
 
 

Chapter 14 
How Can You Make a Difference? 

 
 

“Modern society will find no solution to the ecological problem  
unless it takes a serious look at its lifestyle.” 

 

—Pope John Paul II 
 
 
Let’s start with three questions: What can you do? What should you do? What will you 
do? After reading the first thirteen chapters of this book, you know the answer to the 
first two questions. But only you can answer the third one: What will you do? 
 
We’re all familiar with the phrase, “If everyone does a little, then we accomplish a lot.” 
True, but a lot of small changes will not be enough to transform the grossly 
unsustainable system of the way we live on this planet. The primary question is: how do 
we effect change, or reinvention and replacement of that overall system? 
 

We start by talking about the big picture on this planet. 
 
It all boils down to one crucial word—a word that has already been used forty-three 
times in this book: Conversation. We simply must start talking about the most important 
topic in the history of Homo sapiens. We must talk about how we humans fit in with 
the rest of nature—and what we must do to return to living in complete harmony with 
the natural world. Our ancestors, who emerged as a species about 300,000 years ago—
lived natural, sustainable lives for over 280,000 years—until they started becoming 
civilized about 20,000 years ago. During the early years of civilization, there were less 
than ten million of us and we were inflicting little, if any, damage on the natural world. 



 
Then, along came the industrial revolution in the 18th century, followed by a 
population explosion from one billion people to almost eight billion in a little over two 
hundred years—all of which has inflicted an enormous amount of damage on our 
fragile ecosystem. Now we must not only learn to live without damaging that 
ecosystem—we must learn to live in a way that actually improves it, according to Dr. 
Lovelock. 
 

So how do we fit into the big picture of life on Earth? 

 
First, let’s take a look at the number of species that exist on this planet. How many 
species of plants, animals, insects, birds, microbes, fish and fungi are there? Some 
scientists are now estimating that there could be one trillion species or more. How 
many known species are there? Around two million. To be sure, we haven’t even 
scratched the surface when it comes to understanding our own, land-based ecosystem. 
And we know even less about what is happening deep in our oceans.  
 
How many of Earth’s one trillion species are NOT living in harmony with nature? The 
answer is one: Homo sapiens. Our singular species has led to thousands of other species 
that we own as pets and those that we grow for food or entertainment—like horse or 
dog racing. Since we selfishly created them for our own personal use, all of those 
specially-bred animals are now just a part of one naturally evolved species—Homo 
sapiens. If we go away, they will all go away with us. The bottom line of our report 
card: Our single species, out of perhaps a trillion species, is now wrecking the habitats 
of all species—and seriously threatening all life on this planet.  
 
We humans are the single biggest sustainability problem on Earth and only we can fix 
it—but in order to do so, we must start talking about it. So why don’t people want to 
talk about the most important topic in the history of humanity? Because there is some 
kind of taboo against it—a taboo that I explored in two SOS Memos in early 2019: “I 
don’t want to talk about it!” with Dr. Rupert Read and Taboo! Talking about the 
Unimaginable with Dr. Jim Bendell. 
 
We can start that all-important conversation by talking about our future as a species with 
our friends, family, co-workers, book group, church members, classmates, etc. We can 
start by discussing how we must join together to bring humanity back to living in 
harmony with nature. It won’t be easy—a fact that should be obvious to you, now that 
you’ve read the first thirteen chapters of this book. 
 

Besides helping to start the big Conversation 
 What Else Can You Do? 
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There are many things that you can do—and must do—if we’re all going to survive as a 
species. But if everyone in the world starting doing all that they could do as individuals, 
it still would not be enough to save humanity—and it wouldn’t even be close.  
 
We realize that we used that phrase earlier, but we are using it again now because it 
needs to be repeated. Eventually, we must transform our overall system of living—and 
that is the topic that we have strived to cover in this book. So, here’s what you can do 
now. 

 

Top Ten List for All of Us 
 
Here are some things that we can all do as individuals. If enough of us start doing every 
one of them, we just might be able to buy ourselves a little time—by slowing climate 
change enough to give us the half-century we will need to totally re-invent our overall 
civilization. Here are ten ways that almost everyone can help us buy that time needed 
to get our overall system of living fixed. 
 

1. Adopt a plant-based diet. We are not talking about Meatless Mondays, we are 
talking about getting deadly serious about what you and your family are eating. 
This is by far the most powerful thing that we can do as individuals—and it is 
also the quickest thing anyone can do. As a bonus, your health is likely to 
improve greatly in areas that you didn’t even know were problematic. For 
maximum impact, remove all animal-based foods from your home and don’t buy 
any more. This vital step will provide opportunities to start that all-important 
conversation with guests who’re wondering why you don’t have any milk, butter, 
eggs or cheese in your fridge anymore. 

2. Buy as little stuff as possible. Many people treat buying stuff almost like a 
hobby; they enjoy going shopping even if they don’t need anything. Also, stop 
giving stuff to people as gifts. This is a huge issue and was addressed earlier in 
the book. 

