The Little Things:

What does it Mean to be an Environmental Citizen in an Unsustainable Culture?

Reported and Produced By Paige Doughty with help from Dennis Foley
[SOUNDS OF PEOPLE TALKING AND COOKING]

DOUGHTY: It’s a Sunday morning in March, the brink of spring.  Sunlight filters through tall white pines outside the kitchen window in Acton Massachusetts.  These majestic trees, whose feathery needles are signatures of the Northeast, wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the deforestation of nearly the entire region.  The white pine reminds me that the landscape is as impermanent as my life on this earth. 

[SOUND OF SINK RUNNING]

As I wait for the rest of friends to wake after a night of games I pour a conventional dish soap in the sink and cringe as I imagine it leeching into the natural world.  At home I use an “environmentally friendly” soap.  I hope it’s better though I don’t really know.  In my life I go out of my way to make the most environmentally responsible choices I can. Everyday.  All Day.   The friends with who I am spending the weekend don’t feel the same way.

[MUSIC IN BACKGROUND SOUNDS OF COOKING BREAKFAST]

LOUCKS: I think about the environment when I’m out in it, I like the environment to play in, but I don’t necessarily think about saving the environment.  If it’s not easy I don’t think about it.

DEVITA: Open Spaces

DOUGHTY: So do you ever think about what the world might be like for your children?

APPEL: Will it be here? 

LOUCKS: I hope it’s here, I hope it’s something they can enjoy.

DOUGHTY: So in saying that you don’t think about the environment in terms of wanting to save it, but then saying you hope it’s there for your children, how does that work?

LOUCKS: It’s true, if it’s not something basically that’s, not extremely easy to do, I’m willing to put some effort into it, but if it’s going to really change the way I do my life and it’s harder to do then I’m not going to end up doing it.

DEVITA: The stuff I do to the environment is the stuff that’s just like a no brainer, like recycling.  If I had to drop it off somewhere I probably wouldn’t do it.

APPEL: Agree

DEVITA: It’s just there’s other things I’m doing, which is selfish but that’s the way it is (laughs)

APPEL: You want to save the environment, it’s a no brainer to recycle so you do that.  Are there other things that you can do to make it better ? Yes, but can we live our lives as well?

[MUSIC: Mike Doughty “Busting up a Starbucks.” ‘Haughty Melodic’ (2005 ATO Records).]

DOUGHTY: My friends hold disposable Starbucks cups in their hands as they answer my questions. Kate, one of the women, is noticeably uncomfortable.  She may think I’m judging her.  In the background an IPOD plays and the sink runs.  The recording equipment strapped to my head is powered by disposable batteries which will contribute to the 100,000 tons of solid battery waste going to the dump in the U.S. every year.  


At times the hypocrisy of calling myself an environmentally conscious citizen seems glaring.  The infrastructure of my life, like most Americans, is inherently unsustainable: from the jets I take home to see my family, to the coffee I drink each morning that travels thousands of miles to get to me, to the industrialized food system that feeds me.  

But the problem of living sustainably doesn’t end with the infrastructure of our lives.  I find through speaking with friends that our lifestyles themselves seem to have followed the unsustainable path in imitation.

[MUSIC IN THE BACKGROUND]

MIKE: I just, I’m so busy that I buy things out of convenience, whether it’s like going to pick up some food instead of making food; just using paper bags, wrappers, containers.  I just like see it happening everyday I’m throwing this big thing out instead of making something from the grocery store where I’m not using as much trash. But…

DEVITA: It’s like when you’re home for two hours a night, you don’t have time to go to the grocery store everyday to get food on your bike (laughs).  It’s not a choice that I feel like… it’s not my priority right now.

[SOUND OF COMPUTER HUMMING]

FOLEY: Anybody who has a nine to five job, the feel like there life is getting, you know, taken from them.  I see my wife for four hours, how long do I see you guys? Ten to twelve?  Come on what’s wrong with this picture?

[MUSIC: Regina Spektor ‘The Ghost of Corporate Future’ from “Soviet Kitsch” (2004 Warner Brothers).]

