Living Green at HELP: Answers to Some Common Environmental Questions

Q: Why is it better to buy local foods?

A: It is better for two reasons: health and environment.  Local foods are healthier to eat because they are fresher.  In terms of the environment, non-local food must be shipped here. This wastes tons of fossil fuel every year, which pollutes the air, water, and land. There is also more packaging (which means more garbage) used in transportation and keeping the food fresh.

Q: Why is it better to buy organic food?

A: Again, this is better for two reasons: health and environment.  Most food today is grown with  chemical pesticides, and fertilizer. About 90% of the chemicals used to grow plants ends up as water pollution in rivers or lakes. Some pollutes the soil.  If we spray our food with poison (pesticides and herbicides), that is not good for our health.

Q: What is GMO food and how can I tell if something is GMO?

A: GMO foods come from plants or animals whose DNA has been changed.  In America, GMO foods are not labeled, so look for a “non-GMO” label.  Most processed foods contain GMO corn, soy or canola.

Q: Why aren’t processed foods as good to eat as fresh / whole foods?

A: Processed foods usually have less nutritional value as well as more salt and fat.  Processed foods require much more energy, meaning more fossil fuels, leading to air, water and other forms of pollution.  Finally, processed foods have more packaging, meaning more garbage.

Q: Why would I want to buy free-range or natural meat?

A: Almost all of the meat sold in America is from factory farms where animals are treated very badly.  Chickens often have their beaks cut off, and all of the animals live in tiny cages so they can't really move around.  Free-range animals are allowed outside some of the time.  Natural meat is not polluted with growth hormones or antibiotics.  Animals grown on factory farms are usually full of these chemicals and their living conditions are very unhealthy.

Q: If I can't find local / organic food, how else can I eat in an eco-friendly way?

A: The easiest thing to do is eat less processed food and less meat.  Producing meat requires much more land, fuel and water than fruit or vegetables.  Even natural and free-range meat is worse for the environment than fruit, grains and vegetables.  Drink water instead of buying sodas or other drinks.

Q: Are GMO foods bad for our health?

A: GMOs are too new to know what effects they have on our health. Some GMO foods are made to produce pesticides to keep insects away and these chemicals could be harmful to people.  In addition, bacteria and viruses are used in making GMO foods and some scientists think that these might cause illnesses in humans.

Q: Which conventional fruits and vegetables contain the most chemicals?

A: The most polluted foods are: apples, bell peppers, celery, cherries, imported grapes, nectarines, peaches, pears, potatoes, red raspberries, spinach, strawberries.  Buy these organic if you can!

Q: How else can I spend my money in an eco-friendly way?

A: Buy less things, and when you do buy something, try to get it secondhand. You can buy used clothes and household items at Goodwill or other thrift stores or pawn shops.  Buying secondhand things is good for the environment in two ways.  First, you are using something that might otherwise be thrown away.  Second, you are saving the materials that would be used making new things.

Q: What is the HELP give-away shelf?

A: The give-away shelf is a place where you can find school supplies, cosmetics, toiletries household products and even food, all free for the taking.  You can also donate items by putting them on the shelf.  Please don't put in garbage!  We only want things that other people might find useful.  For food, please don't put in anything that is open or that will become bad over time.

Q: How can I recycle / throw away my stuff?

A: For things that are still useful, try the HELP giveaway shelf or Goodwill.  You can also use Freecycle Honolulu.  For garbage, recycle what you can (cans, bottles, paper and cardboard can all be recycled on campus) and check Opala.org to see how to get rid of other things.

Q: What are some other ways I can help the environment?

A: Take the bus or, better yet, ride a bicycle or walk.  Try to save water – turn it off when brushing your teeth or soaping up in the shower.  Use the water from rinsing rice to water plants.  Try to save electricity, too, as it is made by burning fossil fuels and thus makes air pollution.  You can turn off lights and consider using a fan instead of air conditioning.  Kokua and Down to Earth selling eco-friendly cleaning supplies which cut down on pollution.  Try to remember to bring your own bag when you go shopping.

Q: What are some things to remember when having fun in Hawaii?

A: When swimming, surfing or snorkeling use an eco-friendly sunscreen or simply wear a shirt.  Don't touch plants and animals when snorkeling or diving because the oils from your skin can hurt them.  When hiking, try to stay on the trails to avoid killing plants and causing erosion.  And be sure to pick up your garbage!

Most importantly: Don't get discouraged if you can't do everything that we've talked about.  No one is perfect.  Do what you can, and know that every little bit helps!  If you have questions or suggestions, email us at ESLetc@gmail.com.
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