
W
e are uncomfortably aware that burning fossil fuels is
pushing our planet’s climate toward drastic changes:
over-heating, drought, and coastal inundation from

polar ice-melt. The loss of habitat from global warming may
doom half of all species now alive on the planet—including (in
some climate models) most of our great-great-grandchildren.

Nevertheless, many of us continue to live as if nothing is
really happening! Many more wonder what we can do now to
help future generations without ruining our own happiness and
convenience.

Three years ago, our small group on Mayne Island got
together to come up with some ideas for cutting personal CO2
emissions while still living a ‘Good Life.’ We started by
convening a few ‘Good-Life’ workshops with friends and
neighbours. What we are discovering is that we can cut carbon
emissions, adopt a slower, more community-based way of
living, and in many ways improve our lives in the process.

‘The 9 Ton Way-Of -Life’ Target
We began to add up our CO2 emissions  and then we
pinpointed changes that we could undertake over five-to-ten
years. Our goal is to reduce each individual’s annual CO2
emissions to only 9 tons from 20 tons, the national average (see
‘Canadians’ Carbon-Rich Way-of-Life’ box next page. Here’s the
breakdown for our Salish Sea person’s proposed target.

Home Heating/ Power 1.5 tons
Commercial Building Heating 1.5  tons
Appliances 0.5 tons
Air Travel 1.0 tons
Car Travel 2.5 tons
Food (Transport and Fertilizer) 0.5 tons
Industrial Processes 1.5  tons
Total 9.0 tons

Steps You Can Take, Too
How to do it? Here’s what we came up with, so far. 

Heating & Lighting Your Home
Building heating, lighting and appliances produce about a third
of society’s CO2 emissions, and there are many opportunities
for cutting back emissions:

• Switch to Compact Fluorescent Lights (ok, you can keep
those beautiful incandescent designer bulbs in the living/dining
room and kitchen!).

• Turn off lights in unused rooms.
• Turn thermostats down to 65 Fahrenheit (20C) during the

day, and 60 Fahrenheit (17C) at night (get out those sweaters
and bedcovers!)

• Switch to a high-efficiency woodstove to handle the bulk of
winter heating (wood-burning stoves can be designed to burn
cleanly without contributing to net CO2 emissions , and we
have lots of blow-down wood on the Islands).

• Add doorseals around doors (this takes about two hours
and costs about $50 in materials).

• Add attic insulation (8” of fiberglass batting; which would
cost most homeowners about $500 per person, or $2,000 for a
typical home).

These measures lower a typical (4 person) home annual
energy bill by about one half, (that’s about $200 per person in
BC; $800 for a typical home) and save about 1.25 tons of
CO2 emissions per person each year.  

High-efficiency Appliances
High-efficiency appliances can cut energy use by about 60%
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CO2 Emissions Numbers Behind
Climate Change

In 2007 fossil fuel-burning emitted about 40 billion tons of
CO2 into the atmosphere. The planetary CO2 level is now at
385 parts per million (ppm), up 47% from its level in 1850 of
about 260ppm 

CO2 levels are now rising at a terrifying rate of 1.5ppm
each year, which will put us in the extreme danger zone of
around 450ppm in another 32 years, by 2040.

No one really knows how much excess CO2 the earth’s
forests and oceans can reabsorb, but a likely guess is about 6
billion tons per year. That’s why UN politicians and climate
scientists are targeting an 80% reduction in fossil-fuel CO2
emissions by 2050 to about 8 billion tons per year. It’s going
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over standard issue appliances. Most people can’t afford new
appliances right away, but you could consider upgrading to
energy-efficient appliances next time you have to replace. 

If you are buying a new home, look for the Energy-Guide
rating on the appliances.

Using efficient appliances, it’s possible to save about 1 ton
of CO2 emissions per person each year.

Airplane Travel
Most long distance jet flights get about 60 passenger miles to
the gallon, emitting about half a ton of CO2 per passenger. The
average Canadian emits a staggering 2.5 tons per year in air-
flight CO2 emissions.

Unfortunately, we all love to travel! So, as a sustainable
suggestion, let’s try to limit
ourselves to one long-distance
flight per year. This would reduce
our CO2 emissions by 1.5 tons
per year.

Reducing Car Travel
The average Canadian emits 5 tons
of CO2 by motoring about 16,000
kilometres per year. Surprisingly,
most of these trips are day-to-day
commutes to jobs, shops, schools
and friends. (Don’t feel too bad, the
average freeway-bound American
suburbanite drives even further—
about 22,500 kilometres per year!). 

If we all moved to compact
European-style cities (such as the
older parts of Victoria and
Vancouver) we could walk, bike or
bus everywhere. In Vancouver’s
West End, for example, people
make 60% of daily trips on foot!
The dream of a healthy pedestrian
lifestyle is behind the work
planners are now doing to create
‘eco-dense’ neighbourhoods in the
downtown cores of cities such as
Vancouver, Richmond, Seattle and
Portland.  

