
 A Guide to Getting Started: 
 Resources for Sustainability, Common Misconceptions, and 

 Sustainable Lifestyle Practices 



 Resources and Further Learning 
 ●  Further Learning About Sustainability Topics  - 

 We believe education is the first place to start!  A list of documentaries, podcasts, books, and more 
 that we compiled (and continue to add to) for learning more about topics related to sustainability 
 such as climate change, environmental justice, and plastic pollution. 

 ●  Who are my representatives?  - 
 One of the biggest ways to make an impact on the environment is by pressuring your elected officials 
 to take action on environmental issues.  Find out who your representatives are, from local to federal 
 levels. 

 ●  Behind the Brands  - 
 Look at the most popular brands in grocery stores to see who owns your favorite companies and 
 how they treat people and the planet. 

 ●  Think Dirty  - 
 App where you can search for cosmetic and personal care companies and products to determine if 
 their ingredients are dangerous to personal or public health (scores can be outdated and need to be 
 confirmed from another source). 

 ●  Eco Label Index  - 
 Allows you to search for and learn about every eco label printed in the United States to help you 
 determine if it is meaningful or not, use this to avoid being greenwashed! 

 ●  Nature Conservancy Carbon Footprint Calculator  - 
 Allows you to enter important data about your household to estimate your yearly carbon footprint 
 and provides solutions to offset or decrease your impact (is not a comprehensive review, but gives a 
 good idea of your emissions). 

 ●  Global Footprint Network Ecological Footprint Calculator  - 
 Tool that helps you estimate your holistic ecological footprint (impact on different parts of the 
 environment) by entering information about your lifestyle and shows you how many resources you 
 use compared to what Earth can sustain. 

 ●  WWF Palm Oil Scorecard  - 
 Tool where you can look up companies to determine whether or not they use sustainably grown 
 palm oil in their products. 

 ●  Alternative Names for Palm Oil  - 
 A tool where you can look up chemical ingredient names and see which ones could be derived from 
 palm oil (disclaimer - see WWF Palm Oil Scorecard - palm oil is not always bad, it’s important to know 
 if it has been certified sustainable in considering whether or not to purchase a product). 

 ●  Home Energy Saving Tips  - 
 Gives suggestions for energy conserving practices to implement around your home, and why they 
 are important to make (aside from the money they will save you!). 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1uZOEMJgz85ihihBka49nNDK5_R--BqFXOsDLbO1imZc/edit?usp=sharing
https://whoaremyrepresentatives.org/
https://www.behindthebrands.org/
https://www.thinkdirtyapp.com/
http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabels/?st=country,us
https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/carbon-footprint-calculator/
https://www.footprintcalculator.org/
https://palmoilscorecard.panda.org/
https://www.withcompassion.com.au/alternate-palm-oil-names
https://www.energystar.gov/products/energy_star_home_tips


 Common Misconceptions 
 ●  The goal of environmentalism is to be completely waste-free, vegan; almost saintly 

 Individual perfection is not the goal! It’s more important to do what you can than to burn-out 
 trying to achieve unrealistic standards. Every little step is a step in the right direction, so be 
 patient with yourself as you learn all the complex ideas around sustainability. More important 
 than making individual sustainable choices is understanding the impacts of your actions on the 
 planet and the people in its supply chain, as well as the economic system that supports it. 

 ●  My actions don’t matter for such a big problem OR I think only individual actions matter 
 What we really need is a combination of individual and systemic actions. Trying to save our future 
 and the future of the planet is one of the most complicated and expansive problems we’ve ever 
 faced, and sometimes it feels very daunting and helpless. However, you should know that despite 
 the enormity of the issue, you have a much bigger impact than you think. Even if you’re only able 
 to make a few small changes, spreading knowledge, using your vote, and being more conscious of 
 your actions can have a huge impact on those around you and across the world. Until 
 governments and corporations start acting responsibly, all the individual actions in the world can’t 
 save us, so it’s very important that you use your vote, speak to your representatives, and organize 
 in your community. 

 ●  I think this goes in the recycle/compost so I’ll put it in there 
 Waste contamination (also called wishful recycling/composting) is a huge problem. Recycling 
 plants in the US have been closing recently due to waste contamination. If something is put in the 
 wrong bin it can destroy equipment, create lower quality products from recycling plants, and 
 make these services more expensive. If you are not 100% certain something goes in a bin, look it 
 up! It takes you less than a minute and could save the waste disposal company - and taxpayers - 
 thousands of dollars. If you can’t figure it out or you can’t get an object clean, it’s best to put it in 
 the trash or wait until you can put it in the right bin. 

