








Biofuels: Boon or Bogus?

In the face of pil-related wars and environ-
mental disasters, biofuels are often touled as
a socio-enviro-friendly fuel. Unlortunately,
the most popular bisfuel in the US, &5 etha-
nol, which is chock-full ol its own socio-en-
viro problems. American ethanol is heav-
ily subsidized — and mostly made of another
heavily subsidized commaodity: corn. Much of
this corn is grown unsustainably on industrial
farms, using chemical pesticides and fertilizers
made of polluting, non-renewable resources.

In addition, because corn ethanol re-
quires so much energy to produce,
the end product is barely more eco
than petroleum itself. The entire US.
corn crop would only produce enough ethanol
ta replace 12 percent of our current gasoline
use, according to Rolling Stone. And while
some biofuel enthusiasts are pinning their
Lopes on cellulosic ethanol that can be made
[rom non-food plant matter {see our "Encrgy
Intelligence” story in this issue), this fuel isn't
commercially available yel.

Other biofuels — such as biodiesel made
from palm or sovbean oil — also pose their
own conundrums.  Enviro-news  site Grist
points out that in Brazil and Southeast Asia,
rainforests and peatlands are being turned
into palm-oil and soy plantations, destroving
ecosystems and releasing tons of greenhouse
gases into the atmosphere. U5, soybeans, for
their part, are often genetically modified and
pose many of the same problems as industrial
£orn.

This leaves us with recycled biodiesel and
veggie oil, made with used grease collected
from restaurants or homes, Biodiesel vields
the same per-gallon mileage as diesel while
creating less pollution, and recycled veggie
cil doesn’t cramp our food supply. A grow-
ing number of eco-activists are stepping up to
make recyeled biofuels, so loak for a greasoline
group near vou to get you running. Or de-car
altogether and declare energy independence.
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Bamboo Clothes: Eco-Blessing or Bamboozle?

Bamboo clothes have gone fashion-forward. Gone are these linen-like muumuns;
now we have soft bamboo T-shirts, plush bamboo robes and silky bamboo socks,
Many envirenmentalists praise bamboo because it's a fast-growing plant that shoots
up and thrives without requiring any chemicals or pesticides, making it a sustainable,
regenerating resource. And to the joy of eco-fashionistas who can't afford Loomstate’s
%55 organic cotton T-shirts, many bamboo items are very affordably priced.

So what's the eco-conundrum? The problem is in the processing. Most bamboo
clothes are made nsing a process that requires strong chemical solvents, such as so-
dium hvdroxide and carbon disulfide. Both of those chemicals are linked to health
problems for the workers making the stuff, as well as the wearer who's unknowingly
absorbing the lingering taxins. Plus, the reason bamboo clothes are often so cheap is
that mast are made in China — which brings up all manner of fair labor and workers'
rights concerns.

S, bamboo elothes are an eco step up from most conventional clothes, which too
are often chemically processed and made with pesticide-intensive crops or synthetic
non-renewable materials to boot, And unlike pesticide residue, which can remain in
vour conventional cotton clothes for vears, the chemicals used in bamboo processing
aren't permanently embedded in the clothes, In fact, many bamboo products carry
the Oeko Tex Standard 100 certification, which shows that the end product is chemi-
cal-free — and safe for you to wear,

To make sure your favorite bamboo T-shirt’s as green as possible,
do your best to check up on the environmental and labor practices
of the company you're buying from. The very best companies are members
of the Fair Trade Federation or have Co-op America’s Business Seal of Approval.



Bioplastic: Bio-Magic or Boondoggle?
When San Francisco banned plastic bags last year, hioplastic bags were touted
as & much greener alternative. After all, plastics are forever, while bioplastics
— made of organic materials like corn — biodegrade relatively quickly.

Mot everyone’s in love with bioplastics, however. In Santa Monica, Calit, plans
are underway to ban both plastic and bioplastic bags. Why? Basically, these bio-
bags are too much like their plastic counterparts: one-use items that create lit-

Now that we've sifted the promising
from the PR, here's our shart guide to
“products that walk the greenmile.
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ter and pollute the ocean. Sure, bioplastics biodegrade, but hefore they do these
bags can still harm marine life.

Of course, bioplastic bags should be praperly disposed of and compoested, not
flung out to floal in the Pacific Ocean. But if the dismal one to five percent recy-
cling rate for plastic bags is any indicaton, chances are slim that the average con-
sumer will recyele their biobags. Alter all, most cities don't even have a bioplastic
composting facility — rnch less a network of conveniently located bioplastic re-
eyeling bins, And because biobags look so much like regular plastic bags, would-
be recyclers could easily dump biobags inte the plastic recycling bin, throwing 2
monkey wrench into the system,

While bioplastics are undoubtedly better than regular plastics, a simple switch
from one to the other ignores the elephant in the room: Our addiction to dis-
posable goods. Most bieplastic products — from bags Lo forks to cups to plates
— are intended for just one use, Considering the fact that most households al-
ready have reusable alternatives to all these single-use products, it makes a lot Tl :
more sense to bag a bad habit rather than to switch to a slightly :
less had habit. Don't just ditch the plastic. Ditch the one-use lifestyle, and
embrace your reusable to-go mug and organic cotton tote instead,
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Mineral Makeup: Pretty Toxic?

Environmentalists want heauty without cruelty to people, animals or
the planet, making mineral makeup look like the natural choice. Com-
pared to conventional malkeup, which often contalns all sorts of un-
pronounceable ingredients, mineral makeup is typically free of weird
fragrances, chemical additives and dyes. Add te that the fact that
many mineral makeup lines look and feel just as nice as the chemical-
ridden stuff, and opting to go mineral seems like a no-brainer.

That said, mineral makeup isn't worry-free. In fact, the consumer
watchdog Environmental Waorking Group says “mineral-based prod-
ucts raise more questions about their safety than answers." The prob-
lem? Mano-size ingredients. These teensy bits — which ave 10 to 1,000
times smaller than their regular counterparts — can become quite
damaging when absorbed by the body, even cansing emphysema-like
symptoms when they get into the lungs.

Some mineral makeup also contains irritating preservatives and
bismuth axychloride — a byproduct of lead refinement — used to
lend a pearly sheen to the skin. The SPF 15 rating given mast min-
eral makeup can be misleading as well: although titanium dioxide and
zine provide some natural sun protection, experts say it would take a
heavy handed application to achieve an SPF of 15,

To stay on the safe side, do your best not to inhale mineral-based
cosmetics, and avaid using them on damaged skin where they can be
more easily absorbed. Avoid those brands with bismuth oxychloride
and look for sun protection elsewhere. Beyond that, until we have
better FDA regulation of persnnafc are products, evalu-
ate each item on a case-by-case basis. EWG's cosmetic safe-
ty guide Skin Deep {cosseticsdatabase.com) provides hazard scores
on over 25,000 products to help you make smarter decisions. ®

Siel blogs abaout her love for the Santa Monica Farmers’ Markel al BRI R DR
greenlagivl.com.
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