EarthTalk: What is the environmental impact of the United States' consumer habits?

Tuesday, March 23, 2004

From the editors of E/The Environmental Magazine
Dear EarthTalk: What is the environmental impact of the United States' consumer buying habits?

—  Jenni Perez, Los Angeles, California

Your next-door neighbor just bought a Hummer. That long-untouched parcel of land around the corner just became home to a new strip mall. And on your short bicycle trip to the office you count dozens of discarded soda cans and bottled water containers with pretty nature scenes on them.

Back home, your kid’s floor and closet are littered with CDs, video game cartridges, $150 sneakers, and bean-filled toys. Indeed, a recent Time/CNN poll found that 80 percent of people think children are more spoiled today than the kids of 10 or 15 years ago. Arguably, the adults may be too.

The nonprofit Center for a New American Dream (CNAD), whose stated mission is to "help Americans consume responsibly to protect the environment, enhance quality of life, and promote social justice," says that the United States' growing obsession with acquisition is taking a heavy toll on the environment.

According to the group’s president, Betsy Taylor, the United States consumes more energy, water, paper, steel, and meat per capita than any other country, so much so that at least four additional planets would be needed to provide the American lifestyle if every person on Earth were to demand it.

Meanwhile, forests are being lost at an alarming rate, farmlands and wetlands are being engulfed by development, plant and animal species are disappearing, and our air and water continue to be threatened by pollution.

Participants of New Dream's Web-based Turn the Tide program follow "nine little actions" to try to reduce their personal impact on the environment, including skipping car trips, eating one less beef meal a week, reducing water use, and installing energy-efficient light bulbs.

The program enables participants to track the positive impact of their actions and to see the cumulative impact of all of the program's participants across North America. CNAD estimates that for every 1,000 people who pursue the program for one year, 48.5 million gallons of water and 170 trees are saved and 4 million pounds of carbon dioxide emissions into the atmosphere are prevented.
