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Reduce, Reuse, Recycle for the Holidays

Christmas is for giving.  Christmas is for children.  How can we, as loving adults, make those two ideas coherent with our ideals of being responsible inhabitants of the earth?  The excesses of consumerism are part and parcel of celebrating the holiday, aren’t they?

Keeping the mantra, “Reduce. Reuse.  Recycle.” in mind and planning ahead will help make the holidays less about excesses of waste and more about celebrating family and the joys of the season.

First, reduce.  Reduce packaging especially.  If there is a choice, make the choice for a product that has no packaging or the least amount of packaging possible.  As you make your list and shop, keep “Reduce!” at the top so that when you get home, you are not overwhelmed with materials that must be thrown away. Of course, taking along reusable shopping bags is the first line of defense for reducing waste.

Gifts of experiences are a great way to reduce packaging waste.  A well-known resort has lots of commercials showing small children being surprised with information that they are going to the home of cartoon characters and amusement park rides.  If you are concerned about “carbon footprint,” that might not be your first choice.  However, other unusual treats that are closer to home might be easier on the budget and on your trash amount.  Experiences, time shared doing a favorite activity especially, are great gifts for adults.

Second, reuse.  It may be too late to save wrapping from previous years, but you can certainly plan to start reusing wrapping and many other holiday trappings from one year to the next.  Using real fabric ribbon for decorating packages is a very stylish way to plan for reuse.  Simple plain paper with a large bow and a flourish of real or artificial dried seeds or flowers will make a lovely presentation under your tree.
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The debate continues on whether an artificial tree that is reused year after year or a freshly-cut real tree from a local grower is the better option.  Since the benefits and detractions from each are about even, it depends on your situation which would be better.  If you opt for a natural tree, you can extend its useful life by propping it in the backyard with a birdfeeder nearby.  The birds love the cover of the closely growing branches and will appreciate the food.  If you string popcorn and cranberries as decorations, the birds will enjoy that food as well.  Branches from the real tree can be the basis for a new compost pile in the spring, extending the usefulness of your tree.

Third, recycle!  Of course, almost all of your food packaging is recyclable.  Wrapping paper, gift boxes, even holiday cards are recyclable.  The products that cannot go into your recycling container are those made of plastic film or metallic wrapping material.  Another form of recycling – composting – is also essential for holiday plans to reduce waste headed for the landfill.  Even this late in the season, it is possible to set up a compost system in the yard.  By saving leaves in plastic bags, you can use them to mix with vegetable and fruit waste from the kitchen.  You can pile those materials to quietly decompose over the winter.  By the time you are ready to plant your summer flowers, orange peels, wilted lettuce and carrot ends will have become rich compost to help your warm weather plants.

The last part of the Reduce-Reuse-Recycle mantra, not included above, is REACT!  Tell people – manufacturers, retailers, friends, neighbors, and elected officials – that recycling is important.  Reducing waste is important.  Each of us, as consumers, needs the help of those people who provide products and services to help us put our watch words into effect.

If you have questions about reducing waste, recycling or composting, please contact the Western Finger Lakes Authority, 1.800.724.3867 or mtorelli@co.wayne.ny.us.
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