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Are you worried about global warming, but unsure what things you can do will make a difference, and how much?  This is adapted an article I wrote for the newsletter of the Unitarian Universalists of San Mateo that will help you get started. 
1. Calculate your current carbon footprint. There are many calculators online that allow you to do this.  I like the ones that show you the total interactively, so you can immediately see the effect of each number you type.  The calculator from the “An Inconvenient Truth” website, http://www.climatecrisis.net/takeaction/carboncalculator/  is my favorite. You do need to know that currently about 12% of PG&E’s electricity is from renewable sources. 
2.  Take steps to reduce it.  There many websites that tell you things you can do, and how much you can save by doing them.  For example: http://www.stopglobalwarming.org/carboncalculator.asp - and http://www.mycarbonfootprint.eu/ provide examples of easy, simple things to do (besides the obvious ones, like driving and flying less), such as 1)check your car’s air filter; 2) keep tires inflated; 3) use compact fluorescent bulbs; 4) turn down your thermostat and hot water heater temperature; 5) improve your home’s insulation; 
3.  Eat less meat.  The carbon calculator sites don’t cover this, but another thing to do is to eat less meat, especially beef, pork and lamb. An article by two University of Chicago researchers (see below) estimates that the difference in contribution to global warming between i) the typical American diet; ii) a diet that includes poultry, fish and dairy products but no beef, pork or lamb and iii) a vegan diet (no animal products at all) is about the equivalent of the difference between i) driving an SUV;  ii) driving a typical sedan and iii) driving a Prius. 
4.  Can you ease your guilt with carbon offsets?  Yes!  There are many companies and organizations now selling carbon offsets.  The organizations charge a certain amount of money (about $5 to $20) per ton of CO2 offset.  The basic idea is that if you want to become “carbon neutral” – that is, if you want not to contribute to increasing atmospheric CO2 levels – you need either to take steps to get CO2 out of the air, or take steps to reduce the amount that other activities are putting in.  In both cases, you’d like to somehow be assured that you are making a difference – that what you are doing will have the desired environmental effects (and not others), and that it would not have happened anyway. 

The main way of getting CO2 out of the air is some variant of tree planting or reforestation.  Protecting otherwise threatened forests and rain forests can have the same effect.  A disadvantage of tree planting is that the organization may want to take credit for the amount of carbon the tree will absorb over its lifetime, and the removal of the CO2 is not permanent, as the tree can burn up in a forest fire, or eventually die and decompose.  Protecting existing forests does not involve the delay in benefits, but it may be harder to know that the vegetation would have been destroyed if it were not for your contribution.
A way of reducing the amount of carbon other activities are putting in to the air to invest in renewable energy projects, such as wind farms and obtaining methane from manure.  My current favorite is NativeEnergy (see below).  Note that harvesting methane from manure (or land fills) is particularly attractive.  Because methane is actually a much more potent greenhouse gas than CO2, these projects  both decrease methane, and decrease CO2 from other sources that would be used to generate the energy the methane generates.

5.  Lobbying/political activity/local organizing  Join the UUSM Social Action Committee and keep informed about the Sierra Club’s Cool Cities Campaign.  I also recommend California Interfaith Power and Light and the Union of Concerned Scientists, who can keep you informed about this and other issues.  Physicians for Social Responsibility is getting into this area, too.
For more information, the following documents are all accessible on the web.  If you have problems getting them, let me know and I can send you a pdf file. 

A Consumer’s Guide to Retail Carbon Offsets. Available at: 

http://www.cleanair-coolplanet.org/ConsumersGuidetoCarbonOffsets.pdf. This article provides a helpful review of the issues and rates carbon offset providers.   Climate Care seems to be the highest rated, but they are in the UK. They charge GBP 7.50 (about $15) per ton.  This article also recommends NativeEnergy, which is a US group that ClimateCrisis.net (Al Gore’s group) recommends. NativeEnergy charges $12/ton.
Voluntary Offsets For Air-Travel Carbon Emissions: Evaluations and Recommendations of Thirteen Offset Companies.  Available at: http://www.tufts.edu/tie/tci/pdf/TCI_Carbon_Offsets_Paper_Jan31.pdf.  This report from the Tufts Climate Initiative has reservations about Climate Care, but also likes NativeEnergy.
Eshel G and Martin PA.  Diet, Energy and Global Warming.  Earth Interactions 2006;10(9):1, available at http://geosci.uchicago.edu/~gidon/papers/nutri/nutriEI.pdf.  This is the article with the calculations on the effect of eating different kinds and amounts of meat.
� Ironically, some carbon offset rating systems will give a lower score to a project that uses the methane to generate energy, because then the project might be financially feasible on its own.  Therefore, it would fail (or do worse) on the criterion of additionality.  When you buy carbon offsets, you are supposed to be making something happen that would not happen otherwise. 








