
P
eople learn their world-view as children, from
parents, family and peers. In order to change
culture, changing interactions with children is

paramount. As a parent, I want to model and instill in my
child a respect and love for the natural world and an
awareness of the effects of our actions on our
environment. 

I manage fairly well on a day-to-day level—together we
look after chickens, plant seeds, watch the moon, harvest
and eat organic food. 

It is the holidays and special events that have been a
challenge. These are the times when the outer consumer
culture intrudes with expectations of excessive gift-giving,
sugar consumption and waste. 

Since our North American lifestyle and economy are
firmly based in consumption, it is understandable that
every holiday is littered with stuff. At Hallowe’en there are
candies, costumes and decorations to buy. At Easter, it’s
chocolate and ‘stuffie’ animals. Christmas is the classic glut
of material overload (with average spending on gifts
ranging from $300 to $700) accompanied by a similar
glut of decorations, parties, sweets, meats, and alcohol.
And Birthdays come in right next to Christmas for
compulsive consumption.

I find it interesting that these holiday traditions are
focused on children and yet it often takes several years to
train children to appreciate and expect the level of
consumption and waste we adults want to shower them
with.

When my daughter was two, I noticed that on
Christmas day, the adults were all gently pushing her to
open the next present when all she wanted to do was
engage fully with the present in front of her. So I decided
to remove the expectation to open gifts within a set time,
and instead encouraged her to really enjoy each present
until she felt ready for another… that day or another day.

We have also strictly limited gifts, since even one gift from
each of her family adds up to quite a lot of stuff. Christmas
is now calm, pleasant and engaging for the whole family. 

At birthday parties, I have noticed little toys from
‘goodie bags’ are often left behind by departing guests. I
have seen parents coaching their children in the proper
level of excitement over each gift they receive. And I have
seen the great heaps of torn packaging, paper plates,
popped balloons and candy wrappers that litter the
birthday house afterward. 

When I think about the kind of culture I want my
daughter to learn from me, I imagine a culture of
connection and cooperation with other people, where
there is compassion, laughter and creativity. This is not the
kind of culture I see when children are butting heads to get
their hands on the most candy from the piñata. I do not
see it when the birthday child is tearing wrapping paper
off over-packaged plastic toys and tossing them aside to
grab for the next present. I also don’t have a budget of
hundreds of dollars for disposable dishes, mini-candy bars
and gift bags for guests.

Still, as a parent, I want to give my child that feeling of a
special ‘treat’ for holidays and for her birthday. After
attending another child’s birthday, I asked my family how
to accomplish creating that special birthday feeling
without having presents. After all, I said, we already have
more stuff than can fit in the available space and we are
constantly trying to give things away so that toys, books
and papers don’t completely overwhelm us.

Some suggestions: request only recycled gifts (help
other children clean out their rooms), suggest a song or
performance as a gift, accept only plants or seeds as gifts,
have the birthday child choose a special outing or event to
go to, play games that allow the birthday child to be in
charge, give the gift of time and attention.

With my daughter’s full agreement, we implemented
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the following plan for her sixth birthday. We invited six
of her friends (I have found that it really does work best
to invite one child for each year). I called people by
phone so there were no wasted paper invitations. I
asked them not to bring presents, but allowed them to
bring a card (especially if made by the child) and asked
them to also bring a snack to share (especially if the
child helped make it).

We set up a hay-bale maze in the barn and hid hard-
boiled farm eggs amongst the bales (treasure hunt!).
Then we played some outdoor games and danced the
‘Barnyard Dance’ (with live music thanks to a friend
with a fiddle). Back inside we had chips, popcorn,
muffins, pretzels, pop, cake and home-made berry ice-
cream. After food, we played ‘drop the clothes-peg in
the bottle,’ ‘bounce the ball into the basket’, and a silly
card game called ‘Pig’ (no prizes or competition
needed). As the guests left we offered each one a
sandwich bag of dried fruit and gummi berries, and a
balloon. 

Total cost: approximately $20 for food and the
package of balloons. Total non-recyclable waste: three
chip bags and some muffin papers. Total enjoyment for

the children: off the scale! My daughter really enjoyed
planning the party, helping hide eggs, wearing a party
dress, having special foods, playing with a bunch of
friends and generally being the center of attention. She
didn’t miss getting presents. Truly, children want
connection and attention far more than consumption.

I feel really good about gently setting the bar for
other parents. I have noticed how we get ideas from
each other’s parties. I want these ideas to spread! I
think I demonstrated that it is the time together, doing
something fun and sharing some good food that makes
a birthday party special. (And, yes, the cake and candles
too.) In the long term, when the children become
parents, they will remember the fun of their childhood
parties and try to replicate that for their own children.
So I live in alignment with my values, take care of the
earth, celebrate my daughter’s birth, and even change
our culture, just one party at a time. 0
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