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Lifestyle project
“The decisions Americans make about sustainable development are not technical decisions about peripheral matters, and they are not simply decisions about the environment.  They are decisions about who we are, what we value, what kind of world we want to live in, and how we want to be remembered.”

Introduction

Crude Impact and A Crude Awakening called attention to problems related to energy consumption that are being felt now or soon will be: climate change, peak oil, ecosystem loss, overconsumption, social inequity, pollution.  The impact of some problems can be reduced by making technological changes that will not directly affect our lifestyle.  For example, if our electricity was generated from the Sun or wind instead of from coal, greenhouse gases would be reduced but our use of electricity would not be affected.  However, as suggested by Crude Impact, some problems cannot be corrected by new technology.

Earth’s resources of soil, water, nutrients, and ecosystem services are being demanded faster than they can be sustained.  Eventually, and likely within years or decades according to Richard Heinberg’s analysis, humanity will run into a sustainability barrier.  Learning to live sustainably almost certainly will involve re-visioning how Americans live as individuals and as a society.  At the philosophical level we will have to answer, “How much is enough?”  But we don’t have to wait for an answer to that difficult question before we think about moving toward more sustainable lifestyles.
What is a lifestyle?  In America and other developed countries it’s typically about what, and how much, we choose to buy.  Most of us come to our lifestyles by immersion— we accept the patterns and adopt the choices of our parents, our peers, and our community.  But people do reconsider their lifestyles, and change them, as we saw Jeff and Heather Barrie do in Kilowatt Ours.  Lifestyle change can be difficult and threatening if you’re forced to change by circumstance and you will live less well as a result— think how people are being affected by mortgage foreclosures and the economic recession.  But Jeff and Heather saw it as a challenge and felt good about the changes they made.  Many of us become aware of our lifestyle in pleasurable ways when we travel on vacation and see how other people live, or perhaps when we go to college.  When vacation is over the things we saw and learned stay with us.
The lifestyle project is a vacation!  It asks you to reflect on the lifestyle choices you’ve made, unconsciously or not, and then to investigate or try out some changes that will move you toward sustainability.  When “vacation” is over, you can keep the changes or not, but you’ll be able to reflect on what you learned from making them.  There are so many different ways of changing our environmental impact.  I would like to leverage the size of our class—over 80 active students—to assemble a catalog of lifestyle experiences that will help other students understand the rewards and challenges of making the change you did.  A report on our class’ results will be posted on WCU’s Environmental Council web site so it can help others think through the choices you made.
What lifestyle activities should you consider?
Because long chains of money and energy connect us to resources around the world almost everything could be considered.  For this project, consider the things you do that involve the following categories:
· Using electricity in your home, apartment, or dorm room.

· Water consumption in your home or apartment.

· Transportation.

· Purchasing and consuming food and drink.
· Waste disposal and recycling.

Select two or more of these areas for your own project.  Ask me if you have an idea about other activities you’d like to look at.
What will you actually do?
When Amory Lovins was asked, “What is the single most important thing an environmentalist can do today?” he said simply, “Pay attention.”
  This is the essence of the project.  First, you will pay attention during a 4-day baseline period to estimate the “business as usual” aspects of your lifestyle.  Then, during a 7-day period you will pay attention as you investigate and try out changes which will move you toward sustainability.
For me to understand how well you are paying attention you should keep two kinds of records. Most important is a journal in which you write about your daily thoughts relevant to the project—benefits, challenges, frustrations, and reflections on the class films, readings or other things.  The more complete your journal, the better sense I can get of the thought you’re putting into the project.  A log will keep track of your specific activities.  For example, if you’re looking at electricity use, how long did you have your TV on?  How long were you watching TV?
At the end of the project I’ll give you a format for developing a capsule summary based on your journal and log entries.  Your summary will be the only part of your project which will go on the web; you have the option of not having your summary appear publically.
When will you be doing it?
Week of 3/16: You learn how to pay attention and to quantify the impact of your lifestyle.

Week of 3/23: You establish your baseline over 4 days and decide what to change.
Week of 3/30.  I check your baseline journals and logs.  You begin investigating and making small lifestyle changes.
Week of 4/6.  I spot-check your journals.  You re-evaluate and modify the changes you’ve made.  Can you kick it up a notch?  Do you need to back off a little?
Week of 4/13: End of data gathering phase.  You prepare capsule summaries and ready your complete project journals and logs to be handed in for review.
But…

Do you have a health, family, or other situation that would make it difficult or dangerous for you to do a lifestyle project?  Talk with me about your issues and we can work out an alternative.
� Widener University law professor John Dernbach, quoted in Hot, Flat and Crowded by Thomas Friedman, 2008, p. 412.


� Rocky Mountain Institute founder Amory Lovins, quoted in Hot, Flat and Crowded by Thomas Friedman, 2008, p. 316.