However, for most of us on the
Islands who have chosen our rural
bliss, a good option would be to
telecommute to work (as much as
possible) using e-mail and the
internet. We could avoid many off-
island trips by using teleconferencing. At our Good-Life
Workshops, we counted fifteen workers on Mayne Island
(mostly in sales and consulting) who use the internet to work

out of their home offices. We also found that those Islanders
who do on-island services and craft-type work drive only about
8,000 kilometres per year! 

Innovative ways to get where we’re going like Pender
Island’s ‘car stops’ pilot project will minimize short on-Island
car excursions. In August, 14 designated signs to mark car stop
places were erected on North and South Pender where those
wanting a ride can gather and be picked up by willing drivers,
see photo, page 1.

By working on-Island and by using email and the internet,
and carpooling it’s possible to reduce our CO2 emissions
by 2.5 tons per year.

Eating Local, Small-scale Agriculture Food
Many people don’t realize that

their choice of diet has a huge
impact on their CO2 emissions
and on their overall environmental
footprint. Industrial agriculture
relying on large-scale tractors,
combines, fertilizer and shipping
consumes enormous amounts of
fossil fuel (about 8 grams of oil-
calories for every gram of food-
calorie!), which also depletes
topsoil and pollutes rivers.

A typical North American
consumes about 960 pounds of
food per year, emitting about 3
tons of CO2 in the process.

Most of these emissions
(about 2.5 tons of CO2 per
year)  can be eliminated by
switching to locally-grown food,
produced using low-till farming
(aerating rather than turning the
soil), without oil-based fertilizers
and insecticides.

Mayne Islanders have held a
series of ‘5-mile community
dinners’ to see what kind of food
can be produced from local farms
and fisheries. Our last meal was
stupendous, with the food of nine
local farms cooked up into a
fabulous feast!

Counting Down
Thus far we have eliminated about

8.75 tons of annual CO2  emissions from each of our lives by
insulating our homes, switching to a well-designed wood stove
for heating, purchasing efficient appliances, buying local
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Canadians’ Carbon-Rich Way-
of-Life

Canada is one of the world’s largest CO2 polluters on
a per-capita basis. In 2006, according to Natural
Resources Canada, we 38 million Canadians
produced a total of 785 million tons of CO2
emissions, or about 20 tons per person. This
compares to average emissions of around 6 tons per
person in Britain and France, and less than 2 tons per
person in developing countries such as India, China
and Pakistan.

Why do Canadians emit such high CO2
levels? The answer, in brief, is that we live in
large houses, many of us dwell in suburban
or semi-rural communities, we all tend to
drive a lot in large vehicles, we endure long
cold winters, and many of us fly to far-away
places for our vacations.  

Here are the figures in a nutshell: 
If you assume that the average Canadian inhabits

about 600 square feet of housing (that’s per person—
a typical family of four lives in a 2,400 square foot
house), drives about 16,000 kilometres each year,
and eats about 960 pounds of food, our individual
carbon emissions add up about as follows:

Home Heating: 2.5 tons
Commercial Building Heating 2.5 tons
Appliances 1.0 tons
Air Travel 2.5 tons
Car Travel 5.0 tons
Food (Transport and Fertilizer) 3.0 tons
Industrial Processes 3.5 tons
Total 20.0 tons
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organic food, and limiting ourselves to 8,000 kilometres of
car-driving per year, and one long-distance flight. That gets
us down to 11.25 tons/year—the Salish Sea is on the way!

How Are We Doing?
AREA GOAL SO FAR

Home Heating/ Power 1.5 tons  1.25 tons
Commercial Building Heating 1.5  tons 2.5 tons
Appliances 0.5 tons  0.0 tons
Air Travel 1.0  tons 1.0 tons
Car Travel 2.5 tons 2.5 tons
Food (Transport and Fertilizer)0.5  tons 0.5 tons
Industrial Processes 1.5  tons 3.5 tons
Total 9.0 tons 11.25 tons

Commercial building heating and industrial process for
which our way-of-life makes us responsible, obviously need
wider measures to create reductions. There are numerous
promising new technologies for this—more about that in a

subsequent article.
Cutting back to about 9-tons-per-person/year, by

adjusting our way-of-life, needs to be completed over the
next ten years, and the sooner the better. In a further step by
2030, another four tons per person can be cut as renewable
energy sources come on-stream. 

The choices are clear, the stakes are high, and if we want
a bright and sustainable future, we must remember the
words of an ancient Greek philosopher who said, ‘A
beautiful life is the gift of wisdom.’

Architect Richard Iredale is a member of the ISUNI (eye-
sun-ee), a growing group of Salish Sea practical writers,
thinkers, researchers and doers. The wide-ranging Good
Life Project’s vision is to create a sustainable life without
giving up anything (really) important. Please send Island
Tides your feedback, ideas, articles, critiques etc—and let
us know if you would like to be active in ISUNI. 0
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