Who can blame someone for choosing a pre-packaged meal, or driving to work when this means more time with a loved one, going to the gym after sitting all day, or a moment to breath?  In the face of the long hours of the American work week an unsustainable yet convenient lifestyle makes a lot of sense.  Unless of course you consider that the lifestyle itself will eventually deplete the natural world on which you rely to live at all.

DOUGHTY: What drew you to the field of environmental journalism?
AHEARN: I like being outside.   Environmental news is rarely moving at the speed of light. But it’s moving much more slowly, and it’s like watching a plant grow it doesn’t happen on a headline for the evening news, it happens over centuries, or in the case of global warming several decades and you know, we just aren’t paying attention right away

FOLEY: I have always been an avid outdoor enthusiast.  It’s just that simple, and it wasn’t even a question of being drawn to it as having felt like I was already a part of it, just my very lifestyle by default led me to it. And then when the Living on Earth job was offered, I bee-lined for it, because my heart spoke to me.  So it wasn’t so much a pivotal moment as it was a part of my core being I think…

[OFFICE SOUNDS: COMPUTER HUMMING, SHREDDING PAPER, PHONE RINGING]

DOUGHTY: You spend a lot of time indoors interacting with screens and buttons and technology. How do you feel about that? 

FOLEY: I check myself often for lumps and tumors to be quite honest, because I just think I’m, I’m getting saturated with this stuff (laughs).

AHEARN: You know part of…(laughs) I guess when you get into a job like this you think oh I’m gonna be outside all the time I’m reporting on the environment, and then you realize, wow, I’m in a cube like my friends who are investment bankers (laughs).  So I started off thinking I was gonna get this kind of National Geographic type existence, and obviously it’s never really like that when you grow up.

[MUSIC: Belle & Sebastian "Step Into My Office Baby" from 'Dear Catastrophe Waitress' (Trevor Horn - 2003)]

DOUGHTY:  Ashley and Dennis work for the environmental journalism radio program Living on Earth.  

When I started my internship with the organization, the conflict between educating the public about the environment while spending days at a computer in an office building seemed like another glaring inconsistency between the environmentally sound possibility and the reality of living in an environmentally destructive culture.   

[MUSIC: Belle & Sebastian "Step Into My Office Baby" from 'Dear Catastrophe Waitress' (Trevor Horn - 2003)]

AHEARN: You know I’ll do a story on airline emissions and what there doing to the environment and I’ll fly to Florida and I will feel so guilty about it, it never goes away.  I’ll feel guilty about my emissions, I’ll feel guilty about skiing because I love skiing but I know what that’s doing to the environment, you know, I’ll do a story on something like that, and then I’ll catch myself you know not recycling everything in my house not reusing my old bath towels to turn them into insulation.  You know what I mean? 

If I followed through on every story that I report that’s a way to do things better environmentally speaking, that could be a full time job.  To me I guess, I justify almost not taking as much action as I probably should, by reporting on the possibilities for other people who might want to take those actions, as hypocritical as that sounds.

But I think what….No one is sustainable.  When you live in this world you’re not sustainable, living in a city is not a sustainable existence.  I’m not providing my own food I’m not, I’m buying food that’s been trucked in from god only knows where because I don’t really have a choice.  You know, I’m sure I could find a way but in a busy city life you don’t have the time to do that.

FOLEY: What bothers me the most is when the science conflicts.  Like one day it’ll be the one thing and then the next day it’ll be the other, so you sort of have no focus, so  you don’t know what it is.  In all honesty I’ll go home and I’ll rant about stuff. I’m a ranter.  That’s when I bring my work home with me.  You know and I’ll tell you when it happens, it’s politics when I hear the stupidity quite frankly that’s going on in today’s political realm, I can go off.  And it’s not just the environment it’s everything but yes, that’s when I bring my work home with me, is when we’ve done an interview with, like yesterday we did, David um, the Yale survey guy and he was; this was sort of chit chat he was having with Steve beforehand, and he was talking about just how, just how sinister these people are and uncaring and arrogant.

But that’s when I take it home.   That’s when I feel very ineffective as individual because there are powers working that we will just never understand. It confuses me as to why a certain sect of humanity has not risen up, it’s getting to the point where I’m just wondering what are these people still doing in here, and if I’m so upset about it what the hell am I doing about it?

