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Educator Dr Kate Luckins knows how overwhelming it is to save the planet while leading a busy, overstuffed life. She was an in-demand sustainability commentator who kickstarted a global clothes-swapping movement while living an idyllic sustainable lifestyle.

Then she had children. Despite having a PhD devoted to saving the planet, Kate found that her eco-values were eclipsed by convenience consumerism amid the sleep-deprived chaos. She traded her veggie patch for home delivery, her op-shop frocks for impulsive online buys and was riddled with eco-guilt on a daily basis.

Live More with Less draws upon Kate’s experiences of living many shades of green, from being highly committed to sustainability, to falling headfirst off the wagon, to finding a ‘medium green’ approach in-between. Sharing entertaining examples from sustainability leaders and everyday eco-heroes who struggle with the same imperfect reality, this book is designed for anyone who’d like to make more sustainable choices and upgrade their life.

For more resources and worksheets to supplement the information and exercises throughout Live More with Less, go to Kate’s website: www.sustainablelife.style/





This book provides relief through sharing an imperfect, relatable approach to sustainable living. It shows how the average person can make small changes that can have a big impact collectively.

Erin Rhoads, author of Waste Not

Kate’s wisdom works. A dead-set expert, she makes tackling big issues achievable for anyone — starting from where you are right now.

Gina McColl, founder of Women’s Agency 

Kate skilfully weaves deep knowledge on the subject of sustainable living with science, humour and optimism. She reminds us that perfection is not the goal – it’s more important that more of us try, in our imperfect ways, to help the planet, however we can and whenever we can.

Dr Anika Molesworth, 
author of Our Sunburnt Country

Second-hand hats-off to the mothers navigating a world of nappies, toys, school lunches and kids b’day parties and trying to do it sustainably. Kate’s book will guide you through.

Tamara DiMattina, founder of 
Buy Nothing New and The New Joneses

A much-needed practical book. Kate teaches us that by taking imperfect action we can all consciously contribute to much needed environmental change.

Georgia Harding, founder of Well Nourished

After reading Kate’s book, I found a renewed inspiration to make our life choices more sustainable in a way that feels like it lightens my load and actually lessens my to-do list. It’s a game-changer!

Amy Molloy, author of Wife Interrupted
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INTRODUCTION

I’ve lived many shades of green

Growing up in the 80s, I was more interested in dressing like Punky Brewster than collecting cans from the local cricket ground for recycling. But having a greenie dad meant more time was spent doing the latter. Sure enough, there came a time when I rebelled against my dad’s ‘greenness’. I’d laugh with my friends lolling across my bed, the window wide open as the heater cranked. There was no greater way to agitate one of Australia’s leading energy conservationists than by creating frivolous waste.

When I reached university, I backflipped and adopted my dad’s eco-conscience as my own. I kickstarted the clothes-swapping movement in Australia – and it caught on like wildfire around the globe. What started as an experiment for my fashion master’s created a groundswell of media attention and attracted thousands of eager clothes swappers wanting to give it a try. I partnered with fashion weeks and sustainability festivals to spread the idea far and wide. I was invited to share my swap story at the United Nations headquarters in Nairobi and create a national swap tour across Australia. I was featured in an Australian Financial Review article about the new ‘share economy’ and invited to speak alongside other optimistic start-ups, including a new one called Airbnb.

Can you just feel the eco-righteousness? Please don’t shut this book thinking I’m another horn-tootin’ eco-warrior who finds sustainable living a breeze. This is not that tired tale. Stay with me …

I was a sustainable fashion trailblazer, teaching students about climate change and how to reject consumerism. I was a proud eco-activist living according to my values. My afternoons were spent in grungy Melbourne bars with like-minded souls. We had nothing more pressing than pondering how we could help save the world. I doubled down and did my PhD in sustainable living. Throughout my twenties, I lived without a car and with an abundant veggie patch. I was living sustainably and making a difference.

And then I fell pregnant and awakened the consuming beast within.

For years, I’d been living on the fringes in my Birkenstocks and op-shop frocks but, overnight, I became Mrs Average, smack bang in the middle of the mainstream. Before long I had two children, whom I raised with my full-time working husband in a middle-class home in a middle-class neighbourhood. We bought a second-hand Volvo station wagon for its safety features. We didn’t have a picket fence, but we may as well have.

I was living with an unsettling inner conflict – between how I knew I should live and how I was. Any given day, my values competed, and often my desire for convenience eclipsed more sustainable choices. I was riddled with eco-guilt! There was no longer the mental space for the passionate eco-activist I once was. I was too busy buying the safest car seat for my precious baby and pimping my pram with an ‘essential’ cup holder to worry about my environmental footprint.

You might wonder how someone can change their priorities so drastically, but the struggles of life can do that to a person. We’ve all felt it to some degree: we enter a new life stage, get overwhelmed and revert to survival mode. We’re so busy bumbling through that ‘saving the planet’ takes a back seat to the more immediate tasks. Like daily showering or making sure no one is still wearing pyjamas out the door. When we’re stressed, we can tend towards black-and-white thinking. We either do all or none of it. And we lose our ability to think in shades of grey (or green) and keep sustainable habits ticking along.

A decade on, several ecological disasters and one global pandemic later, my internal conflict peaked, and it was time for a change. It wasn’t just the eco-guilt that got me: I missed my old way of thinking, my old identity, and the pride I took in my care for the planet. The question was this: how could I balance eco-values with my new, overstuffed family life?

How could I push against convenience consumerism when our culture is driving me to buy?

This question inspired the launch of my educational platform, Sustainable Lifestyle, to explore how my family can live more with less. I endeavour to be the antidote to guilt-inducing environmentalism and focus on all the benefits of sustainable living, which extend well beyond eco-pride. I help people find more enticing ways to unfuck the planet and upgrade their life.

The response to Sustainable Lifestyle has been affirming. My Wardrobe Edit has helped countless women become more conscious fashion consumers and build their style confidence. My inbox has been flooded with appreciation because I’ve relieved their guilt, and they love (rather than loathe) getting dressed in the morning. Over 6000 people downloaded the Fridge Edit that I co-created with naturopath Georgia Harding. People dived into reducing food waste and shrinking their shopping bills and shared their ‘before’ and ‘after’ fridge photos with an unbridled enthusiasm that surprised us!

I realised that by making sustainable living more accessible and enticing, everyone who’d been on the fence was jumping into action!

This book was created to build on that momentum and further empower everyday eco-heroes like you to live more with less. There’s no cape-wearing superhero coming to do the work for us and save the day. It’s time to band together and move the mainstream towards living a ‘medium shade of green’. Rather than trying for a deeper shade, being medium green allows for the reality of everyday life. It’s a level of sustainable lifestyle change we can all achieve.

Together, we can balance our materialism with our environmental values, and enhance our lives as we go. We can op-shop our clothes one day and buy a fancy, ethical new frock the next. We can forget our reusable coffee cup one day, without getting the guilts, because we will dine in instead. We can evolve our sustainable habits over time while being kind to ourselves. After all, we need to sustain our sanity too!

Adopting a proudly medium-green lifestyle is what this book is all about …

Why we need to act now!

I promise not to dwell in the gloom and doom. But, as we’re all painfully aware, climate change isn’t coming. It’s here. Burning our forests, flooding our homes and threatening our way of life. If we want to preserve what we value now and minimise catastrophic climate events for future generations, we need to act now.

We hoped our government had masterminded a secret and sensational plan to prevent climate-change Armageddon. They haven’t. We hoped that some kind of technological wizardry was going to save us. Sure, technology has a role to play, but there’s no single solution that can mitigate the climate change we’ve already set in motion. We need all hands on deck to save the world as we like it, any way we can. The magnitude of the task may seem daunting, but rest assured there are plenty of historical precedents that demonstrate how individual-led movements can create massive social change – and fast. As anthropologist Margaret Mead once said, ‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed individuals can change the world. In fact, it’s the only thing that ever has’.1

We’ve had decades to do this, but now we’ve been issued our last, last warning. With our current consumerist lifestyles, we Aussies would need five Earths to sustain us. We need to find ways to flourish within the limits of just one. This burden should not be on the shoulders of individuals alone, but right now we can readily seize the opportunity to influence the future we want to share. After all, we are the ones who are most invested in our long-term future, the future of our kids and the generations to come.

As in many revolutions, the role of women will be key. Right now, we need women to lead the change by embracing sustainable lifestyles. It would be great if things were equal, but as women are predominantly the CEOs of their household, driving 70 to 80 per cent of purchasing decisions,2 they have the most power to create sustainable lifestyle change. (I’d love to be able to say we need ‘people’, but the stats don’t lie!). Women also approach climate change with superpowers, such as empathy and excellent networking skills, that are essential for building the momentum we need.

But – and this is a big but – I firmly believe we cannot burden caregivers and people who ‘do it all’ with the responsibility of saving the world! We must not amplify their eco-guilt and make them feel worse. It’s not fair and it probably won’t work. Not to create the scale of change we need now for our sustainable future.

That is why you need a lifestyle upgrade that’s good for the planet but relieves your mental load too. You deserve a reward for your efforts, not an extra item on your to-do list. For too long, sustainability has been billed as an obligation, but it can be an opportunity to improve the way you live according to what you truly want. In this book, it’s not deprivation we seek – it’s liberation!

Ready for your lifestyle upgrade?

Within these pages you’ll find refreshing clarity and confidence about how you can build your sustainable lifestyle your way. This book is designed to help you create your lifestyle upgrade. The pursuit of sustainable living can be the catalyst for redefining what you truly value and how you want to live.

We will blast through the barriers that have kept you on the sidelines till now. You’ll see how to transform your paralysing climate-change fear into active hope. You’ll learn how to ditch the overwhelming eco-guilt that doesn’t serve you. And you’ll find clarity among the clusterfuck of climate-change myths and muddled messaging. You’ll go from feeling secretly confused about your recycling to relieved and liberated as sustainable living becomes second nature. You’ll wonder how you ever lived otherwise.

Over the last fifteen years I’ve interviewed many of Australia’s sustainable living leaders, alongside everyday eco-heroes, in the trenches, doing their best – just like you. Their stories show how attainable your medium-green lifestyle can be. They paint an honest picture of how you can make these everyday changes and what that feels like along the way. Everyone I spoke to reinforced that there’s no such thing as the perfect sustainable lifestyle. There’s no one-size-fits-all. Pursuing a medium-green sustainable lifestyle allows the flexibility we need and helps us manage our energy and expectations about what we can do.

Because we are in this together and working it out as best we can, there is no soapbox in sight. You will not be preached at or made to feel like you have not done enough. Instead, you will be inspired and guided through building the sustainable lifestyle you actually want. Not the ‘eco-chic’ image of the perfect life you think you should have. You will be making the most of your life, doing it your way.

By dismantling some common green myths and barriers to climate-change action, Part 1 of this book gets you ready to act like never before. You’ll get unprecedented insight into lived experiences of the sustainability trailblazers you admire. But you’ll also see how people like you transition from being concerned about climate change to taking the steps to do something about it (with all the messy truths included).

When you’re ready and raring to go, Part 2 provides the practical steps to curb the consumerism. There’s an enticing menu of lifestyle ‘edits’ designed to enhance an aspect of your lifestyle. Each ‘edit’ will help lighten your mental load and save your pennies (and the planet too). You can choose to start your sustainable living adventure where your interests lie.

‘The Wardrobe Edit’ helps you upgrade your personal style so daily dressing becomes a delight. You’ll solve the mystery of how you can own so many clothes yet have nothing to wear! And create your confident closet by learning how to sort your soulmate garments from your regretful fashion flings.

If you’re constantly hungry and dreaming of your next meal (like I am), you’re gonna want to tuck into your Fridge Edit. You’ll alleviate the guilt of chucking out last week’s drooping veg, boost your nourishment and cut your grocery bills too.

Or perhaps your greatest bugbear is tripping over your kids’ toys every morning. Taking a confident step onto the sharp corners of a Lego brick is a unique pain that no parent should endure. If you’re worried your kids were born to buy, have a never-ending list of wants and an overflowing toybox of things they neglect – ‘The Toy Edit’ is the start line for you.

There’s no industry that thrives on our insecurities more than the beauty industry. If you’re feeling overwhelmed by your cabinet full of broken promises, ‘The Beauty Edit’ is going to be your new best friend. Or, if you cringe inwardly when Christmas rolls around and you’d like to cut the consumerism and restore the meaning of the day, tuck into ‘The Christmas Edit’. It will help you navigate those awkward conversations with the in-laws about buying less crap for the grandkids!

Let’s do this imperfectly together …

At the time of writing this book, I’d get a B-minus on my sustainable living report card – if there were such a thing! I’ve been pursuing a low-waste lifestyle with renewed vigour for a while and had many wins. But I just moved house, so I do not have solar. I drive a petrol-powered car to get my kids to far-flung basketball matches. Because I drive infrequently, I can’t justify buying a new electric vehicle yet. I’ve drastically reduced our family’s food waste, but there’s still more we can do. I’m doing my best within an imperfect system, so my lifestyle is full of compromise – it’s unapologetically medium green.

A sustainable lifestyle is my goal and the adventure to get there is imperfectly perfect. Sure, I’ve got a PhD in sustainable living, but it’s having lived many shades of green that makes me an ideal guide (supposing you’re imperfect too!). And I’m in the trenches doing it with you. After all, we’re all just doing our best to live a little lighter on our planet, sharing the hope for a better future.

In the years to come, I want to look my boys in the eye and say I did everything I could to combat climate change. I imagine you feel the same.

So, are you ready to live more with less – together?

—Kate







PART ONE  


GETTING STARTED
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Chapter 1

FROM FEAR TO HOPE





I watch my boys relish plunging off the pier into the inviting sea and wonder if this salty joy is something I can recreate for my grandkids one day. Or will the seas have risen, the sands have been eroded, and the pier been swept away by wilder waves? Will Mr Whippy go out of business when beach days are no longer enjoyable or even safe? Will I long for the days when an annoying sunscreen battle was all that stood between my kids and their pleasure in the sun’s rays? Because in the future it won’t be safe to go out in the scorching summer heatwaves?

In this wild, uncharted future, will hamburgers be outlawed because burping cattle are warming the globe? Will there be rules about how many kids can be brought into an uncertain and overpopulated future? We never got the flying hoverboards promised in Back to the Future. But the climate change scientists’ predictions are coming true. Only the extreme weather events are coming thicker and faster than expected and devastating communities as they do.

I can imagine you’re furrowing your brow and backing away from the bad news. We’ve had bucketloads in recent years, so we have crisis fatigue. This climate -change caper isn’t just inconvenient: it’s too much for us to process when we no longer have the bandwidth.

Rest assured, we will not dwell on the doom and gloom for long, because fear can paralyse us. At a time when we need rapid sustainable action, we simply don’t have the time to curl up in the foetal position in the corner! I will share just enough of the climate-change sciency stuff so you feel empowered rather than bamboozled. As you read the last word of this chapter, you will understand the climate-change risks we face without being consumed by them. You’ll move from feeling daunted by what may come to being optimistic about what you can do to change it.

Climate change 101

So, without further ado, let’s rip the Band-Aid off.

We are staring down the barrel of a climate-change apocalypse.

We have been given our last, last warning by leading climate scientists from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the global authority on climate change.

Our current way of living would require five Earths to be sustainable. We need to radically change our lifestyles within the next decade – or sooner.

Now take a moment, let that sink in and make a cuppa before reading on.

There’s no longer any scientific doubt that the climate is changing, triggering extreme weather events that put communities in danger. We’ve either experienced this firsthand or we know someone who has escaped a blaze or lost everything they own in a flood. We know it’s happening. We all know what we stand to lose. Despite this, I’ve learned from my Sustainable Lifestyle community that feeling you don’t know enough can be a barrier to action. How much do you need to know about climate change to be alert and ready to act, but not so alarmed that it’s paralysing or becomes too much?

Here’s my answer, delivered as the bare minimum I’m calling ‘climate change 101’:


	Climate change is a direct result of how we are living. We emit too much carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, which traps heat from the sun around our Earth and causes the climate to change.

	This climate change creates unprecedented weather events that are catastrophic now and will worsen in the future.

	Based on the rapid progression towards catastrophic climate change, the conversation has shifted from climate-change prevention to how we adapt and mitigate it.

	We need to be doing all manner of things, including cutting carbon emissions, storing carbon and reducing methane (which is 83 times more potent at trapping heat than carbon over a 20-year period),3 to avoid catastrophic damage.

	Climate change is driven by our cumulative emissions, so the sooner we act, the better. If we don’t, the impacts will become exponentially worse.

	To adapt, we have very limited time to change our wasteful consuming lifestyles into sustainable ones.

	We need all hands on deck to preserve what we value about our lives now and for generations to come. (That includes action from our government, businesses and you!)



What this means for us

Beyond this, you don’t need to delve into the details – like how much the ice caps have melted and what happens when sea levels rise or the ins and outs of our threatened biodiversity – unless you’re interested, of course! What we really need to understand is the pace and magnitude of the change that is required so we can commit to action accordingly. When I interviewed sustainability leaders for this book, they stressed how important it is to act on climate change right now. As Natalie Isaacs, founder of 1 Million Women (a national movement empowering women to act on climate change) told me, ‘This is the decade that counts more than ever for climate action. 2030 is the line in the sand when, globally, we must cut emissions by 50%.’

According to the Climate Council, moving even faster towards cutting our carbon emissions would be safer, because Australia has proven to be so vulnerable to the escalating extreme weather through the floods and fires we’ve experienced already.4 The Climate Council recommends that ‘Australia should aim to reduce emissions by 75% below 2005 levels by 2030 and reach net zero emissions by 2035.’ Net zero would mean we have significantly reduced our carbon emissions and are absorbing the rest.

The message is clear: we need to move through fear and jump into lowering our carbon emissions through sustainable actions – pronto!

To move from climate concern to action, it helps to work out what it means to you. Author of How to Talk about Climate Change in a Way that Makes a Difference, Dr Rebecca Huntley, spent decades immersed in climate science. However, it was watching the teenagers in the School Strike for Climate that transformed how she felt about climate change and moved her to make it the centre of her life. As she explains: ‘The moment I tipped from concerned to genuinely alarmed didn’t happen because I read an IPCC [Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change] report or sat through a presentation from a climate scientist about CO2 levels. I reacted to a crowd of children holding up signs in the streets, girls who were only a few years older than my eldest daughter. Suddenly it became very personal.’

What is it that moves you to take action?



CLARE’S STORY OF LOSS

2009 – ‘In my twenties, I lost a close friend to the Black Saturday bushfires. My friend died and her parents died; it was a nightmare. There was a period of intense grief, and eventually we learned to live with the loss. The lives of those you love are at stake when you don’t act on climate change. It’s not an exaggeration. It’s the absolute truth.’

2022 – ‘The scariest part of enduring the 2022 flood, our second record-breaking flood in five years, was worrying about the safety of our children. We had been evacuated to a “safe” area on the coast but found ourselves trapped because the streets flooded there as well. Afterwards there’s an unimaginable amount of stuff that becomes landfill, and what doesn’t float away gets chucked on the kerb. It’s awful’.

‘I’ve been desperately nurturing the kids through it, but my eldest has clearly suffered from the trauma. It’s a year and a half on and the impact of this flood is still very raw for us and many others. Floods affect livelihoods, people’s mental and physical health, relationships, and they create so much waste. I’m now trying to heal my little eco-worriers and empower them to become eco-warriors instead.’




How I learned to live with climate-change fear

Growing up with Eco-Dad means I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t aware that our globe is warming. I never had one penny-drop moment. Fearing for the fate of humanity has been an ever-present dark cloud in my subconscious. When I was nine years old, and other kids were drawing horsies and rainbows, I was illustrating our overheating Earth, swathed in a blanket with sweat pouring from its brow.

Despite this long-term awareness, new, confronting climate change revelations can still rattle me. Twenty years ago I was sitting in a lecture theatre, being told that I needn’t worry anymore – the planet was going to be just fine – it’s just that humans would render themselves extinct. In this moment, I realised climate action is not just for the nature lovers and tree huggers among us. It’s for anyone who values their life, the people they share it with and the lives of generations to come. It’s not merely an environmental movement we need. It’s also a social one.

Upon hearing this confronting news, I had two options: Give up and accept that the end was possibly nigh and my power to change that was limited. Or give sustainable living a crack with the view that any small action would contribute to the collective change we need.

I chose the latter and started teaching uni students about climate change, which always scared the shit out of them. But it was interesting how varied their responses would be – some would be paralysed by fear, and some would pledge to change their entire way of living overnight. I saw firsthand that climate-change fear can incapacitate or motivate.

Climate change and crisis overload

While our future feels uncertain, there are two things we can agree upon right now. First, keeping up with the demands of modern life means many of us feel overburdened. Second, most of us are fatigued from crisis overload. This makes it more difficult to process our climate-change fear, let alone work out what to do about it within our everyday lives.

It’s nearly impossible to do the mental gymnastics that require us to write a shopping list in one moment and ponder the global threats to humanity in the next. Darting between the macro global concerns and the micro emergencies of everyday life is understandably difficult. Some days change may be possible, but on others you’re racing out the door, hoping everyone is wearing shoes – preferably matching ones!

There are good reasons why we struggle to process a confronting, multifaceted issue like climate change. Visibility Co leadership consultancy director Julia May speculates that climate change is ‘so enormous and existential in nature that it’s easier to look away or to numb. And in the fast-paced, productivity-obsessed world we live in, it’s easy to find distraction from such hard things, and then time slips away’. Many of us can relate. At one moment, we’re watching a David Attenborough doco and feeling great empathy for the homeless polar bear as the ice caps melt – then we get up to pack the dishwasher and move on with our everyday lives. We’re missing the connection in-between.

On the other hand, it doesn’t make sense that something as scary as climate change has elicited such a collectively passive response from the population. Dr Huntley thinks there may be an evolutionary explanation. As she says, ‘to feel fear, we must observe and register a threat, such as the sight of a predator. That will then activate our “fight or flight” response. Climate change seems to defy nearly all the evolutionary and cognitive triggers for urgent action’. Huntley suggests we need something to move us beyond just feeling concerned to being alarmed enough to take immediate climate action.

We also know that as we dive into the details of the climate-change emergency, the more scared and compelled we will be to do something about it. On one hand, we fear the scary, uncertain future. But we also fear being more overwhelmed than we already are right now! When we are under strain from our busy lives, maintaining blissful ignorance about the reality that we don’t have the capacity to deal with is self-preservation. Sure, we care, but we also try to avoid taking more responsibilty than we can shoulder.

As Claire O’Rourke, author of Together We Can, laments, ‘if we have a culture where people are checking out because of overwhelm, it’s precisely what we don’t need. Addressing the worst impacts of the climate crisis depends on us being engaged’.

We have a choice to make. We can choose to engage proactively on our own terms or reactively when the next extreme weather event strikes.

WTF is eco-anxiety and do I have it?

When we are discussing the climate-change emergency, feeling a dose of distress is an entirely appropriate human response. As Dr Kate Wylie, chair of the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners’ Climate and Environmental Medicine group says, climate distress ‘is not really an anxiety disorder: it’s an extremely rational response. It makes sense to be sad’.5

When this environmental concern escalates, causing physical symptoms of distress (like panic attacks or sleeplessness), and becomes an all-consuming concern that inhibits daily life, this is eco-anxiety. A recent study suggested that eco-anxiety presents as similar to general anxiety and can manifest as climate-change apathy.6

A growing body of research shows that young people and women are some of the most powerfully affected by climate distress and eco-anxiety. 7 Young people are growing up in a world that feels threatened, and they’re understandably concerned for the future they will inherit. It’s imperative that their climate concerns are not dismissed as adolescent angst but are responded to with empathy and validation.

People who have experienced an extreme weather crisis are more prone to eco-anxiety, as are those who have a close tie to the natural world. Farmer, scientist and author of Our Sunburnt Country, Dr Anika Molesworth, explains that ‘as farmers live and work so closely with the natural world, we are some of the first to feel the true impacts of climate change. Hotter temperatures are directly associated with heatwaves and bushfires, while greater evaporation dries out our soils and causes heart-wrenching droughts. More moisture in the atmosphere increases rain and flooding intensity by fuelling the range of storms and cyclones’. It’s one thing to be aware that it happens: it’s quite another to be living through it.

Psychologists suggest that action can be an antidote to climate distress. And smaller, localised actions that make a tangible difference can counter the eco-overwhelm. (We will explore this more in Chapter 5.)

How to turn fear into active hope

Full disclosure: I’ve had periods where climate distress became overwhelming, and I wanted to give up. But there’s only one way out of an eco-funk and that’s focusing on what I can do about the problem. Taking an optimistic view makes me feel that action is achievable and my small part can make a difference. The author of How to Save the World, Katie Patrick, says that ‘optimism feeds a person’s personal agency to effect change and work hard to achieve their goals’. And being optimistic opens your mind to greater possibilities. As Katie puts it, ‘fear and doom shut down your brain’s capacity for creative thinking. Vision and optimism super-boost it’.

I’m not talking about adopting blind optimism that leads to climate apathy and inaction. As author Joanna Macy says, we need to turn our optimism into ‘active hope’, which is something we do rather than passively have.8 Buoyed by active hope, you’ll find that all the small sustainable wins keep you optimistic and building momentum. Sarah Wilson, climate activist and author of This One Wild and Precious Life, agrees: ‘Unlike pessimism and optimism, hope necessitates action’. It gets us out of the weeds and doing something. Even when we worry it may not work, if there’s a chance it might, that’s reason enough to remain hopeful.

When I asked my Sustainable Lifestyle community how they translate their climate distress into hopeful action, Danielle’s experience reflected that of many Australians. ‘It was the huge bushfires across Australia that made it really hit home that climate change is really here,’ she said. ‘We don’t have the luxury of time and we all need to play our part.’ At that time, she ‘spent a fair bit of time doomscrolling and feeling pretty anxious’, but the fires were the wake-up call that raised her alarm and moved her from contemplation to action.

Tamara DiMattina recalls the despair she once felt: ‘I used to not be able to walk into a supermarket – I’d be so stressed and anxious – I’d just see all the plastic everywhere.’ But she turned her climate distress into a global movement by founding Buy Nothing New, which pauses shopping and cultivates mindful consumption. This led to the creation of The New Joneses, a world-first tiny house activation demonstrating sustainable living ideas including solar power, green walls and worm farms. Tamara then evolved The New Joneses into a digital documentary series showcasing Aussie’s doing ‘their bit’ by taking empowered climate action within their homes.

Seeing vast landfills loaded with our waste at twice the anticipated rate distressed sustainability manager Eliza Hobba no end. But it also inspired her to help solve the food crisis. It was difficult for her to convey the massive scale of the landfill and the shock of the hazardous material that goes in there. Eliza felt utterly dismayed by the continuous line of trucks that delivered waste to the landfill from 7am until 3pm every day. But she was hopeful that she could do something about it and she’s been making systemic change to reduce food waste ever since.