3. Move to a smaller, more efficient home. Relocating is not easy to do quickly, but 
downsizing should be a major consideration when it is time to move. Also, 
consider moving to a city with good public transportation options. 

4. Stop being an owner of animals. If you love animals, then rescue them, but stop 
being a part of an industry built on the unsustainable myth of owning other 
sentient beings—that were bred to be our servile companions or our food supply. 

5. Use motor vehicles less. Telecommute if you can to your job, ride your bicycle to 
the grocery. Take public transportation. Sell one or more of your cars.  

6. Avoid flying on airplanes. Air travel has grown exponentially since the Wright 
brothers and is projected to double again between 2020 and 2040 (Although the 
Coronavirus will likely slow it down a bit). Minimize travel in general as much 
as you can. Also, consider moving to a city that will meet most of your 
entertainment and employment needs without flying. 



7. Thermostat management. Keep your thermostat lower in the winter and higher 
in the summer. As I type this sentence in mid-March in Vermont, I am wearing a 
lightweight ski jacket with my thermostat set at 60. 

8. Water management. Do not buy water in plastic bottles. Flush less, take shorter 
showers and get out of the decorative lawn business as soon as you can. 

9. Go paperless in your own life. That includes getting rid of manufactured books, 
magazines, bank statements, paper checks and catalogs which are constantly 
trying to sell you more stuff that you do not need.  
 

 
#10, at the end of your life. Choose cremation or an even greener natural burial, and in 
so doing, help end the casket and tombstone manufacturing businesses—while giving 
back to nature all of the land that had been set aside for future cemeteries.  
 
As for going paperless, that is why this book is only available as an e-book. In addition 
to saving trees and the energy needed for manufacturing and shipping, there are many 
advantages. You can search the entire book for certain words or topics, you can copy 
phrases or sentences and send them in emails and you can click on links to the 
referenced sources and videos and. Finally, since you can keep unlimited e-books on all 
of your electronic devices—wherever you are, you will always have something 
meaningful to read—even in the dark. 
 
Okay, there is one more thing that you can do to help start that crucial conversation. You 
can send an e-copy of this book to five people for less than forty bucks—and you may 
even want to ask some of them to send copies to five more people. Maybe a modern-
day chain-letter idea like that could help get that essential conversation started more 
quickly. Amazon can make it happen, you won’t kill any trees and you just might help 
to start a movement. 
 
What about the economy? Wouldn’t our global economy suffer if everyone in the 
developed world made those ten recommended changes in their lives? Yes, our highly 
destructive current economy would be in trouble—but not in nearly as much trouble as 
humanity is going to be if we don’t learn to live in harmony with nature. That’s why we 
must replace our current economy with something like Earthonomics that was proposed 
in Chapter 11. 
 
Although we could probably list another forty or fifty lifestyle changes we should all 
adopt, we don’t want to distract you from the primary focus of this book. So, we are 
going end this chapter with this conclusion about that focus.  
 
If everyone in the developed world were to get deadly serious about the above list of 
ten items, it would still not be nearly enough to save us. For that, we must imagine, 
design and build a whole new way of life—one that might end up being similar to the 
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Great Big Northern, where only green lifestyle options exist. For that, we must urgently 
promote, and participate in, a global conversation about moving rapidly toward the 
creation of a truly sustainable system of living for humans. 
 

Doing Something Wonderful for Yourself 
 
As stressed throughout this book, a key part of that sustainable system of living is what 
each of us chooses to eat. While becoming a vegan is good for the planet, it is not 
necessarily good for your health. That’s because you could eat nothing but Diet Coke 
and corn chips and still technically be a vegan—but you would probably die in a few 
months. If you want to give yourself—and the planet—the gift of health, eat mostly 
whole plants, still in nature’s package; primarily fruits, veggies, grains, legumes, 
potatoes, nuts and seeds. You see, being a vegan is more about foods you are avoiding—
whereas, what’s most important is what you are eating. 
 
The ideal diet would be one that derives 100% of its calories from whole plants. The 
average American, even some vegans, get far less than 10% of their calories from whole 
plants. Want to get an estimate of the percent of your calories that are derived from 
whole plants? Take this two-minute online survey at 4leafsurvey.com and request the 
complete report. Finally, if you want some help in moving forward with the wonderful 
whole food, plant-based way of eating—check out 4leafprogram.com.  
 
While there, you may learn about Dr. Kerry Graff, a medical doctor who transformed 
her family practice in upstate New York from one of managing disease—to one of 
promoting vibrant health for all of her patients. Let her give you that gift of vibrant 
health—by sharing with you the powerful results that she documented in our 2015 
book, the 4Leaf Guide to Vibrant Health.   
 
 
 

There is a great need for the introduction of new values in our society, where bigger is 
not necessarily better, where slower can be faster, and where less can be more.  

 

—Gaylord Nelson 
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