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WE CAN DO IT! 
 
Sometimes it feels impossible to make the big changes we know in our hearts we need to 
make. I feel, however, that huge and easy opportunities exist all around us.  We just 
can't see them.  People are trying real hard (like with the Single Payer Health Plan) to 
keep us from seeing what can give real change. 
 
So here's a very brief outline of ways to reduce the energy use in our homes, food, and 
transportation by 90%.  Yes, 90%.  And from our own actions.  There are even bigger and 
easier actions from changing our values we'll look at another time.  First: 
 
HOUSING: Here's how to achieve real change: 
 
• Smaller size - Cutting our excessive space use in half cuts our energy use in half. 
Average new home size in 1968 was 1200 sq.ft. vs today's 2400 sq.ft. We can easily 
convert an existing 3-bedroom ranch house into a comfortable duplex, cutting space and 
energy use per family in half, while upgrading energy efficiency.  IKEA has demo homes 
in their stores showing how to live comfortably in 590, 375, and even 235 sq.ft. 
• Two-story - 1.5 or 2-story construction reduces construction costs and energy use by 
20%. 
• Super-insulated/passive solar - Heating constitutes a third of home energy use. 
European Passivhaus homes are insulated to levels that need no heating systems, thus 
eliminating 33% of home energy use. 
• Appliance load reduction - Eliminating TV; using cool-boxes and under-counter 
freezers instead of self-defrosting mega-refrigerators; demand, solar, or heat-pump 
water heaters; CFL light bulbs instead of incandescent; gas rather than electric stoves; 
and high-spin speed clothes washers to reduce drying loads can cut appliance 
primary energy use in half. 
• Stairstep electrical tax - Doubling electrical rates for large users, investing those funds 
in efficiency improvements and renewable electricity, can save even more. 
• Solar PV - Reducing home electrical use to non-heat appliance loads, and shrinking 
those loads makes affordable rooftop solar PV electrical panels a way to further reduce 
total fossil fuel energy use. 
 
These options can approach net zero energy in new homes, and 80% reduction of energy 
use in existing homes. They also make our homes secure during power outages and 
other disruptions. 
 
TRANSPORTATION: We still love cars.  Available options can give us massive 
improvements in both efficiency and amenity: 
 
• More efficient cars - This doesn't mean fancy hybrids. The 1992 Honda Civic VX got 55 
mpg.  The 74 mpg VW Polo, and other high efficiency cars, are already available in other 
countries. Feebates are one of the best and fastest strategies to get there. 66 mpg cars 
(VW Polo) vs. our average 22mpg car reduces energy use by two-thirds. High-efficiency 
cars match the energy efficiency of mass transit without the costs of new transit systems.  
• 45 MPH speed limit - can reduce energy use by 25%. 
• European workweek - Adopting the European four day, 32 hr workweek would lower 
our transportation energy use by 20%. 

• CarShare - CarShare systems avoid car ownership, storage space, maintenance, 
insurance costs. A compact automobile costs $5,000 a year for insurance, taxes and 



finance charges, and depreciation. The average CarShare member, in contrast, spends 
$540.   CarShare also gives access to different kinds of vehicles - vans, pickups, 
convertibles, hybrids. Adjusting for transit use, this probably represents an 80% 
reduction in mileage/energy use. 
• Smart Jitney - Jitneys are shared taxis - cars and other small vehicles carrying multiple 
passengers over a regular or flexible route on a flexible schedule. They can provide 
anywhere - anytime - anyplace pick up and drop off service, with no parking problems. 
Smart jitneys add a GPS cellphone for efficient accessing and routing.  Some are already 
in development in Britain and Germany. Tripling occupancy cuts energy use threefold. 
• Live near your work; walk and bicycle - Another simple way of reducing transport 
energy use. 
 
Together, these reduce personal transportation energy use by 70-90%, with some 
increase in convenience and amenities. 
 
FOOD: U.S. agriculture currently consumes 10 times the energy that it produces in the 
food.  We can: 
 
• Switch to organic food - A 2007 UN study showed organic production uses an 
average of 50% less energy than conventional, while producing more nutritious 
food. 

• Eat less - Americans consume 3,600 calories per day vs. need of about 2,500. 
Stop pigging, end obesity, reduce energy use by a third. 
• Buy local - 40% of energy use in food goes into processing, packaging and 
distribution. Buying direct from local producers, or from your own garden, avoids 
such costs.  Bio-intensive home gardens reduce energy use by 90%, provide fresh food 
under your own control. You can produce 40% of your food around your house on a 
standard 50'x100' lot. 
• Eat lower on the food chain - An industrial meat-based diet consumes twice the 
energy as a plant-based one. Cutting meat consumption in half reduces diet energy 
by 25%. 
 
Just these four measures can reduce food energy expenditures by 85%.   
 
Yep, there's some adjustment involved, but gigantic impact.  And it sure isn't back to the 
cave.  We will all make different choices, and there are a lot more options.  This just 
suggests that big shifts don't have to be hard.  More details in "Quick and Simple 
Answers" at <www.tombender.org> 
 

Manzanita's Tom Bender -former member of Gov. Tom McCall's Energy Office 
- was one of the first people to see that less energy might mean better lives.  