Even in the face of dust storms that stop her venturing outside, Dr Anika Molesworth remains optimistic about the change she can create: ‘There are so many exciting ways that we can be tackling the climate crisis.’ In fact, it’s through closely observing nature that she finds the resilience to fuel her optimism. As she explained, ‘When the storm passes or drought ends, you can see the land replenished. The natural world gives me a lot of optimism. Yes – there are a lot of things out of balance at the moment – but I do see examples of it bouncing back and showing resilience.’ We can all follow nature’s inspiring lead.

IN SUMMARY: 
Trade your eco-overwhelm for optimism

Turning our climate distress into active hope is a key step in creating momentum towards the sustainable future we all need. While this chapter delved into all the gory details of the climate-change emergency, I sincerely hope that you’re not in a foetal position in the corner. Acknowledging your climate-change distress can motivate your sustainable lifestyle, rather than fear overwhelming you so that you check out.

As I shared with you at the very start, I worry that my future grandkids will not have the same unbridled joy in the natural world as my kids did when they jumped off the pier. But what I truly fear is that I won’t be able to look my kids in the eye and tell them I did everything I could to combat climate change and secure a better future for them.

The guilt of letting them down. That’s what I truly fear.

And that’s just enough fear in my bones to motivate me to keep learning to live more with less. In the next chapter, we’ll tuck into the role of eco-guilt and how it can hinder or help us.
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Chapter 2

RELIEVE YOUR ECO-GUILT




Who wants another reason to feel guilty?

Now that you’ve channelled your climate distress into active hope, we need to make sure the eco-guilt doesn’t creep in and spoil the party! If you’re feeling newly inspired to shop your second-hand frocks or peruse the local farmers’ market this weekend, we don’t want your spirits dampened.

Modern life is filled to the brim with unnecessary opportunities to feel guilty. Honestly, you can revel in it all day if you want to. Self-appointed social media ‘health’ influencers can make us feel unnecessarily guilty for eating allegedly 'unclean' foods. Like when life's too busy and we order pizza for dinner and down the leftovers for breakfast. As parents, we are often consumed with guilt for our ‘crimes’ against our children and share secret concerns at drop-off about our kids’ overzealous screen time and whether it’s priming them to fail. The guilt is abundant, and we spend too much time fretting that we’re not doing things well enough and that we should be better.

There’s not much that plagues us with guilt as effectively as doing the wrong thing by the environment. Did you stuff up the recycling, so it’s all going to landfill anyway? I did. We had a recycling ‘shame sticker’ slapped on our wheelie bin, telling us and the whole street that we had stuffed up our recycling by putting something unrecyclable in the wrong bin.

Did you bypass the expensive organic produce for the handier, pre-cut shrink-wrapped veg? I’ve bought overpackaged and overpriced ‘cuter’ veg to entice my fussy kid to get the good stuff in! Or did you forget your reusable cup … again? The shame! I can’t tell you how often people apologise to me for forgetting their reusable cup when I’m clutching mine. It makes people feel so damn guilty! Mind you, none of this unnecessary eco-guilt helps the planet: it’s just very unpleasant for all of us.

Rest assured: this chapter is a massive guilt relief. Through understanding the types of eco-guilt we can all experience, you will learn what to ditch and what to keep. Because a small dose of the right kind of eco-guilt can help you stay on course. But living a life devoid of pleasure and plagued with constant guilt is not worth it. Eat the damn pizza and don’t worry about forgetting your reusable cup that one time last week.

Why do we feel eco-guilt?

To ditch our eco-guilt and move on with more sustainable and exciting things, we need to understand why we feel it. Based on my Sustainable Living community, chatting to sustainable living leaders and my own experience, I’ve categorised the common kinds of eco-guilt that many of us encounter.

Knowledge-deficit eco-guilt

We feel bad for not knowing enough about climate change or sustainable living. We lament that we had no idea things were this dire. This form of eco-guilt usually hits during your pivotal eco-awakening, before you have taken any action. But it can reactivate whenever you get a negative climate-change update or realise something you thought was good was greenwash. This guilt tends to stifle rather than support you, so shake it off as quickly as you can.

Inaction guilt

This is the kind of eco-guilt you’ll feel when you’re across climate change 101, but you haven’t managed to translate your concern into any consistent sustainable action. You feel bad for not doing enough or not doing it well or consistently enough. You might start a composting ritual that falls over when life gets busier, leaving you lamenting about what you should be doing better. Warning: this form of eco-guilt can be potent – but it’s easily solved by taking action, no matter how imperfect. Or letting yourself off the hook for the small slip-ups by keeping the big picture goal in mind.

Waste-guilt

In Australia, one of the most popular varieties of eco-guilt is the guilt of wasting money, resources or both. You’ll get a dose of waste-guilt when you buy one small thing and it’s swathed in seventeen layers of packaging. Or when an online shopping binge leads to impulsive and unwanted buys you forget to return in time. (Waste-guilt is common and easily avoided, and we’ll explore it in more depth later in this chapter and find solutions in Part 2.)

The guilt of responsibility

Parents are particularly susceptible to this form of guilt where they feel the burden of responsibility for saving the planet for their child’s future. (It’s no secret that I have this in spades!) Or they feel guilty when they buy too many toys for their kids and feed the beast of consumerism. When world-saving responsibilities compound with all the other parenting responsibilities, eco-guilt of this kind can become overwhelming. (But there’s a way to manage it – don’t worry.)

The guilt of inequality

The impact of climate change is unfair, as it affects the most vulnerable members of the global community first (like the climate refugees forced out of their homes on the flooded coastline of Bangladesh). Those of us who remain unscathed feel the eco-guilt of inequality. This privileged guilt flares up when we waste a whole bag’s worth of groceries while people in developing nations are starving. Rather than wallowing, make your privilege work for the world and use your resources to save it.

Procreation guilt

Some people feel too guilty to procreate because of overpopulation, so they don’t. It’s an incredible act of self-sacrifice to put the planet’s needs ahead of your family dreams. But this concern is becoming more prominent as our planet’s prognosis looks more dire and the next generation’s future more uncertain.

Uninvited guilt

This is the grossest type of eco-guilt yet. It’s the type that is imposed upon you when someone’s speaking down from their soapbox and eco-shaming you at the dinner table for some innocent yet unsustainable act. This uninvited eco-guilt makes us feel defensive and doesn’t get anyone anywhere. Except perhaps for inflating the ego of the guilt-tripper, that is! If someone starts patronising and preaching at you, back away. Find your own sustainable path instead.
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While I’ve suggested straightforward ways to manage certain types of eco-guilt, other forms – like the guilt of responsibility and waste-guilt – are more complicated and need further discussion. In some scenarios these types of guilt can help us, but they can just as easily hinder our progress. This chapter's exploration will help you discern which guilt to keep and which guilt to ditch.

How the guilt of responsibility stifles action

The guilt of responsibility stems from feeling like the burden to save the world rests on your shoulders. We feel this because the problem of climate change is created by collective human behaviour, so naturally we feel responsible for fixing it. Many of the books that founded the environmentalist movement stoked both our fear and eco-guilt to motivate action.9 Over the last few decades, this approach has worked very well for the eco-converted but has struggled to inspire mainstream momentum. Individualising responsibility doesn’t feel fair when we know saving the world needs to be a team effort, with government leadership and businesses chipping in too. 

Furthermore, uninvited eco-guilt can make us react defensively because it feels like someone is dumping a burden in our lap. If someone starts lecturing you about the evils of single-use plastic when you buy a takeaway coffee, you might nod politely. But you’re far less receptive than if you independently read an article about the collective waste of takeaway cups and come to your own conclusion. This more confronting approach can be ineffective for creating change in a sustainable direction.

Surprisingly, trying to avoid projecting uninvited eco-guilt can be equally stifling. As my fellow book club member Joelene confessed to me, she occasionally feels bad taking sustainable actions among friends because that might project uninvited eco-guilt upon them!

This is the direct opposite of the guilt-tripper atop their soapbox at the dinner table. I suspect many people have felt this and refrain from pulling out their reusable cups when no one else is doing so. Avoiding the discomfort of others can challenge our sustainability resolve. Fortunately, there are plenty of green ideas that fit within social norms, and as sustainable habits become more common, this will be a worry of the past.

We know that processing our guilt wastes a lot of time and energy. Research out of the US and UK indicates that people spend around 13 hours worrying every week10. And in general, only one in ten of the things we worry about happens. That’s quite a lot of unproductive worrying. Similarly, our eco-guilt takes up a significant amount of energy that could be put to better use, whether that’s creating a compost system or learning how to make macramé (it’s your call). Because our lives and our planet are precious, we don’t have time or energy to waste wallowing in guilt.

Relieve the guilt of responsibility – play the blame game!

One of the most common ways to deal with the eco-guilt of responsibility is to start playing the blame game. And it’s a super fun game as there are so many directions your fingers can point at who or what is destroying the planet. 

It’s very popular to blame the Australian Government for decades of inaction on climate change when they secretly knew better. And, frankly, that’s fair enough. Please blame away or even lobby your local member of parliament – make sure they’re doing as much as they can to protect our future! Another common target are the previous generations, who unknowingly contributed to the problem of ecological destruction. But this argument falls a little flat, because despite younger generations being more environmentally aware, the research suggests they’re also most likely to overconsume and waste.11 Sometimes the most sustainable solutions involve learning from our grandparents’ thrifty ways, so we should stop pointing the finger in their direction and seek their wisdom instead.

One final outlet for the blame game is ‘the system’. By that I mean the capitalist system that promotes overconsumption and waste. A lot of the waste-creation happens behind the scenes and further up the supply chain before consumers are aware. The TV series War on Waste showed how farmers must bend to stringent supermarket specifications and throw out piles of imperfect-yet-edible bananas before they hit the store. Around 40 per cent of all bananas are ditched because consumers expect the perfect length and curve!12 My Sustainable Lifestyle community cited ‘the system’ as one of the main barriers to their desired sustainable action. That’s because many of our systems and services lock us into creating waste by default. Like when you only need one basil leaf but have to purchase the whole plastic-wrapped bunch. When there’s no easy, sustainable option provided where there could be, please blame ‘the system’ rather than yourself. Or in this case, try making pesto!

The question is this: Does playing the blame game and passing around responsibility help anyone? In my experience, while it can provide some short-term guilt relief, it wastes time and goes in circles. When we feel too burdened by the responsibility of individual climate action, it’s understandable to look elsewhere. But the truth is that in Australia, most of us make an impact and most of us emit carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, contributing to climate change. But rather than buckling under the burden of eco-guilt, we can instead turn this into an opportunity to take empowered action, albeit within an imperfect system.

When the guilt of responsibility motivates us

Feeling a bout of eco-guilt might feel too heavy, or it might just be enough to get you started. As Alice from my Sustainable Lifestyle community shared: ‘I have tremendous guilt at the age of 41 for living a carefree lifestyle having never been properly informed of the environmental impact of my lifestyle! I have anxiety and guilt for bringing my son into the world. Will he be able to breathe fresh air? Walk the streets? Travel as he wishes?’ This kind of wake-up call can feel very overwhelming and creates the knowledge-deficit guilt I mentioned earlier. If it doesn’t serve you to punish yourself over what you wish you knew earlier, move forward with action instead.

You may recall the guilt I felt about how I was living (like a convenience junkie) through early motherhood, in conflict with how I knew I should live sustainably. And that motivated me to get back on the sustainable living bandwagon. But it’s not a feeling I’d like to live with long term. Think of this eco-guilt as a lodger passing through rather than a new roommate who should be encouraged to stick around.

Guilty Wasting

In Australia, we buy and waste a lot of stuff. The Australia Institute reports that we spend over $10.5 billion annually on things we don’t use or use only partially before prematurely ditching.13 This estimate is conservative and it’s likely we waste much more. Not only is this an economic waste and an environmental waste (all those resources!), but it’s a social problem too. We are racked with guilt over our wasteful ways.

Most of us don’t mean to waste; it’s just a little bit here or there. But it all adds up over time, and across our entire population, the volume of waste creation far outpaces our waste-management strategies. At a time when we are supposed to be wasting less, we are buying and wasting more. This is in part due to the increased pace and volume of production (think fast fashion). But it’s also because our aspirations have been driven higher by our consumerist culture. As Richard Denniss, author of Curing Affluenza, explains: ‘We have built a culture where buying things is increasingly unrelated to using things.’ We throw things away ‘not because they are broken, but because they send the wrong signal about who we are’.

Consumption is how we explore our identity, seek belonging and demonstrate our social status. But now, instead of keeping up with the Joneses, we’re potentially trying to match pace with the Kardashians! Okay, maybe not quite, but our exposure to the lives of rich celebrities has increased the gap between what we have and what we want. The discontent we feel in this gap is a common affliction that Denniss calls affluenza, in which people of affluent societies (like Australia) feel relatively poor because they crave a bit more.

While we feel this dissatisfaction, happiness seems only a purchase away. We keep buying and buying in the pursuit of satisfaction that almost never comes. The proliferation of social media hasn’t helped, because some people feel they can’t be snapped in the same outfit twice and accordingly treat their clothes like Kleenex.

Within our consumer culture, things that were once unattainable luxuries have become must-have essentials. We’ve collected so much stuff that we feel weighed down rather than fortunate. Our housing sizes have more than doubled since the 1950s to store it all, despite the average family size decreasing.14 Wasteful habits have been normalised. But when we are confronted with a clear picture of our waste and its impact, it’s impossible not to feel overwhelmed with despair. (We will pick up this conversation in Part 2, where practical ‘lifestyle edits’ will help you reduce waste and curb your consumerism.)

How waste-guilt can motivate us

I have made it my life’s work to banish people’s eco-guilt so they can feel great about pursuing their sustainable lifestyle. So, it’s with a little sheepish resignation that I concede to research suggesting that, in some cases, waste-guilt can help motivate us to act sustainably.

Dr Nicole Sintov’s research15 shows that in some situations, guilt can be a better motivator than warm-fuzzy pride. And while I’m loath to admit it, this is exactly what happened when I received my recycling ‘shame sticker’. I was determined to investigate exactly what gets recycled in my suburb. Or when our electricity bill showed our consumption was two and a half times that of the average four-person household (just imagine when I must fess up to my energy-efficiency guru dad about that and ask for help!). We started brainstorming ways to reduce our energy use that day, having been effectively eco-shamed into addressing the problem. The waste-guilt of comparison can be very motivating indeed.

What’s more, Dr Sintov found that we don’t even need to feel the full crush of eco-guilt for it to be motivating. The idea that we might feel guilty if we are wasteful may stop us in our tracks. That means you don’t need to go through the full shame spiral; you can swiftly acknowledge the guilt you’ll feel if you don’t recycle properly or buy that meal ensconced in excess packaging. In this way, anticipating feelings of guilt can drive greener behaviours. I’ve sure been extra diligent about turning off those light switches since we got our energy-overuse wake-up call, anticipating that I’ll feel much worse if I don’t.

Moral spillover

Our waste-guilt can inspire a ‘moral spillover’, which is an accumulation of interrelated good environmental deeds.16 This is when one moral eco-act makes you feel great and builds your momentum to undertake another. I experience this when the wilting veg in my crisper causes a pang of waste-guilt, which I combat by doing a cook-up to turn my sad veg into happy food. Buoyed by this action, I start composting, and the good waste-saving deeds spill over from there.

When carrot is better than stick

What if feeling positive motivates you more than anticipating guilt? While Dr Sintov’s study suggests that guilt could be a more effective motivator of some green behaviours than pride, a recent study from Columbia University tested the consequences of positive versus negative emotions when choosing energy-efficient appliances or using reusable cups. Participants who had been thinking of how proud they would feel chose a higher number of energy-efficient appliances compared with participants who had been asked to think about personal guilt.17

The study suggests that encouraging people to consider positive rather than negative emotions might inspire sustainable action. What the two studies collectively show is that sometimes guilt is a helpful motivator and sometimes it stifles us. I’ve found that experiencing the guilt of being wasteful when I confronted my energy use or stuffed up the recycling motivated me to make changes. But for most of my sustainable lifestyle choices, I find enthusiasm gets me further and inspires others to join me.

Waste-guilt is more likely to motivate you to take a single action, like recycling properly, but it’s not necessarily going to inspire your unbridled enthusiasm towards building a sustainable lifestyle. We don’t want to be guilt ridden all the time because we prefer to feel good about ourselves. Too much eco-guilt is unsustainable. We need something more uplifting to build and maintain momentum.

Managing our eco-guilt with ‘moral licensing’

Dr Sintov observed that people manage their eco-guilt with ‘moral licensing’. She saw that when you tell people they’re doing a good job, sometimes their performance gets worse because they’ve ticked that box. They check out or even use this eco-win to justify other, less sustainable actions. For example, you walk to work instead of driving your car, so you rationalise that you’ll eat steak for lunch instead of the less environmentally impactful salad. On one hand, moral licensing can weaken your commitment to sustainable actions. On the other, it helps you juggle the imperfect nature of sustainable lifestyle change.

Balancing the eco-wins with the everyday wants

To be clear, moral licensing or bargaining is something most of us do to manage our eco-guilt. Even the sustainability leaders among us:

‘I drive a car, it’s on diesel, but I don’t buy plastic water bottles or coffee cups.’—Claire

[Despite working towards sustainable fashion],‘I’m not a perfect eco-warrior in other parts of my life. I don’t eat much red meat, but I’m not a vegetarian. I fly, but I don’t drive a car.’—Lucianne

‘I go to Maccas sometimes and sometimes I don’t. And people who are really committed to climate change don’t worry about these small things. The CEOs of fossil fuel companies sleep well at night, so what if I end up with a plastic straw.’—Rebecca

‘Sometimes I drive to work to write a book about sustainable living.’—Kate

It’s heartening to know our sustainable leaders don’t let a small slip diminish the big-picture change they are creating. As Dr Rebecca Huntley assured me, ‘I don’t think climate-change guilt is a good idea because you’re beating yourself up, even when you’re trying to do the right thing.’ That can be very demoralising. This self-flagellating eco-guilt needs to be shown the door.

IN SUMMARY: 
Ditch the obligation and embrace the opportunity

When eco-guilt feels like an unbearable burden, we are less likely to commit time, energy and money to pursuing sustainable solutions. While guilt isn’t something we want to let consume us, a measured dose of the ‘guilt of responsibility’ might get you started on your sustainable living adventure. Or you might like to keep a little ‘waste-guilt’ in your pocket as a reminder to pursue sustainable actions. But we don’t want you to crumble under the weight of too much unnecessary eco-guilt.

Most importantly, let’s lift the burden of individual responsibility by turning what we should into what we could do, to create a better, brighter future for everyone.

Now that you’ve conquered your climate-change fear and ditched the eco-guilt that doesn’t serve you, we’ll tuck into the confusion that mixes the good stuff with the greenwash in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3

A CLUSTERFUCK OF CONFUSION




What is a sustainable lifestyle? It is a fair question indeed. What do you think of first? Does it involve having the latest eco-gizmos and reusable everything? Is it avoiding plastic like the plague? Is it going vegan or trying to be a conscious carnivore? Or is it becoming a minimalist by disposing of 87 per cent of your worldly possessions? Well, it can be all of that or none of it, as you’ll discover.

It—s Perfectly Normal To Be Unclear About What Sustainable Living Is; Most People Are. There—s Confusion That—s Created Outside The Sustainability Movement By Those Who Seek To Maintain The Consumerist Status Quo. But There—s Also Plenty Of Confusion To Be Found Within. There Are So Many Ideas And Approaches That Fit Under The Umbrella Of Sustainable Living. From The ‘freegans— Who Squat In Buildings And Dive Into Dumpsters To Find Wasted Yet Perfectly Edible Food, To Polished Sustainability Managers In Their Shiny Skyscrapers, Trying To Create Systemic Change – There Are So Many Ways To Be Green.

Certain environmental issues gain more media attention than others, so they seem more important (like the demonisation of plastic bags). And certain actions are promoted more prominently – like trotting around with your reusable cup. While these issues and actions are important, they form only part of the sustainable living puzzle. Some ideas can start to seem tokenistic and limit the perception and appeal of what a sustainable lifestyle can be. If you don’t like the mouthfeel of your reusable cup and it’s annoying to remember it, you’re not neccessarily going to be keen to try the next green thing.

To cut through the confusion, this chapter will help you understand exactly why you’re confused and why it’s normal. You’ll see how sustainability leaders are sometimes just as baffled by sustainability decision-making as you are. You’ll gain a more critical view of ‘eco-experts’ and learn to trust your instincts to sort the good stuff from the greenwash.



The sustainability puzzle

I’ve always thought the sustainability movement had a fundamental communication and branding issue. Unfortunately, the word ‘sustainability’ is a confusing, context-reliant term. As author Tim Flannery explains, ‘despite knowing we need to live a sustainable life, the term “sustainability” is a word that means almost anything to anyone’.18 For the fossil fuel industry, a sustainable future means having plenty of coal to mine. ‘Sustainable’ for the miners does not mean the same thing as it does to you and me. It’s a bit of a vague term to base an entire world-saving movement on.

Natalie Isaacs works with more than a million women who are engaging in climate-change action – often for the first time. She told me: ‘Whether it’s climate change, climate action or sustainability can confuse people. What does it really mean? When we get overwhelmed, it’s easy to do nothing about it.’

Over the years there have been several gallant attempts to create an all-encompassing definition of sustainability. Back in 1987, a publication by the United Nations known as the Brundtland Report defined sustainable development to be ‘finding a way to meet the current needs of all people today without compromising the needs of generations to come’.19 This has become a widely accepted definition, but what does it really mean to you?

Since penning my PhD, I’ve been following my own definition and learning to ‘live more with less’. By ‘more’ I mean more of the things we value—like social connection, fun and freedom. By ‘less’ I mean reducing wasteful consumerism, unnecessary guilt and ecological destruction. Of course, we all love a snappy slogan – something we can print on a t-shirt! It can be very helpful to have a simple phrase like ‘live more with less’ connecting sustainability to our everyday lives. It reminds us to make enjoyable and conscious choices. 

Confusion by design

When it comes to climate change and sustainability, some of the confusion you experience is consciously created. As design provocateur Dr Leyla Acaroglu assured me: ‘Confusion in modern society is 100 per cent by design. It’s intentional.’ Ask yourself: Who would want us to be confused? Who has a vested interest in maintaining the unsustainable status quo?

Outdated politicians who don’t want to invest in the world-saving efforts that climate change demands, that’s who. In the early noughties, there was a group of lobbyists (many from the fossil fuel industry) who referred to themselves as the ‘green mafia’ and took pride in burying critical climate information and influencing government to maintain the status quote that suits them.20 I watched on as my frustrated father gave political advisers one forward-thinking energy-efficiency solution after the other, losing sleep when he came up against the almighty fossil fuel industry who refused to budge.

Globally, there’s been widespread confusion created by prominent climate-change deniers to fuel the climate-change debate. One such example is Danish author BjØrn Lomborg, who claimed that the impacts of climate change were significantly overblown. His book The Skeptical Environmentalist was reviewed by the Danish Research Agency and found to be scientifically dishonest.21

Suffice to say, for decades there has been heated, unhelpful debate instigated by climate deniers over the credibility and accuracy of the climate science we now agree was accurate – or even conservative. It didn’t help. In fact, it stunted our climate-change action and left us under much more pressure to accelerate sustainable change now. We had over three decades; now we have less than one to secure a liveable future.

Recent reports demonstrate that the media is featuring climate-change information more readily and portraying it as the emergency it is. It’s no surprise that more people are sharing these concerns for our future. So, if you feel like you’re a little late to the green scene, please don’t be hard on yourself, because it sure was a confusing clusterfuck for a while!

When greenwashing is good for business

There are businesses that thrive within the consumerist status quo and don’t want anything to disrupt consumption as usual. They stand to profit greatly by promoting wasteful consumerism where we buy things we don’t use and replace them when they break or expire prematurely. Now that savvy businesses know you care for the planet, there’s money to be made by greenwashing and inflating the eco-credentials of products so that you buy them.



HOW TO SORT THE GOOD STUFF FROM THE GREENWASH

‘Greenwash’, as defined by Merriam Webster, is ‘to make (something, such as a product, policy, or practice) appear to be more environmentally friendly or less environmentally damaging than it really is’. Greenwash confuses us no end and can lead us to feel disillusioned when we try to buy the good stuff and end up being greenwashed instead!


	Look for credible certifications (such as organic, ethical, Fairtrade, B Corp, etc.).

	Support companies that are transparent about the sustainable changes they are making.

	Look at the labels to find natural materials, sound ingredients and the location of production.

	Support ethical and sustainable retailers who scout the sustainable products for you.

	If you can, ask who the person is who made it, (at a farmers’ market or craft market).

	Take a sceptical view of ‘studies’ and ‘research findings’ and overly persuasive marketing language. Especially when the study included only fifteen participants!



Above all else, trust your instincts and apply common sense. If it sounds too green to be true, it probably is.





Eco-influencers and unattainable lifestyles

I’m gonna take a moment to exercise a little caution about eco-influencers. On one hand, anyone who is devoting their time and energy to promoting a greener life deserves a high five. On the other, I’m concerned that some eco-influencers are painting a picture of a sustainable lifestyle that is just as aspirational and unattainable as those portrayed by conventional influencers.

You know the ones. They are often walking on Byron-esque beaches, reusable cup or hessian bag in hand (ideally both). Their hair flows. Perhaps there are a couple of hemp-clad kids in the foreground. They go to eco-retreats in Bali instead of sailing through Greek islands. Or they’re at a farmers’ market instead of a mall. And, while it is great to spread these greener ideas, having this eco-chic image replicated on social media can homogenise what we think a sustainable lifestyle can be.

In fact, we can end up with a very narrow understanding of what it should look like tied to a lifestyle that feels unattainable or, at the very least, like an absolute pain in the arse to achieve! After all, we know most kids prefer Elsa or Spiderman tees to hemp overalls.

Some influencers, no doubt with the best of intentions, promote greenwashing, tokenise sustainable living or inadvertently fuel green myths. Therefore, it’s important that we make conscious choices about who to follow and learn from. We need to take a commonsense approach and accept that what works for them may not work for us. I couldn’t get my kids out of their polyester basketball jerseys and into hemp overalls if I paid them – handsomely.

Instead, we need to feel empowered to create our own imperfect sustainable lifestyle that looks and feels the way we want and can achieve. So, how can we find relatable sustainable living role models whose advice is useful? Keep reading!

