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			Nothing shall come of nothing.

			—William Shakespeare, King Lear
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			Introduction:

			Nothing or Something?

			Should we do nothing or should we do something?

			There’s a lot we can ask ourselves about climate change, but in the end, this is the question that really matters in the immediate experience of living our lives. Should we put our very own shoulders to the wheel before us, grinding out, through our own efforts, a transformation of our culture, our economy and, really, life as we know it, or should we lie down before this rising sea of troubles, accept the futility of opposing them, and hope that we somehow survive in what is rapidly becoming a less and less livable world? Do we give up on economically disadvantaged communities that have already been disproportionately punished by choking heat and devastating floods? Do we abandon the hope that our children and grandchildren will live lives free from the famine and civil strife that current models forecast for us in the overheated decades ahead?

			If you’ve picked up this book, you’re probably of the “do something” variety. You are of a mind to take stock of your life, even if your life to date has not been particularly green. Or perhaps you have already done a thing or two to turn your behavior in a more climate-friendly direction, but are not quite sure if those changes are meaningful. Maybe you are a parent or grandparent who has just been on the receiving end of “the speech” from a teen or twentysomething about how the boomers and Gen Xers have set their descendants up for disaster. Maybe you’re wondering if there are a couple of reasonable things you could do to keep the peace with that young person in your life. Or maybe you yourself are that teen or twentysomething coming into adulthood and wondering how you can win over hearts and minds to climate action within your family and your community. In any of these cases, I think the pages that follow can help.

			This book came about because I wanted to address an essential disconnect that keeps many Americans on the sidelines of climate action. On the one hand, awareness of the problem has risen markedly in the last few years and many more Americans want to do something to fix it. On the other hand, most scientists and policy makers have correctly identified the crisis as far bigger than the scope of what one person can do. Both perspectives are valid. But when they collide, the psychological effect on the average citizen is paralysis. “Where is my place in all this?” a person confronted with this dilemma wonders. “What can I possibly do that is meaningful?”

			This paralysis is particularly evident here in the United States. For when you dive down into the numbers, America stands out starkly as a place that is profoundly stuck.
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			Presently the United States is, per capita, by far the most prodigious emitter of carbon dioxide among the world’s leading economic powers, with a carbon footprint of around 16 metric tons of CO2 per person per year. This is all the more troubling when we compare where we are versus where we need to get. The UN suggests a global target for per capita emissions of a little over 3 tons. India at 1.8 tons of CO2 per person is already there. One could argue that this is only the case because India lacks the industrial infrastructure of more developed nations. But many economic powerhouses show that advanced development and low emissions are not incompatible. France, the UK, and Italy all have per capita emissions around a third of what the United States puts into the atmosphere. China handily bests us as well. Two citizens of the People’s Republic emit less CO2 than a single American. There is no way to avoid it: the world desperately needs America to go on a climate diet.

			But here’s the problem: most diets fail. They fail mostly because after a period of bingeing, we set unrealistic goals for reforming our bad ways. In time, self-control breaks down and we hunger to throw open the cupboards and binge again.

			Still, some diets do work. Those successful diets tend to be modest in their goals, incorporating small changes over long periods of time. That we need to transform the very roots of the American economy is without doubt and something that must be fought for intensely. But not every well-meaning American will engage in a protracted political struggle. Not all of us are Dr. Seuss’s raging Loraxes, who “speak for the trees.” While we might not want to admit it, most of us are go-about-our-business Seussian Whos.

			Fortunately, there are smaller maintainable changes that would allow American Whos to go from carbon obese to just a little bit carbon overweight. And, in the end, the transformation of that sizeable carbon-obese American middle to a modest paunch would do more for reducing total global emissions than if a hyper-virtuous 2 percent came to subsist on lentils and solar panels.

			To shrink that middle, we need to find climate actions that can be taken up by both coasts and the heartland. And there’s evidence to suggest that this is politically tenable. A 2019 Reuters/Ipsos poll showed that a significant majority of Americans believe in the necessity of taking action to fight climate change, irrespective of political affiliation. The challenge lies in getting that majority to actually take action rather than just want action to be taken. So part of this book’s intent is to propose realistic actions that will get as many hands on deck as possible.

			At the same time, our diet can’t be so modest that it amounts to only a cosmetic tweaking. We do need radical transformation, as individuals and as a society. We therefore need to make personal changes that have a multiplier effect: changes that beget more change. Swapping out incandescent lightbulbs for LEDs will trim a few pounds off your annual emissions. But changing the actual source of the electricity running to your home will start to shift the entire energy economy away from fossil fuels and toward a lower emissions future. The first four chapters of this book offer practical guidance on making changes on that scale.

			But personal behavior change is only one part of the battle. At this critical juncture, all of us need to find our inner Lorax. We need to speak truth to money and power, even if some of our voices might have less volume than others. And so the last two chapters of this book lay out a blueprint for how we can act to affect the climate policies of businesses and government.

			While I had to make judgment calls as to which rules to include in this short guide, the behavior change suggestions themselves came from seasoned researchers and practitioners from an array of different disciplines: agronomists, energy efficiency experts, urban planners, foresters, financial advisors, political activists, and lawmakers. Within each chapter, I have tried to list the actions individuals can take from easiest to most ambitious. I know, for example, that most car-owning Americans don’t have the resources to ditch their fossil fuel–burning vehicle and buy a new Tesla. But anyone can bring the pressure in their tires to the most fuel-efficient level. If we all did that, we would cut American gasoline consumption by anywhere from 2 to 8 percent. Not only that, we’d walk away from that change with a few more dollars in our pockets. Which brings me to the other necessary criterion for a climate rule to be ranked number one or two: each of the top two actions within each chapter should not cost you anything—and, in most cases, will save you money in the short and long term.

			This is not a “gotcha” book; for who in this world can avoid “getting got” for their climate transgressions? Rather, this is a book meant to help you get from wherever you are right now to a better place in the future. If you were to change your ways in compliance with only the ones and twos in each chapter, you would already be doing this country and this planet some good. But if you come to this book having already tackled ones and twos, why not consider the threes, the fours, and, dare I say it, the fives, sixes and sevens? Most of the suggestions do not require large outlays of cash. Nor are any of them tremendous time burdens. Mostly what they require is a consistent mindfulness with respect to climate: a daily awareness of the crisis at hand and a daily response to that crisis.

			All of the items contained within this book emphasize actions, not words. For talk, truly, is cheap and nowadays more often than not just a prelude to an unproductive partisan argument. To see around the corner of despair and glimpse hope, we all need to do something. Only by actually doing something can
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