap it in a paper towel.
Stuff the paper towel bundle
into a washed cream cheese tub
and top with your choice of
sandwich vegetables such as
cucumbers, tomatoes or peppers. Simply assemble the sandwich on site and throw the paper
towel in the compost and the
container in the dishwasher
when you return home.

meat for the wedding dinner.
“Neighbours have been essential to this undertaking,”
says Jenny.
Indeed, after the sunny outdoor ceremony, which took
place beside the couple’s
dugout pond, neighbours and
longtime family friends set tables with a motley assortment
of tableclothes. Others sorted
flowers (all local, of course)
into an array of donated vases.
Those neighbours included
Leon Cyr, who lives near
Gerda’s parents’ farm, west of
Carstairs. He showed up with
a big grocery bag stuffed full
of beans, picked fresh from
his wife’s garden that morning.
“More people should do
weddings like this,” he says,
noting that 40 years ago, this
is the way most weddings
were done.
“It’s a good time.”
SBOETTCHER@
THEHERALD.CANWEST.COM

I can’t stand my
niece and nephew

Your tips on packing waste-free lunches
Vanessa Porteous wins our litterless lunch contest not only
for her great tips, but for her creative writing skills and for sharing the term “desk camping.”
She’ll receive a $50 package of
litterless lunch supplies from
Thermos for her efforts.
Here are her tips, as well as
some of the others we received:
■ Keep the ingredients of your
sandwich separate for freshness
and to minimize packaging. Pack
a hunk of bread, a hunk of
cheese, a piece of sausage, a
chunk of cucumber, a whole
tomato, some fresh herbs. It
doesn’t really matter what you
wrap these basic bits in: recycled plastic bags, little tubs, napkins . . . Nothing will get soggy.
Keep a mixed salt/pepper
grinder and an all-purpose
kitchen knife at work, or pack it in
your kit. Assemble your lunch as
desired. For some reason, in addition to minimizing waste and assuring freshness, when the time
comes to saw away at the bread
and sprinkle your salt and pepper
on your freshly cut tomato, this
approach will also make you feel

credit here ghgh
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A: You could be an important influence, if you weren’t
so intent on labelling these
youngsters as damaged
goods.
They’ll soon be increasingly
exposed to friends’ parents
and teachers with stricter

rules and reactions to bad behaviour. They’d adapt better if
they had support from relatives who firmly but lovingly
help teach them what is unacceptable.
our sister didn’t get angry at
your comments, and that’s a
clue that she sees a problem
but either doesn’t know how
to handle it or thinks they’ll
outgrow it.
Instead of being judgmental
about her work schedule, continue to gently model corrective discipline. For example,
explaining to your niece how
racism eventually hurts
everyone or refuse to acknowledge your nephew
when he’s rude.
Q: I’ve been trying to get
my boyfriend (of one year) to
be involved with my family,
but he doesn’t like them.
When I ask him to travel
with me to meet my Grandma
he’s very hesitant.
I love his family and go to
everything with them.
Also, anytime I bring up the
issue of marriage, he says he
feels pressure.
Should I lighten up? I want
this relationship to work but I
don’t want to do all the work.
— Too Heavy?
A: After a year together,
and with you so involved with
his family, you have a right to
know what he’s thinking
about for the future.
When he says “pressure,”
you can respond — lightly —
“practical.” It means that if
he’s only drifting with you till
he meets someone else, then
there’s no point in your hanging around, or being close
with his folks.
That’s not heavy, it’s selfpreservation.
E-MAIL ELLIE@THESTAR.CA.
SEE ELLIEADVICE.COM.

