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We’ve all heard the call to “go green,” but many of us aren’t sure how to do it or what it means. Local environmental experts talked with Growing Up about small things families can do to protect the Earth this holiday season. 
Operation Green Team Director Joy McKee, Huntsville Utilities Community Relations Superintendent Larry Denman, and Little Green Store on Monte Sano owner Ana Byrne and her assistant Leela DeVere offer some tips on how to have happy holidays and make sure Mother Earth does, too.
McKee cites a startling holiday statistic: “Americans throw away 1 million extra tons of garbage each week between Thanksgiving and New Year’s.” This holiday season let’s be aware of what we bring in and what we take out.
Home for the holidays
Many of us like to set the scene by dragging down boxes of decorations from the attic and displaying our treasures. Our experts suggest getting back to nature with our decorating.    

 “Our contribution to the season,” Byrne says, “is to make it like it used to be – natural. That way you’re assured that you’re not contributing to the mass consumerism, plastic landfill fiasco.”

· Seasonal fruits can be used as decorations then eaten as a treat, McKee says.

· Use real trees, and it’s best if they come from tree farms, DeVere says.

· Small evergreens can be used around the house, then replanted in your yard.

· Use fabric remnants to create wreaths.

· Use family heirloom items for tree decorations – baby’s first shoes, hair ribbons, a special photo.

· If you buy ornaments, look for those made of recycled materials, Byrne suggests. Or make your own, DeVere says.

· Popcorn, nuts, magnolia leaves and flowers are renewable materials that can be used for decorations as opposed to glass or plastic ornaments that use lots of energy in their production, HU’s Denman explains.

Give from the heart

Our experts also came up with some creative, easy and environmentally friendly gifts. The Little Green Store on Monte Sano carries many Earth-friendly products, and you can find many of these ideas at your local discount store.

“Every year mountains of gift wrap and candy boxes are sent to the trash,” McKee says. “Try to buy in bulk so you don’t have so much packaging.”

Here are some gifts that keep giving:

· The Little Green Store on Monte Sano stocks cards that contain seeds from the garden of a local artist’s grandmother.

· Give a membership to a local museum, garden or other entertainment venue.

· Give environment-saving gifts like compact fluorescent light bulbs; a reusable lunch bag; a compost bin; a recycle bin; canvas grocery bags; reusable travel mugs; organic, nontoxic cleaning products; rechargeable batteries and a recharging station; certificates for an automobile tuneup; an air conditioner/ heating system servicing; an LED lamp or flashlight.

· Give sweaters or afghans for presents, HU’s Denman suggests. “Items like these that are made from renewable materials like cotton or wool will allow folks to stay comfortable after turning down their thermostats.”

A couple of other points to keep in mind: Shop locally for gifts, food and clothing. “It saves energy and gas when items don’t have to be shipped long distances,” DeVere explains. 

And be moderate – make each gift meaningful by cutting back on the number you give. “It’s not all about stuff. Give of your time; give gifts that help other people.”

Lighten up on the electricity

Just a few small tweaks can save energy and money this holiday season. For one, consider using LED lights to decorate your house and your tree. Denman explains a 1993 Huntsville Utilities study on the cost of Christmas decorations. 

“The study found that 1,000 typical holiday light bulbs, like those commonly purchased from Wal-Mart, Lowe’s or Home Depot, will consume about $10 (in energy) in a month’s time. This amount is based on seven hours of usage from sundown to midnight during the entire month of December. 

“Standard bulbs operate at about four times the cost of the LED (light emitting diode) bulbs. Therefore, if standard bulbs use 110 kilowatt hours per month and cost about $10, then LEDs would consume about 28 kwh and cost $ 2.50 a month.”

LED lights are a bit more expensive up front, but they last longer than standard incandescent bulbs, they’re less likely to break and they don’t get hot to the touch.
Huntsville Utilities also suggests turning down the thermostat to cut energy costs. “We tell our customers to try 68 degrees and then move the thermostat to an acceptable comfort level with the understanding that they will see a 5 percent increase in heating cost for every two-degree increase in the thermostat setting,” Denman says.

Other tips:
· Keep the doors closed. Denman says, “The old ‘In or Out’ command should be given frequently to children.”

· Foods that do not have to be browned should be cooked in microwaves. “They use approximately one-third of the electricity that is used in conventional ovens,” Denman says.                                                                                                                                                                                

· Make sure the dishwasher is completely full before operating.

· Invest in a timer to automatically shut off lights. “If everyone used one, at least 2 billion kwh of electricity would be saved in one month,” McKee says.

· Open the curtains or blinds on all south-facing windows during the day. “Rays from the sun are free and people who have a lot of south-facing windows can benefit significantly by just opening the shades,” Denman explains.

Reduce, reuse, recycle

· Bring your own bags to store. You can find cute canvas bags at The Little Green Store and just about anywhere else these days.

· Instead of sending cards or photos, set up a Web site, blog or photo-sharing site so your family and friends can print pictures and keep up with you. 
· Recycle anything you can. McKee says, “If you recycle one soda can, you can conserve enough energy to watch TV for three hours. Take the time; it does make a difference.”

Here’s to a green holiday season and a happy, healthy New Year.
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