


Polls* show that most of us -- more than 80% of Canadians -- feel that sustainability 
should be a top or high national priority.  Interestingly, the polls also show that most 
Canadians think that other people donõt care about sustainability.

By making simple decisions in your home, you can help Alberta take the lead and 
guide Canada into a sustainable future.

* Hoggan and Associates. Communicating sustainability: an overview of the sustainability research initiative. Hoggan and As-
sociates, Inc. 2006
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Sustainability
¸ what½s all the fuss?
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How can this help me make 
decisions in my home?

2

Room-by-room tips and 
resources for further ideas 

and action

3

What about
renovations?
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If we draw the current situation, it looks like a funnel :

Declining
natural resources and services

Increasing
demand for natural resources and their services

Imagine what will happen
if these two trends converge.

So, we need to look at the demands we 
make on nature and natural systems and 
ensure that peopleôs needs ï both this gen-
eration and future ones - can still be met.

Thinking about the long term means we 
have to consider how our actions affect not 
just ourselves, but our children and grand-
children, our neighbours, our economy and 
our environment.  

But it doesnôt have to be difý cult.  We can 
start this process right here at home with 
a thoughtful approach to how and why we 
make our household decisions. To look at 
how our household decisions can promote 
sustainability, ý rst we have to take a look at 
the big picture.

If we want to be sustainable, we have en-
sure that future generations can meet their 
needs. A group of international scientists 
have determined the four root causes of 
how we negatively impact the earthôs ability 
to sustain human society and the ability of 
future generations to meet their needs.

Hundreds of leading corporations and orga-
nizations around the world are using these 
same four root causes to help them make 
strategic decisions toward sustainability 
ï decisions that reduce ý nancial risk and 
support innovation.
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Everyday household decisions

Before you use your utilities ask yourself:

K]^h Wdd`aZi Vahd ]Vh adih d[ gZhdjgXZh id \j^YZ ndj id [jgi]Zg ^c[dgbVi^dc VcY VXi^dch id ]Zae ndj WZXdbZ
bdgZ hjhiV^cVWaZ' Edd` [dg i]Z ÜX]ZX` djiÝ ^Xdcù

Li^a^i^Zh

Utilities are a basic service, and include 
things like water, electricity and gas, or any-
thing that fuels, heats or cools our home.
Relationship to the 4 root causes: Produc-
tion of our utilities, for example coal-ý red 
electricity, often contributes to the over-
load of materials that we dig out of the 
Earthõs crust, and can lead to a progres-
sive physical impact on natural systems. 
These are two of the root causes of un-

sustainability.
Opportunity: Make different choices about 
the kinds of utilities we employ (for example, 
use renewable energy) and have a signiý cant 
effect on reducing negative environmental 
impacts. If you canôt change how your utilities 
are provided, you can decide to use less of a 
given utility (for example, by using energy ef-
ý cient appliances).

Å Can I reduce my use of this utility?
When you reduce your use of water, gas or 
electricity, you reduce the impacts- which can 
include burning of fossil fuels, introduction of 
harmful compounds into natural systems and 
physical destruction of nature ï associated 
with production and delivery of it. Reducing 
your use can be as simple as turning off the 
tap while you brush your teeth.
Å Can I get the same utility service another 
way?
Many of the services associated with utilities 
ï particularly electricity ï can be supplied from 

renewable resources. Many utility companies 
in Alberta now offer power from renewable 
sources. Ask your local provider what they 
can do for you. 
Å Can I be more efþ cient in the way I use 
my utilities?
There are all kinds of different options now to 
help you make better use of the utilities you do 
use. This can range from simple, inexpensive 
technologies to help you reduce water usage 
to large investments like re-insulating your 
home to reduce the amount of energy you 
need to heat and cool it.