WASHBURN:  You know I think that the way the world is organized right now it makes it very easy not to make the connection between yourself and the environment.  The one thing I’ve found too is that it’s impossible to live up to the standards that may be ideal.  Sometimes, obviously, they’re not always going to be practical and I’d be very unhappy if I tried to live up to my ideal all the time because it may be too hard.

[MUSIC: The Herd “ Superweeds” from ‘An eLefant Never Forgets’ (Elefant Tracks-2003)]

DOUGHTY: I’m constantly asking the question, what would be better? Is it better to use an environmentally destructive infrastructure and report environmental stories so that people hear them, while at the same time exposing myself to toxic chemicals, UV rays, and spending most of my life indoors.  Or would it be better to give up the culture. Stop using electricity, grow my own food, live off of the land… but where would I go? And if I left would I be contributing to a more healthy world than if I stayed? I just don’t know.   It’s in speaking with strangers that I begin to find my answer.

[MUSIC: Muse “Butterflies and Hurricanes” from ‘Absolution’ (Warner Brothers-2003)]

[CROWD NOISE FROM A HIGH SCHOOL AUDITORIUM]  

THIRTEEN YEAR OLD GIRL:  I’ve been so worried about global warming I have panic attacks when I wake up at night, because, no I’m dead serious! Because people like don’t watch what they do.   We have like, factories everywhere, that we could conserve more energy and people are too lazy to just do it. 


I have been doing things.  I have been using less hot water, like I take showers that are cold sometimes, it’s easier for me.  And I don’t eat meat, like you can travel in like non-energized ways.  Like you can travel by skateboard, bike.  The president could speak more about global warming.  He needs to make people aware that it’s happening, because it really is, and it’s… the generations to come are really going to have to pay for it.
18 YEAR OLD BOY: I mean you see movies like an Inconvenient Truth and you see the facts presented to you, and it’s frightening to know that when I grow up ahh, things are gonna be a lot different, and my children are gonna be really affected by it.  We’re sort of the first generation that’s really getting hit hard with it.  

[SOUND OF GROCERY STORE AND CASH REGISTER]

DOUGHTY: Um, so what do you think about what’s happening, the environment, what’s going in he environment these days?

MAN 1: They’re killing forests, and it’s like, they’re doing us an injustice in a way; like, all in the name of science.   But we’re getting more technologies, things are easier, but yet, we’re getting like summertime weather in the winter, you know? Technologies supposed to be advancing, but like we’re reverting back somehow

I don’t understand this. I don’t know the world is just crazy now.  People are hard headed and people are going to do what they basically want to do anyway.  I just feel like a lot of people don’t care.

ELDERLY MAN: The planet is in bad shape. And not enough people care enough for major changes to happen.  It’s a very sad state of affairs.  People are too much into the people around them, their families um, there’s not enough of a consciousness of larger groups of people, larger issues, that’s what I think.  

[MUSIC: Moby “My Weakness” from ‘Play’ V2 Records (1999)]

ELDERLY MAN: For most people, for a lot of people there isn’t much of a support system anymore.  Extended families don’t happen that much, other kinds of support systems don’t seem to be in place the way, the way I think they used to be.  People are getting scared, means they’re going to be more selfish, to protect themselves, to advance themselves and their families. I don’t know what’s going to change, or how it’s going to change but it needs to. 

[MUSIC: Moby “My Weakness” from ‘Play’ V2 Records (1999)]

LEVALEE (25 year old man) I mean, don’t want to sounds like I don’t have hope for individual people but to ask them to think of the environment and to think of their impact when we’re living in a world where you don’t see that impact, or you don’t see the effects of your decisions. You can’t ask someone to make that decision, I mean you can educate them on it, it’s just not a direct part of their life, a visible reminder that “hey, because I’m doing x, you know, y happens or z happens.  Basically what I was saying before, and I’m trying to say now is, it should not be a choice for us to destroy the world.  That should not be an option.