Everyone and no one is an expert

I wonder how many people are really experts on sustainable living. Is it even possible to be an expert, given the sustainable living landscape is moving so darn quickly? We are all in the process of learning about how we need to respond to climate change. With the rise of social media, we’ve also seen the proliferation of self-appointed ‘experts’ who deal out (sometimes questionable) health and lifestyle advice. We know not to invest all our trust in a chef who tells us how to heal our bodies, just as we wouldn’t ask a butcher to style our hair. We’ve cultivated healthy scepticism, which is useful when faced with an overzealous ‘guru’. We should apply the same approach to eco-expertise.

Having interviewed numerous leaders in this sustainability field, it’s a good sign when someone tells you they don’t know it all and that their knowledge and understanding is evolving. Despite having that ol’ PhD and master’s in sustainability, I am constantly learning new things from my Sustainable Lifestyle community and those around me.

Just as it’s critical not to overestimate the knowledge of sustainability ‘experts’, it’s also important to trust your own knowledge and common sense. Don’t underestimate them – and don’t underestimate yourself.

Trust that what you know is enough to start with and build from there.

Confusion erodes confidence

When we are confused about climate science or what kind of sustainable action we should take, we’re disempowered. You’re not going to move ahead in leaps and bounds until you’re clear about where you are going. You wouldn’t head off to an unfamiliar, far-flung destination without Google Maps. So, we can’t be expected to navigate uncharted waters without clear direction. When we are confused, it’s hard to make clear-cut decisions about what to do. We lack the confidence that our actions will have the desired environmental impact, so we flounder. As Danielle shared, ‘some of the things I do, I wonder how much of a difference they are having’. And there are many of us who ask the same question.

A lot of people are concerned about climate change and try to do or buy the right thing by the planet. Because we’ve been a consumerist society for so long, we don’t necessarily have all the systems in place to facilitate this. Rarely is all the information at hand for us to make the perfect, sustainable choice with unwavering confidence. For instance, food labelling can confuse more than clarify the origins of the produce you’re pondering. Dr Anika Molesworth relates: ‘Of course, some of the [food] labels are vague and confusing and when you’re exhausted, the last thing you want to be doing is reading labels and trying to make sense of them.’ Rest assured, you’ll learn some tried-and-true ways to navigate the confusion of the supermarket aisle in ‘The Fridge Edit’ later on.

One area of mass confusion is kerbside recycling. Just because something has a little recycling logo on it,  doesn’t mean there’s a recycling service to take care of it. Despite our best intentions, we are often transferring rubbish that belongs in landfill to recycling centres. Sustainability Manager Eliza Hobba told me that confusion and optimism manifest in ‘wish cycling’, where people put rubbish that they hope can be recycled in the recycling bin. This has to be manually sorted at the recycling plant (yes,someone removes your wish-cycled oat milk carton with their bare hands) and sent to landfill anyway.

The challenge of competing values

When I’m hitting the shops, I can be overwhelmed when my values compete. I might juggle convenience with how local, packaged, organic or fairly traded it is. Often it’s difficult to wade through the murky swamp of sustainable decision-making and come up with a clear answer. This is common.

For example, when thinking about your morning coffee, you have a few choices. The first is to DIY at home or dine in at your favourite cafe. But often, for whatever reason, you’ll want to grab a takeaway. Sure, you can take your reusable cup – they are a great way to lighten the environmental burden of single-use cups in landfill. But it’s not necessarily that simple. You need to make sure you reuse your cup at least 24 times before you’re making the ecological gains you expect, and not all reusable cups are recyclable at the end of life.22

Alternatively, you might feel relieved when you’re handed a satisfyingly fibrous, recycled-looking compostable cup by your barista – except it’s unlikely to end up in the right conditions to actually compost properly. It’s confusing when the sustainable-seeming solutions don’t add up to ecological gains as they should. Choosing between multiple imperfect scenarios can feel overwhelming. So how can we get more clarity? That’s what we’ll cover in the next chapter …



✦ GREEN PLASTIC MYTHS BUSTED! ✦

(Rather than being based on an ideal, fossil-fuel-free future, this advice is applicable here and now).






MYTH 1. ALL PLASTIC IS BAD

Unnecessary single-use plastics, micro-plastic pollution and plastic in our oceans are ecological nightmares. But there are some notable plastic exemptions to consider. Claire Goldsworthy, The Fashion Advocate, says we should boycott polyester, but she concedes that some plastics, in the medical context, are literally lifesaving. Having investigated the broader impact of plastic (through life-cycle assessments), sustainability manager Eliza Hobba suggests that plastic can play a key role in reducing food waste. For example, if you buy a plastic-wrapped continental cucumber, it will last for two weeks.23 Whereas my unwrapped, organic cucumbers are lucky to last five days before morphing into mush. And every cucumber that is thrown away has the climate change impact of 93 plastic cucumber packages.24 Now, when we need to urgently cut carbon emissions, we need to remain open minded to find the most impactful solutions available now.

In Australia, we’ve been very focused on eliminating plastic bags. Surprisingly, paper bags are arguably more environmentally detrimental.25 According to a recent life cycle assessment, switching to paper or cloth bags would increase the environmental footprint, ‘resulting in heightened negative effects such as global warming and eco-toxicity potentials’. Add to this picture that plastic bags can be reused multiple times, whereas paper ones are lucky to get a second spin and can even break on their first use.






MYTH 2. RECYCLING IS THE SOLUTION

While kerbside recycling has been a big focus in Australia, design provocateur Dr Leyla Acaroglu says ‘we can’t recycle our way out of the problem’. Our recycling capacity cannot match the pace of our current waste creation. Despite all our efforts, we’ve only recycled nine per cent of plastics globally.26

Our ability to make waste far outpaces both our landfill and recycling capacity, and human error limits what gets recycled. It takes energy and the burning of fossil fuels to turn waste into recycled materials. We can’t recycle mixed materials, and products are often downcycled into an inferior material instead. So, a pair of sneakers isn’t recycled into a new pair. They’re turned into gym flooring. Don’t be duped into buying ‘recyclable’ products in abundance – it’s far better to reduce our need than have to recycle anything.





MYTH 3: THERE’S ONE RIGHT ANSWER

Initiatives such as Plastic Free July are a great way to learn how to replace single-use plastics with reusables to reduce waste. But, there are some instances where the plastic option may reduce carbon emissions more than the more eco-friendly-looking alternative. So sticking within black or white thinking can diminish our positive impact. 

Sustainability leaders say that they are not disproportionately concerned by the occasional plastic straw or coffee cup because they understand the bigger impacts they can make across their lifestyle. They don’t want to be dragged down by self-flagellating eco-guilt when they’re doing the best they can within a waste-making world. If you encounter a plastic bag at the shops, I’d suggest putting it to good reuse rather than having a heart attack





IN SUMMARY: 
Cut the confusion and trust your instincts

Clearly the sustainability movement has suffered from a communication issue that has impacted the mainstream uptake of greener lifestyles. Confusion has been created by those with vested interests outside the movement, but there’s also been a clusterfuck of confusion within. And so-called experts or influencers who want you to drink their brand of green Kool-Aid can make a sustainable lifestyle feel far less attainable than it is. Rest assured, this confusion you’ve felt is by design and it’s not because you, personally, do not know enough. The next chapter will help you find the clarity to pursue the sustainable lifestyle you want, and not the one you think you should have!
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Chapter 4

FINDING CLARITY




To reconcile my sustainability values with my chaotic family life, I knew that I needed to adopt a sustainable way of living that worked for us and for the planet. After cutting through the sustainability noise, I landed on a simple premise: living more with less. You might be tempted to dismiss it because it sounds too simple. But this definition has helped me upgrade my life as I create new habits to protect the planet.

This chapter will help you define your sustainable lifestyle your way. I’ll provide a menu of sustainable living movements for you to sample. From these you can pick and choose the ideas that shape the lifestyle you want – not the one you think you should have. We’ll also explore a nifty framework to guide more mindful shopping decisions and reduce wasteful consumerism.

Pick your pace

We all agree modern life is busy. It’s hard to prioritise the most sustainable choices when you’re just trying to make sure that everyone in your household is wearing pants! As illustrated in the progress chart below, the process of shifting your lifestyle in a sustainable direction is not perfectly linear; it ebbs and flows. My lifestyle is always evolving. When I have both the capacity and opportunity, I try a new sustainable habit on for size. When I’m in survival mode, I seek to maintain the habits I’ve already woven into my lifestyle.

As Claire Goldsworthy of The Fashion Advocate says: ‘A sustainable lifestyle is thinking about every aspect of your life and changing what you can within what you can afford at a pace you can handle’. It’s essential for your personal sustainability that you pick your pace to manage your expectations and energy.



[image: ]




The smorgasbord of sustainable living

One of the reasons that confusion runs rife is because there are so many ideologies or movements that fit under the umbrella of sustainable living. They cross over and share many of the same values. Each movement can seem passionate and convincing. And if you’ve ever encountered an evangelist minimalist or an ardent vegan, you’ll know what I mean!

The good news is that all these complementary ideas can be a source of inspiration. They create a smorgasbord of possibilities, so you can select from all the sustainable movements on the menu. Here’s a diagram to showcase the most popular movements under the sustainable living umbrella and how they relate to each other.
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I’m going to take you on a tour of the most popular movements that might inspire you and help you see the advantages and challenges of each. You can go all in and commit to a movement that entices you. Or you can casually dabble in some of these ideas and make them your own.

Voluntary simplicity

Many people struggle with the pace of modern life and decide to slow things right down, whether that’s through minimalism, downshifting or other means. Adopting a ‘slow living’ approach doesn’t mean operating at a snail’s pace. It’s more about identifying your values and shifting your lifestyle to align with them. Author and creator of the Slow Home podcast, Brooke McAlary, describes slow living as an ‘invitation to live rather than just exist’. According to a report from the Australia Institute, four in ten Australians feel anxious, guilty, or depressed about the clutter in their homes and almost half (48 per cent) have a room that they keep visitors from seeing due to its clutter – aka the junk room!27 Zen Habits founder Leo Babauta says to be slow is about ‘being a curator of your life’. He recommends ‘slowly cutting things out until you’re only left with what you love, with what’s necessary, with what makes you happy’. That can involve cutting possessions, commitments or any burdens.




BENEFITS 

It’s no surprise that the perceived benefits of the voluntary simplicity movement include less stress, a lighter mental load and a greater sense of contentment.
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CHALLENGES 

It can be difficult to resist temptation and live with less when our consumerist culture is encouraging you to buy more at every turn.





Self-Sufficiency

When we think of self-sufficient living, we conjure images of hippies living ‘out bush’ in mudbrick houses powered by renewable energy with abundant veggie patches. Given food and resource scarcities and the escalating costs of living, this approach to future-proofing your life is only becoming more appealing. As author Jade Miles explains, future-steading is simply ‘living like tomorrow matters.’ That’s a commonsense principle we can all get behind.

It’s often presumed that living independently in this way requires vast amounts of land. And if your goal is to grow enough food to be entirely self-sufficient by installing a large-scale aquaponics system and adequate veggie garden, you’ll need plenty of space. But Anna Matilda, the Urban Nanna, demonstrates how it’s possible to forage, grow and preserve food as a city-dwelling renter. After all, you can grow a herb garden on your balcony for a smaller dose of urban self-sufficiency. The uptake of solar power is gaining momentum in cities as people are enticed to make money instead of spending it on escalating electricity bills.


BENEFITS 

With a do-it-yourself ethos, a small dose of self-sufficiency can be a great source of pride. The perceived benefits also include feeling more secure in the event of potential future food and resource shortages and saving money after the initial investment pays off. People whose lives are powered by renewable energy are treading much more lightly on the planet, as the alternative coal power is harmful and unsustainable.
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CHALLENGES 

Admittedly, making that initial time and cost investment in your food, energy and other resource-creating systems can be challenging, but many people say it’s been worthwhile.





Health-led sustainable lifestyles

Given the rise in both physical and mental illnesses, it’s no wonder some people are most motivated to pursue sustainable living that takes a health-led approach, such as low-tox, plastic-free living or even plant-based eating.

Low-tox Living

Low-tox living is all about reducing the number of toxins you’re exposed to. Through her books, podcast and courses, Alexx Stuart has created clarity and built momentum for the low-tox movement. You adopt a low-tox lifestyle by removing scientifically proven or risky toxins from your life and replacing them with simpler, risk-free solutions instead. The premise is that if you’re suss on it, you’d best avoid it. In many cases, you simplify and stop using the questionable things rather than replacing them. You can even find ingenious DIY solutions and open up a world of low-tox brands that align with your sustainable preferences. 


BENEFITS 

The benefits of a low-tox life are that the non-toxic alternatives can feel better for both people and the planet. Some people have observed improvements in their health or quality of life through making low-tox choices.
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CHALLENGES 

Once you start to learn about the potential toxins, you might want to ditch a whole lotta stuff, which can be rather wasteful. (I’ll tell you more about my experience of this in ‘The Beauty Edit’ later on!)



Plastic-free living

Ocean lovers will zero in on the proliferation of plastics destroying our sea life. But seeing a vulnerable sea turtle choking on a plastic bag can awaken the eco-warrior within any of us.

As Underwear for Humanity founder Kelly Barrett shared with me, since finding her local beach is home to a family of turtles (one of whom pointedly eyeballed her as she swam), she goes out of her way to pick up rubbish any time she visits.

The problem is that plastics are derived from unsustainable fossil fuels. Low-cost single-use plastics are produced in large volumes, used for seconds yet last forever. The Fashion Advocate, Claire Goldsworthy, makes a case to boycott polyester (a petrochemical-derived textile) because of the microbead pollution that migrates from your clothes, via your washing machine, into the waterways. Our marine life is munching on microbeads and, when it’s fish for our dinner, there’s a garnish of invisible microbeads too. Nobody wants that! By now we’ve produced so much plastic that it’s integrated into our weather system. Yes, it’s literally raining microplastics.28


BENEFITS 

Removing plastics is a clear, tangible goal that can inspire creative solutions.
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CHALLENGES 

Given how mainstream plastics are, they can be difficult to avoid. To throw a spanner in the anti-plastic works, there are some instances where a little plastic can literally be a lifesaver in the medical industry.




Low-waste vs. zero-waste living

Is it possible to produce zero waste in your life? Fans of the movement would say yes, but others find that goal unattainable. Joost Bakker is the founder of the zero-waste cafes Silo, Brothl and the Future Food System – a self-sustaining, zero-waste home. He told me that back when Silo was in operation, he and his suppliers relished the challenge to think more innovatively and pursue zero-waste solutions with vigour.29

We need innovators like Joost leading by dreaming and demonstrating a zero-waste future. Zero-waste chef Anne-Marie Bonneau suggests we manage expectations to create a mainstream shift: ‘We don’t need a handful of people doing zero waste perfectly. We need millions of people doing it imperfectly.’30 And I’ll fess up to feeling more at home pursuing medium-green, low-waste living because it feels more attainable and, therefore, liberating to me. In short, when it comes to zero- vs low-waste living, the sustainability movement needs both.


BENEFITS 

Some people find an extreme goal is more motivating.
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CHALLENGES 

Setting yourself an unattainable goal can lead to frustration, unproductive eco-guilt or giving up if it gets too hard.



Cooperative living

For our sustainable future, cooperation is key, and there are some movements that are led by this principle. Founded by Bill Mollison, permaculture is a design framework for sustainable living that promotes fairness and care for people and the planet. As Hannah Moloney, Gardening Australia presenter and author of The Good Life, told me: ‘Permaculture is often perceived as a way of farming or gardening, but it’s a holistic design framework for how to live sustainably.’ She explained how permaculture principles help her live a ‘community-driven,  solutions-based, activist lifestyle’ so she can embody the change she wants to see and share it with others.

You might already be dabbling in cooperative living by participating in the share economy, whether it’s clothes swapping, car or house sharing. Cultivating a more cooperative neighbourhood or friendship circle can enhance your sustainable lifestyle, help you build momentum and quash the sense of disempowerment from doing it alone. In small and big ways, we’re challenging the consumerist assumption that we must own everything we need while building our connection to those around us.

The ultimate cooperation can be found in the form of a commune. I visited the Moora Moora community in Victoria, Australia – a sustainable, self-sufficient community that shares everything from the food they grow to the rules they live by. One of the residents told me he enjoyed the benefit of being able to work part-time to support his family while having more time to spend with them. But living in a rural location meant relying on his car considerably and, contrary to common assumptions, between community meetings and DIY tasks, commune life can be surprisingly busy.31


BENEFITS 

Cooperation builds connection and decreases feelings of deprivation.
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CHALLENGES 

Finding it hard to find a con for sharing!





Shared values

While these approaches to a sustainable lifestyle can vary greatly, they share core values:


	respecting nature

	being mindful of the future

	reducing human impact by cutting carbon emissions

	being resource efficient (energy, water, land)

	reducing waste

	strengthening social connections

	improving quality of life

	improving health (mental and physical)

	enhancing creativity



It doesn’t matter how you incorporate these values into your lifestyle, but you will be well on your sustainable way if you do. And the four Rs make it easy …




THE FOUR RS FOR SUSTAINABLE LIVING

Most people think of the three Rs when it comes to sustainable living: Reduce, Reuse and Recycle. But sustainable living calls for a bit more – here’s a short and snappy remix to help you remember:





Respect – for people and planet.





Reduce – our impact, what we consume, and waste.




Reuse – transform waste into resources.




Revolutionise – ask new questions and live more with less.





Curb your consumerism

No doubt you’re brimming with inspiration for your sustainable lifestyle. But there is one massive, impactful thing we can do in Australia, and that’s curb our consumerism. Our wasteful consumption is a colossal social and environmental problem. In my PhD, I identified a three-step approach that helps reduce the consumerism and cultivate more mindful purchasing decisions. I’ve created a Buyerarchy32 that reflects this approach. 
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Whether you’re at the shopping mall buying a gift or the supermarket doing the weekly shop, you can use this Buyerarchy to guide sustainable choices. Stay as close to the top of the pyramid as possible for the greener solutions. Of course, your medium-green lifestyle will include actions in all shades of green.

Buy less – Before you buy, pause to ask ‘do I need it?’ You might realise you can make do with what you have already. Or that this is a less essential want rather than a pressing need. If you’re not sure, take a pause and see if the impulse to buy passes. It can be just as satisfying to abstain as it is to give in to every shopping whim.

The most sustainable option is to not buy, but you can also explore other ways to access the item. For instance, you may have a friend you can borrow from. I recently had the pleasure of lending an outfit to my friend for a big fancy event. We shared a laugh over her trying things on. Then she sent me a stunning picture of her wearing her chosen ensemble, smiling from ear to ear. And I got a buzz out of it too! I call that ‘lender’s elation’ and, trust me, it’s better than any retail therapy! Eco Styles founder Nina Gbor, makes lending a regular practice and says her extensive wardrobe is like a community closet for her friends!

Nowadays, there are so many alternative ways a to access stuff without needing to own it. Like hiring a formal dress for a special occasion or borrowing a power drill from a tool library or a ride-on car for your toddler from a toy library. The share economy is booming, and there are new services being invented to share goods around. The system is changing …

Essentially, to buy less, you’re looking to invest in sustainable services rather than accumulating more stuff. This frees you from the burden of owning too many things and can benefit your bank balance too.

Buy different – If you ask the question ‘Do I need it?’ and the answer is yes, you can buy differently. One of the most sustainable ways of doing this is to purchase second-hand over new things. Op-shops, garage sales, second-hand auctions, markets and consignment stores have been longstanding staples. But online services such as eBay, Facebook Marketplace and Air Robe can be a convenient and time-efficient way to stock up on second-hand stuff.

Tamara DiMattina, founder of Buy Nothing New, has been buying only second-hand goods for over two decades. As she enthused, ‘For me, it’s such a win-win-win – you save money, and you extend the life of the product and you put money back into your local economy.’

An alternative to replacing something is to invest in restoring or remaking it. Sustainable fashion designer Ana Fernanda Covarrubias transforms her clients’ old, beloved garments into new, one-of-a-kind pieces they treasure. And my husband restores damaged, mid-century cast-offs into beautiful furniture that punctuates our home.

Buy better – If the top-of-the-pyramid strategies aren’t suitable, you can buy better. This is the right move when you have decided you really need something, and buying it new is the only way. Buying better means keeping sustainability values in mind and taking a conscious approach to purchasing. This may include buying:


	for longevity (things that are made to last, ideally with a lifetime guarantee)

	ethically (avoiding unethical labour practices)

	locally (to reduce the transport emissions and impact)

	low-tox (without toxins that may harm people and the planet)

	to support the circular economy (seeking out repair or take-back schemes)

	energy-efficient products with a low-impact use-life (check out the energy star rating scheme my eco-dad came up with to guide you)

	multi-use or versatile products (where one item can replace multiple things)

	from carbon-neutral or negative businesses (that are reducing and carbon-offsetting their impact).



Remember that every dollar you spend is a vote for the world you want to live in, so support those businesses that are doing good and being as transparent as they can about their sustainability commitment and action.

IN SUMMARY: 
Live more with less

If you take only one idea from this book, it should be that sustainable living does not have to be more complicated than the pursuit of living more with less – no matter how many people try to make it so! You may find that one of the sustainable living movements captures your attention and is therefore an excellent place to concentrate your efforts. You can enjoy dipping into the entire smorgasbord of sustainable living ideas if you want to. I hope that you feel open-minded and excited about the potential to enhance your life. When a new need arises, you can use the Buyerarchy to curb your consumerism.

Now that you are clear-headed and ready to roll up your sleeves, the next chapter will help you diagnose what kind of action-taker you may be and show you how to create your sustainable lifestyle – your way.
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Chapter 5

EMPOWERED ACTION




How many times have you screenshotted an enticing eco-tip on social media but never followed through? Do you email yourself eco-articles and then let them gather dust in your inbox? I get it! There is a big gap between collecting ideas and putting them into action. That’s because knowing what to do in isolation doesn’t necessarily inspire action. And knowing why you need or want to do it may not be enough either. In my experience, to create change you really need to see and know how.

To give you the best advice I can muster about how you can form new, sustainable habits, I’ve consulted the work of some world-leading sustainable-behaviour-change theorists. You’ll get the blueprint for successful sustainable habit change and learn some of the specific actions that have proven to stick according to my Sustainable Lifestyle community. There’s also three impactful set and forget actions you can take to make a big difference – fast!

If you’ve found some of the content of this book a little heavy, then this chapter will lighten your load. Knowing how to live a sustainable life will begin to feel easier. You’ll see just how empowered action can quash your climate distress. Best of all, we’re going bring the fun by introducing you to your ‘eco-personality’. Finally, this chapter emphasises how important it is to maintain your sanity and personal sustainability while you pursue greener living.

10 Tricks for Sustainable Habits that Stick!



	Start where your interests lie
Particularly when you are starting out, align your new habits with your interests, so you’re invested in making the desired change and follow through. I’ve never been captivated by recycling, so I was much more successful tackling food waste by editing my fridge and creating delicious waste-free recipes. If you’re enjoying the change you’re trying to make, it will build momentum that will spill over into other areas of your life. You’ll feel your confidence crescendo as you can see your impact growing exponentially.



	Set a goal
Setting a specific goal can help you prioritise where to direct your energy, creativity and time. This goal needs to be based on a quantifiable problem rather than a vague concern. You’ll get further aiming for a a specific target, such as reducing your food waste by 10% each week, rather than planning to ‘do better’. Specific goals denote specific strategies that will help you prioritise - so you don't solve one problem while inadvertently creating another. Your goal also needs to connect to a specific behaviour.33 I tried to decrease packaging waste by sticking a recycling information poster on the fridge to improve my family’s recycling prowess. Of course, they all ignored it! Instead, we found success when I bought steel bento-box lunch boxes that make package-free lunches easy for them and showed them how it’s done.






QUANTIFIABLE PROBLEM + BEHAVIOUR TO CREATE CHANGE = YOUR GOAL




	Make it count
Habits have more momentum if you can measure the problem you’re solving and track your progress. After I discovered my family was using two and a half times the power of the average four-person family, we installed a Powerpal, which connects your electricity meter to your phone or smartwatch. You can track your house’s energy use in real time. I’ve never been so committed to switching off lights! Natalie Isaacs told me it was the concrete accomplishment of cutting 20 per cent of her energy use that showed she had the power to create measurable change, which in turn inspired her to share her story and found 1 Million Women. Witnessing your impact in numbers does wonders. There are several ways you can measure your change impact, including using ecological footprint tools, comparing your utility bills or even doing a waste audit in your home.



	Action builds your momentum
Every behaviour change expert and habit guru will tell you action begets action. If you start doing one thing, it builds your capacity to do the next. And once you’re on a roll, you feel empowered to do even more. You might recall that, back in the first chapter, taking action was the antidote to eco-anxiety. Rather than getting caught in the weeds pondering what you could do, just start. It’s better to make a mess of it and keep learning than to do nothing. This advice is not just for beginners.



	When the time is right
Looking for prime opportunities to start a new habit improves your chance at success – particularly with larger-scale investments. When Danielle was planning a renovation, she seized the opportunity to create sustainable systems by getting off the unsustainable gas and installing solar.

It’s just as important to recognise when it’s not the right time to create significant change. Despite being the daughter of an energy-efficiency expert, I currently don’t have solar power, having recently moved house. I’m waiting for the sunnier months and to save some pennies, so in the meantime, I’m starting with the impactful energy-efficiency measures that I can pursue right now.



	Make it convenient
Our overstuffed lives make us crave convenience, so easier habits are more likely to stick long-term. It wasn’t until I realised that I needed two reusable coffee cups – one at work and one at home – that the habit found its place in my routine. One way to make a new habit convenient is to attach it to an established habit. This clever concept of ‘habit stacking’ was coined by author SJ Scott and has been adopted by many habit experts since, because it works. I habit-stacked editing my fridge before writing my shopping list, so I was more aware of the food I needed and didn’t overbuy.



	Create a reminder
There are no doubt many things competing for attention in your busy life, so create an effective reminder system to prompt your new habits. Just test it out to ensure it’s right for you. I often ignore my incessant phone notifications, but a well-placed sticky note can really help me get a new habit on track. Or sometimes the prompt can be the established habit on which you’ve stacked the new one. My friend Fleur meditates when she pops the kettle on.



	Give yourself a reward*
To make your new habits more desirable, you can use a ‘carrot’ (a reward) or ‘stick’ (a punishment). Can you guess which one of these approaches I recommend? That’s right, you deserve a reward. Reward charts work a treat for getting kids to clean teeth. Why not take that inspiration and work out how to ‘self-bribe’ your way to forming the best habits? If you have a measurable goal, you’ll know when to reward yourself. For example, say you adopt a three-month shopping pause and then treat yourself to a clothing hire subscription at the end. Just make sure the reward aligns with the change you are making. There’s no point going without shopping for months and then impulse-buying four new coats to commend yourself!






*Perhaps you don’t need this step if the glow of doing the right thing by the planet is enough for you. In which case, I take my hat off to you (yep, it’s the vintage beret I bought as a reward for editing my wardrobe to perfection last winter!).