 ●  As long as I recycle it’s ok to buy single-use packaging and materials 
 While it is better to recycle plastic and other materials than throw them away, it does not solve 
 the problem. Only 9% of all plastic ever created has been recycled, and some of what you put in 
 the recycling bin does not get recycled. In addition, plastic can only be recycled 2-3 times before it 
 becomes unusable, so it cannot truly be recycled - only “downcycled.” The process of recycling 
 also emits hazardous chemicals and carbon dioxide and uses a lot of energy. It’s nearly impossible 
 to go completely package-free, but cutting down and reusing is the best solution (still recycle 
 though!). 

 ●  This product says natural/green/clean, so it must be better 
 This is a new idea called greenwashing, where just because something says natural or eco-friendly 
 does not necessarily mean it’s true. Companies have started lying about their products to get you 
 to feel better about buying it by using some words that are not regulated by the government. This 
 is not always the case of course, and some certifications are very reputable, but you should look 
 up any label/certification you are unfamiliar with before purchasing a product. It’s very important 
 to determine if a product is actually environmentally and socially responsible or if it's just an 
 unsustainable product with the word natural put on the label. 



 A Few Sustainable Practices to Think About 
 Kitchen: 

 ●  Invest in reusable containers, silicon bags, and reusable bowl covers. They can be used over and 
 over for many years, and are cheaper in the long run than buying single-use plastic bags and 
 plastic wraps. Besides, some of them are recyclable at the end of their use and they won’t leach as 
 many chemicals into your food. 

 ●  Paper towels and napkins can be composted, but it is better to avoid using them at all and use 
 cloth napkins or reusable dishcloths instead. 

 ●  The average US family spends at least $1,500 on wasted food each year, and about 40% of all 
 food in the US is thrown away. Pay attention to what foods will expire soon and make sure to use 
 them. Also, avoid cooking more food than you can or will eat. 

 ●  Try to eat less meat and animal products to reduce your greenhouse gas and water footprint, and 
 eat free range or organic when possible. Red meat consumption can account for up to 50% of 
 your greenhouse gas footprint. 

 ●  Replace synthetic based cleaning equipment (think plastic sponges and scrubber pads) with 
 reusable or plant based ones like wool pads, bamboo scrubber brushes, and reusable sponges. 

 Waste: 
 ●  The majority of your waste should be recyclable or compostable. If you do not find that to be the 

 case, you may want to rethink your purchasing habits. 
 ●  Items that are “recyclable” can only be recycled if they are 100% free of other contaminants. For 

 example, if you see that the take out container or coffee cup has a recycle triangle on it, you have 
 to rinse it and be sure there is no residual residue before you can recycle it. The same goes for 
 soap bottles and anything else you want to recycle. 

 ●  When compostable waste ends up in the landfill it emits a greenhouse gas called methane, which 
 has 25 times the ability to warm our atmosphere than carbon dioxide. This methane from landfills 
 makes up 4% of annual US emissions. Composting food and yard waste make a big difference in 
 your greenhouse gas footprint. 

 ●  Reuse everything you can! Reusing something over and over again is much more sustainable than 
 recycling it. 

 ●  If you don’t know where something goes, look it up! Seattle has a great website that tells you 
 where almost any item you can think of goes. 

 ●  You can schedule Seattle utilities to pick up recyclable materials that cannot go in your normal 
 recycle bin for free or a small charge. These include styrofoam blocks, batteries, e-waste, used oil, 
 and many other items. 

 ●  Most clothes can be recycled if they cannot be donated or repurposed. Look into where you can 
 drop off clothes to be recycled into new clothes or many other uses. 

 ●  Consider joining a Resource Sharing Program in your neighborhood to borrow and trade tools 
 and other things you might need instead of buying new ones 

 Bathroom: 
 ●  Soap bottles often don’t contain very much soap, last for hundreds or thousands of years, and 

 can only be recycled if all of the soap is removed from them (which is very hard to do and uses a 



 lot of water). Instead of liquid soap in bottles, choose bars of locally produced soap without 
 packaging. 

 ●  They now sell bars for shampoo, conditioner, body wash, hand soap, lotion, and more. Ditch the 
 plastic and try some of these products, they probably contain far less environmental and human 
 health-threatening chemicals. 

 ●  Drain and toilet cleaners often contain harsh and highly toxic chemicals. If you wouldn't put it on 
 your own body, don’t put it down the drain. Use alternatives such as vinegar and plant-derived 
 cleaners, or prevent the need of them by using drain covers or filters. 

 ●  When you are done with medications, return them to pill drop boxes. Medicinal chemicals that 
 are flushed or washed down the drain never decompose and are often found in large quantities 
 in aquatic species such as fish. 