Before you use your utilities ask yourself:

Here are general areas of our household management in which we make 
decisions every day. Let½s look at how they relate to the root causes of un-
sustainability and at our opportunities to make sustainable decisions in each 
area. Let½s also explore some questions to ask when making decisions in 
any of these areas.
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=dcÝi [dg\Zi% ^c i]Z [daadl^c\ eV\ZhlZlVa` gddb&Wn&gddb i]gdj\] ndjg ]djhZ VcY h]dl i]Z WZcZ[^ih ndjÝaa
Zc_dn [gdbbV`^c\ cZlYZX^h^dch'

Before you travel somewhere ask yourself:
Å Do I really need to go?
Sounds obvious, but itôs a question worth 
asking. Weôre used to hopping in our car and 
going somewhere at the drop of a hat. Con-
sider planning your journeys with an eye to ef-
ý ciency, and make one trip instead of several. 
If you do have to go, ask yourself:
Å Can I go somewhere local?
Is there somewhere close by where you can 
purchase what you need, like a local grocery 
or hardware store? Maybe what you need is 
closer to home than you thought.

Å Do I have to drive?
If you have to go somewhere, can you ý nd 
another way to get there that is not in your 
car? Is there a bus or train that goes where 
you want to? If you do have to drive, consider 
partnering up with neighbours or friends and 
carpool. More people per litre of fossil fuel 
burned means greater efý ciency for you and 
fewer emissions toward climate change. Also, 
you could consider saving yourself a gym 
membership and cycle or walk to those close-
by places.

Mobility includes all the ways that we move 
ourselves from one place to another ï by 
driving, walking, cycling, taking the bus, train, 
plane or boat, or any other mode of transport.
Relationship to the 4 root causes: The ways 
that we transport ourselves are often depen-
dent on the burning of fossil fuels. This re-
lates our mobility to the overload of materials 
we dig from the Earthõs crust. Our mobility is 
also related to a continual build-up of com-
pounds that natural systems canõt cope 

with. When we burn fossil fuels, 
things like sulphur dioxide and nitrous oxides 
are released. As they build up, they can harm 
natural systems and human health.
Opportunity: To reduce our dependence on 
the burning of fossil fuels, using other modes 
of transport such as car pooling, public trans-
port, cycling, walking and more efý cient per-
sonal vehicles like hybrid cars. You can also 
try to reduce your travelling overall.
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While you are shopping ask yourself:
Å Do I really need this product?
Be honest about this. Can you re-use some-
thing you already have? If you only need the 
product for a short time, can you borrow or 
rent it? If you have to buy it, can you share the 
cost and responsibility of owning with others? 
If you deý nitely need the product, consider 
asking:
Å How was this item produced? 
If you donôt know the answer, ask. If your 
vendor doesnôt know, ask them to ý nd out. 
This will help you understand where your dol-
lars are going and what you are supporting. 
Consider also:
Å How does this product affect my health?
Huge numbers of products on the market to-
day contain chemicals that are either harmful 

to human health or which have never been 
tested for human safety. Begin to familiarize 
yourself with the risky ingredients of your 
purchases. You might be surprised how many 
there are. Consider also that the children are 
often  more vulnerable than adults to expo-
sure to harmful chemicals.
Å What will I do with this when I no longer 
need it? 
Before you buy, consider what the ultimate 
fate of your product will be. Are you buying 
something that can be recycled? If you are 
making a large purchase like an appliance, 
will the manufacturer take it back when you 
are done with it and recycle and/or reuse the 
various components, or will it just go to the 
landý ll?

:chlZg^c\ i]ZhZ fjZhi^dchl^aa ]Zae ndj id Xdch^YZg i]Z ^beVXih d[ ndjg h]dee^c\ VcY ]Zae ndjbV`ZbdgZ
hjhiV^cVWaZ YZX^h^dch'

Shopping is everything that we buy, includ-
ing food, furniture, clothes, appliances and 
personal care products.
Relationship to the 4 root causes: Things 
we buy are often made from or contain stuff 
from the Earthõs crust and also human-
made compounds that are foreign to na-
ture. Both of these can build up faster than 
nature can cope. Also, the ways in which our 
purchases are produced may be dependent 

on unsafe or unfair working con-
ditions which can make it difý cult for 
workers to meet their needs, so our decisions 
about shopping can also relate to another root 
cause of unsustainability.
Opportunity: Choose what we buy with a 
careful eye to who and what our purchases 
support. We can also be aware of how the 
components of our purchases may or may 
not build up in nature.

