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This winter, heavy snow and labor strikes resulted in multiple missed trash pickups.

And when that happened, a lot of us were horri�ed to see how the garbage bags piled

up at home. The Environmental Protection Agency estimates (https://www.epa.gov

/facts-and-�gures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-

�gures-materials#Generation) that Americans throw away almost 5 pounds of

garbage per person per day. Realizing just how much waste we generate makes us

want to do something about it. But as the pandemic stretches into year three, we’re

also beyond exhausted. Fortunately, some changes that only require a little bit of effort

can translate into big bene�ts for the planet, for your wallet — and even for your

community.

Advertisement

Food waste

We can argue the relative impact of supply chain issues, in�ation and shopping habits

such as falling back on pricey conveniences and comfort foods to explain high grocery

bills. But it’s a fact that even during normal times, the average American wastes 400

pounds of food every year (https://earth911.com/home-garden/infographic-us-food-

waste/). That’s something we can’t afford — �nancially or ecologically.

There are plenty of ways to cut down on food waste, from avoiding spoilage through

proper food storage (https://earth911.com/home-garden/keep-food-produce-fresh-

longer/) to getting creative with leftovers (https://earth911.com/?s=leftovers). But the

single most effective strategy for most of us is planning ahead

(https://www.parentmap.com/article/back-to-school-expert-tips-kids/2#pager-

content).

Yes, it takes some effort up front to analyze your schedule for the week, plan what

you’ll make with the time you have each day and prep a grocery list around those

meals. But shopping from a list based on a meal plan eliminates impulse buying,

aspirational shopping (do you actually have time to make scratch lasagna this week?)

and accidental duplicate purchases.
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Consider ordering your groceries online for delivery or pickup — this practice not only

saves time, it can be a more sustainable way to shop (https://www.parentmap.com

/article/clever-ways-save-groceries-reduce-food-waste), especially if the store allows

you to return the bags. Try it for a couple of weeks and you might be surprised by how

much money you save and how much less food you throw away. Not to mention how

much stress you avoid by eliminating the “What am I going to make for dinner?”

conundrum from your daily routine.

Advertisement

Plastic waste

If you dump out your garbage bin and spread out its contents (maybe a raccoon has

done it for you?), it’s immediately obvious that a lot of it is plastic. Plastics make up 12

percent of the waste stream (https://earth911.com/home-garden/eliminating-plastic-

waste/), and that’s not even counting the 8 million tons of plastic that wash into the

oceans every year. Plastic contains harmful chemicals that can leach from food

containers, teethers and toys; and microplastics (https://earth911.com/business-

policy/microplastics-environmental-dangers/) are entering the food chain from the

environment. These exposures are linked to cancers, birth defects, impaired immunity,

endocrine disruption, and developmental and reproductive effects. Yikes

(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3299092/)!

Plastic is so ubiquitous that living plastic-free is impossible for most people

(https://earth911.com/living-well-being/how-to-live-mostly-plastic-free-with-small-

children/), especially if you have small children. But there are some easy ways to use

less of it.

Most people already have reusable shopping bags scattered around the house, but if

you don’t, start collecting them. Find a convenient storage place for them so you

remember to take them with you when you go shopping. Keep spares in your car, just

in case.

Assign everyone in the family their own re�llable water bottle (and coffee to-go mug
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for parents) to eliminate disposable beverage containers. Take a proper lunch box to

work; there are lots of very grown-up options these days, and many are designed to

eliminate the need for disposable utensils and zip-close baggies. If yours is a simple

container, you can still pack real utensils and reusable containers. (Just make sure

they are dishwasher safe; nobody has time to handwash lunch box components.)

Many of us were doing these things until the pandemic broke the habit. Now,

businesses are starting to accept reusable bags, bottles and mugs again. Cutting

down on plastic is an iterative process; look for reusable and recyclable alternatives,

one product at a time, as your energy and resources allow. Cutting down on plastic

waste takes real effort, but the environmental and health bene�ts are worth it.