 ●  Many beauty products, not only makeup, but also deodorants, soaps, hair gels, lotions, and 
 cleaners contain carcinogens (chemicals that are known to cause cancer). Make sure you look into 
 the safety of the chemicals in your products and how/where they were produced. 

 ●  Choosing plant-derived cleaning products like toilet cleaner, glass cleaner, and all-purpose spray 
 instead of synthetic ones can help reduce the amount of hazardous ammonia, bleach, and other 
 toxins that end up in our environment. 

 Shopping: 
 ●  Vote with your money! If you notice a company using excessive packaging or bad environmental 

 practices, don’t buy things from there! You should also contact the company to let them know 
 why you have stopped buying their product so they know why you made your decision. 

 ●  Buying food in bulk or looking for items with easily recyclable or minimal packaging can help 
 reduce your footprint. You can also opt for packing that is reusable, such as peanut butter in glass 
 jars that can be reused or returned. 

 ●  Always bring your own reusable shopping bags and produce bags when you can. 
 ●  If you know you are going to get food/drink to go or bring home leftovers from a restaurant, bring 

 your containers to put it in. Coffee shops often give discounts for bringing a reusable cup. It is 
 also helpful to keep a fork, spoon, or spork with you at all times. 

 ●  Many foods that use cheap grains, such as big brand cereals and granola bars, used Round-up 
 and other hazardous pesticides in their production. These not only cause cancer, but pollute the 
 environment. 

 ●  Pay attention to what is in your food, especially ingredients that can have a large environmental 
 footprint. For example, unsustainable palm oil, coconut oil, and avocado plantations are often 
 planted where illegal deforestation is practiced. This puts stress on places with already fragile 
 ecosystems. 

 ●  Avoid fast fashion brands that utilize child labor and pollute water in undeveloped nations 
 ●  Avoid online shopping whenever possible. Transportation of packages releases a lot of emissions 

 and single use packaging leads to a lot of waste. 
 ●  Transportation accounts for 20-30% of US emissions, try to combine trips and shop local. 
 ●  Over the life of modern food, it generally travels very far distances from where it is grown, 

 processed, distributed, and eaten. You can reduce the hidden emissions in your food while 
 supporting your local community by subscribing to a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture). 
 These bring fresh, in season, generally organically grown produce and other farm products to 



 your doorstep regularly for an affordable price. In addition to reducing the distance from farm to 
 table, this also improves the nutritional value of your food. 

 ●  Try to avoid synthetic fibers such as polyester, acrylic, neoprene, and rayon and opt instead for 
 linen, organic cotton, wool, and other natural fibers. Synthetic fibers release microplastics into the 
 water when they are washed and demand for them fuels the market for petroleum products. 
 They usually can’t be completely avoided, but thinking about your purchases before you make 
 them can decrease your footprint. 

 Electricity: 
 ●  When items such as TVs, speakers, and computers are plugged in but turned off, they still use 

 electricity. This is called vampire power, and it accounts for about 10% of all the electricity 
 consumed by a household. When not using an appliance, unplug it from the wall or get 
 powerstrips that disconnect the appliance from electricity. This is especially important for 
 electronics designed before 2020. 

 ●  LED lights use 80% less electricity than incandescent bulbs and last 50 times longer. By replacing 
 old light bulbs with LEDs you can save a lot of money and energy. Light bulbs can be specially 
 recycled, make sure you look into who can take them off your hands before deciding the only 
 option is the trash. 

 ●  Single use batteries have to be replaced every few months and once we’re done with them, they 
 have to be disposed of at a hazardous waste site. Switching to rechargeable batteries will not only 
 decrease your hazardous waste production, but they are also cheaper over long term use, can be 
 quickly charged and used again (no more running out of usable batteries!), and they are less likely 
 to leak than normal batteries. Some appliances, like smoke detectors, require disposable 
 batteries until technology improves though. 

 Laundry: 
 ●  Washing synthetic materials leads to plastic microfiber shedding that amounts to 2 million plastic 

 bottles entering our oceans every year. Larger loads reduce friction, thus creating less plastic 
 microfiber waste. They also conserve water by decreasing the total loads of laundry and help your 
 clothes last longer. 

 ●  Detergent bottles have short useful life spans of only a couple weeks but very long lifespans of at 
 least 450 years once they are thrown away, and only 30% are recycled. Try laundry powder, 
 detergent sheets, or a refillable bottle instead. 

 ●  Think about the chemicals in your detergent, look up ones you don’t know, and decide whether or 
 not those should enter the ocean. Plant-derived detergents are better for the environment and 
 less harsh on the planet and your skin. 

 ●  According to the EPA, 90% of the energy used to wash clothes is from heating the water, washing 
 your clothes with cold water will save you a lot on electricity costs while reducing your carbon 
 footprint. 


