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I can still remember virtually every gift I received in 
childhood, not because the gifts were so special, but 
because they were so few. Though I was a comfortable 
child of the post-war boom, the times were thrifty 

compared to today. I never had more than a few dolls, stuffed animals, 
board games, crayons, records, books, a bike and a sled. And that was 
enough, more than enough, yet not so much more that I didn't appreciate 
each and every item—and enjoy it to the end of its useful life, or my 
childhood, whichever came first. 
 

What middle class American child can 
say the same today? Our kids are so 
inundated with playthings, they need 
bins and chests and extra closets to 
store them all. And we adults are 
equally awash in our grown-up toys. 
 
Nevertheless, this holiday season, we 
will rush to the stores, actual and 
virtual, to buy more for our kids and 
each other. What gives?  
 
That the shopping frenzy is 
inconsistent with the spiritual and 
communal essence of the holidays is 
an old subject. I recently came across 
a reference to it in Howard's End, a 

wonderful story from 1910 that takes place in England, from which I 
gathered that not only isn't commercialization of the holidays new, it's not 
even uniquely American. The only point worth noting in 2006 is that the 
situation is worse than ever, and not just because we are increasingly 
out of touch with the meaning of the holidays (of all faiths). Our heedless 
extravagance has environmental costs that are steep and growing. 
 
The world's population is currently using 25 percent more resources each 
year than the earth can generate in that time, according to the latest 
Living Planet Report by the World Wildlife Fund. And that figure is 
projected to rise to 200 percent in the next 50 years if we don't change 
course.  
 
Do you wonder how it's possible to consume more than the earth 
produces? We manage it by living off our capital—the resources that it's 
taken tens or hundreds or, in the case of fossil fuels, millions of years to 
accumulate. And you know what happens when you live off your capital. 
 
Though by no means the only offenders, Americans are among the worst 
(#2 on the list, after the United Arab Emirates). Our average per capita 
"ecological footprint" is over four times bigger than the earth can afford. 
While our seasonal lavishness isn't the only reason, it does contribute 
largely to the problem. 
 
 

 

 
Sheryl Eisenberg, a long-time 
advisor to NRDC, posts a new 
This Green Life every month. 
Sheryl makes her home in 
Tribeca (NYC), where—along 
with her children, Sophie and 
Gabby, and husband, Peter—
she tries to put her 
environmental principles into 
practice. No fooling. 
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A quarter of a year to shop? 
According to a National Retail 
Federation survey, more than 
one-fifth of holiday shoppers 
begin looking for gifts before 
the end of September. Many 
retailers take advantage of the 
longer shopping season to wring 
more purchases out of you by 
phasing in the hot items to keep 
you coming back and buying 
throughout the period. 
 
 
 
 
 

The beauty of vintage 
jewelry. This old George 
Jensen ring was a gift from my 
husband. Not only is it one of 
my favorite pieces, it didn't cost 
the planet any new resources to 
make. 
 



  
But enough of this grinchiness. No one wants to give up on the holidays 
or the sense of abundance that the season bestows. The only question is 
how to be generous without bankrupting the earth. Here are some 
thoughts. 
 
Give things people need and can use, rather than products plucked 
from the shelves simply because they look good. 
 
Choose gifts made of sustainable materials—bamboo rather than 
wood, hemp, organic cotton and wool, fleece made from recycled soda 
bottles, post-consumer recycled paper, natural cosmetics and organic, 
fair-trade chocolates and coffees. 
 
Buy locally made products, as the energy used to transport goods to 
the stores is one of the huge, hidden environmental costs of the holidays. 
 
Look for used things with a provenance. Old books and maps, retro 
clothing, antique jewelry and the like are one-of-a-kind gifts that 
collectors and aficionados will appreciate. 
 
Give things that reduce energy usage, such as commuter bicycles, 
solar-powered products, battery rechargers and carbon offsets. 
 
Avoid excessively packaged products. The packaging wastes 
resources without adding value and, if made from plastic, can release 
toxins after being discarded.  
 
Give tickets for concerts, shows, museums, sporting events, outdoor 
activities or parks. 
 
Give a party rather than presentsand tell your guests that the party's 
gift-free.  
 
Give of yourself. Promise a shift of babysitting or dog-walking or a 
service that uses your special talents or skills, such as a webpage, bridge 
lesson or home improvement help. 
 
Swap contributions. Set up a registry listing your favorite non-profits at 
whatgoesaround.org and suggest to your friends that they register, too, 
so you can give to their causes while they give to yours.  
 
Most important, remember that the greatest gift of the season is the 
holidays themselves. It's the one time of year when society permits you—
indeed, encourages you—to escape from the daily hurly-burly and 
experience the meaning and poetry of life.  Don't miss the chance. 
 
—Sheryl Eisenberg

 
Surprise! Fabric gift sacks are 
an attractive alternative to 
wrapping paper—and much 
more durable and convenient to 
use. This particular sack has 
wrapped countless gifts in my 
family over the years. Wrapping 
paper, though not as sturdy, 
can also be reused. If you do 
have to buy new paper, look for 
a brand that's 100 percent post-
consumer recycled. 
 
 
 
Do cards differently. 
Accompany your gifts with 
small, 100-percent post-
consumer recycled gift tags, 
rather than full-fledged cards, 
and try sending season's 
greetings electronically this 
year. 
 
 
 
Entertain sustainably. At your 
holiday party, serve organic 
foods on real dishes. If you 
simply can't handle the clean-
up, two second-best disposable 
options are Bambu Veneerware, 
made of 100 percent organic 
bamboo, and Preserve 
Tableware, made of recycled 
plastic. 
 

 

 -------------------------------- 
Sheryl Eisenberg is a web developer and writer. With her firm, Mixit Productions (http://www.mixitproductions.com), she brought 
NRDC online in 1996, designed NRDC's first websites, and continues to develop special web features for NRDC. She created and, for 
several years, wrote the Union of Concerned Scientists' green living column, Greentips, and has designed and contributed content to 
many non-profit sites.  
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ONLINE RESOURCES 
• WORLD WILDLIFE FUND: Living Planet Report 2006 - http://assets.panda.org/downloads/living_planet_report.pdf 
• REDEFINING PROGRESS: Ecological Footprint Quiz - http://www.earthday.net/footprint/index.asp 
• NRDC: The Great Green Gift-Giving Guide - http://www.nrdc.org/cities/living/ggift.asp 
• THE GREEN GUIDE: Meryl Streep's Top Green Product Picks - http://thegreenguide.com/doc.mhtml?i=117&s=meryl 
• TREEHUGGER: Holiday Gift Guide - http://www.treehugger.com/files/2005/11/holiday_gifts_f.php 
• CO-OP AMERICA: Solar Gifts That Keep Giving - http://www.coopamerica.org/pubs/realmoney/articles/SolarGifts.cfm 
• LAGNIAPPE GIFT WRAP: Fabric Gift Bags - http://www.lagniappegiftwrap.com 
• PAPORGANICS: Sustainable Stationery and Gift Wrap - http://paporganics.com 
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To view This Green Life on the Web, go to: http://www.nrdc.org/thisgreenlife/
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To send your comments, write to:  thisgreenlife@nrdc.org
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