	Phone a friend
If you get overwhelmed flying solo for your sustainable living adventure, find strength in numbers. Joining forces can help stave off any disheartening feelings of doing it alone. Get a friend to support you or join an existing sustainable lifestyle group. Thanks to the internet, there’s a huge array of groups at your fingertips, meeting either online or in person. These aren’t necessarily extreme activists; it could be a group of ocean lovers who pick up rubbish at the beach every Sunday and then go to happy hour together afterwards. Turning your habits into enjoyable social rituals can enhance your life and keep you accountable to your goals.



	Never miss twice
The author of Atomic Habits, James Clear, recommends you never miss doing the habit twice. Allowing yourself to skip it from time to time allows for a little flexibility. But ensuring it’s only a one-off affair keeps the habit on track. Of course, missing a few opportunities because your kids are sick or you’re on holiday doesn’t mean it’s game over, but the never-miss-twice rule is generally a great way to stay on course when there’s an inevitable bump in the road.






Finding your ‘how’

Grab a notebook and answer the questions below to help your habits stick.


	What is your (measurable) goal/behaviour?

	What impact do you hope to have?

	How will you track your progress?

	What support might you need?

	What will the benefits be?

	How might you reward yourself?



Meet Your Eco-Personality

Because you are all unique and special, you don’t all approach your sustainable lifestyles in the same way. In my research, I identified common ‘eco-personalities’ and the superpowers and kryptonite associated with them. Which avatar do you identify with? You might spot your friends or family members in here too!

Extreme Evie

Evie has many strengths, including approaching any potential lifestyle change with unbridled enthusiasm and vigour. Nothing holds her back. After learning about the threat of climate change, Evie identified 472 ways that she could save the planet and went about ticking them off her list. She read a book about minimalism and consequently donated 87 per cent of her possessions the very next week.

While she is an absolute change-making force, Extreme Evie can burn out as she goes too hard, too soon. Without keeping her personal sustainability in mind, she can become exhausted and throw in the towel. While she’d hate to admit it, this all-or-nothing approach doesn’t lead to the consistently rewarding lifestyle Evie really wants.

Evie could benefit from:


	taking a more sustainable, bite-sized approach

	addressing one habit at a time and giving it a chance to become established

	recognising that not all habits need to be at the deepest green level from the start.



Researcher Rachael

Rachael is a self-confessed research nerd who counts Dr Google as one of her very best friends. As soon as she learned that climate-change Armageddon was coming, she spent countless hours doomscrolling to learn everything she could do about it. The problem is that our darling Rachael can be all research and no action. She falls victim to information overload and doesn’t know where to start.

While Researcher Rachael could probably write a PhD on recycling, she doesn’t necessarily follow through. This can lead her to feel like an eco-fraud. Her guilt levels are astronomical because there’s a huge gap between what she knows is right and what she actually does. Sometimes Rachael overcompensates by jumping up on her soapbox to share all her knowledge. But this eco-preaching doesn’t resonate with those around her the way she would hope.

Rachael could benefit from:


	keeping the long-term bigger picture in mind to avoid getting too stuck on details

	recognising the big impact small changes can make

	realising she is not a solo crusader by joining an action-based group so that she can thrive with the collective momentum

	detoxing from bad news sites and choosing to focus on a happier kind of activism

	finding value in leading by example (and staying off the soapbox).



Consumerist Charlie

A self-confessed shopaholic, Charlie is a little reluctant to come to the sustainable living party. So, they do it in the way they feel comfortable. They buy everything ‘green’ they can get their hands on. Charlie is addicted to the thrill of the purchase and loves a quick-fix solution. They recently stocked up on all kinds of composting paraphernalia (and they might even use it!). Believing greener consumption is the answer, Charlie becomes disheartened when they realise their ‘organic’ sheets are only three per cent organic cotton. When crushed, Charlie’s action grinds to a standstill.

Charlie could benefit from:


	taking a less consumerist and more open-minded approach to sustainable living

	questioning whether they need to buy greener products

	avoiding impulsive eco-purchases and seeking non-material solutions.



Perfectionist Penny

When our friend Penny stacks the dishwasher, she likes the cutlery categorised, uniformly spaced and pointed upwards for optimal cleaning. Yes, Penny is a perfectionist of the highest order. When it comes to adapting to a sustainable lifestyle, this perfection is the Achilles heel that stifles her progress. Perfectionist Penny likes to get her ducks in a row before she is inclined to act. But life can be chaotic, and this rarely happens. Which means she delays acting indefinitely. Because her standards are high, poor Penny feels pangs of eco-guilt daily.

Penny could benefit from:


	prioritising ‘progress over perfection’ to lower her standards and empower action

	trying some simple habits that align with her interests to establish some momentum

	sharing her experiences and learning from the imperfect experiences of others

	prioritising and refining one habit before starting on the next.



Mixed-bag Milla

I’m not even going to pretend that these four personalities capture the unique and special individuals that you are, so I’m offering you a fifth option. If you find yourself identifying with two or more eco-personalities, you are a Mixed-bag Milla. Any Milla might find themselves doomscrolling climate-change research one moment and buying all the eco-things the next. They might fuss over perfecting their veggie patch or find their extreme devotion to composting is too cumbersome to maintain. Mixed-bag Millas will benefit from the advice relating to the personalities they identify with.

Which personality or combination do you identify with? Take a moment to jot down some of the superpowers you can build on and how you can overcome the challenges you might face, and refer to it as you go …
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3 SET-AND-FORGET ACTIONS FOR MAXIMUM IMPACT!

Creating your sustainable lifestyle involves new habits and behaviour change. But if you’d like to get some eco-wins on the board fast, these are a great place to start.
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IMPROVE THE ENERGY EFFICIENCY OF YOUR HOME 




We often think of the big actions like installing solar, insulating and getting off the unsustainable gas to make our homes energy efficient. But small yet significant steps can be impactful too. Get an energy auditor to visit and they will improve the energy efficiency of your home for you. They seal drafts and install energy-efficient light globes and water-efficient shower heads. Depending on where you live, this may be a subsidised service, so you won’t be out of pocket.




INVEST YOUR MONEY WHERE YOUR SUSTAINABILITY IS 




One of the most impactful actions is to ensure your super is invested with an ethical and sustainable fund that is spending your hard-earned money to secure a sustainable future. You can make sure your bank and any other service providers are aligned with your values too. And if you are moving house, it’s a great opportunity to sign up with an energy provider who is investing in renewable energy rather than unsustainable coal and gas.




OFFSET THE CARBON FROM YOUR LIFESTYLE 




While lessening our environmental footprint is the first step, offsetting the carbon your lifestyle creates is a great way to balance your impact on Earth. Every year, my generous eco-dad estimates my family’s emissions and gives us carbon offsets for Christmas. It helps mitigate the eco-guilt by making sure trees are planted to absorb the carbon we create. Just be mindful that offsetting is secondary to reducing your carbon emissions. And not all carbon offset options are made equal, so it’s worth doing a little research before you commit.





Tried-and-tested sustainable living ideas

I quizzed my Sustainable Lifestyle community for the habits they find most successful and enjoyable. If it works for them, there’s a good chance it will work for you too.

Swap the supermarket for the farmers’ market.

Swapping the regular supermarket for the farmers’ market is a fast-track to sustainable food. You’ll avoid packaging and gain access to local, seasonal, fresh produce that is often organic, and you can ask the person who grew it all about it. And, if there’s anything you’re really missing, you can top up at the supermarket or local grocer.

Buy second-hand instead of new.

Save your money and the planet too by op-shopping, scouring garage sales or finding treasures via online second-hand marketplaces. Or give clothes-swapping events a try! And most often, you’re putting your money into the pocket of someone local and they reinvest that money into their community. You’ll also find one-of-a-kind things that are as unique and special as you!

Ditch single-use plastics for reusables instead.

People from my community love a good stainless steel bento lunch box for package-free food and will be very resourceful with jam jars and containers they already have, to reduce the single-use plastics in their life.

Compost to suit you.

People become surprisingly enthused by their composting systems, and there’s one to suit every context. Our worm farm (tended to by the devoted worm-dad, my husband) was a great source of compost and worm tea, which helped our garden grow better. Side note: to the thieves who stole it from our yard, I don’t know whether to be mad at you or applaud you for your commitment to sustainable living!

DIY it better.

Whether it’s handmade gifts or personally perfected cleaning products, people get a buzz out of making their own stuff that they can trust over shop-bought. And the recipient of a handmade gift will be heartened by your efforts. Doing it yourself (DIY) can lead to cost savings and big eco-wins too. Imagine how eco-smug and thrifty you’d feel if you no longer needed seven specialised cleaning products because your homemade one could do it all instead?

Change up your transport.

Whether you use public transport, ride-share or take a stroll instead of driving alone, lowering your transport emissions is a key priority. People love their bikes – and really love their electric bikes. If you need to drive, don’t despair: you can offer someone a ride, plan your route strategically to avoid unnecessary driving and turn off the ignition instead of idling. Within any action, there are different levels of green you can pursue.

For more detailed ideas about sustainable food, fashion and family life, Part 2 of this book will deliver!

Preserving your personal sustainability

After working with thousands of people over the years to support their sustainable lifestyle, I know there can be times where the obstacles amass, and it all feels like too much. Eco-fatigue is a very real thing, especially in a culture that can exhaust us with bad news. There are many empathetic environmentalists who have felt the responsibility to ‘save the world’ sits heavily on their shoulders. This can lead them to overcommit and sometimes even burnout.

That’s why it’s critical to consider your personal sustainability when you’re making lifestyle changes. You want to be enlivened by opportunity, not buried under the burden of obligation! And it’s important to manage your self-expectations and to be kind to yourself. Some habits will flourish then lapse before you resume them once again. It’s all very normal, and your collective changes are still making a big difference to the planet. Accepting that your sustainable-lifestyle change will have seasons and that progress comes in fits and spurts can help. This aligns with our medium-green philosophy.

I’ve accepted that there are times in my life when I can push new habits and times when I make compromises in survival mode. One of those was when I had young kids. Likewise, Dr Lisa Lake, author of Sustainability with Style, has always been exceptionally committed to sustainability in work and life until ‘having kids really threw a spanner in the works’. As she lamented: ‘I was so eco, I had the smallest footprint. I had my first son, and I did not know what was coming for me. Then having the second kid, managing a pre-schooler and a new baby, convenience won over everything. It was covid lockdown and everything that could be delivered was my best friend! I had to hold my nose and accept it was temporary.’ If, for whatever reason, you’re in survival mode, please cut yourself some slack and celebrate the wins you have rather than bemoaning what you should but can’t do now. When I fall off course and overwhelm creeps in, I go for a wander on the coast. Immersing myself in nature helps me recalibrate and reconnect with why I’m pursuing a sustainable life in the first place. Nature has seasons and so can you. Restore yourself when you need to and reignite your efforts when you can. After all, we don’t just want to make changes for a week – this is a lifelong commitment to creating your sustainable lifestyle.

Finding your flow

Once you’ve overcome the initial awkwardness of trying a new habit, with a little practice it will feel like second nature. Sustainable actions that were once an addendum to your existing lifestyle will seamlessly integrate, and you might even forget you ever lived otherwise. As you start to find your flow, pay attention to the experiences that inspire and motivate you – don’t let them just pass you by. These could include the following:


	You’re reaping the social benefits. You swap your lemons for your neighbours’ rosemary or borrow the mower from up the street. Instead of meeting friends for a meander at shops, you gather for a bushwalk. You’ve become the go-to source for the best op-shop tips. Rather than popping in for a cuppa, your family drops by to swap their compostable scraps for some worm tea to make their garden grow.

	You are not feeling deprived. Quite the contrary. You’re not missing trips to soulless shopping malls; you’re enjoying clothes swaps instead. Before you stock up on your kids’ school uniforms (because they’ve grown so fast!), you hit the second-hand store and take them to the movies afterwards with the money you’ve saved.

	You’re confident in your values. You no longer get bogged down in the murky swamp of sustainable decision-making. Sure, sometimes there isn’t one clear answer. But instead of worrying about making the wrong choice, use the Buyerarchy (here) and common sense to keep the bigger sustainable picture in mind. Within this medium-green lifestyle, it doesn’t matter if you stuff up, so long as you stay on the path.

	Your mental load is lighter. You’re living lighter on the planet and you’ve simplified your lifestyle. You’ve stepped off the consumerism treadmill and can feel contentment take its place. You’ve noticed that, in this happier state, you want less and live more. You’ve ditched the eco-guilt that didn’t serve you as you evolve your perfectly imperfect sustainable lifestyle.



In the past, I’ve road-tested all kinds of sustainable food experiments, with some hits and many misses (like trying plant-based cling wrap, only to find it was near impossible to get off the roll and simply didn’t stick!). Eventually, I found commonsense solutions I could maintain, such as glass reusable containers, sticking a plate atop a bowl to keep leftovers lovely, and the occasional beeswax wrap.

I really hit my sustainable living stride when I established my weekly ‘food flow’, where one waste-saving practice seamlessly transitions into the next. When I’m in my kitchen, I’m immersed in my own green world: turning limp veg into luscious lunches, composting the scraps, planning, and preparing my produce to last. It feels satisfying. It no longer makes sense to do things the old way. My sustainable lifestyle feels like an extension of who I am.

If you’re not quite there yet, look forward to finding this flow in the future. The tipping point is coming for you, I’m sure.

IN SUMMARY: 
Imperfect, empowered action for our sustainable future.

Whether you’re at the very start of your sustainable living adventure or you’ve been wanting to do more, the top ten habit-changing tips will empower and enhance your actions. And identifying your eco-personality highlights your sustainable superpowers and gives you strategies for the challenges you may face. If you’ve been feeling concerned yet confused by what climate-change action to take, the tried-and-tested ideas from my Sustainable Lifestyle community are an excellent source of inspiration. We all know change can feel a little awkward at first, but before long, sustainable living will feel like second nature to you. And you’ll have a medium-green sustainable lifestyle of your own.

Once sustainable living is second nature, you might start to feel like you want to do more, and the next chapter explores how you can bring others along for the ride.



[image: ]









[image: ]




Chapter 6

BRINGING OTHERS ALONG FOR THE RIDE



There were times when I felt like the lone sustainability ranger in my home, and the burden of responsibility felt too heavy. But as sustainable living has become second nature to me, and I lead by example, my entire family have gradually joined the party. Of late, it’s become a competition to see who can turn off all the lights before leaving for school. And my son tried to sell me on a pair of new sneakers that were recyclable … so it’s a start!

My husband is often found restoring an old chair or fixing one of our busted appliances (and then proudly telling me about it!) He has a great new ritual, where he takes our Sunday night chook carcass and the ‘stock stash’ (of veggie offcuts and cheese rinds I’ve been collecting), and creates a giant pot of chicken soupy goodness that simmers away, making our house smell homely. He’s not only taken over the task, but he does it better than me. I led by example and now he’s taken it to the next level! To me, this is what being a stealthy sustainable leader is all about. You set the scene and then the people around you can rise to the challenge, which then takes tasks off your plate (and what busy person doesn’t want that?).

This chapter explores how, when sustainable living becomes part of you, your family and friends will take inspiration from you (and even try to score points by sharing their eco-victories with you!). Drawing upon my PhD research about the unexpected ways that influence can manifest, you’ll see just how you can seed sustainable ideas and inspire others. It doesn’t mean you have to become an eco-influencer; it’s incredibly rewarding to be the gentle agent of change in your household, friendship group or workplace.

If you’re itching to do more, being a frontline or armchair activist can amplify your voice for change. In this chapter, I share my swap story, showing how one simple idea kickstarted a global clothes-swapping phenomenon. You’ll hear stories of how others have started their own sustainable communities, bringing joy to them and to the people they welcome in.

When sustainable living becomes you

Once you’ve embedded enough new habits that they blend into a whole lifestyle, you’ll find sustainable living becomes part of your core identity. Dr Lisa Lake (author of Sustainability with Style and director of the Centre of Excellence in Sustainable Fashion & Textiles) described to me how she feels about her sustainable lifestyle: ‘I really think it’s who I am; there isn’t really any decision that doesn’t go through the lens of sustainability. That’s not to say I do it perfectly, but it’s always there. It helps that my partner has the same values because we keep each other in check. Like “Did you look on eBay before you bought the new bike for the kids?” Without feeling holier than thou, it really does define who I am and who we are as a family.’

Taking a team-based approach enriches the process, keeps you accountable to each other and means the load doesn’t land on only one person’s shoulders. When your sustainable lifestyle becomes you, leading by example captures the natural interest of others. And that’s what we need to create the mainstream shift towards the sustainable future we want.

You’re more influential than you think

To achieve the magnitude of change necessary during this decade to combat climate change, we need our government to create sustainable regulation from the top down and businesses to lead. We also need empowered individuals like you to generate a groundswell of sustainable action that can influence both.

When I travelled around Australia for my PhD, asking people how they were living better with less, I was surprised to learn that influence works in unexpected, non-linear ways. When I sidled up for a chat with a government policy adviser, I thought he’d be driving significant change from the top down, but at that time in politics he was getting precisely nowhere.

The more conversations I had, the more I realised that people found leading by example through their lifestyles to be the most effective way to influence. And as they did, they became the unofficial sustainable living authorities among their friends and the broader community. Then friends were popping over to report their latest sustainable living victory, whether it was buying organic bed -sheets or growing a tomato.

The ripple effect

The pride of a simple gesture like growing your first tomato can create a ripple effect through your lifestyle. As Hannah Moloney described to me, once you start, it’s hard to stop, and ‘growing food is a good one because then you look at compost, then you think about catching rainwater and maybe getting some chickens’. Back in Chapter 5, we discussed the ‘moral spillover’, where one successful, rewarding action rolls into the next. Naturally extending your sustainable lifestyle by experiencing win after win feels good.

Your confidence builds as you gather new skills, so you push further towards your sustainable goals. This confidence boost is energising. When you’re energised by something new you’re trying out, you enthuse about it in a way that is more likely to draw people in. Like when Danielle started exploring a plant-based diet. She was excitedly chatting to her workmates about her latest dish that, incredibly, her whole family were eating harmoniously at the dinner table. So naturally they all wanted her lentil bolognese recipe! While preaching uninvited eco-advice turns people off (as we discovered back in Chapter 2), enthusiasm fosters natural interest from others. The ripple effect of that single conversation put plant-based eating on the menu for five households or more.

Claire O’Rourke, the author of Together We Can and director of The Sunrise Project, agrees that we need to promote the enjoyable side of sustainable living. In her words, ‘Until you experience the “co-benefits” of sustainable living, you can’t quite grasp how good they are!’ Friends caught sight of her tiny electricity bill and wanted to know how she achieved that with her cleverly designed, solar-powered home. The WTF moment when her friends saw how much money Claire was saving became the gateway for a conversation about how they could achieve the same.
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Another way to influence those near you is by demonstrating how it’s done. Kelly Barrett told me how taking her friend with her to pick up Thai takeaway in reusable containers validated how easy it was. Before seeing Kelly in action, her friend assumed the restaurant would find the BYO container approach annoying or inconvenient. After watching Kelly do it without a hitch, she dismissed those presumptions and realised it was a no-brainer and she could do the same. You can lead by example and overcome new habit hurdles by literally showing how it’s done!

Talking people up

The old adage that if you talk the talk you’d better walk the walk rings true when it comes to sustainable living. Many leaders and everyday eco-heroes I’ve talked to have, at some point, been on their soapbox talking down to others about how they need to change. Revved up by their newly acquired eco-knowledge, they tried and failed to convert others with righteous zeal. You don’t win friends or influence people to be greener by telling them they’re wrong and you’re right. To motivate people, we need to talk them up, not put them down.

For example, if you launch into a diatribe about food miles and our overfished, underpopulated oceans at the dinner table, you’ll turn your fellow diners off their meal. But when you’re out to lunch, why not just order a local wine and suggest a couple more vegetable dishes instead? If anyone asks, you can have a yarn about the sustainable advantages, but if not, enjoy the wine while knowing that at least one person at the table has taken note for next time. And three others will order it again because it was delicious.

Gently seeding ideas through action is more effective than sermons from a soapbox. A conversation is more influential than a lecture. As author, educator and zero-waste campaigner Erin Rhoads suggests, it allows you to meet people halfway between what you aspire to and what they’re capable of.




Leading by example

Quotes from my Sustainable Lifestyle community about how they walk the walk and bring others along for the ride:
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‘I find that if I hold my head high and stick with my convictions with a smile on my face, people are very accepting of what I do and sometimes even inspired. I prefer to lead by example and not to push my agenda. I just like to do my thing and get people noticing and then enquiring.’—Anouk




‘My family is fine with all the sustainable swaps because they are easy and achievable. If they are too much of a burden, they won’t stick. Many of the swaps have been done since our kids were very young, so it just seems natural to them.’—Wendy




‘The hardest thing about the changes was getting my family members on board. Now I am an empty nester, it’s much easier. My husband has begun to realise that the [sustainable] changes make sense (he has taken about ten years!). Now one of my sons is following this lifestyle as much as his family can.’—Dianne





How I started swapping clothes and kickstarted a global movement!

If you are feeling pretty darn excited by your sustainable lifestyle, you might be moved to magnify your impact even further. Back in 2004, seeking to reconcile my love of fashion with my ecological conscience, I developed a clothes-swap event. The premise was simple: bring six preloved items you value but no longer wear to swap for those you will. I used buttons as currency, set up a quality control check-in and displayed all the clothing enticingly on racks. It was like a gigantic clothing store where everything was free! And people loved it.

In their books, sustainable fashion leader Kate Fletcher and collaborative consumption commentator Rachel Botsman attributed my widespread clothing exchange success to the simplicity of my event design. This included:


	removing many of the barriers to second-hand clothing and making it easy and enjoyable for people to participate

	facilitating access to second-hand clothes, so that instead of having to treasure-hunt through musty op-shops at odd hours, participants could swap clothes after work like they would go out for a drink

	upgrading the quality of the clothes to be swapped by creating a reliable quality screening process

	ensuring a fair swap for all with clear guidelines so it did not turn into a frenzy like the Boxing Day sales.



Before long, we started attracting hundreds of excited, curious swappers. The media got wind of it and asked me to share The Clothing Exchange story across radio waves and newspapers, and our events were swamped after I appeared on prime-time TV. In 2006, Kirsten Fredericks franchised the model for Sydney and soon enough, we had swap teams in five states.

Because the template of my events was so easy to replicate, copycat clothes swaps were popping up all over the globe (which I was stoked about!). People were adopting my swap formula and making it their own. Charities like Oxfam and 1 Million Women enlisted our swap skills to raise much-needed funds, and insurance company ahm engaged me to create a national clothes-swapping tour. At one point, I was invited to the UN headquarters in Nairobi to share my swap story!

Twenty years on, clothes swaps are everywhere, including The Clothing Exchange that’s still run by Kirsten in Sydney. My swap story taught me never to underestimate the power of one simple idea. Especially when it stems from your passion, because that will draw others to you like a magnet.

Put simply, I designed a system of exchange but, broadly, I created mainstream interest in the practice of sharing. Clothes swaps seeded the idea that you didn’t need to buy new stuff: you could swap what you don’t use for something you’ll love instead. And that’s an impactful, powerful action magnified by the millions of people who now love swapping clothes and all manner of things and doing it regularly. So, if you’ve got an idea brewing, just imagine the ripple effect you can have for good.

Bringing people together

As you may recall from Chapter 5, finding support and strength in numbers can build empowerment and momentum for your sustainable lifestyle. It can also help you create a sustainable community of your own. When I interviewed chef Jo Barrett (of Future Food System and author of Sustain), she was elated by the community support when she started her restaurant Little Picket at the bowls club of a small, surf-coast enclave.

At her restaurant, Jo creates seasonal dishes based on the local food of the area and the kind of meals locals love. As she recalled to me: ‘A lot of people from Lorne are also growing their own food, so they come in and are like “I’ve got lots of lemons too.” They didn’t know what to do with them, so they go home and try our recipe. And for the first four months, we didn’t even buy a lemon; people were just dropping them off. I love being a part of that community.’

Of course, nowadays you don’t always need to create a community in person – you can bring together people who share a common cause online. Dr Leyla Acaroglu has created a community of thousands to challenge the status quo by redesigning the way we live through her online UnSchool. Tamara DiMattina masterminded the global Buy Nothing New community with just a second-hand laptop in hand.

Dr Anika Molesworth was surprised by how quickly support grew for the Farmers for Climate Action group online. She told me that ‘six years ago, they started with 30 members and now we have a movement of 8000 farmers and over 45,000 non-farmers’ showing support. When you have a large community like this, you have the power to fundraise, promote your cause and magnify your impact.

You don’t need to be a leader in your field or an expert in sustainable living to start a sustainable living community. I love it when people write to me about the bulk-buying group they’ve created with their friends, the sustainable action group they started at their kid’s school or the book swap they’re hosting at home. It can be easy, enjoyable and incredibly rewarding for you and the people you welcome in.

Kelly, a member of my Sustainable Living community, has become an everyday eco-hero in her country town. After taking part in my Wardrobe Edit (which you get in Chapter 8), she became a regular at her local op-shop and decided to put her hand up to volunteer. She’s even looking at ways to improve their systems by expanding and enhancing the range of clothes at the shop. There’s more demand than supply, and she is taking on the challenge of fixing it.

The new eco-activism

Gone are the days when being an activist meant joining Greenpeace, shaving your head and tying yourself to a tree. Now you can be an effective activist from your armchair. With the help of technology, eco-activism has evolved in leaps and bounds. And you can choose from many levels of participation to fit in the nooks and crannies of your busy life.

Sure, you can join Greenpeace (they still do incredible work), and volunteer or donate. You can make a sign that says ‘I like my fries hot, not my planet’ and join the massive School Strike for Climate, like I did with my kids. You can also sign petitions for climate action as they land in your inbox. Or pen a letter to your local member of parliament about the change you want to see in your constituency.

Sometimes standing up for the simplest things right in front of you can be the most empowering.

My most popular Sustainable Lifestyle newsletter shared a story about a disappointing green jumper that I had purchased and my fight to return it after it became unwearably pilled within months. Even though it was well beyond the returns window, I wasn’t taking no for an answer. I was sick of settling for clothes that weren’t made well and would end up in landfill. I wrote to the company, insisting they stop selling such a shoddy sweater, hoping I could save other customers from the same disappointment. It worked out well: I got my money back and bought a jumper with a lifetime guarantee instead.

I think this story connected with people because, instead of blindly accepting an inferior product, I was an inspired, active citizen advocating for what was fair and reasonable. As Tamara DiMattina (Buy Nothing New) identified: ‘We have been told we’re consumers – we’re not – we’re citizens. You’re a mum, lover, sister, aunty, and if you’re a citizen, you’re out in the streets looking at how you can contribute.’ Don’t settle for inferior stuff that underperforms: summon your inner activist and speak up!

