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What exactly is a carbon footprint and why should 
you care? 

                                   
A carbon footprint is the total amount of greenhouse gas 
emissions that come from the production, use and end-of-
life of a product or service. It includes carbon dioxide — the gas most commonly emitted by 
humans — and others, including methane, nitrous oxide, and fluorinated gases, which trap 
heat in the atmosphere, causing global warming. Usually, the bulk of an individual’s carbon 
footprint will come from transportation, housing and food.  

You can start the process by calculating your carbon footprint here. You will need to know the 
following: 

 Approximately how many miles you travel by car, bus, train and plane 
 The energy usage in your home 
 How much you spend shopping  
 The composition of your diet  

 
No matter how you scored, here are some things that could help you lessen your personal 
environmental impact: 
 
Drive Less 

In November 2017 carbon dioxide emissions from transportation surpassed emissions from 
electricity generation as the top source of greenhouse gases.  Why? Electricity generation is 
shifting away from the use of coal to more renewable sources and natural gas.  

Since we need our cars in the burbs, here are some tips to make your trip more climate 
friendly. 

Go easy on the gas and brakes — driving efficiently can help to reduce emissions. Drive “like 
you have an egg under your foot”. 

 Regularly service your car to keep it more efficient. 
 Check your tires. Keeping tires pumped correctly can reduce emissions. Low tire 

pressure will hurt your fuel economy. 

https://www.nature.org/greenliving/carboncalculator/?redirect=https-301
http://www.climatecentral.org/gallery/graphics/transportation-is-the-biggest-source-of-us-emissions?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=News%20Emissions&utm_content=News%20Emissions+CID_b0f3d2117d9fbe587e1dc8e9e86b353f&utm_source=Climate%20Central%20Email%20Campaign%20Monitor&utm_term=transportation%20emissions


 Air conditioning and intensive city driving can make emissions creep up. Cut down on 
these as often as possible.  

 Use cruise control on long drives — in most cases, this can help to save gas. 
 Don’t weigh your car down with extra things that you don’t need on your trip.   
 Carpool — this way, you’re splitting emissions between the number of people in the 

car. 
 Time to replace your car? – Consider fuel economy when shopping for the new car. 

On Your Plate 

Globally, emissions are linked to what we put on our 
plates.  

 
Eat Less Meat 

Most experts generally agree that cutting down on meat, 
and red meat in particular, is a better choice for the 
environment. This is because the production of red meat 
uses a lot of feed, water and land. Cows themselves also give off methane emissions (a 
harmful greenhouse gas). 

For that reason, eating a vegan diet is likely to be best for the environment. Red meat can 
have up to 100 times the environmental impact of plant-based food. (According to some 
estimates, beef gives off more than six pounds of carbon dioxide per serving; the amount 
created per serving by rice, legumes carrots, apples or potatoes is less than half a pound.) 

Eating a vegetarian or pescatarian (fish/seafood) diet is also likely to be better for the 
environment than a diet which includes a lot of meat.   

Overall, eating low down the food chain as often as you can is a probably a good (and 
healthy!) way to reduce your carbon footprint. That means filling your plate with vegetables, 
fruits, grains and beans. For meat-lovers, even swapping carbon-intensive meats like beef and 
lamb with chicken can make a difference. Better still, switch a few meals each week to vegan 
or vegetarian. This protein card can help you make climate (and wallet) friendly choices at the 
grocery store: 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/25/climate/cows-global-warming.html
http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aa6cd5/meta
http://css.umich.edu/factsheets/carbon-footprint-factsheet


 
 

 
Weighing Your Options 

When it comes to food, most greenhouse gas emissions happen during production, rather 
than transportation: What you eat is more important than where it comes from. But eating 
local can still make a difference.  

http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es702969f
http://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/es702969f


What about local meat versus imported vegetables? Eating only locally grown food for one 
year would save the greenhouse gas equivalent of driving 1,000 miles, but eating just one 
vegetarian meal a week for a year saves 160 miles more than that, regardless of the food 
source. 

Waste Less 

This is a big one: On average, Americans waste around 40 percent of the food they 
buy. Luckily, there are simple solutions to lower your food waste (and food bill!): 

 Take stock. Organize your fridge regularly to check on what you already have, and 
make grocery shopping lists before you go to the store to prevent buying things you 
don’t need. 

 Be wary of bulk. Low-priced food might seem like a good deal, but it’s not if you don’t 
end up eating it before it goes bad. 

 Plan. Don’t cook more food than you can eat. Account for the right amount of food for 
the number of people eating, and adapt recipes to your needs. 

 Get creative. Reuse leftovers instead of tossing them. 
 Freeze. Extend the life of your food, including additional portions, as well as produce 

like fresh herbs, by freezing them properly.   
 Doggie bag. Take home half of oversized restaurant servings. Bring a container from 

home to avoid having to use a plastic or Styrofoam container provided by the 
restaurant. 

What to Eat On. Skip the disposable dishes and wash your dinnerware instead. If you do need 
to use disposable plates, bowls and cutlery, there are climate-friendly options (look for 
compostable or biodegradable options). If you order takeout, wash and reuse the plastic 
containers that food often comes in. 
 
Heat, Lights and Appliances 

In the average American home, 25 percent of energy is used to heat spaces, 13 percent is 
used to heat water, 11 percent is used for cooling and the remainder is spent on appliances. 
Making even small changes to these can make a big difference for the environment, and 
lower your costs:  

 Turn down the heat. Use a programmable or smart thermostat, if you have one. Keep 
blinds closed to help keep temperature stable inside 

 Turn off lights and appliances when you’re not using them.  
 Turn down the water heater.  120 degrees F. is enough. 
 Stream movies through your smart TV, not your game console. Smart TVs and their 

plugins use just a few watts to stream movies, but if you use your game console, 
energy use is about 10 times higher, because they aren’t optimized to play films. 