Why should I have the choice because it’s easier or more convenient for me to buy the biggest SUV possible that gets eight miles a gallon?  But I don’t think of those people as being selfish, it’s just that you’re so disconnected from your environment that you’re not aware of the impact that it has. It doesn’t really affect their life.  They’re not directly seeing it on a daily basis.

DOUGHTY: That’s my friend David, and he’s right.  It shouldn’t be a choice to destroy the world.  But many people don’t remember that everything we do is connected to the earth.  We’re so disconnected from it’s easy to forget.  

 I wouldn’t know either if it weren’t for the privilege I’ve had to see and hear first hand the stories of people and places detrimentally affected by social and environmental injustice.  

Through my field based graduate studies I’ve had the privilege of watching the sunrise over the desert, the mountains, and the ocean.  I’ve also had the horror of hearing the stories of people of many colors and classes, who are losing their lives and their livelihoods because of environmental destruction.  Through this I’ve realized that my own choices may have played a part in their hardship.  It’s these experiences that have inspired me to make change in my own life even if it is inconvenient. 

It’s the job of an environmental journalist and an environmental educator to tell story of the earth, but that job is obsolete unless one models, in the best way possible, living a life of small impact.   Because most importantly my experiences have shown me that for change to happen you have to start with yourself.   

Luckily I’m not alone.

[MUSIC: The Herd “ Superweeds” from ‘An eLefant Never Forgets’ (Elefant Tracks-2003)]

FOLEY: To be an environmentally in the know citizen is just being aware.  It means that you’re in tune with reality.

AHEARN: It’s all about education, so I guess that’s how I deal with trying to be sustainable in an unsustainable world is educating myself.  Because I do firmly believe that in an unsustainable world, the only power we have is, first of all with our personal actions, but second of all with our pocket books.  

ROB: Do the regular things, like make sure I don’t litter, keep the community clean, I mean, if you’re a good citizen you want to stay on top of things. You don’t want to talk junk about other people while you’re doing the same thing.

YOUNG WOMAN: I try to teach my parents what I’ve learned.  

[MUSIC: Death Cab for Cutie “Soul Meets Body” from ‘Plans’ (Atlantic Records 2005)]

WASHBURN: Once you understand the connection, you’ve kind of educated yourself, you believe it is important to take care of the natural systems in the world, day to day in every decision you make, living those out.  Educate those around you.  If I start making a change, hopefully I can open someone else’s eyes, they then personally can start making the change.  Just doing things yoursler is not going ot save the world, you need to teach other people how to do it as well, and get them to understand htat.

WOMAN: Even if you just turn off one light, you know, you can save so much.  

MAN 2: You know we all live in it we should all do our part to make sure it stays the way it should be or improve it when we can.  

FOLEY: And it’s just a little thing.

AHEARN: You know, we report all about how it’s just the little things and the local actions you know it’s just the little steps you have to take to do a better job on this issue.

 MAN 2: You know all the things you can do without really changing your lifestyle at all. 

18 YEAR OLD BOY: You know it’s sort of like all the little things put together, not taking a shower one day or letting you know (laughs) the people around me suffer.  You don’t really need to watch TV for another two hours.  You don’t really need to drive around just the little things that you can do, they sort of add up over time.  It’s just you’ve got to get a lot of people doing the little things to make a really big thing happen you know?

TEENAGE BOY 2: That’s the great thing about it, there’s so many things that you can do.  The fluoresecent light bulbs, or using less of everything really.  Car pooling to work, using less water, using like a flow restrictor on your shower, turning off an appliance when you’re done using it.  All of the little things.

WOMAN: I think that people will try to change the little things.  

FOLEY: You know I constantly hear this stuff about people, you know, feeling hopeless about it.  There is an entire goddamn movement going on out there!  You know, this is all cliché and whatever, but people are doing stuff.  They really are.  Hopelessness is for people who sit on couches all day and I think that that’s changed just by getting up and doing anything, the simplest thing.  So minute changes, little little changes make a world of difference.

DOUGHTY: It’s the little things?

FOLEY: It is the little things.

DOUGHTY: For the Audubon Expedition Institute, I’m Paige Doughty in Boston.  

[MUSIC: Death Cab for Cutie “ Where Soul Meets Body” from ‘Plans’ (Atlantic Records 2005)]