You can join the front line or be an armchair activist. It’s totally up to you how you share your voice for collective, sustainable change.

IN SUMMARY: 
Leading by imperfect, enthusiastic example

To create the sustainable future we want, we need all hands on deck, taking inspired action and leading by example to create the magnitude of change we need in the limited time we have. When you can seize an opportunity to live more with less that appeals to your interests, builds your enthusiasm and attracts others, your impact and momentum will grow exponentially.

From all my interviews, I’ve found the sustainability movement is made up of both accidental and intentional leaders. You may not have signed up to spearhead sustainable living in your community, but you may evolve to be a go-to sustainable living authority within your friendship circle. As you experience the co-benefits of your sustainable lifestyle and your enthusiasm mounts, it will be infectious. People will sense your joy, marvel at your bill savings, enjoy your local wine or admire your second-hand dress and start a conversation with you. Feeling part of the collective momentum in this way feels good.
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PART ONE   


CONCLUSION






Celebrate your eco-wins!

When you first opened this book, no doubt you were concerned about climate change but were wavering about what you could do about it. It’s not easy to juggle the macro concerns of our future climate crisis with the micro concerns of every day when you’re just trying to make sure there’s milk in the fridge. But you’ve found a way to make a difference and had several wins along the road!



	WIN 1. 	We’ve replaced fear with active hope.



	  	Remember, tangible, sustainable actions are the antidote to anxiety and feelings of powerlessness. With active hope, we know change is possible, and we have a significant role to play towards creating a momentous shift in a sustainable direction.



	WIN 2. 	We’ve turned obligation into opportunity.



	  	When we start imagining what we could do instead of being buried under the obligation of what we should do, our load feels lighter and a better future feels possible. In this way, we can creatively upgrade our lifestyles, so we have a bloody great time as we do it!



	WIN 3. 	You know why you want to take action.



	  	We never connected with the climate sciency stuff, but now we’ve made it personal. You’ve connected with why you want to act and what you want to protect, whether that’s working to preserve your kids’ future or to leave the legacy of a world that’s better than you found it (or something else entirely).



	WIN 4. 	We’ve ditched the eco-guilt that doesn’t help.



	  	Yes, a dash of eco-guilt can motivate us to be more resourceful. But we know that carrying a heavy burden of guilt is ultimately unsustainable. Rather than focusing on a lifestyle of guilt-wallowing and righteous deprivation, we’re pumped to pursue a lifestyle upgrade instead!



	WIN 5. 	We found clarity amid the confusion.



	  	The sustainability movement has suffered from a major branding and communications issue. We’ve weeded through the misinformation, cleared up some misconceptions and busted some myths so you can move forward with clarity and confidence.



	WIN 6. 	You realised you can live more with less – your way.



	  	To combat green stereotypes, we opened our minds to the smorgasbord of sustainable living. You can now find your own next best step. To live more with less, you can pick and choose the ideas that appeal and the waste-saving habits that work for you.



	WIN 7. 	We learned that a medium-green lifestyle is a good thing.



	  	We learned that the trailblazers in the field aren’t sweating over their slip-ups (like when they end up with a disposable coffee cup or a dreaded plastic bag!), and we needn’t either. The goal is not to do sustainable living perfectly. It’s more important that more of us do it imperfectly, to make the greatest impact and help our planet the way we need to.



	WIN 8. 	You know sustainable living will become second nature.



	  	Take comfort in knowing that new habits start off awkwardly and need getting used to. Soon enough, these sustainable actions become second nature. Sustainable living will become a part of who you are, and you’ll wonder how you ever lived otherwise..



	WIN 9. 	You’re loving your life!



	  	Once you’re in flow, you experience the co-benefits of the changes you’ve made. You’re treading more lightly on the planet, and you love how connected you feel to the people around you, how your mental load feels a little lighter since you simplified a few things. You’re creating a ripple effect of sustainable action.



	WIN 10. 	You’re choosing connection over consumerism.



	  	Instead of wasting countless hours buying stuff you don’t really need to impress people you may not even like, you’ve stepped off the treadmill of mindless consumerism. You’ve traded the time you spent on a lifestyle based on having to one that prioritises just being. And you love it.





What’s Next?


Our collective contentment is our greatest weapon against wasteful consumerism. And wasteful consumerism has been one of the greatest threats to our planet. But we can change that. Rebuilding our lifestyles towards contentment restores our connection, our humanity and, hopefully, our world as we like it best. While Part 1 has got you ready and raring to take climate action, Part 2 will take you by the hand and show you the way to unfuck the planet and upgrade your life!








PART TWO   

THE LIFESTYLE EDITS
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INTRODUCTION

Curb your consumerism

The first part of this book helped conquer the challenges that stood in the way so you can pursue your sustainable lifestyle – your way. For most people, addressing our shopping habits is one of the most impactful things we can do and it doesn’t mean you have to live in deprivation. In fact, life can feel like more of a celebration.

Part 2 includes a menu of five enticing ‘edits’ that prescribe step by step how you can reduce waste, upgrade your lifestyle and save the planet too. These edits address wasteful consumerism and help you live more with less by taking a medium-green approach. You don’t have to read them in sequential order; you can choose to start your sustainable living adventure where your interests lie.

If you’re someone who benefits from a little support, you can join forces with a friend or even start a book club to go through the edits together at your own pace. That way you can keep each other on track and share tips and encouragement when needed. And you can celebrate your transformational victories together too! There are also plenty of worksheets and support materials you can access via my website.34

Your Edit Menu

‘The Wardrobe Edit’ solves the mystery of how you can own so many clothes yet have nothing to wear! It helps you sort out that ‘floordrobe’ and sort your soulmate garments from your regretful fashion flings.

‘The Fridge Edit’ is the place to start if you’re constantly hungry and dreaming of your next meal. Not only will you regain your cooking mojo, but you will boost your nourishment and cut your food bills too. And you will alleviate the guilt of chucking out last week’s drooping veg.

‘The Toy Edit’ will come to the rescue if your greatest bugbear is tripping over your kids’ toys every morning. Or if you’re worried your kids were born to buy, have a never-ending list of wants and an overflowing toybox of things they neglect, this is the start line for you.

‘The Beauty Edit’ is there for you if you’re sick of feeling sucked in by an industry that thrives on stoking our insecurities. If you want a simple self-care regime instead, this is an excellent place to begin.

‘The Christmas Edit’ will help you cut the consumerism and restore some joy in this annual celebration. It will help you navigate those awkward conversations with the in-laws about buying less crap for the grandkids!

Declutter versus Edit

There are a few differences between a declutter and an edit. The primary goal of decluttering is to cut back your possessions. But decluttering on its own can lead you to waste if you ditch what you don’t keep in landfill. It doesn’t address the habits that cluttered your home in the first place. In contrast, these edits set up sustainable systems to relieve your mental load through organisation and help you resolve what to do with the excess stuff. Most importantly, they guide you to improve your shopping habits for life!

Regardless of which edit you start with, you’ll gain valuable advice and tips to help you create marvellous, medium-green habits. And what you learn from one edit will spill over and make the next easier. These edits are the perfect starting point if you are newly committed to sustainable living or seeking to reinvigorate your lifestyle. They help you live more with less without costing the Earth.
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Chapter 7

THE WARDROBE EDIT

Trade your wardrobe crisis for a confident closet without costing the Earth!




Getting out of my style rut

Over the years, I’ve experimented with many fashions and fads. In the nineties, I was a grungy teen with a monochrome wardrobe and heavy eyeliner. I even dabbled in a little goth and some dubious pleather pants before finding my (well-heeled) feet as a confident, vintage-dress-wearing lass! I was very playful with how I dressed – it was my thing. Until I brought my first son into the world …

During my pregnancy and beyond, I traded my fanciful frocks for a whole lotta grey marle jersey tees and elasticised pants! I wore my maternity jeans well after they were ‘needed’ and felt my confidence slip away along with my colourful wardrobe. Between trying to work out how to keep a baby boy alive and catching some sleep, my strong sense of self had left the room. And so had my sense of style. I didn’t know what to wear, so I defaulted to what seemed easiest. But all those stretchy, drab clothes did nothing to boost my spirits through the early stages of motherhood.

Despite falling into a style rut, I held on to all my pretty clothes that didn’t suit and didn’t fit. They hung around like closet corpses, reminding me of another life, making me feel guilty and confused. I couldn’t see the ‘soulmate garments’ that still fitted and flattered me, because they were lost in the chaos of my closet. I kept everything, thinking that the more clothing I owned, the more options I had and the more stylish I could be. I was wrong. Owning too many clothes made me feel lost and overwhelmed. It did not help my style game one bit.

My eco-conscience wouldn’t allow me to throw things away until they were falling apart at the seams. Hoarding all these clothes saved them from landfill but relegated them to ‘closet-fill’, where they were still being wasted. I wish I knew then how many savvy, sustainable alternatives there were …

Over the years I’ve helped thousands of people edit their clothes and create wardrobes they are proud of. And believe me, I’ve seen everything. Some people’s wardrobes become a catch-all for random things like trampolines or the lost pet lizard. And others have wardrobes that span multiple rooms. As Claire divulged, ‘When I look back at my twenty-something self, I had a wardrobe that spanned the spare room, another room, and my walk-in – it was horrendous; I didn’t need all that stuff! Now my wardrobe is less than one standard robe.’

I know what you might be thinking: editing a wardrobe sounds like a lot of work, especially if especially if yours spans across several rooms. But it doesn’t have to be. The feedback from those who have tried my Wardrobe Edit is that it’s much easier and more rewarding than they anticipated. This edit is designed to overcome some of the challenges of parting with clothing you love, but do not wear, to find the ‘soulmate garments’ that serve you best.

If you’ve been feeling bad that your floordrobe is spreading outwards like mine was, please take solace in how normal that truly is. And if you’re sick of all your clothes and you’ve fallen into a style rut (like I did!), this edit will help you:


	solve the problem of owning too many clothes yet having nothing to wear

	get a simple but mind-blowing technique to match your wardrobe with your lifestyle

	escape your style rut

	understand why you hold on to clothes you don’t wear

	learn to edit and organise your wardrobe like a pro

	profit from the preloved clothes you no longer wear.



And, most importantly, you’ll get the confidence boost that comes with a style upgrade and ease the decision fatigue of daily dressing!

What’s a soulmate garment?

Like your favourite pair of jeans, your soulmate garments are the dependable go-to clothes in your closet. One of my closest wardrobe soulmates is a $6 navy blue op-shopped blazer that fits just right and looks sharp. Being reliable doesn’t mean soulmates have to be conservative. Another of mine is a lurid, sequined mini-dress that I found in Bali. You’d be surprised just how often an occasion calls for such a thing. It’s spectacular and it’s comfortable – so I have a great time every time I wear it out.

Sustainable fashion designer Ana Fernanda Covarrubias shared a story with me about a hot pink velvet coat she handmade for one of her clients – to match her striking hot pink pants. People stop her in the street to tell her how spectacular her coat is. Some soulmates can literally halt traffic and make the wearer feel marvellous too!

And no one captures the spirit of a soulmate garment more beautifully than Lucianne Tonti, author of Sundressed. As she says, ‘I have a black dress that swings through the skirt down to the mid calf. It has a slight split on one side that shows a little leg while you’re walking and a little more at a run … I can wear a jacket over it when there is a nip in the air. I wear it with brogues and boots, with sandals and heels. I love to wear it on dates. It’s effortless in the best sense, by which I mean it is both comfortable and flattering.’35

The problem of wasteful fashion

Okay, before I spill my wardrobe secrets, let me take a moment to fill you in on our collective problem of wasteful fashion. Over a decade ago, the Australia Institute found we waste approximately $1.7 billion annually in Australia on clothing we buy and don’t wear, or only wear for a very short time before discarding or hoarding it.36 That’s a lot of resources and money wasted every single year.

Since then, our pace of wasteful fashion consumption has gained speed as fast fashion has flourished. A more recent study from the Australian Fashion Council has shown that, on average, we Aussies buy 56 garments each year, many of which are made from unsustainable textiles. Because we lack the processes to manage this, more than 200,000 tonnes of clothing and textiles end up in landfill each year.37 It’s no wonder so many of our wardrobes are overstuffed.

To illustrate the global impact, the World Bank recently reported that the fashion industry is responsible for 10 per cent of carbon emissions.38 While fashion may seem a frivolous subject to some, this is a significant environmental, economic and ethical problem we’re talking about. Worse still, according to Fashion Revolution, fashion is ranked as the industry with the second-highest risk of engaging in modern slavery.39 Worker exploitation is rife, with people often not paid a living wage and working in conditions that are unfit and unsafe.

This may sound confronting, but there’s a lot we can do to help solve this epic fashion problem. Starting with your wardrobe …

Too many clothes, nothing to wear!

To explain how we can own lots of clothes and still have nothing to wear, we need to work out if there’s a misalignment between what we need and what we’ve got. Sharpen your pencils because we’re going to do that now. You can also download a worksheet from my website.40 First off, let’s look at my own wardrobe situation pre-edit.


You can see from my sample that I needed mostly casual clothes. Occasionally I go out and want to step it up a notch (see fancy going-out attire!). I exercise a few times a week, so activewear has its place in my wardrobe too. My pie chart is simple with only a few slices because I wear casual clothes at both work and home.
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Carve up the first pie on the left by asking, ‘What kind of clothes do you need for your lifestyle?’ You might need to factor in some extra slices for types of workwear, a uniform or other requirements. What you need to work out are your ratios. You choose what goes in your pie chart and what size slice it is.

For the second pie, the next step is to represent the types of clothes in your current wardrobe and divide it accordingly. My wardrobe was mostly fancy going-out or formal wear. There were a lot of things that were bought for a single occasion, like a wedding. I was more often taken by a pretty dress than by practical basics when I hit the shops.

Admittedly, quite a few of these fancier things were purchased for the aspirational me – an imaginary version who lives in New York and flits between a high-flying job and cocktail hour. They were not bought for the real me! So it’s no surprise that they were most often left hanging in the wardrobe.

The final step is to put the pie charts side by side, to see how your wardrobe and your lifestyle match up. There was an obvious disconnection between my aspirational wardrobe and my real life. My wardrobe was lovely; it just no longer suited (or perhaps never suited) me.

I've found so many people evolve past their wardrobe. They change life stage, leave or return to work, shift in size or their tastes simply change, and their wardrobes no longer cater to their needs. This realisation is your motivation to edit! Don’t think of it as losing clothes: think of it as letting go of clutter and stress, and giving yourself more space to breathe.

And if you’re a fashion unicorn whose wardrobe and lifestyle do align, well done – you are in a great position to start the Wardrobe Edit too!



STEP 1.    Audit

Discover the different types of wardrobe clutter so you’ll be able to spot them with ease, and ask yourself which clutter is congesting your closet space.

Sentimental clutter

I kept the dress I wore on my first date and my beloved Nan’s kaftan, even though I didn’t wear either. It’s very common to keep clothes for sentimental reasons, even if sometimes those reasons defy logic. Understandably, when a garment has strong personal value, it can be a lot harder to let it go. But there’s an easy solution: you can take a photo for the memory and move that garment on to reclaim your wardrobe space. Keep the memory, ditch the clutter.

Guilty clutter

We also keep clothes we don’t wear because we feel guilty about buying them. It can be hard to give up a garment when I still painfully remember how much I invested in it. But keeping a memento that induces the guilt of wasted money does you no favours. And there’s nothing worse than opening your drawer of seventeen pairs of jeans that no longer fit. Squeezing yourself into ill-fitting jeans that cut you in half when you try to sit down is a special kind of pain. There’s no greater liberation than letting those go!

Multiple clutter

A lot of our wardrobe clutter comes down to one reason: we upgrade. When you buy a better version of your striped t-shirt, you won’t go back to the inferior original. Sure, the first tee is still fine. But it’s not your fave, so it no longer gets a look-in. Unless perhaps you’re really behind on your laundry! When you buy a shiny new version, the original loses its rightful place in your wardrobe rotation – so it doesn’t need to be there. Although if you’re a serial upgrader, it may be worth evaluating how many green jumpers you really need!

Potentially useful clutter

There will no doubt be a collection of things that look useful. For years I had a raincoat in my wardrobe that I never wore because I always used an umbrella. Don’t be tricked into thinking these items are useful to you or are ever going to be. But they might be useful to someone else, so it’s well worth moving them on.

Transient clutter

There will be other types of clutter in your closets, such as clothes that need mending or altering, old costumes, or clothes from phases gone by (like your misguided rave-wear or maternity clothes). You can feel good moving the ghosts of past fashion flings out of your wardrobe, so they no longer detract from the soulmate clothes that fit, flatter and feel right.

Now that you understand why you keep some of the clothing you don’t wear, you’re perfectly placed to start your Wardrobe Edit!

STEP 2.    Edit your wardrobe

Define your wardrobe goal

To focus your Wardrobe Edit, take the advice delivered in Chapter 5 and set a specific goal. My first Wardrobe Edit goal was to get out of my style rut. I wanted to feel more confident and tame my overwhelming wardrobe so I could dress with ease. You might be content to cull some clutter or you might have more aspirations driving your goal.

Choose a couple of key words to guide your edit. I used ‘elegant’ and ‘ease’ to make sure my wardrobe was in tune with how I wanted to feel. Or why not pick a style muse to inpire your outfit choices the way that fashion designers create a collection with a muse in mind?

Two questions to help you edit like a pro

Allocate some time to try on everything in your wardrobe. If you’re worried you’ll wallow in indecision or get overwhelmed, feel free to summon the company of an honest yet diplomatic friend to help you (remember that the ten habit tips in Chapter 5 suggest strength is found in numbers!).

Author and decluttering queen Marie Kondo encourages people to ask if an item ‘sparks joy’. But when it comes to editing your wardrobe, this question is simply not specific enough. You’ve no doubt got many nice things that ‘spark joy’ but that you still don’t wear! Just because it’s joyful doesn’t mean it belongs in your wardrobe.

You need two targeted questions to edit your wardrobe like a pro:




	Question 1.	Does this garment feel good to wear?
Does it fit you well right now and feel comfortable? Does it align with your identity, match your lifestyle and make you light up when you wear it? If it’s a no, put it in a pile on your bed. If it’s a yes, ask:





	Question 2.	Would I buy it again?
Has it served you well and never let you down? Do you find yourself reaching for it often? This question really helps me part with the things that are kinda nice, that I could wear – but won’t. EVER. If it’s a no, add it to the pile. If it’s a yes, hang it in your wardrobe, because it’s a keeper.






Use these two questions to distinguish your soulmate garments from your fashion flings and you will end up with the best of your wardrobe, so you can enjoy wearing your favourite clothes every day. After you’ve been through your entire wardrobe, odds are you may have a pretty sizeable ‘no’ pile. Don’t spend too much time feeling bad (remember, we’re not about guilt here!).

You don’t have to get rid of everything in your ‘no’ pile immediately, unless you want to. You can hold on to those clothes, emotionally detach from them over time and then decide what to do with them. Store them for 3–6 months before working out your next move. Let another season pass to check you don’t want to wear any of it. If you are unsure about whether something belongs in your ‘no’ pile, you have the security of knowing you can retrieve it and put it back in your wardrobe. You probably won’t, but knowing you can will make you a more ruthless and effective editor.

STEP 3.    Organise your wardrobe

After selecting the best of your wardrobe, it’s time to set up systems to help you maintain it. That might mean categorising your clothes or putting them in colour order. Or, depending on your wardrobe goal, you can take organisation to the next level and create your capsule wardrobe for the season ahead.

Create your capsule wardrobe

As a recovering fashion maximalist, I find the minimalist approach to creating a capsule wardrobe is a bit of a test. That said, when I compose my seasonal capsule, I find the time-saving simplicity and style upgrade very rewarding. Now, before I get ahead of myself, I can hear you ask: What on earth is a capsule wardrobe? Fair question.

A capsule wardrobe is the best of your clothing, selected to suit your wardrobe and your lifestyle. The pieces within a capsule wardrobe are also chosen to complement each other to give you the best outfit combinations. If you’re not sold on this idea, just imagine how easy it was to get dressed every day of your last holiday. You barely had to think twice about each outfit. That’s because you put considered effort into packing your suitcase before you left and took the parameters into account.

When we pack for holidays, we have limited space (the suitcase!). We know the climate and we have a fair idea about what we’re going to be doing when we get there. So, we compose a capsule wardrobe for that trip. Each day of our holidays we benefit from the planning we did earlier and find it easy and enjoyable to get dressed. A capsule wardrobe lessens the mental load and can feel like a holiday from your cluttered closet.

The magic wardrobe number

Ultimately, how many garments you have in your wardrobe is up to you, but around forty items will allow a little flexibility while keeping the minimalist benefits intact. Before you baulk at this number, it doesn’t include underwear, sportswear or uniforms. You decide whether accessories are in or out. The surprising lesson is having less clothing makes you enjoy what you have more. That’s what you’ll experience through the capsule creation.

If you watched Clueless in the 90s and coveted main chararcter Cher’s online wardrobe, there are now apps you can upload images of your clothes to and artificial intelligence will match your outfits for you. Or, for the DIY version, lay out new outfit combinations you love and take a snap, so you have inspiration at hand when you’re short on time.

Profit from your preloved clothing

From your Wardrobe Edit, there are the clothes that landed in your ‘no’ pile. If you are not moving them on immediately, you need to store them safely while you emotionally detach from them. I recommend popping them in a suitcase or Tyvek garment bags, out of sight and mind. Clothing is preserved best in cooler conditions (18–23°C is optimal according to museum standards!) and shielded from light damage. And, if you’re worried about moths, you can buy a water-based protective spray rather than make the clothes stink with mothballs.

Consignment

When you consign your clothing to a store, they retail the clothes on your behalf, and you share the profits. Profit arrangements will vary store to store. This is a very convenient option for time-poor people with medium-high value clothing they don’t want but would like to sell rather than donate. Brick-and-mortar examples include Melbourne’s Good Byes and Mutual Muse.

Resale

The old-school way to resell your clothes was to get a stall at a local market and flog them in one go. Nowadays, there are many online options where you can post your clothing for sale. The process of listing, managing the sale and posting the garment does take time, so it’s more worthwhile for garments and accessories with over $25 resale value.

Swap

You can exchange clothes you don’t wear for those you will at a clothing exchange event, or even host a swap at home with your friends. This option suits people short on time who want to swap a small selection of good-quality clothing within a single event. It can be convenient, fun and inexpensive, and you can strike fashion gold. Some clothes swaps are more reliable or upmarket than others. Of course, I’m biased, but The Clothing Exchange has continued to host happy swappers for nearly two decades through a fair and fun system of exchange. It’s like shopping at a gigantic clothing store where everything is ‘free’!

Gift

Gifting is a generous way to move on your preloved clothes. If you have something you know your sister, friend or neighbour would love, offer it as a gift and make their day. This is a great solution for the generous, time-poor person who isn’t interested in the whole reselling or consigning caper. Just be sure you’re giving your garments to someone who really does want them, so you’re not simply cluttering up their closet instead!

Donate

Donating to charity seems like an easy and noble option but be mindful that charity stores get an onslaught of donations, many of which are not suited to resale. Only around 15 percent of donations are saleable, and the rest go to landfill or are donated to other countries.41 As Eco Styles founder Nina Gbor saw firsthand as a teenager in Nigeria, piles of unwanted donated clothing would amass, causing environmental damage.

Reuse or recycle

When you have clothes below the resale standard, they are best reused or donated for recycling. Items that are tired, worn, pilled or damaged beyond repair can be made into rags or may be recycled. Textile recycling within Australia is emerging, and some retailers have recycling collection bins where you can donate your clothing. If there’s a suitable reuse strategy, that’s a more reliable option than downcycling textiles into inferior products. As the fashion industry progresses towards a circular economy, product stewardship, where retailers take back their garments at the end of life, will become a viable option.

STEP 4.    Enjoy your wardrobe

Okay, this may seem obvious, but the point of all this editing is to boost your confidence and how your enjoyment of your wardrobe. Through the process of editing what you don’t want, you will have also uncovered some long-forgotten gems to relish wearing again. These ‘soulmate’ garments always lift your mood and never let you down. Before, you were overwhelmed by your wardrobe, and now that you’ve got an edited selection of top-notch clothing, you can play!

Maintain your ideal wardrobe

Take these steps to avoid recluttering:


	Adopt a one-in-one-out policy so that when you buy something new, you move something else out of your wardrobe.

	For special occasions, consider hiring or borrowing something lovely from a friend. It’s far more rewarding than spending an arm and a leg on something that sits in closeted detention, gathering dust for most of its life.

	If you find it hard to curb your fashion consumerism, you can try a month-long shopping pause to observe and reset your habits.

	If you are like me and struggle to successfully buy clothes that you love online, stick to buying clothes you can try on the old-fashioned way in stores.

	If you often fall into impulse purchases, introduce a pause to allow you time to decide if a given garment is right for you. I never buy something the first time I try it on. I leave the store, and if it’s playing on my mind, I return with confidence, knowing I am buying something I love.

	Use the Buyerarchy from Chapter 4, which guides you to buy less, differently or better.



To extend the life of your soulmate clothes, consider that excessive washing shortens the lifespan of your garment, so try airing things out rather than getting the machine to do the work.42 Learn to repair garments you value or find a local tailor who can also give you a hand with any alterations that might make a once-desirable dress wearable again.

I hope that, like many others, you’ll do this edit and be surprised by how easy and rewarding it is. Not only will you be saving the planet, but you’ll also be upgrading your style, saving your money because you only buy what you need, and saving countless hours of staring at your wardrobe in confusion.

Your wardrobe impact

The average Aussie owns over 100 items of clothing that they don’t wear. If you reduce your wardrobe by 100 wasted garments and reactivate them, you’ll save approximately 600kg CO2e (carbon emissions equivalent) from entering the atmosphere.43 If you repeat this wardrobe edit each year, those carbon savings add up quickly.

When it comes to fashion, lowering the demand for more clothes conserves precious resources. Some textiles, such as cotton, require a huge amount of land and water to produce. The impact of shrinking your wardrobe benefits the planet well beyond the carbon emissions saved. As Orsola de Castro, founder of Fashion Revolution says, ‘the most sustainable garment is already in your wardrobe’, and buying second-hand is the next best thing. You also avoid supporting unethical labour practices.

If you reduce how often you launder your clothes to save energy and detergents, and repair and care for them to extend their life, you’ll radically shrink your fashion footprint even further. If you’d like more guidance and support to create your sustainable wardrobe and improve your shopping habits for life, check out my website for more information.44



✦ FASHION MYTHS BUSTED! ✦




Being fashionable is better than being stylish – Sometimes fashion can be a bitch, like when she convinced me that drop-crotch pants could suit me! Sure, sometimes fashion can be fun, but cultivating your sustainable style is great for the planet and your pennies too. You can always include a nod to the fashion trends of the moment, but in a manner that suits your timeless, sustainable style. Taking a long-term approach means you can invest in the clothes you love over frivolous fashion flings.