 Buy a laptop, not a desktop computer. Laptops take less energy to charge and run.  
 Replace lights. LED lights use up to 85 percent less energy, last up to 25 times longer 

and are cheaper to run than incandescent lights.  
 Don't set your fridge and freezer temperatures lower than necessary. Thirty-five to 

38 degrees Fahrenheit for the fresh food compartment and 0 degrees for 
freezers. (And unplug that old fridge in the garage when you don't need it to chill 
anything.) 

 Choose renewables. In PA we can choose our energy supplier. Pick one that runs on 
renewables. 

 Replace old fridges. They are “energy hogs” and can cost up to $100 extra per year to 
run.  

 Look for an Energy Star symbol when buying new products. This certification means a 
product has met energy efficiency standards for the United States. 
 

How to Recycle 

Americans generate about roughly 258 million tons of trash a year, 169 million tons of which 
ends up in landfills and incinerators.  

Here are some tips to make sure your waste ends up in the right place:  

 Look for a number inside a triangle on the bottom of plastic containers. These 
indicate whether the container is recyclable in your area. (Check your city or 
township’s website for accepted numbers). 

 Empty and rinse food containers before putting them in the recycling bin. A dirty 
container can spoil a whole batch of recyclables.  

 Recycle paper. (Not wrapping tissue, paper, cards with glitter or cash register 
receipts.) 

 Recycle paper and steel and tin cans.   
 Before throwing away, ask: Can I re-use or repair this?   
 Donate working electronics.  
 Recycle broken electronics. Save them for St. John’s annual electronics recycling 

event. 
 Collect dry cell batteries. Delco Household Hazardous Waste guidesheet: 

https://www.delcopa.gov/recycle/pdf/AcceptableAndNonAcceptableMaterials.pdf 
 Contact your local car dealer or municipality to recycle car batteries.  
 Don’t put non-recyclables in the recycling bin. Garden hoses, sewing needles, 

propane tanks or cylinders, aerosol cans that aren’t empty, hazardous waste and 
syringes, broken glass and broken light bulbs should all be avoided.  

https://www.energystar.gov/products?s=mega
https://www.delcopa.gov/recycle/pdf/AcceptableAndNonAcceptableMaterials.pdf


Make Your Home Energy Efficient 

Small changes to the insulation and design of your home — from do-it-yourself hacks to 
building changes — can help you reduce your carbon footprint at home. (Before starting, you 
can also do an energy audit.):  

 Seal your home well. Trouble spots can include the attic, windows and doors, where 
heat and cool can escape.   

 Insulate your home. This helps keep the temperature stable. There are a range of 
materials you can use. This guide can help you to choose the right one.  

 Install a cool roof. This is made of a reflective material which redirects light away from 
your house, keeping it cool.  

 Plant shrubs and trees around your home. This is an easy, and pretty, insulation fix, 
especially for older homes.  

 Check the energy-efficiency rating for your windows, doors and skylights. Consider 
replacing those that don’t meet modern standards.  

 Look into incentives. These may include tax credits and rebates.  

What You Buy 

Buying less is the first step. Beyond that, there are simple ways to reduce the impact 
from your purchases.  

How to Dress Sustainably 
According to the World Resources Institute, 20 items of 
clothing are manufactured per person, per year. This is 
because of “fast fashion”: clothes that are produced 
quickly, cheaply and unsustainably. As the price of our 
clothes drops, the environmental (and human) costs 
increase. 

Here are some tips to minimize your impact when you purchase clothing: 

 Look for a fair trade, or similar logo. This indicates your clothes were made 
sustainably.  

 Shop vintage. You’ll be saving money, and the environment.  
 Ask yourself: How many times will I wear this? Don’t buy clothing that will either 

wear out quickly, or, that you’ll barely wear.  
 Consider the fabric. Different materials have different environmental impacts, so 

that’s something to take into consideration too. Think wool over synthetics.   
 Donate old clothes. Better yet, use those too old to be donated for other purposes, 

like sewing projects or cleaning rags. Some animal shelters will take old sheets and 
towels for bedding material as well.  

http://www.greenhomeguide.com/know-how/article/buyers-guide-to-green-insulation
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/24/climate/eco-friendly-organic-clothing.html


How to Shop Sustainably 

You shop for more than just clothes, so whatever you’re shopping for — groceries, home 
goods, toys and whatever else — there are ways to take the climate into account.  

 

Here are some tips:  

 Take a reusable bag to the store. 
 Skip the packaging. 
 Invest in quality products that last. 

What You Do 

In addition to changing your day-to-day habits, exercising your rights as a citizen is one 
of the most significant things you can do to help the planet.   
 
Taking climate change into consideration when you vote is a 
good start. Here are some other tips:  

 Know your facts. Understanding the science of 
climate change will help you talk to your family, 
friends and local representatives with about the issue 
with confidence.  

 Find local climate action groups or meetups in your area. Join St. John’s Care of 
Creation Team. 

 Speak to your local representative. Suggest things your city or town can do to reduce 
its carbon footprint, like developing a town action plan, improving recycling, and 
adopting environment-friendly policies.  

 Vote for policies that Care for our Creation.  

 

 
 
 
 