Everyday household decisions
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What happens when you use these questions and change 
your household decisions ? Letõs take a walk through your 

house and seeé

Before you throw something away ask yourself:

<]ZX` dji i]Z <dbedhi^c\ <djcX^a d[ <VcVYV [dgbdgZ ^c[dgbVi^dc VcY Y^gZXi^dch dc ]dl id \Zi hiVgiZY'
lll'Xdbedhi'dg\(WVX`nVgY']iba

Waste is everything that we do not use and 
which we throw away. Waste can come from 
things that we buy (shopping), inefý ciencies 
in how we use our utilities and emissions pro-
duced from transporting ourselves (mobility).
Relationship to the 4 root causes: When 
we put things into the landý ll, we contribute 
to a ongoing demand for more land to hadle 
our waste (landý lls). This contributes to a root 
cause of un-sustainability, because natural 
systems may be damaged when we create 

new landý lls. It can also mean 
that once our waste is in the landý ll, 
it can, depending on what itôs made from, 
leach harmful chemicals and compounds 
into the land, air and water.
Opportunity: To be careful about the amount 
and type of waste we create. We can also be 
careful with the waste we do produce by reus-
ing, recycling and even reducing our overall 
consumption.

NVhiZ

Å Can I reuse this?
You can save yourself a lot of time and money 
by simply reusing a product that you already 
own instead of updating it with the latest ver-
sion. If you need to replace something, can 
you ý x what you already have and stop some-
thing from heading to the landý ll?
Å If I canõt use this, can someone else?
One personôs trash is anotherôs treasure. Con-
sider holding a garage sale, dropping things 
off at your local thrift store, or putting an ad in 
the paper to sell things you no longer need.
Å Can I recycle this?
Itôs amazing how many things can be properly 
recycled; even electronics and tires. Instead of 

putting something in the landý ll, you may well 
be able to recycle all or part of your waste, 
creating value as your garbage becomes 
something new. 
Å Even if Iõve already produced it, can I still 
reduce my waste?
Probably.  Do you have a compost bin? You 
can process many food scraps, cardboard and 
even some fabrics in your backyard compost 
or patio worm composter. This diverts waste 
from the landý ll, reduces greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with decomposing 
waste and creates free fertilizer for your þ ow-
ers and vegetables.

Before you throw something away ask yourself:
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KitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchenKitchen
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Dish it up
Only run your dishwasher 

when you have a full load. If 
possible, skip the dry cycle and 
let your dishes air dry (open the 

dishwasher door), reducing your 
utility use.
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Be well
Choose detergents 

that are free from hazardous 
chemicals and reduce the harm-
ful chemicals and compounds 

your family is exposed to and 
also those that you þ ush into 

the watercourse.

Did you know that ?...
Huge amounts of energy are required to clean, treat, pump and 
transport water. For every one million litres of water The City of 
Calgary produces, around 375 kg of greenhouse gases are emit-
ted. In 2002, The City produced 173 billion litres of drinking water.

J]dee^c\

Check out !



be bf

<Vc B WZbdgZ Z[[^X^Zci ^c i]Z l
Vn B jhZ

b
n
ji^a^i^Zh

8

Be a star
Using Energy Star appli-

ances can increase your efý -
ciency. Look for the ENERGY STAR 
symbol (even on furnaces); products 
must meet or exceed technical speci-
ý cations that ensure they are among 

the most energy efý cient on the 
market. www.oee.nrcan.gc.ca/

energystar
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Support
the home team

Whenever possible, support 
your local farmers and neighbours 

by buying locally produced seasonal and 
organic foods. Itõs good for the Alberta 
economy and it cuts down on fossil 
fuel use needed to transport food. 
Also, you may not have to travel far 

to buy your local food.