Style is something you’re born with – Nope, if you take a little time to research styles you love that suit you, find a muse to inspire you and have a play, your style will evolve beautifully!




Having more clothes helps you dress better – It might be the case for some, but for most of us mere mortals, having too many clothes makes us feel overwhelmed. So, we throw on the same outfit that’s hanging on the back of the chair and wear the same 20 per cent of our wardrobe 80 per cent of the time. Give the capsule wardrobe a try and you’ll experience the joy of better dressing with ease, like I did.




Dressing well takes more time – It doesn’t have to. If you build a capsule wardrobe with a series of tried and tested outfits you love, you’ll find dressing well daily takes two minutes, relieves the decision-making fatigue and gives your confidence a boost!




Cheap clothes are better value – Not if they fall apart at the seams after the first wear. Considering a cost-per-wear model over a price tag–based approach often reveals that something more precious is a better value buy in the long run.




If it’s Australian made and/or expensive it must be ethical and sustainable – Sadly not; there’s more to it than that. We have local outworkers who are not paid a living wage. And there are mid-range labels selling sustainable clothes made in China. Get to know brands that are transparent about what they are doing and support positive climate action by buying from them.




Online shopping is convenient – Hmmm, online shopping seems convenient. But how many times do you get it wrong and need to frig around with returns, or worse, forget to send it back! Annoying. Soulmate garments are more easily found in person than through rolling the dice online. You get to see the fit on you (vs. on a model), feel the texture (does it itch?) and see the colour in its true light. Online shopping can be handy if you lower the risk by buying a familiar item or from a label you love, and the garment measurements are clear.




You have to buy an extra garment to get free postage – No you don’t; you’re better off paying the nominal postage cost than ordering an extra item that you’re unlikely to wear and definitely won’t love as a soulmate garment.




Second-hand clothes are less desirable – While some items may be pilled or pongy, Wardrobe Crisis podcaster and vintage clothing lover Clare Press says to look for op-shops in posh neighbourhoods! She recommends befriending your local tailor so if something beautiful doesn’t quite fit, you can alter it to fit and love it more.45
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Chapter 8

THE FRIDGE EDIT

Get in your food flow and make mealtimes a breeze!




My fridge used to be so overstuffed it could have belonged in a uni share house with a dozen inhabitants, rather than in the home of a civilised family of four. Honestly, I had so much food but I couldn’t tell you what I was going to make for dinner! Of course, I was racked with eco-guilt every time I let a head of broccoli turn yellow or a cucumber turn to mush.

At the start of the week, buoyed by optimism and delusions of good health, I’d stock up on bundles of seasonal produce plucked fresh from the farmers’ market. But by Thursday I was reaching for the phone to order in pizza while trying not to eyeball the wilting veg. With a fully-fledged condiment addiction, I was vulnerable to being wooed by the latest foodie fad – jalapeño salsa, harissa and kasundi all included. Given I was a bit of a hoarder, once they were in my fridge, these babies took up permanent residence, cluttering the top shelf. I’d duck out to the shops without even a cursory glance at what I already had, so I’d overbuy and end up with three maple syrups and no butter!

While it makes my cheeks redden to type this, I know this cycle of overconsumption and food waste is incredibly common. Even if you’re a fridge overstuffer like I was, it doesn’t have to be a permanent way of shopping.

My turning point was when our worm farm overflowed because we were creating more waste than we could manage. I knew I had to find a way to keep better track of our family’s food, reduce our waste and manage our mealtimes. This personal project became a professional endeavour when I teamed up with naturopath and Well Nourished founder Georgia Harding. Together, we developed ‘The Fridge Edit’ with the best of our robust nutritional and sustainability knowledge. Georgia has the most covetable, organised fridge of anyone I know. I was the disorganised guinea pig and she was my organisational mentor!

If The Fridge Edit did wonders for me, it will help you:


	relieve your mental load by making food organisation and meal preparation easier

	save you time – and all that hunting around and trips back and forth to the shops!

	lower your food bills

	boost your nourishment

	and reduce our nation’s food waste problem.



This is not just about decluttering. It’s about shining a light on our food and shopping habits and developing a system that enhances your lifestyle and makes you feel good. Follow this Fridge Edit and you’ll be living more with less and eating delicious, nourishing meals in no time.

Too much food, but nothing for dinner?

In Australia, despite our best intentions, we waste a lot of food. Mountains of it! According to the Australian Department of Climate Change, Energy and Water, ‘Each year we waste around 7.6 million tonnes of food across the supply and consumption chain. This wastage costs $2,000 to $2,500 per household per year46 and is equivalent to throwing out one in five bags of groceries each time you shop.

Food is wasted a little each meal and lots of little bits add up quickly. Some of the produce perishes in the fridge and we have to chuck it each week, without seeing the magnitude of our food waste. Can you picture what our average, annual 312kg of food waste looks like? I picture five me’s standing end to end to get an idea …

The worst part is that it’s not really waste. As Annika Stott from OzHarvest told me, 70 per cent of it is edible! So often we ditch food that’s past its use-by date without a cursory sniff to be sure. Or we habitually throw out parts of the vegetable that could be put to good use. Or we overestimate our appetites and serve up bigger portions than we need. There are so many seemingly small habits that contribute to our big problem of waste.

Given food scarcity and escalating produce prices, spending over two thousand dollars on food we don’t eat seems absurd. And, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the price of our fresh produce is continuing to soar. In 2023, we’re paying 8.6 per cent more for poultry than we were in 2022 and 16.2 per cent more for milk!47 The $10 lettuces of last year were just the tip of the iceberg and the food shortage crisis that lies ahead.

One of the reasons we spend more money is because we spend less time making our own meals. According to Michael Pollan, a journalist well-researched in food and health, as the time we spend cooking has decreased, rates of obesity and chronic disease have risen. Georgia says, unfortunately, convenience foods produced by corporations are made with the cheapest ingredients, in the quickest way, to increase profit margins rather than improve our health.

This isn’t just bad for our bank balances (costing our economy $36.6 billion each year48): our agriculture industry contributes around 13 per cent of our national greenhouse gas emissions each year according to the Climate Council.49 One of the biggest problems is that we chuck our food scraps into landfill, where they can’t break down and instead produce methane, which warms the globe much faster than carbon. Of course, we feel the eco-guilt for creating all this waste!

Most people are not food-wasting demons who cackle with laughter as they discard whole watermelons! None of us enjoy chucking away food or underutilising our food budget. The problem is many of us lack the systems in place to maximise our fridge contents. This is where the Fridge Edit comes in …

THE FRIDGE EDIT

STEP 1.    Audit

Discover the weird and wonderful kinds of fridge clutter so you can edit them out with ease!

Condiment crazy clutter

Are you someone who can’t resist the next foodie fad and has to jump on every flavour bandwagon? Fancy some bacon jam on the side? Or would some ‘Nduja be nice with that? Some of us have fleeting flings with condiments that sound delicious but only get used twice before migrating to the back of the fridge to waste away for months (or years). Try to sort the soulmate condiments from the foodie fads! And maybe taste-test them if you can before you buy and commit them to your precious fridge real estate.

Overbuying clutter (multiples)

Many of us, including those with growing families, tend to overstuff every shelf of our fridge and pantry, so it can be hard to see what to eat, what needs replacing or what’s starting to go off. This leads us to overbuy. We’ve all got carried away at the snack section or ended up with three of one thing and forgotten something else entirely. And it’s hard to resist the allure of those two-for-one bargains that lead us to cram too much into the fridge. Then we’re wasting energy cooling stuff we won’t eat for months! When our fridges are too full, we lose sight of foods soon to expire, so we miss the opportunity to put them to good use and have to toss them instead.

Aspirational clutter

Or are you someone who starts their week well – buying all the healthy food – only to ignore it when life gets busy and order pizza instead? Particularly when you’re not anchored by a meal plan or shopping list, it’s easy to get carried away, buying for the aspirational version of yourself rather than matching your produce requirements to your actual plans that fit the real version of you.

Past-its-prime clutter

Unless you’re a semi-regular fridge editor, you’re occasionally going to find something a little scary lurking in your fridge’s deepest drawer. Like an unrecognisable manky vegetable that’s breeding its own ecosystem, or maybe some mayo from 2018?! You don’t need to take best-before-dates literally (a good sniff or taste test will tell you if it’s A-okay), but if something is that old, it’s time to move it on.

Hopefully you have a clear sense of the kind of clutter you create and know what to keep an eye out for during the edit. Before you start the next step, you can track your waste for a fortnight to measure how much food you’re wasting and get specific about what kind of clutter it is. This is by no means essential, but if you think it would motivate you to create a measurable goal, based on your household, go for it!

STEP 2.    Edit

It’s time to define your Fridge Edit goal. Set a specific goal that motivates you with a measurable challenge you will want to meet. For example:

I want to edit my fridge so I can clear some space, clear my mind and reduce the weekly food waste from 20 per cent down to 5 per cent in the next month.

Take a photo before you start so you can do a satisfying comparison afterwards. Then it’s time to start unpacking your fridge onto your bench. As you examine the contents, ask yourself a series of questions:



	Question 1.	Is it edible?
As in, is it safe to eat, free of mould, within its use-by date or has passed the sniff test, and isn’t too droopy to be delectable?

If it’s a no, pop it aside in a box. If it’s a yes, ask the second question:





	Question 2.	Will I or someone in my household eat it within the next month?
This question will help you part with that jalapeño salsa you didn’t like as much as you thought you would. Or the multiple tomato sauces that need not be refrigerated all at once!






STEP 3.    Organise

Storing your food well is the simplest way to avoid food wastage and preserve the nutritional value of your produce. It will also ensure you get the full shelf life of that produce.

The Stockholm Environment Institute recommends storing food correctly and maintaining your food storage system, so it’s easy to see what you have and to reduce overbuying and creating food waste.

When it comes to organising your fridge, start with the layout and consider who will use it and how.

Things to consider include:


	making sure you can easily access the produce you need most regularly

	storing fruits and veggies you want your kids to help themselves to at their eye level, within easy reach

	storing condiments and sauces in the fridge door for clear visibility and easy access

	using deep containers to store condiments in categories (if you don’t have space in the fridge door), so you can easily pull them out to use them. You also keep the fridge clear of those jar rings and sticky deposits that make a real mess of the fridge!
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SUSTAINABLE STORAGE TIPS
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EXTEND THE LIFE OF YOUR PRODUCE




By storing our produce properly, we can make it last much longer than expected. Whether that’s popping your herbs in water in glass jars in the fridge doors or wrapping their roots with damp tea towels. Georgia spins and stores her lettuce leaves so they last a fortnight. There are many clever hacks like this you can investigate. 




USE WHAT YOU HAVE 




To store your food, I recommend using reusable containers you already have rather than buying new. Or you can repurpose product packaging or other materials you may have at hand. 




BEFORE YOU BUY




If you need to fill a few gaps, be sure to measure the shelves and select containers that best utilise the fridge space you have. Count exactly how many of each size you need. And choose vessels that have good seals that will keep your food fresh and function well. Don’t forget to check the second-hand options before hitting the stores. 




RAD REUSABLES VS GREENWASH




I’ve experimented with my fair share of eco-storage options. Sometimes they’re great at making stuff last and easy to integrate into your food flow. Other times they’re unnecessarily complicated and expensive and there’s a simpler, savvier and more sustainable alternative. Do you need a dedicated avocado holder? Think about it.






Smarter Systems

The Fridge Edit isn’t a one-time clean-out. It’s about setting the stage for long-term intentions. Luckily, there are some easy systems you can implement to make a clean, clear and eco-conscious fridge a little more sustainable.

Use-it-first section – According to food rescue organisation OzHarvest, the most waste-saving behaviour is prioritising produce that’s expiring first. To counteract the problem, they developed Use it Up Tape™, which acts as a visual reminder to mark items and containers that should be used up first. As an alternative, you can create a shelf, drawer or section of your fridge where you place the priority produce to use up first. Just make sure everyone in the family knows it’s there.

Keep it cooler – Keep your protein in the coldest part of your fridge (3–5°C), ideally in a separate drawer to maximise its lifespan. The meat drawer in your fridge was designed for a reason. Likewise, the crisper is designed to keep your veggies crunchy.

Bench it – Be selective about what you store in your fridge so that you don’t waste energy and precious real estate. Depending on your climate, some fruits that need to ripen are best left out on the bench. Be mindful that not all produce is compatible. When fruit ripens, it emits ethylene gas, which can turn carrots bitter and cause cucumbers to spoil! Store fresh fruit and vegetables in categories that can coexist.

Separate and save it – Store fruit and vegetables in a crisper, or in containers, damp tea towels or specialised ‘swag’ bags to extend their lifespan and preserve their nutritional value. Store firm fruits and vegetables at the bottom of your crisper drawers or containers in the fridge and softer fruits and vegetables on top to prevent bruising and spoilage. You might want to add some labels or colourful sticky notes to show your household where stuff lives by category. After everyone is familiar, these can be removed.

Smug stock stash – Keep a container in your fridge (or freezer) for veggie offcuts and cheese rinds to add flavour to your next homemade stock. Enjoy feeling deservedly eco-smug for being organised and thrifty!

Freeze it – Unlock the potential of this underrated appliance and extend the life of produce that may otherwise perish by freezing it. You can freeze almost anything. Even wine! You can flat freeze, snap freeze and freeze ready-prepped ingredients to make meal preparation easier.



PLANT-ENTHUSIASTIC EATING

While many vegetarians seek to avoid the animal cruelty of the meat industry, more people are now motivated to lighten their ecological food footprint too. According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, ‘livestock make up 14.5 per cent of total carbon and carbon equivalent emissions’.50 Our local livestock industry is making some improvement towards reducing these emissions,51 but ditching the dependence on resource-intensive meat for the quick-growing veg is a planet-clever plan.52

The low cost of veggies can entice people to cook them at home, and veggie dishes outlast meat by days in the fridge. As In Praise of Veg author Alice Zaslavsky highlights: ‘One advantage with cooking with veg that people don’t talk about is that vegetables have a longer shelf life. A lamb curry you might get three maybe four days, but a veggie curry you have a week.’

Naturopath Georgia Harding recommends eating the rainbow of fruit and vegetables to boost your nourishment. Alice agrees that ‘Mother Nature is a clever lady, and she arranges for food to be available when we need it. For example, citrus is available in winter when we need lots of vitamin C.’ Eating seasonally is great for your health, the planet and it's thriftier too.





STEP 4.    Enjoy

Having completed your first fridge edit, it’s time to snap that satisfying ‘after’ photo and enjoy the deservedly proud feeling that comes with the transformation. As your week unfolds, you’ll feel good for assuaging the eco-guilt and more creatively inspired about what to cook for dinner. You might even find your flow, like my husband does as he turns the Sunday roast chicken into simmering, delicious stock.

The Waste-Free Cook-Up

One of the things I most enjoy is doing a weekly waste-free cook-up to turn the wilting veggies into vibrant dishes. Before the week begins, I flex my wrists and tuck into all the weird and wonderful food that’s looking a little long in the tooth. My weekly waste-free cook-up is my very own kooky Masterchef mystery box challenge. I thrive when turning a strange array of leftover things into delicious dishes. The limp broccoli becomes a delicious sugo that snuggles ears of orecchiette. Browning, bruised apples and mushy berries are turned into crumble. Any remaining veggies become soup or stew. And, later in the week, that stew becomes the filling of a golden, crumbly pastie.

My veggie offcuts are thrust into a stock stash in my freezer, ready when the time comes. The useless bits go to the garden to feed our worm community. The worm farm makes the highly nutritious (and not so delicious) worm tea that nourishes the new crop of lettuce I’ve just planted. That’ll be conveniently plucked for dinner next week.
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Sustainable Kitchen Flows

Life is busy, and when things flow it feels great – or at least manageable! Understanding the flow of your food shopping, storage and preparation makes maintaining your fridge system much easier. You can optimise the fresh produce that has a shorter lifespan and lower the likelihood of wasting anything.

Plan

Assess what you already have in the fridge, freezer and pantry to inform your meal planning and shopping list.

Shop

At the shops, ignore that cheese cabinet and stay on list! Ideally, buy the right amount of seasonal, local, package-free (where possible) and veggie-forward produce for a medium-green week of goodness.

Store

Unpack and organise your fridge in a way that suits your household and lifestyle. By storing things correctly in the appropriate fridge location or container, you can extend the life of produce. Don’t remove the existing plastic packaging that’s fit for purpose; let it do its thing.

Cook

Cook and enjoy eating well with ease because you feel organised. Towards the end of the week, take a good look at what’s left in your fridge. Consider cooking a meat-free meal or a dish that uses up the leftover fresh produce. Georgia recommends fermenting any leftover vegetables, juicing or dehydrating fruits or making a soup. Anna Matilda, aka The Urban Nanna, uses the less prime ‘wibbly bits’ of veggies and turns them into ‘scrap-chi’53, her zero-waste take on kimchi. You can also freeze produce that will otherwise expire or need to be thrown out.

Compost

Collect your food scraps for the week and compost using your method of choice to keep them out of landfill. Recycle whatever food packaging that can be recycled in your area, avoid wish cycling and keep it loose (not wrapped in a plastic bag or bin liner). If they can’t be avoided, bin soft plastics (and cross your fingers that they find a viable recycling solution for these soon).

Take these steps to avoid overstuffing your fridge and going back to square one:


	Do a light edit weekly or fortnightly to maintain your fridge system and see what needs using up before you write your meal plan and shopping list.

	Keep your use-it-first section up to date to avoid wasting food.

	Learn how to ‘reverse meal plan’, as Georgia calls it, so you can plan a meal around the ingredients you have rather than buying more. (In a search engine, type your current ingredients to bring up a relevant recipe and give it a try!)

	Try to avoid hitting the shops or market when you are disorganised or hungry.

	Remember: two-for-one bargains are only bargains if you will eat the food in a timely fashion.

	Buy your most-used staples in bulk to reduce packaging and save money (but not in such bulk that they expire before you can use them).

	Buy things with loooooong use-by dates so you have more time to consume them.

	Consider growing some of your own food, such as leafy greens like watercress that grow fast, or a balcony herb garden. This will diminish the need for portioned, packaged stuff.





FINDING YOUR FLOW

The ideal kitchen flow will be different for every family. I asked my community and some plant-enthusiastic chefs to share the food-flow systems that help them.
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ALICE ZASLAVSKY’S THRIFTY FAMILY FLOW




‘I grew up in the former Soviet Union. Our resources were finite. My parents are the kind of people who will boil the sausages and keep the sausage water to make stock. They keep the crispy flavourful bits at the bottom of the pan. They are thrifty with ingredients and with how much they wash! It adds flavour and it saves time. It was a gift I took for granted for a long time. [Nowadays] we don’t plan, we’re loosey-goosey. We receive a community agriculture box of veg every fortnight (a week was too much). We buy less and we make more with it. I also make more than I need that day, so the next day I’m ready to go for it. I truly believe that you can’t love food without hating waste.’
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JESS’S SEASONAL FLOW




‘We wait until that beautiful fruit or vegetable comes into season and celebrate it by making chutney, cakes, cordial and passata – so it lasts. My family and friends love this as they are often the recipients of the goodies.’
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CHEF JO BARRETT’S CREATIVE FLOW




‘If I have a whole plethora of ingredients, I won’t know what to do, but you have just two or three options and from there it’s like opening a Pandora’s box because you can ferment that or pickle that or fry that. One of the easiest things you can do with milk that’s close to turning is make it into homemade ricotta. The restriction gives you ultimate creativity.’
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NICOLE’S LEFTOVERS FLOW




‘It helps that I love cooking, so I avoid waste by always cooking more food than I need so that it can be used for lunches or snacks the next day. I love adapting recipes to add an extra veg or two and freezing food scraps and meat bones for stock. Cooking with superior sustainable produce also means my kids are more likely to eat it because it tastes great – which again means less waste.’
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CHEF TOBIE PUTTOCK’S FLOW




My daughter and I plan our meals for the week together, so she gains those valuable life skills. I have a repertoire of ten recipes to bulk cook and freeze at home for my family, so it’s easy and there’s no waste. I find focusing on vegetables and trying for zero waste heightens my creativity. My experiments don’t always pay off, but often I create something new and exciting, like my pumpkin skin Togarashi seasoning.





Turn waste into gold

The most impactful thing we can do is keep our food waste out of landfill to avoid creating methane that accellerates climate change. The best way to do this is to find the right composting system for your needs to turn food waste into a rich, nourishing resource.

Done well, your compost system can even sequester (or absorb) carbon. But Hannah Moloney (Presenter for Gardening Australia and author of The Good Life) advises we match our compost facilities to our waste-saving needs and that simple ideas can still be effective. ‘My two favourites are the common black compost bin and a worm farm,’ says Hannah. ‘I always have those two things. Having multiple systems that you can alternate between is ideal to match the needs of your household.’

I’ve certainly found the worms to be the best to start with living in an urban setting! Raised worm farms keep uninvited rodent guests away too.

From the outset, composting seems harder than it is, supposing you choose the right approach for your circumstances. Even Erin Rhoads, zero-waste trailblazer and author of Waste Not, told me she was initially daunted by composting but has since found it to be one of the most impactful actions she’s taken. You can dip your toe in and give it a try and expand to multiple or bigger systems as your confidence grows. Avid composters get really excited by turning waste into garden gold.

Your Fridge Edit impact

Reducing your food waste is one of the most impactful things you can do for your household. A 2023 report stated that the average Australian household is spending $185 per week on groceries.54 If 20 per cent of those groceries are wasted (equivalent to 1 to 5 bags), that’s an average of $37 per week of wasted food or over 2300kg CO2e per year. Keep in mind that if you send your food waste to landfill instead of composting, it will create an additional 2.9kg of CO2e emissions for every kilogram of waste.55

Composting, to keep organic food out of landfill, is critical to avoid the creation of methane, which is much more potent than carbon emissions. Taking a plant-enthusiastic approach to food is another way to significantly shrink your food footprint. As is embracing seasonal, local and ideally organic produce. Reducing the need for excess packaging by bringing your own reusable containers and produce bags to the store, supermarket or to collect your restaurant leftovers are other waste-saving wins.

If you enjoyed the Fridge Edit and you want to overhaul your whole kitchen, you can check out The Kitchen Edit, a self-paced online program that Georgia and I created.56 It’s a great option if you’d like more guidance and support to reduce your food waste and boost your nourishment while making mealtimes more enjoyable.



✦ FOOD MYTHS BUSTED! ✦




All meat is bad for the planet, and all veg is good – Depending on how your food is grown, how far it travels and how it’s packaged, your imported asparagus can create more carbon emissions than a local steak. Some people are reluctant to forgo the nutritional benefits of meat, so they become ‘conscious carnivores’ by choosing ethical and sustainable meat options instead.




You can’t shop sustainably at the supermarket – You can; it’s just harder. Shifting to the farmers’ market, you skip a lot of waste by default, as you’re buying seasonal, often organic food and avoiding the packaging. Sticking to the outer aisles of the supermarket, bulk-buying and using BYO bags all help to reduce packaging. Our supermarkets are working hard to limit waste by selling less-than-perfect produce at a discounted price, creating organic compost systems and donating produce they can’t sell to food-waste services that create meals for those in need.




But, as you wander the aisles of a supermarket, it’s easy to be baffled by food labelling, and nothing cuts through the confusion more easily than being able to ask the person who made it. Decide if you want to put your money in the hands of farmers – so they can afford to adapt to more sustainable, regenerative and resilient farming practices that we need for a secure food future – or not.




All plastic and food packaging is bad Unnecessary single-use plastic is bad news. But remember sustainability manager Eliza Hobba’s suggestion that plastic can play a key role in reducing food waste. For example, a plastic-wrapped continental cucumber will last for two weeks,57 whereas unwrapped cucumbers last only five days, and every cucumber that is thrown away has the climate-change impact of 93 plastic cucumber packages.58Sometimes what we think is the more sustainable choice creates more CO2e than the plastic.




Sustainable food is expensive – It sure can be expensive if you’re comparing fairly traded organic chocolate to a block of Cadbury’s Snack. But as seasonal food is often cheaper and more delicious, shopping sustainably in this way can be cost effective. Bulk-buying is another option to lower the cost of food. Buying food you don’t eat is the biggest rip-off of all!
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Chapter 9

THE TOY EDIT

Choose connection over consumerism for creative kids!





My minimalist husband and I lived in a small yet luxuriously sparse apartment, punctuated by a handful of curated mid-century pieces. You can imagine how well we coped when the arrival of our two young boys brought a cacophony of toys and trinkets, and chaos reigned supreme. There was not enough IKEA modular shelving in the world that could contain all their shit!

When our sons went to school, they succumbed to the social pressure to keep up with what’s cool. I remember caving to buy a fidget spinner for my eldest son when he was in prep. I initially held off, thinking I knew better – surely this fad would be over before it had begun! But then I caught sight of him being excluded when kids wouldn’t share theirs. Of course, I felt terribly mean and raced straight to the shops that day to buy one! A couple of weeks on, my son relayed to me that fidget spinners were ‘out of fashion’ and he needed a Beyblade instead. That’s how fast their desires shift and how scarily savvy they are at six years old. Of course, what followed was a cascade of schoolyard trends that felt like necessities to them.

Kids’ exposure to brands is insidious and starts young. They’ve never experienced anything other than this pervasive, consumer culture that thrives on waste. And they seem to love faddish, branded crap. By eight years old, my son was speaking fluent Gucci (thanks YouTube!). By ten he was browsing expensive Nike collectors’ edition sneakers, talking about Teslas and coveting elite gaming paraphernalia. This morning my youngest pitched for a small, cute AI robot for his birthday. It’s just normal chitchat to them. Not that they get this stuff. But it’s normal to want it.

You might think, given my anti-consumerist training, that I could hold fast in the face of these superficial requests. But this is where it gets complicated for me. As the kid who had off-brand sneakers, I knew the social currency that comes with having the in thing and how it felt when I didn’t. In one shining moment, I became the proud owner of a coveted pair of LA Gears when I was ten years old. I honestly felt my life had changed! Rewind a couple of years, when I went to the grade three disco, not in the longed-for bubble skirt of my dreams but in a knitted giraffe vest and matching skivvy. Perhaps it was character-building to be the lone giraffe among the bubbles but, in the moment, it was mortifying.

When I bring fonder 80s childhood memories to the fore, I see a tyre swing, a paddle pool, and a stack of blocks made of the timber offcuts from our renovation. Alone in my creative world, those blocks became cityscapes, tunnels, farm fences and all manner of things. My sister and I didn’t have much, but we had our imaginations – and they ran wild. My mum taught me to sew, and my days disappeared as I created outfit after outfit for my only Barbie. Back then, Madonna sang that we lived in a material world, but it’s nothing like where our kids live now.

