January, 2007

Helping West End Turn Green

There was a minor fracas at the West End Synagogue Hanukkah party last month over the issue of using Styrofoam vs. paper plates and cups at synagogue events.  I understand that many of our members, including many of those who attended Camp JRF last summer (clarification:  my daughter Evie) are very keen on seeing WES become a little greener and take on greater responsibility for the environment.   I couldn’t be more pleased, and I applaud Camp JRF and our own environmentally aware Rabbi Katie and Education Director Sarah Chandler for encouraging these young people.

I have absolutely no expertise on energy conservation or environmental issues but did grow up in a house with two wood stoves, solar panels, a compost heap and a commitment to recycling long before it was required by law.  I personally abhor Styrofoam and use paper plates and napkins at home only very rarely.  But I also understand that none of these issues is simple, and that in adopting a conservation policy for an institution one must weigh many factors including the comfort, health and safety of members; structure and age of a building; and the complete life cycle of various products, including the environmental impact of production, use and recyclability.

So let me tell you what West End is doing to reduce, reuse and recycle.  And maybe you can send in more suggestions.

1.  We use far less paper today than we did even a year ago.  The Internet has allowed us to share information more efficiently and we have cut down on the use of mailings and other publications.   We are also making fewer copies for meetings, services and other events.  You may notice that we sometimes ask members to share hand-outs at Shabbat services and congregational events.  We feel that the inconvenience is outweighed by the reduction in waste.

2.  We recycle paper, plastic, metal and glass.  You have no doubt noticed the specially-marked waste bins in the Kiddush room.  Your cooperation has allowed us to increase our recycling rates greatly.  

3.  We manage the thermostat responsibly.  Of course we heat the building in winter and cool it in summer, but we are conservative in our settings.  Furthermore, the design of the building presents particular challenges for climate control, and the open vestibule and large windows in the lobby can make it difficult to keep the building warm in winter.  Please plan accordingly, and dress warmly in winter.

4.  We light the building with fluorescent bulbs and natural light, and we turn off switches when possible.  One wonderful feature of our building is the tremendous amount of natural light it allows in.  The next time you are in the sanctuary, take a look around at the windows on the east, west, and north walls and notice how much natural light we enjoy.  The electric lights we use are all energy-efficient and we never leave them on unnecessarily.

5.  Yes, we do continue to use Styrofoam plates and cups.  In my dream synagogue, we would have a full kitchen and use real cups and dishes for all meetings and events.  But for now we must use disposable dishes.  (Looking at the positive side, I remind you that the paper cup was a major public health break-through one hundred years ago, leading to the end of shared drinking cups and a dramatic reduction in disease transmission.)  We have looked at the relative merits using Styrofoam and paper and have come to the conclusion that the former may actually be the lesser of the two evils when you take into consideration the complete life cycle of the product.  

So we’re doing our bit for the environment at West End Synagogue.  Could we do more?  I hope so.  Please send in your suggestions and we will try to go greener still in 2007.
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