J]dee^c\

FdW^a^in
Check out !
Check out the Canadian government½s list of ECO la-
belled products: www.environmentalchoice.com  or the 
Eat well guide: www.eatwellguide.org
Skin Deep rates personal care products ac-
cording to their potential to harm human health: 
www.cosmeticdatabase.com
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Save 
money

Insulate your hot water 
tank and set its thermostat to a 

lower temperature. Reducing your 
energy use will save your money. 

Every 5.5 ÁC reduction saves up 
to 13 % on your water heating 

costs.
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Keep it clean
Donôt þ ush expired medi-

cations down the toilet or throw 
them in the garbage where they will 
only wind up in streams, rivers, the 
ocean or landý lls. Play it safe and 
take expired medications to your 

pharmacy where they can be 
disposed of safely.

NVhiZ

Did you know that ?...
The amount of energy required to treat, deliver, then re-treat (as 
sewage) one cubic meter of your toilet water produces one kilo-
gram of carbon dioxide. A low-flow toilet will reduce the amount of 
water you use, and indirectly, the greenhouse gas emissions you 
help produce.

Check out !



bg bh

Bathroom
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Stem the ÿ ow
Switch from having 

baths to taking showers. A 
5-minute shower uses about half 
the amount of water a bath does, 
saving resources and money 
and reducing the pressure on 

natural systems.
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Get 
healthier

Many personal care products 
contain substances that are either 
hazardous to human health or that 

have never been tested for safety. Make 
sure you use care products that are 
safe for you and your family. Youôll feel 

better and also reduce the amount 
of chemicals and compounds 

you ÿ ush into natural 
systems.

J]dee^c\

Check out !
Check out suggestions on being water-efficient by 
searching ºwater-use tips» at www.calgary.ca
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Turn it down
Turn your thermostat 

down to about 15ÁC when you 
go out or at night when you are 
sleeping. You can save 10 to 
15% on your total energy 

bill!
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Save your health
Use only natural paints 

and ý nishes, or water-based 
paints with low VOC content. Most 

paints and varnishes release harm-
ful chemicals and compounds 
into natural systems. They can 

then be absorbed into our 
bodies.

Did you know that ?...
ºIn Canada , there are over 23,000 chemicals registered for pro-
duction and use, and the majority have not been tested for their 
impacts on human health, wildlife or the environment. Even chemi-
cals that are known to cause cancer and other health problems 
are permitted for use by industry and in consumer products. Each 
year an increasing volume of toxic chemicals is released into the 
Canadian environment.» ¸ Toxic Nation

J]dee^c\

Check out !
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Bedrooms
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Go with
the grain

Use wood products such as 
beds that are made from certiý ed 

sustainable wood. This will reduce 
physical degradation of nature, 
as such wood comes from well-

managed ecosystems.
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Sleep in
Buying organic bedding 

and clothing can help improve 
the health conditions of farmers. One 
of the key issues for worker- welfare 

on plantations in the developing world 
are the health risks associated with 

over-and ïongoing exposure to 
agro- chemicals.

J]dee^c\

Check out !
Find out more about the kinds of chemicals commonly 
found in your home and also healthy alternatives at the 
Environmental Defence website
www.environmentaldefence.ca. Search ¼healthy home½ 
and click on ¼make your home a healthy home.½
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Common roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon roomsCommon rooms
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Tune in,
turn off and unplug

Your electronic equipment ï TV, VCR, 
DVD etc. ï all use power, even when they 
are turned off. Save money by unplugging 

these devices when you wonôt be using them 
for a day or more. If you plug them into a 
power bar and switch that off, you stop 
energy use, and you donôt have to re-

program your equipment when 
you turn it back on!
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Give 
it away now

Electronics contain danger-
ous materials such as lead and 

mercury. Recycle your old televi-
sions, computer monitors, etc. and 

keep hazardous compounds 
and chemicals out of the 

water and landý ll. 

NVhiZ

Did you know that ?...
Screen savers do not save energy.  In fact, they consume almost 
as much energy as a computer in use (most power consumption 
comes from the monitor). Choosing a computer½s power manage-
ment feature to turn off your monitor saves much more energy.

Check out !