It becomes really difficult for parents to set clear boundaries where our experiences and emotions conflict with our eco-values. That’s why I’m not going to tell you to go 100 per cent plastic free or to ‘just say no’ to your child’s every request for the latest toy fad. There is a way to find a medium-green balance. Over the years, I’ve created a system that keeps the consumerism (mostly) at bay.

The point of this chapter isn’t to make you feel guilty about your kids’ overflowing toy stash, because many of us have one. It’s about helping you to make confident decisions informed by your values and in sympathy with your kids’ needs. I’ve created the Toy Edit to chip away at the desire my kids have for the latest and greatest and to shape them to be considered customers instead of mindless consumers. I enlisted the enthusiasm and expertise of therapeutic play practitioner Amy Cox to help me maximise the fun along with the greenness of this edit.

Bringing play back

The truth is our kids grow up in a consumer culture and know no other way. As consumerism critic and author Juliet Schor explains, ‘the sheer extent of children’s immersion in consumer culture today is unprecedented’.59 As consumption has become part of our everyday lives, it shapes our kids’ worldviews too. When we show our kids love through buying them more toys, we are priming them to become wasteful consumers in the future.

The art of play has gotten a little lost within our busy, overscheduled lives. Our kids have way more toys than we ever had. They can’t always find the ones they love among the chaos of all the whizz-bang stuff they own.

In Australia we spend $3.7 billion on toys every year,60 with an average $584 spent annually on toys per household.61 And every year we throw away nearly 27 million toys.62 No doubt many unused toys are also part of the ‘housefill’ cluttering our homes.63 Worse still, very few toys are recycled as they’re made from mixed materials. When kids tire of them, they’re lumped in landfill according to sustainability trailblazer Alan Pears.64

To preserve the world as we like it now for our kids’ future, we need to curb the toy consumerism – not only to reduce waste but also to lead by example. We need teach our kids to value their toys and shape them to live well within our planet’s limits.

The Joy of Open-Ended Toys

We’ve perpetuated a myth that the more toys our kids have, the more enriched their playing experience will be, when the opposite is true. The joy of kids’ play is 90 per cent derived from the child themselves: only 10 per cent is about the toy.

Ideally, kids need a good selection of open-ended toys they can adapt for imaginative play, according to therapeutic play expert Amy Cox. She gets nervous when she sees toys that are too prescriptive, leading parents to ‘assume their kids need the mini-kitchen with the smaller pots and pans for them to play with it in the “correct” way’. These toys don’t need to be fancy; they just need to allow for your child’s interpretation (remember my wooden reno offcuts?). The toy is merely the seed of possibility from which your child will generate their own creative fun. Instead, Amy encourages parents to use their intuition to connect with their own kids’ interests rather than outsourcing to Insta playrooms. As she says, ‘When we copy and paste Mrs Jones’s playroom, we deny our kids one of the very things that they need – and that’s to be seen for who they are.’ We need to tune in to their unique interests and cater to them.

Through having fewer toys, kids will push their boundaries of experimentation further. For example, imagine you show up at the beach spontaneously – without a trusty bucket and spade in tow – and let your kids run wild. See what they do with a stray stick or their fingers in the sand. Watch them turn their thong into a makeshift shovel. This is the joy of open-ended play. Time to explore is what kids need most and what consumerism is taking away. If we give them less stuff, their play experiences will be enriched and they’ll enjoy it more, because their creativity is activated.65

Give them less and they will create more – it’s not the message we are used to hearing, is it?

The Toy Edit

The Toy Edit is designed to make creating play space for your kids an easy and enjoyable experience for you and them. It’s a formula you can follow to help your kids distinguish the high-value toys from the clutter, fostering their imaginative, independent play. It’s a big bonus if it’s easy for them to manage and pack up their own toys – just imagine!

The Toy Edit will help you when:


	your kids have outgrown their current toys (and are driving you bonkers with complaints about being bored)

	you’d like your kids to be able to entertain themselves autonomously (and pack up just as autonomously)

	there’s an influx of gifts for your kids due to a celebration (like a birthday or Christmas)

	you feel the need to declutter, because you’ve stepped on Lego blocks one time too many and you’re sick of sharing the couch with 47 stuffed animals.



THE TOY EDIT

STEP 1.    Audit

Before we tuck into the edit, it helps to understand why you hold on to toys your kids don’t play with, so you’re primed to cull the collection …

Sentimental toys

Some toys transcend childhood to become comfort toys that evoke fond memories. They remind our kids of someone special or a favourite playing experience. I’m not suggesting you ditch all of these, but sometimes the memory can be better captured with a photo and the physical toy moved on instead.

Future enjoyment toys

Some of the toys we keep haven’t yet delivered on their promise, but we hold on to them and cross our fingers they will. (This happens all the time with educational toys, like the Meccano set your kid never wants to try or the spy glasses that were novel for two seconds.) While some toys will suit kids as they age into them, others are best donated elsewhere.

Show toys

We like how the ‘show toys' make our kids’ rooms appear more appealing, but are they really worth the precious shelf real estate? (For example, those attractive Scandinavian toys the kids almost never play with.)

Incomplete toys

It’s inevitable that some toys lose a component or suffer breakages in the pursuit of play. It’s not worth holding on to that 1000-piece puzzle if it’s missing a piece. It would be cruel to let one of your kids go to all that trouble without being able to pop in that last, satisfying piece to complete it! And that game of Operation is no fun since the buzzer stopped working.

While these are not the only types of toy clutter, they are the main offenders you’ll find taking up space in the toybox without providing an ounce of joy to your children.

In the lead-up to doing the Toy Edit with your children, it’s a great idea to observe what they play with and do. For a week, take note of what your kids’ interests are and which toys they are enjoying. Write a list to help you edit your kids’ toy collection with confidence and set a clear goal.

STEP 2.    Edit

To cull the clutter and reveal the toys your kids will love to play with, empty all the toys into one place. Systematically go through them, asking your child these two questions*:





	Question 1.	Have you played with this lately?
If they haven’t played with it in the last three months, put it aside in a ‘no’ pile.

If it’s a yes, ask the second question:





	Question 2.	How could this be played with?
If neither of you can answer this, it’s time to add that limited toy to the ‘no’ pile for now.

If you and/or your child have a clear answer, put it in the ‘yes’ pile and proceed to Step 3.

*If your child is very young you may want to do the edit on their behalf.







STEP 3.    Organise

By reducing the number of toys your child has and displaying them in a way they can see and access them, you are increasing their appreciation of those toys. It’s not about depriving them but rather enabling them to have a good time. An awesome play space will include some open-ended toys that encourage your child to enjoy independent, imaginative play. Some good examples recommended by therapeutic play practitioner Amy Cox include:


	the Ps – paper, paints and pencils

	the Bs – balls, books and blocks.



To organise the toys and display them for easy, autonomous play and pack-ups, consider categorising them. Category ideas include:


	building and construction

	art and craft

	outdoor/sports

	figurines (including dolls, teddies, action figures)

	vehicles (anything with wheels)

	costumes

	instruments

	books.



Storage tips

To save your pennies and the planet, use boxes and containers you already own. See how you can cut things down and label them so the kids can clearly identify their contents. Jam jars can hold markers and pencils. Shoeboxes are great for storing figurines and blocks. When you do buy new, choose durable, reusable and recyclable containers so they are easy for your kids to access and interact with.

What to do with preloved toys

There may be some toys that you’d like to save for later. When you’re storing toys, make sure they are safe from water or insect damage and are clearly labelled for easy retrieval. You can use old suitcases, boxes or tubs. This process can also help you emotionally detach from toys you are unsure about moving on. But don’t keep them longer than six months before you do. It’s still wasted housefill even if it’s in the top of the cupboard in the spare room.

Donate

When it comes to donating your toys to a charity, make sure they are in a saleable condition. Op-shops and charity stores get so much stuff to sort and only a small proportion can be resold. You might consider donating good-quality toys to your kids’ kindergarten or childcare, family doctor’s surgery or local children’s hospital. Just ask first …

Share or gift

You can start or join a hand-me-down chain like we did. There’s nothing sweeter than showing up to your mate’s place to find their son in the Bumblebee Transformers costume your son once loved. After six years of solid hand-me-downs, our friend’s son has only just realised you can buy new things and that most people don’t get all their clothes and toys from their ‘big friends’ (aka our boys). His little brother is the next link in the chain, followed by their younger cousins thereafter. Some clothes don’t make it all the way before falling apart, but lots do. And this reduces how much those families need to buy, and saves resources, precious time and money too.

Another idea is to set up a temporary gift box outside your home to encourage passers-by to take what they like. You could even start a toy swap with kids of varied ages. When gifting, just check that the recipient is willing, to be sure you’re not relocating toy clutter to someone else’s home!

Resell

You may wish to resell higher-value items on reselling sites. Or host a stall at a local market to sell the toys in one go. If your kids are old enough to manage the stall, they’ll gain insights into the value of their things, which will help them in life. They can invest the money they make in new, age-appropriate toys. Or that pair of Nikes they’ve been nagging you for.

Reuse or recycle

Unfortunately, many modern toys are made of mixed materials and plastics that are not easily recycled. Another sustainable alternative is to use broken toys as the basis for a creative repair workshop with your kids. When you do need to put toys in the bin, make sure to remove all batteries and dispose of them safely so they don’t go to landfill.

STEP 4.    Enjoy

Editing your child’s toys and setting up a considered play space will pay off. You’ll enjoy peace and quiet as they independently play without coming to you to solve their boredom. Fingers crossed that it’s easier for them to tidy up, so they do that too. Their play experience will be richer and more imaginative. And this will cast a ripple effect throughout their lives. They will cultivate a sense of pride in their play space and value what they own more highly. And you will be seeding these important, sustainable ideas for a better future.


Your Toy Edit Impact

If you successfully remove and reactivate 35 unused toys from your child’s toybox, you’ll save 32kg of CO2e from the atmosphere. Over a decade of their childhood, if you save 25kg of toys each year through utilising toy libraries, hand-me-down chains and buying fewer toys, you’ll save over a tonne of CO2E from warming our globe.66 More significantly, you’ll be seeding the sustainable ideas that will lead your kids to become the conscious customers of the future. The benefits of that are impossible to measure, but the ripple effects are exciting to imagine.

Maintain your child’s play space

To maintain the benefits of your Toy Edit, repeat the process quarterly or biannually, depending on how quickly you accumulate toys. After birthdays and Christmas can be good times to edit to make way for new ‘hauls’ and transition to age-appropriate toys. And it can be a great idea to adopt a one-in-one-out toy policy so the toybox isn’t overflowing again.

Connection over consumerism

As play expert Amy Cox says, it’s important to give kids time to explore rather than a plethora of toys to play with. She says we need to be the ‘bodyguards’ of our kids’ timetables: ‘We need to prioritise this (play) time, like it’s a doctor’s appointment. We need to schedule those times to “be” rather than just “do”.’ She says play is essential to our kids’ future because ‘we don’t need more consumers; we need more thinkers, innovators and problem solvers that can operate on a global scale. Those are the kind of skills we need in the future. We don’t need to add more to landfill’.

‘But Mummy, I want it.’

Many of us have been relentlessly whined at by children who feel the pressure from their friends to get the latest and greatest toy. And parents feel the pressure to make them happy. Feeding this pressure are advertisers who tell us all we need to keep up with the Joneses or worse, the Kardashians! (Or insert your aspirational celebrity family of choice.) While we don’t literally want to install mini theme parks in our backyards or throw opulent parties akin to the Kardashian standard, our exposure to the most affluent lifestyles raises the stakes across the board. The fairy bread no longer cuts it, and we think we need curated cupcakes. Our kids want mini electric Range Rovers rather than skateboards. Everything needs to be upscaled, and that becomes the new mainstream standard.

In the 1980s, advertisers deduced that if they could encourage kids to nag their parents, they could motivate them to buy more. As Schor says, ‘children have become the link between advertisers and the family purse’.67 How many times have we relented when our kid whinges at the check-out for a treat that we impulsively throw into the trolley? I’ve sure been sucked into buying a few Matchbox cars to survive a shopping trip with my sanity intact! So, what can we do about it? I don’t have a magic answer, but I do have useful strategies.


	Make it a discussion, not an instruction – Inspired by the Buyerarchy in Chapter 4, you can encourage your kids to question why they want something. Does it fit with their hobbies and interests? Are they worried about feeling left out? Or is it something else?

	Be a role model – As parents, we can check ourselves and model the behaviour for our kids, asking: Why are we buying something for them? Is it guilt? Is the thing going to solve a problem, or create a new one?

	Offer an alternative – Toy libraries are widespread and are a great way to show your kids they can have fun with stuff without needing to own it. Another great skill to instil in them is how to shop second-hand instead of new. You can also talk about supporting local, sustainable toy brands and bring them into that conversation.

	Think long-term as a family – Does the toy support a long-term interest of theirs? Is it just going to add to the clutter? Is it made to last or is it going to break within five minutes and make your kid cry? We can bring our kids into the consuming considerations and show them how it’s done.

	Don’t expect instant results – Seeding ideas takes time before your kids adopt them as their own. I’m still waiting to see how my kids take in the mindful shopping advice I try to instil. They didn’t like the enticingly tiny collectables given out for free by one of the big supermarkets. They proudly parroted back at me that it was too wasteful to collect them. I hope my efforts are moving the needle, bit by bit, and shaping conscious customers for the future.





✦ PLAYTIME MYTHS BUSTED ✦
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More toys = more fun – For many kids, owning more toys just means they feel more overwhelmed and have less fun. By shrinking the selection of toys, you enhance your kids’ engagement with those toys. If you edit their toys, you may want to switch out five ‘new’ toys each month and put five away to keep things fresh and entertaining.

More specific toys are more fun – The more prescriptive the toys, the more limited the use and the quicker they migrate to the bottom of the toybox. Remember the benefit of open-ended toys and think about how many ways they can be adapted and grow with your children.

Wooden toys are better than plastic ones – The best toy is the one that is being played with. A wooden toy that’s collecting dust doesn’t beat a plastic shovel that’s used daily for digging. 
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Chapter 10

THE BEAUTY EDIT


Save face by editing your cabinet of broken promises!


Please note that the skincare and beauty-product information in this chapter does not constitute medical advice and that you should always consult a doctor or other health professional for your individual needs.




You only get one face, and understanding how to care for it properly is confusing with all the misinformation and over-promising galore. Every week there’s a new ‘holy grail’ product or ‘hero ingredient’ that you must have. Our daily routines are escalating from two steps to fourteen and we’re not necessarily looking or feeling any better for it.

If you’re overwhelmed by your cabinet full of broken promises, the Beauty Edit is going to be your best friend. This chapter is going to nip and tuck into all the juicy debates about whether ‘natural’ is best, whether ‘simple’ is superior, and it will teach you how to edit your own bathroom cabinet so you’re left with only face-saving friends. What’s more, you’ll learn how to be savvier about spotting greenwash and misleading low-tox claims, which can be sneaky! I’m going to empower you with the knowledge to define what works best for you – and best for our planet.

To glean some greater expertise beyond my own lived experience, I went in search of the best people to talk to. It wasn’t easy. I was wary that some ‘skincare experts’ would just want to flog their products and others were worried about discussing sustainability within an industry that is not very sustainable. And then I struck gold and found Dr Austen Anderson, a dermatologist with a special interest in sustainable beauty and how climate change affects our skin. She was able to cut through the myths and bring hard science to the discussion. I also sat down with the only hands-on skin therapist who has ever talked me out of buying products I don’t need and encouraged me to listen to my instincts instead: Jazmin Camilleri, founder of skin clinic Seen Skin. And finally, I was very fortunate that the leader of the low-tox movement and author of Low Tox Life, Alexx Stuart, answered all my questions about toxin-free beauty.

The Beauty Edit will help you find clarity about what belongs in your bathroom cabinet. It will also help you:


	Sort the greenwash from the good stuff

	navigate the new beauty lingo to make informed buying decisions

	take steps towards a simpler approach to skin health

	Jump off the consumerist beauty ‘trendmill’.68



The ugly side of the beauty industry

We’ve all been wooed by pretty packaging that entices us to believe we’re buying some kind of magical elixir. But we discard the shiny box immediately and nestle the gorgeous glass vessel proudly in our cabinet. After we’ve used the last drop, we discard that too. Excessive packaging is a big part of the beauty waste problem. According to recent research from the UK, approximately 70 per cent of the beauty industry’s waste comes from packaging.69

The Australian beauty industry is a big business: we spend $22 billion annually on beauty products including skincare, cosmetics and personal care.70 On average, women spend $3600 each year on beauty products.71 That may sound like a lot, but it’s an average, which means some women spend much less and some spend much, much more! This high spend is in part because beauty trends are coming thick and fast, and the pace of our consumption has increased dramatically too.72

More people are buying products online and so there are more incorrectly matched foundations, or undesirable formulations that are being chucked. It’s estimated that more than 10,000 tonnes of cosmetic waste goes to landfill every year in Australia, because most make-up products aren’t recyclable.73 Products that include mixed materials are too complicated and costly for our current recycling systems to manage. Same with any tiny tubes or palettes that are smaller than your palm. Even if we optimistically wish-cycle the valuable-looking package that we hope won’t go to waste, it will be picked up in the sorting line and end up in landfill anyway.

This is not just a problem perpetrated by those who love their skincare and make-up. Basic personal care products are wasted on a massive scale: 179 million bottles of personal care products were purchased from Aussie supermarkets, used once and then thrown away in the last 12 months.74 The National Waste Report 2022 states that 15 per cent of those bottles were recycled75 so, according to Zero Co, around 152 million plastic bottles likely went to landfill. And the microbead situation in beauty products is out of control: one tub of facial scrub can contain 300,000 microbeads.76 These tiny balls of trouble end up in our oceans and that’s why several countries have banned them from rinse-off products.

Creating problems and selling solutions

Fundamentally, the beauty industry profits because advertising creates ‘problems’ we could have and sells us ‘solutions’ that might work. Marketing messages prey on our insecurities and, as my friend Laura says: ‘Social media has a way of finding your greatest insecurity and telling you how you can better take care of yourself.’ Of course, there’s a solution you can immediately buy for that! 

We are not always purchasing away our insecurities. Transforming our image is increasingly portrayed as a form of empowered self expression and creativity. Feminist author and commentator Clementine Ford observed the shift: ‘Beauty consumerism is a tool used to keep women disempowered and preoccupied with unattainable standards’. But she now asks, ‘is it possible to divorce patriarchy and its aesthetic demands on women from the fact that dressing up and painting ourselves in different colours can also be fun?’77 Can we turn something that was supposed to suppress us into something much more liberating?

In this spirit, there are now countless examples of people finding empowerment through subverting standards of beauty and embracing positivity. Australian of the Year Taryn Brumfitt has highlighted the importance of body positivity through her documentaries that promote self-acceptance for women and kids. Mamamia founder and writer Mia Freedman waged a war against Photoshop image manipulation in mainstream media that promotes unattainable standards of beauty and makes women feel shitty. Local comedian Celeste Barber attracted a massive global following after she subverted unattainable beauty standards by parodying fashion imagery. Her book Challenge Accepted! describes how she transforms the unachievable image into an absurd and hilarious re-enactment that women find relatable, hilarious and ultimately relieving!

The body positivity movement is gaining momentum, but a darker undercurrent in beauty advertising still reinforces that we are not good enough as we are. A recent study conducted by The Butterfly Research Institute found that more than one in three Australians are unhappy with how they look, with 40 per cent of us feeling dissatisfied with our appearance. A striking 73 per cent of people wished they could change how they look, and no doubt many of them seek solace in beauty consumerism.78 When we’re feeling low, we are susceptible to the offer of a ‘better’ face in a bottle and it’s tempting to get that quick fix.

To find clarity about what you need in your beauty cabinet and empower you to make more sustainable, successful choices, the Beauty Edit is your non-judgemental, face-saving best friend!

What is Sustainable Beauty?

In recent years, there’s been a proliferation of new terms including ‘low-tox’ and ‘clean’ and ‘organic’ beauty. The so-called natural beauty industry has been booming as corporations have clocked that we’ll pay more for ‘greener’ products.79

Have we got lost amid the marketing lingo? Do we know what sustainable beauty even is? The Australian Society of Cosmetic Chemists defines it as ‘the use of materials (ingredients and packaging) that come from renewable, recyclable, fair trade and sustainable sources, wherever possible. Sustainability is about being environmentally conscious, embracing chemical materials and packaging from more sustainable sources, and using packaging materials that have a minimal effect on the environment, where possible’.80

It’s important to be just as discerning as you are with regular products when it comes to determining whether something ‘clean’ and ‘natural’ is good for you. And it doesn’t matter if it’s made in a lab or was extracted from an exotic plant – if it doesn’t suit you, leave it on the shelf!



THE BEAUTY EDIT

STEP 1.    Audit

To help you edit your bathroom cabinet, it helps to understand what clutter you’ve got in there!

Sample clutter

Samples can seem cute ‘n’ tiny, but how often do we put them to good use? No doubt there are a few unwanted sample products that have never been used, kicking around your cabinet. Beauty stores love to give these away in the hope you’ll get hooked on something new. But if you haven’t used them by now, will you ever?

Unwanted gift clutter

One of the most popular Christmas gifts is personal care products, but honestly, how often does the giver get it right? Unwanted gifts that have never been opened might be filling up your drawers and they’re ripe for regifting (to a charity or someone who wants them – just ensure they’re still in date).

Impulse-buy clutter

No doubt you’ve got a few beauty products you purchased on a whim that are not as wonderful as they seemed. Perhaps you’ve used them twice and never opened them again. Sometimes you pick a product that’s good for someone’s face, just not your own – so you’ve buried it at the bottom of a drawer and tried to forget about it. While these products are not for you, they may be great for someone else (again, before gifting anything, ask first).

Replacement clutter

Sometimes you like a product, but you find a better version. You just couldn’t resist upgrading a product before finishing the first , ending up with half a tube of the B-grade one left. But once you’ve tried the A+ stuff, there’s no going back. There’s no point leaving the B-grade one buried in the drawer until it expires, so move it along too.

STEP 2.    Edit

Now that you’re aware of what you have, it’s time to set a goal about what you want, to motivate your edit. What are you trying to achieve? Knowing this will help you when you’re asking the hard questions in the edit.

A cautionary tale from my first Beauty Edit

I was overzealous about removing ‘suspected toxins’, and I ditched 87 per cent of the stuff that had filled my shelves. Once you decide something is ‘bad for you’, it’s very hard to massage it into your face. So, the waste amassed from this exercise was concerning. Before you start this edit, you need to decide if you’re doing a clean sweep and removing products that haven’t been serving you, or if you want to use things up first and phase them out to avoid waste. I recommend deciding before you start and learning from my mistake! And don’t forget to take a before ‘shelfie’ pic so you can contrast it with the gratifying ‘after’ shot later.

Now roll up your sleeves and pull out everything in your bathroom cabinet and drawers – it’s time!

The first step is to remove everything you haven’t used that’s likely to have expired. Some products last only three months, while others have up to a two-year lifespan. Products past their use-by dates may be okay, but they may cause irritation, so do a patch test and decide what’s right for you.

Take one product at a time and ask the first question:



	Question 1.	Does this product serve a purpose for me?
Whether that purpose is results-driven improvement, maintenance of skin health or ritualistic self-care, if it’s a no, pop it aside.

If it’s a yes, ask the second question:





	Question 2.	Would I buy this product again?
This will determine whether the product is essential and whether you love using it.

If it’s a no, put it aside with the rest. If it’s a yes, put it back in your cabinet.

By asking these questions, you want to end up with an edited selection of your skincare soulmates that work well for you, yield tangible improvement or bring ritualistic joy.






STEP 3.    Organise

It can make life easier if you categorise your products within your cabinet and drawers. Suggested categories include:


	body care

	hair care

	face care

	cosmetics

	dental

	period care.



Rad reusables and refills

Reusables are a great way to minimise your beauty impact. It’s an easy switch from single-use make-up wipes to reusable ones that run through the wash. Likewise, reusable period products (such as menstrual cups or reusable period undies or pads) can relieve our landfills enormously. The average menstrual life requires up to 12,000 tampons!81 It takes a moment to get used to a new period-care habit. But once you’re in full swing, you’ll be proud of the difference this one switch is making long term.

Refills seem like a great idea and, in some contexts, they are. Setting up a refill system for the primary personal care products in your home works a treat and reduces the need for plastic packaging. But some products with active ingredients cannot be refilled without posing a risk of contamination or product degradation. Some pioneering beauty companies are trialling refillable systems. But there’s a long way to go. Buying a product in a package you can repurpose may be a better bet!

Products such as shampoo and cleansing bars have been designed for easy recycling with minimal paper-wrapping. Many beauty products come in mixed-material packages, so they’re not recyclable and will end up in landfill anyway. Just think carefully about what you send down the waterways when you’re preparing a package for reuse or recycling. Some products need to be disposed of through your council's hazardous waste system, so check first.82

Compost: You might remember from Chapter 4 that biodegradable or compostable packages are not the silver bullets we hoped they’d be. Landfills don’t have the right conditions to allow for these materials to break down as they’re supposed to, but if you have a home compost, they can do their thing in there.

STEP 4.    Enjoy

After you’ve stripped your cabinet of the clutter, you will want to take a gratifying bathroom ‘shelfie’ to compare to the ‘before’ photos. Take a moment to enjoy the wave of calm satisfaction that washes over you. Now, to maintain this, there are a few things you need to consider …

The Beauty Edit: Long-Term Plan

Repeat your Beauty Edit biannually or seasonally, depending on how often you vary your regime and how much you shop!


	To avoid over-cluttering your cabinet once again, you might want to adopt a one-in-one-out policy.

	Before you commit to a new product, patch-test a sample for a week before you buy. You’ll know after multiple uses in varied contexts whether this is the one for you.

	Test and track skin improvements (with photos) when you introduce a new product to make sure it’s serving you well and creating the tangible improvement you were seeking.

	If you have a skin condition that you’d like help with, invest in getting the right advice, so that you buy one appropriate product rather than four experimental ones before you find your holy grail! You’ll save money and precious product in the process.

	Empower yourself with the knowledge you need to understand labels, make informed decisions and avoid broken promises.



The low-tox lingo

According to skin therapist Jazmin Camilleri, founder of Seen Skin: ‘Low-tox is an unregulated term’, which leaves room for misleading representations. As a rule, a low-tox approach means removing ‘toxins that are universally harmful’ to people and planet. And one person’s low-tox life will be different from the next, depending on where they draw the line in the sand. 