Advertisement

Textiles and toys

Fast fashion (https://earth911.com/style/quit-fast-fashion/') and cheap toys

(https://earth911.com/home-garden/recycling-mystery-childrens-toys/) have a

tremendous ecological footprint at every stage of life, with 85 percent of textiles and

80 percent of toys winding up in a land�ll (https://medium.com/circulatenews

/creating-a-circular-economy-for-toys-9c11dc6a6676). That knowledge may make it

easy to abandon your inner mall rat, but growing kids give a whole new meaning to the

“fast” in fashion. That’s okay, you can still cut down on textile and toy waste.

Does your middle schooler ignore their well-curated wardrobe and wear the same

sweatshirt every day? Call it a win for the planet. You have permission to stop buying

your kids clothes until they actually need them — that is, their old clothes are worn out

or nothing �ts. Letting kids love their clothes to death saves money, requires no effort

on your part and is gentle on the environment.

For the clothes you do buy, establish a circular clothing economy. If you grew up

resenting your sibling’s hand-me-downs, expand the circle. Getting a pile of clothes

from an older cousin or the cool big kid down the block has a completely different

vibe. When my kids were little, we got together with another family for clothing
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exchanges. Many of my oldest child’s clothes came back to my youngest �ve years

later, covered in a patina of nostalgia and no worse for being worn by the other family’s

two kids. Parents who may have done some “growing” themselves during the

pandemic can hold a free swap meet with friends. Everyone places clothes they don’t

want (or that don’t �t) on tables in the backyard and browses each other’s offerings.

The hand-me-down chain is an effective strategy for toys, too. In my experience, kids

are a lot more likely to relinquish a formerly beloved toy if they know it’s going to a

good home instead of the trash. If your friend group or neighborhood doesn’t include

other kids of corresponding sizes and ages to yours, you can use your school’s

Facebook page to post offerings and requests. Platforms like Freecycle

(https://www.freecycle.org/) and even the often-toxic Nextdoor (https://nextdoor.com

/news_feed) can also be used for neighborly exchanges to lengthen the lifespan of

outgrown objects.

Bigger stuff

If Marie Kondo is right that clutter causes stress, we would all breathe a little easier by

owning less stuff. We know we shouldn’t buy things we don’t need, but what about

things we need once or infrequently? Does every house really need its own pressure

washer? How about a circular saw? A lot of people buy these items because it’s just as

expensive to rent them. But consider a third option: borrowing them.

Advertisement

Tool libraries, like the one operated by Phinney Neighborhood Association

(https://www.phinneycenter.org/tools/), are always cheaper than a trip to the hardware

store. You can look online (https://localtools.org/�nd/) for one near you, but much less

formal arrangements can help you get the job done while building community.

Neighbors used to borrow a cup of sugar — why not expand the concept to share

Instant Pots and bread-makers?

Every neighbor on a street doesn’t need to own a snow shovel in a town that only gets
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snow once or twice a year. Lots of people would be happy to share their lawnmower

with a borrower who sometimes mows both lawns. On my street, an email distribution

list originally formed to organize the annual block watch party helps neighbors share

seldom-used items, such as shovels and ladders. You could even use Google Sheets

to set up a shared spreadsheet on which neighbors list items available for loaning.

Saving money when you borrow your neighbor’s carpet cleaner feels almost as good

as being able to help out by loaning them your weed wacker.

After a couple of years of pandemic isolation, the best bene�t of the sharing economy

might actually be the emotional boost felt from helping each other out.

More ways to go green

STAY CONNECTED!

20+ Awesome Recycling Programs Every Family Should Know About

(https://www.parentmap.com/article/recycling-programs-family-should-

know-about)

Expert Tips for Optimizing Your Home's Energy E�ciency

(https://www.parentmap.com/article/expert-tips-optimizing-your-homes-

energy-e�ciency)

Simple Ways to Reduce the Environmental Impact of Raising a Baby

(https://www.parentmap.com/article/environmental-impact-baby-newborn-

sustainability)

Cutting Carbon From the Family Diet (https://www.parentmap.com/article

/family-carbon-footprint-meals-sustainable-diet)
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