Low-tox is not to be confused with ‘chemical free’. As Alexx Stuart, author of Low Tox Life, clarified: ‘All toxins are chemicals, but not all chemicals are toxic. Toxins are types of chemicals that are harmful to living organisms, but not necessarily to the same degree.’ Low-tox refers to choosing the safest alternatives to reduce rather than add to our toxic load. 

A ‘chemical-free’ product is impossible; water is a chemical, after all! If you’re not sure about a particular ingredient or an umbrella term like ‘fragrance’ on the label, Alexx advises giving it a wide berth, because there are plenty of risk-free alternatives instead. There’s a range of beauty apps to help check ingredients, or you can search an ingredient name with the words ‘toxicity study’ in a web browser to see if anything concerning comes up that influences your product selections. 

One Quick Switch

Want to make one clear, immediate change? If we were to change one thing, Alexx suggests that avoiding synthetic fragrances (which can contain any of 150 possible ingredients) is one of the most effective ways to relieve our toxic load. And when I did, I sure noticed how sensitive I became to my husband’s potent-smelling deodorant when I was shrouded in it as we shared our tiny bathroom. 


WHICH SPF IS THE ONE FOR YOU?

With SPF as a key step in any regime, Dr Anderson is aware that some people are concerned about nanoparticles permeating the skin’s barrier. In response, she advises that, ‘We know that ultraviolet radiation is a carcinogen. We know it causes cancer. But we don’t know that nanoparticle sunscreens do. If you’re concerned about nanoparticle sunscreens causing you harm (there’s no scientific evidence for that; as far as we know, they’re safe), then use a zinc-based sunscreen.’ Some people don’t like the white cast that comes with zinc-based sunscreens, so it’s important to select the one that you’re going to happily put on your face. Dr Anderson says, ‘if you’re not sun protecting, there’s no point spending money on all this other stuff’.



Your Beauty Edit impact

Due to the lack of data and transparency within the beauty industry, right now it’s not possible to accurately quantify the impact of reducing the products in your bathroom cabinet. However, we know that you can shrink your beauty footprint by reducing how much you buy. When you keep in mind that in the last 12 months, 179 million bottles of personal care products were purchased, used once and then thrown away from Aussie supermarkets,83 it’s clear there’s a lot we can do to reduce waste.

By questioning how many personal care products we really need, we can radically reduce our footprints. And switching single-use items for refillable or reusable alternatives is another big ecological and cost-saving win. To compound your impact, being mindful of packaging and considering transport emissions for imported beauty goods is important too, along with a lower-tox approach. And some ingredients (such as palm oil) require vast amounts of land clearing compared to more sustainable alternatives. Products with known toxins are also best avoided for the safety of the user, anyone involved in the supply chain and the preservation of the planet too.

Perhaps the most impactful thing we can do after this edit, is embrace body positivity so our contentment curbs our consumerism. Step off the consumerist beauty trendmill to free ourselves of the burden to be aesthetically ‘better’.84 Instead of scrutinising ourselves under a harsh microscope, let’s treat ourselves with the rose-tinted kindness we bestow on our friends instead!



A MINIMALIST REGIME

This simple skincare regime – based on interviews with a dermatologist, a low-tox expert and a hands-on skin therapist, as well as my own experience – works for most people.
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MORNING





	Wash with a wet face cloth or splash of water (option to cleanse if you want to)

	Apply an active product, i.e., serum, if you want to pursue skin rejuvenation* (leave out if you want a simpler regime or have a skin concern you’d like to settle)

	Moisturiser (barrier protection that is skin-mimicking or neutral)

	SPF (30+ as a minimum, 50+ preferred; reapply as needed throughout the day)






EVENING





	Cleanser (that maintains your pH balance and washes without stripping your face)

	Apply an active product, i.e., serum, if you want to pursue skin rejuvenation*

	Moisturiser





*Dr Austen Anderson says, ‘I don’t like the term anti-aging because I think aging is a beautiful process. It doesn’t sit well with me as a feminist and it’s ageist too.’ Some people use skin rejuvenation instead, which has more positive connotations. 




✦ BEAUTY MYTHS BUSTED ✦




Natural is better – Just because the product is derived from nature and has less processing doesn’t mean it’s better for your skin or the planet. Some naturally preserved products perish faster, so you end up throwing out a half-used jar. These blanket statements don’t help us; digging into the ingredient details and testing what works for you does. Dr Austen Anderson recommends: ‘Whether a product is marketed as “natural” or “low tox” or not, we have to be a bit critical about where that information is coming from and what the motivation of the people providing that evidence is to get the most balanced evidence we can.’




You need a beauty regime – If your skin barrier is healthy and you don’t need to mess with it – don’t! Skin therapist Jazmin Camilleri recommends only using something if your skin needs it, and she sees skincare as ‘topical nutrition’. And rather than tick off every step in a routine, we can track and respond to what’s going on with our skin instead. Hero ingredients come and go, but the consistent advice says protect your skin barrier and don’t forget the SPF.




It’s best to be chemical free – Not necessarily: water is a chemical too, remember!




Synthetic substances are the enemy – Dr Austen points out that products such as petroleum jelly, while derived from petrochemical products, have been ‘used for many decades and have no safety signals, [which] is very reassuring from a medical point of view’. Skincare science educator Dr Michelle Wong highlights that products produced from the by-products of the petrochemical industry can be cheap, effective and more resource efficient than their organic, natural counterparts.85 She suggests ‘there are no blanket rules when considering whether natural or synthetic ingredients are more sustainable’.86 It’s up to you to lead with your values (whether that’s low-waste or low-tox or something else) and determine what works for you and your face.




The more products, the better for your skin – In the age of Dr Google, people are self-diagnosing skin solutions and piling products on top of their skin. Dr Austen Anderson recommends that ‘before you start buying this product and that product, particularly if they are expensive, it’s worth touching base with your trusted GP or dermatologist first’. Seen Skin founder Jazmin Camilleri advises against using too many products at one time, because ‘you’re not getting all of them to absorb properly. (And oil-based products create occlusion on top of the skin that other products cannot permeate)’.
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Chapter 11

THE CHRISTMAS EDIT*

Ditch the consumerism and restore the joy of the day!

*This edit is based on my ‘twelve days of un-fucking Christmas campaign’ but its sustainable sentiment can be applied to any high-stakes celebration, be it a wedding, religious holiday or milestone birthday party.





I should start by confessing that I can be a bit of a grinch when it comes to Christmas, but it’s for good reason. Christmas used to be about coming together to celebrate with family and loved ones, regardless of whether you wanted to honour the birth of JC or were just hankering for a turkey feast. When I was a kid, Christmas morning had a magical allure as I discovered what Santa had stuffed in my stocking and hidden under our ‘tree’ (in the 80s, this was often merely a twig stuck in a pot dressed with tacky tinsel). As a grown-up, the magic of Christmas has been eclipsed by dual forces: consumerism and obligation.

It’s not just the planet that suffers under the excess of Christmas; it’s also our own wellbeing. Hands up if you’re someone who secretly dreads the Silly Season? The overwhelm, the expenditure and the pressure to make every year more magical for our loved ones. I’m writing this for everyone who feels the aching weight of celebratory obligation.

For some people, Christmas is a time to be merry, and they absolutely love it. Then there’s a bunch who resent driving through congested traffic between celebrations, socialising with far-distant rellies they rarely see and giving them gifts they probably don’t want. Rather than a celebration, it can feel like an obstacle course that would make a Ninja Warrior quake in their boots. It’s about skirting your way around any family political hot potatoes while trying not to burn the actual hot potatoes!

If you’re thinking ‘but that’s just how Christmas is’, then I’m here to shake this shit up – and help you to feel a bit jollier about the day. Because guess what? It is possible to do Christmas with less waste and still make magical memories for your family, your children – and yourself! With sustainability and our sanity in mind, there are some Christmas rituals that warrant a serious rethink. Like why, in the searing heat of summer, do we roast a giant turkey and crank our ovens for hours to prepare a meal that is climatically unsuitable? I’ve spent years perfecting the Christmas Edit and I’m confident that, with the steps I outline below, you can rediscover the joy of the festive season without an overflowing bin, mountains of unwanted gifts and a credit card bill that would make Santa shiver in his snow boots. Are you ready to shake up the consumerist Christmas paradigm?

This edit will help you:


	quell the overwhelming feeling associated with Christmas

	cut the consumerism and the waste

	restore the joy of the day and instil it with new meaning for you and your favourite people.



‘Tis the season to be overconsuming

I’m not alone in thinking that consumerism is potentially spoiling the day: 80 per cent of Aussies believe Christmas has become too commercial.87 Over the years, our aspirations of what we need to buy and do for the day and those surrounding it have escalated. In the lead-up to Christmas last year, the Australian Retail Association reported that we Aussies spent $74.5 billion.88 What’s more, people now stock up earlier at the Black Friday sales in November. We splash all this cash on stuff we enjoy fleetingly and bin on Boxing Day, including commemorative trees, over-the-top decorations, unwanted gifts, wrapping paper and enough food to feed the neighbourhood!

The social problem of Christmas

Over the years, I’ve noticed a big gap between how much I do in the lead-up to Christmas versus how much my husband does. In day-to-day life, we play fair. But in the mighty battle of preparing for Christmas, I’m reduced to an army of one. Don’t get me wrong: he has offered to manage the whole shebang by eliminating gifts and buying a roast chook to take down to the beach. But I can’t accept this enticing offer because the legacy of Christmas obligation runs strong in the female lineage of my family.

I’m aware that many people feel the same conflict. As Jules from my Sustainable Lifestyle community attests: ‘I find Christmas overwhelming in all the ways. The intensity of the many social demands and the consumerist pressure to buy, buy, buy makes me feel sick. Every year I say I just want to go off-grid and offline and go camping in the wilderness to avoid it all together – one of these days I’ll actually do it.’

This sense of Christmas obligation starts young. As writer Yumi Stynes observed: ‘From a young age, girls are socialised to do the work of Christmas like dogged little elves.’ 89 It is widely accepted that the weight of Christmas expectation sits predominantly on women’s shoulders. As journalist Sadie Gale reflected, ‘The arrival of December sees pressure put overwhelmingly on women to pull off the perfect Christmas, while for men perfunctory participation is often deemed adequate.’ 90 From the anecdotal evidence I’ve collected from my friendship circles, I think many of us feel this inequality. If you’re the exception to this frustrating gender bias, well played.

Many people fall somewhere in-between loving and loathing Christmas. On one hand, they relish the celebrations, connection and memories they create. But on the other, it’s a heavy responsibility, laden with family expectations and promoting excess consumerism and waste. As Claire from my Sustainable Lifestyle community said: ‘I find Christmas consumerist but I also love it. I struggle with the meal being so over the top and the excess.’ This edit will help you reconcile what you love about the day by addressing what you find too overwhelming.

Christmas debt and waste regret

The overwhelming obligation leads some people to spend well beyond their means to ensure a merry Christmas for all. Almost half the Australian population racks up Christmas-related credit card debt,91 estimated to be $3342 per person in 2017. It’s not just our finances we fritter away: there’s so much additional waste created within the celebratory season. According to the Stockholm Environment Institute, we create an average 650kg of carbon per person!92 We Aussies use 150,000 kilometres of gift wrap, which is almost enough to wrap around the Earth’s equator four times. Worse still, according to The Australia Institute, as a nation, we spend $980 million on wasted gifts and 7.3 million of us receive gifts that we will never use or wear.93

And as you know, the guilt of this waste makes us feel terrible and creates inner conflict on a day we’re supposed to enjoy! But if you want to restore the joy and meaning in your Christmas, without the waste-guilt, this is the edit for you. I sought the advice of zero waste campaigner and author Erin Rhoads and my sustainable lifestyle community to learn more about what works for the celebratory season.94

THE CHRISTMAS EDIT

STEP 1.    Audit

Types of Christmas clutter to be wary of include:

Unwanted gifts – This is the clutter that most of us accumulate after the big day of fun. Well-intended scented candles, another pair of socks, beauty product gift packs and other kind gestures receive smiles on the day but cause clutter the next. (Ways to shorten your gift list and manage expectations are included at the end of this chapter.)

Extra people to buy gifts for – If you feel like your Christmas gift list is only getting longer and longer, it’s time to cut it down (I know, it can feel easier said than done). If you prune your list to pursue quality gifts purely for the people you adore the most, it will help relieve the reciprocal gift burden all round and reduce the number of unwanted gifts. Think of it as an ‘act of service’. Everyone you buy for feels the pressure to buy you something back. You’re saving both of you the bother!

Decorative clutter – Do you need a new colour scheme for the Christmas table this year, or can you use what you have at hand? Do you need a traditional tree, or can you get creative? How much tinsel does one need and is there a sustainable alternative? As these decorations are only used fleetingly, it’s worth questioning how many you need and how critical they are to the joy of the day.

Obligatory events and rituals – Throughout December, there’s a mass escalation of the social events you must attend, and it can feel like there’s too much to enjoy. Instead of sipping the eggnog or marvelling under the mistletoe, it becomes a race to tick off the obligations one by one. Some rituals we uphold because we love them, and others because we’ve never thought to question them. But if an event or ritual doesn’t bring you Christmas joy, perhaps it’s time to rethink it.

*Side note: it might seem unusual that I’m calling social events ‘clutter’, but that’s what they can feel like when you’re overwhelmed by too many of them. It can all fall into the clutter of Christmas life and create a feeling of ‘stuffocation’.

STEP 2.    Edit

Before you get caught up in the expectations of others, how about setting a goal for your Christmas celebration this year? For the last two years, I’ve tried to pursue maximum joy with minimum waste. I’ve picked my Christmas battles and advocated for more plant-enthusiastic dishes and ethically sourced proteins at the dinner table. We’ve limited adult gifting to a Kris Kringle which has become a hilarious highlight as we play ‘Bad Santa’ – a game where we pick and trade the gifts. It might have been less hilarious for my sister who ended up with the mullet wig, but you get the idea …

So, before you start your edit, set a goal based on this question: What’s important to you?

Then take a look at your Christmas plan, gift list and calendar and ask:




	Question 1.	Does this gift/ritual/event bring me joy?
If it’s a no, ditch it.

If it’s a yes, then ask:





	Question 2.	Would it matter if we skipped it this year?

If you come up empty, you can rest assured that you can let it go.

If you feel strongly about buying someone special a gift or preserving a particular ritual, you’ve affirmed the value and it’s worth keeping it in your Christmas plan. I was happy to forgo the Christmas stockings last year, but we kept the bonbons for the ridiculous jokes and because my family was reluctant to part with wearing those damn paper crowns! We just handmade them instead, so they were no longer filled with random plastic toys. We pivoted to a seasonal barbecue, but we kept Grandma’s pudding, hard sauce and brandy custard to stave off mutiny from the traditionalists at the table!






STEP 3.    Organise

Sustainable gift alternatives – Reducing your gift list is the first place to start. The Kris Kringle format is a great one to adopt. Waste Not author and zero-waste campaigner Erin Rhoads says her family’s Kris Kringle features only second-hand or homemade gifts. They set a low price point but encourage high levels of consideration to instil more meaning in the ritual.

Here are some more waste-saving steps you can take:


	Consolidate multiple gifts into a single ‘group’ gift.

	Gift consumables instead of stuff that will hang around. Who doesn’t love a jar of homemade jam or a well-selected box of chocolates?

	Look at switching product-based for experience gifts where you can.

	Do a ‘companion gift’, where the experience has a physical trinket to satisfy younger kids’ gift expectations. For example, movie tickets could come with popcorn, or a waterpark ticket could come with a pair of togs.

	Give a donation gift, which even young kids can appreciate. We adopted a koala through the WWF and gave our youngest boy a little toy and certificate to commemorate it. I bought our eldest son a soccer ball from a charity that also donated one to a child in need.



Managing gift expectations

Don’t forget to manage your kids’ gift expectations, particularly if you’re looking to shrink their haul a little this year. You can do this via the ‘Grateful Kids Santa Letter’ template from my website,95 and it includes a thank-you letter back to Santa too! (There's more about managing others expectations here.)

Gift wrap alternatives

My favourite way to wrap gifts is with vintage scarves that I reuse. It’s pretty, sustainable and, above all else, convenient! I’ve never wrapped gifts faster than with scarves (and I used to work as a wrapping weapon in a gift store, so I’m a pro). No cutting or tape necessary. And it’s much easier to wrap a basketball in a scarf than it is to wrap it with paper. It’s become a normal thing that I will take my scarves back. Alternatively, gifting in reusable bags is handy and the recipients will reuse them. My husband has rebranded his laziness as ‘sustainable’ when he gifts things in the shopping bag he bought them in!

Decoration alternatives

First, it’s hard to go past a real tree in your yard or a pot that will absorb carbon as it grows and is ultimately sustainable. Second, a reusable tree can be a winner, depending on what it’s made from. Ours is plywood, takes minutes to assemble and looks great. Sometimes my kids whinge about wanting a real tree and I understand the fragrant allure. If you get a traditional fir tree, just make sure you get the council to collect it when you’re done and turn it into mulch. That reduces the ecological impact significantly.

For the table, I use decorations and linen that I can also use at other times. It feels celebratory without being specifically Christmassy. My kids make decorations using the DIY template you can download from my website.96 There are cute, Aussie and sustainable motifs, like Santa on a surfboard or Mrs Claus sizzling a sausage on the barbecue.

Sustainable feasting

There are ways to relieve the pressure on the big day and cut the food waste, like sharing the responsibility around, simplifying the menu or preparing food well in advance. Kate Hall from The Full Freezer prepared her entire Christmas feast and had it frozen and ready to roll. She roasted everything up nicely, her family were none the wiser and she had more free time to enjoy the day!

I recommend planning a seasonal, plant-enthusiastic menu that includes ethical protein and suits the climate. Don’t forget to match the portion size to the people present – there’s no need to create a feast for 30 if you have ten family members in attendance. And get everyone to bring reusable containers to divvy up the leftovers. Erin Rhoads also recommends hiding the rubbish bin and putting the compost bin front and centre, so it’s obvious where the food scraps go amid the chaos of the day.

Your Christmas Calendar

I recommend a calendar cleanse, where you give yourself a break and share around the obligations! Lighten your load and heighten your enjoyment.

STEP 4.    Enjoy

By having the conversation to reset expectations early, you can ease the pressure of the big day. And share the effort among others or prepare a little earlier so you can spend Christmas morning at the beach instead! After simplifying Christmas by cutting the consumerism and restoring the joy through the rituals you keep and create, I hope you have a very merry time indeed. As Erin Rhoads enthuses, a sustainable Christmas ‘is simplified and it’s more fun because you’ve gotten rid of the need to “keep up” with everyone’.

After Christmas, make sure the council collects your tree from the nature strip to mulch, get creative with your feasting leftovers, and regift or donate gifts you won’t use.

Your Christmas Edit impact

Given the increased consumption of everything (food, travel, wine), and the heightened consumerism of the celebration, the impact of our Christmas celebrations is high. According to the Stockholm Environment Institute, our food, travel, lighting, and gifts over three days of Christmas festivities could result in as much as 650kg of carbon dioxide emissions (CO2) per person.97 That’s roughly equivalent to the weight of 1000 Christmas puddings! Reducing the gifts, obligatory celebrations, travel emissions and food waste by doing this edit all help.

If you’d like to shrink your Christmas carbon footprint further and increase the fun of the day, check out the Christmas Edit on my website.98

How to have that awkward gift conversation – less awkwardly!

I know I’m not alone when I curse inwardly, while plastering a smile of gratitude on my face, when the rellies buy shit my kids don’t need in large quantities when it’s time to celebrate. As Jules from my community shared: ‘Every year it’s a battle to resist overbuying, particularly for the kids, which we manage relatively well ourselves. But we don’t have control over the whole process – it’s one thing for me to not stock up on plastic shit from Kmart, but trying to convince my family or in-laws to avoid it often falls on deaf ears.’

The over-gifting rellies are a common phenomenon in families. My lovely mum and stepdad used to stalk the middle aisles at Aldi for gifts large in scale and high in wow-factor to give my boys, whom they adore. When they bought my boys a fire station so big it needed its own room in the house, I knew we needed to have a conversation.

Until then, I wasn’t sure how to broach the touchy subject of over-gifting with family without causing offense. I mulled over how I could have this chat while avoiding being grinchy and unpalatably eco-righteous.

Here are some tangible tips to guide your less awkward gifting conversation:

Start the conversation in September, because by mid-December that overbuying ship has sailed and Nanna has stocked up on stocking fillers already.

In this conversation, show appreciation for gifts that have been given in the past and explain your new family philosophy that embraces a minimalist approach to Christmas gifting based on your environmental ethics or limited shelf space (you choose). Just find a reason that is about you, not them.

Offer clear gifting alternatives to your relatives. I’ve introduced group family gifts for my kids, so they get one ace thing instead of fifteen useless bits ‘n’ bobs. And it turns out my in-laws don’t miss fighting for a carpark at Christmas and are super happy to chip in for the wetsuit or surf lessons that my sons will appreciate.


Make a good hoo-ha about the group gift. Gather all involved and present it with ceremony and grandeur, so the givers are glorified and their contribution is validated.

Afterwards, demonstrate social proof that the gift is being loved and enjoyed so the givers feel great about it and are happy to be on this new reduced-gifting bandwagon forever more.

Remain open-minded that some rellies won't comply, and their desire to buy random shit for your kids will eclipse their care for your ethics. Internalise your frustration and be gracious. Erin Rhoads recommends letting people know what your gifting preferences are and being prepared to meet them halfway. This shift to better, reduced gifting won’t always happen over one Christmas, but it will happen over time.

As Anouk from my Sustainable Lifestyle community assures: ‘Friends and family are relieved when I say to them “Hey, are you cool if we do no presents except for significant birthdays?”‘

Now that’s something worth celebrating!



✦ CHRISTMAS MYTHS BUSTED ✦
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Everyone needs a gift – You’ll save hours, a heap of cash and relieve the collective obligation of gift-giving if you get in early and reduce gift expectations.




You must have a traditional feast – You might be surprised to find out that not everyone has their heart set on tucking into the turkey, and you might all enjoy a seasonal barbecue in the sunshine instead. Or you might meet your family halfway and boost the veggies while tantalising their tastebuds.




You should do it all and create the magic for everyone else – Unless you love being the CEO of Christmas, feel free to hand over the role to someone else or share the load. After we sort the gender pay gap, the inequality of Christmas that falls predominantly on women’s shoulders is surely next. At the very least, take Boxing Day off!





[image: ]








CONCLUSION


Living for the future we want


As this book comes to a close, it’s time to celebrate your wins. Even picking up this book and getting to the end should be celebrated (yes, even if you skipped a chapter or two in the middle!). We’ve achieved so much. We’ve replaced fear with active hope, so we’re all empowered to make a difference. We’ve turned obligation into the opportunity to become change-makers in our homes and communities. What’s more, we’ve discovered that living medium green can be a satisfying and thrifty way to enhance our lifestyles. We’ve learned how we can live more with less – and that living more consciously can connect us, which is so important in a society where many people feel the burden and loneliness of battling alone.

It’s not important to do sustainable living perfectly. It’s more important that more of us do it imperfectly to help our planet the way we need to.

Throughout this book, I’ve painted a clear picture of how you can activate and enrich your sustainable lifestyle. But who knows what we, and our children, face in the future? Leading researchers and scientists predict we’ll be confronted with global challenges that include a larger, aging population vying for limited resources, cities that disappear under rising sea levels, and the adoption of new technologies (like electric driverless cars). We may not know which will come first, but we know we need to be hopeful and courageous in the face of new challenges as they arise.

I don’t have all the answers, but this book kickstarts your curiosity and raises your resilience in a way that will help to guide your future decisions. I trust that there is great power in laying down the groundwork for making sustainable habit changes. Because when you can make clear, conscious decisions about everyday choices, like what to put in your trolley or what to put on your plate, it builds your confidence for the bigger, tougher dilemmas that lie ahead.

If I could borrow the DeLorean time machine, I would jump ahead to the year 2050 and tell you it was all worth it. All those new decisions and clever compromises you made: did we manage to save the planet or simply slow our demise? The only thing we know for certain is that we won’t if we don’t make these changes within the next decade. The surety within all this uncertainty is that if we don’t find a way to live more with less within the limits of our one and only planet, future generations won’t be around to lament it. And if we pursue a lifestyle upgrade alongside this climate action revolution, we’ll either live happier ever after or at least it will have been a fun time while it lasted!

I wrote this book with the steadfast belief that change is possible. It was for my family. It is for yours. And that helps me sleep well at night. While I’ve been candid with you about all the fumbles, missteps and climate distress I’ve felt along the way, I’m constantly rewarded by finding a way for my eco-conscience and my chaotic family life to thrive together. I’m incredibly ambitious about the change we can create together. I’ve been inspired by all the creative, vibrant leaders and everyday eco-heroes I’ve talked to for this book.

And I’m heartened that one day I’ll be able to look my boys in the eye and say that I did everything I could to combat climate change for them.
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Interviews for this book


Alexx Stuart – changemaker and author Low Tox Life

Alice Zaslavsky – cook, tv and radio presenter and author of In Praise of Veg 

Amy Cox – Therapeutic play practitioner 

Ana Fernanda Covarrubias Vara – upcycled fashion designer 

Claire Goldsworthy – Founder of The Fashion Advocate 

Claire O’Rourke – Behaviour change expert and author of Together We Can 

Dr Anika Molesworth – Farmer, scientist and author of Our Sunburnt Country

Dr Austen Anderson – Dermatologist (specialising in climate change impacts)

Dr Leyla Acaroglu – Design provocateur and Unschool founder

Dr Lisa Lake – Director, Centre of Excellence in Sustainable Fashion

Dr Rebecca Huntley – Director of 89 Degrees East and author of How to talk about Climate Change in a Way that Makes a Difference

Eliza Hobba – Sustainability Manager 

Erin Rhoads – Educator, campaigner and author of Waste Not

Georgia Harding – Naturopath, Well Nourished founder and co-creator of The Kitchen Edit

Hannah Maloney – Host of Gardening Australia, author and founder of Good Life and Good Life Growing

Jazmin Camilleri – Founder of Seen Skin

Jo Barrett – Chef Little Pickett and author of Sustain: Ground-breaking recipes and skills that could save the planet 

Jules May – Director and Co-founder of Visibility Co. 

Katie Patrick – Gamification designer and author of How to Save the World

Kelly Barrett – Founder of Underwear for Humanity 

Kirsty Bishop-Fox – Zero Waste Victoria president and Sustainable Pathways founder

Lucianne Tonti – Fashion Editor, columnist and author of Sundressed

Natalie Isaacs – Founder of One Million Women 

Nina Gbor – Founder of EcoStyles and Circular Economy and Waste Director at The Australia Institute.

Tamara Dimattina – Founder of Buy Nothing New and The New Joneses

Thanks also to the Sustainable Lifestyle community for sharing your stories. 
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