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It sounded so easy when a coworker approached me in my office in early May 2011 and 
encouraged me to commit to two days of “green" commuting during a week in mid-May.   
                "Sure," I said.  "Sign me up.  How hard can it really be?" 
               She handed me a Green Commute Week pin and a sheet of information on the event.  I 
immediately went online and checked out the local bus routes and schedules.  I even thought 
about getting down my bike and making sure the tires would hold air.  And when the Monday of 
Green Commute Week arrived, I proudly wore my Green Commute Week pin to work with full 
confidence that I could get at least two green commutes in by the end of the week. 
                Well, I flunked.  Every day that week I thought about changing my routine, and every 
day I came up with good reasons not to: On Monday I still hadn't taken down the bike and 
checked the tires, so I drove; On Tuesday it rained; On Wednesday it rained, and I had to get 
home quickly at the end of the day; On Thursday morning I had to take my girls to a "Donuts at 
Dawn" event at their elementary school; On Friday it was beautiful, but I had to drop off my girls 
and I had errands to run during lunch. 
                In the end, I drove my 2001 Ford Taurus (with 130,000 miles on it) to and from work 
every day that week.  My non-green commute cost me $12.75 that week, according to IRS 
allowable mileage rates.  That number doesn't include the environmental "cost" of my "carbon 
footprint," or the emotional "cost" of my personal guilt and self-disappointment.  I am, 
however, pleased to report that I didn't use my Green Commute Week button to fraudulently 
obtain any special discounts from area retailers.  (There were 13 area restaurants and stores 
that offered coupons and discounts to people participating in Green Commute Week.)  At least I 
can say that I didn't profit from my failure. 
                So, why was it so hard for me to live up to my commitment?  Some people may suggest 
it was because of years of habit.  But I believe there's a different answer that explains my 
behavior:  convenience. 
                I live 2.5 miles from my workplace.  Commuting to work in my car takes me 12 minutes 
round-trip.  Riding my bike to and from work would take about 30 minutes.  There are a couple 
of hills, and I'd probably be sweating when I got to work.  (Can't be sweating on that computer 
keyboard; it might short out!)  Riding the fixed-route bus would take me 70 minutes round trip, 
assuming that I arrived at the bus stop five minutes before pick-up.  Walking to and from work 
would take about 75 minutes round trip, but then there's that sweating thing again.  So, with 
about 240 commutes per year, I save the following amounts of time each year by driving: 72 
hours vs. biking; 252 hours vs. walking; 272 hours vs. the bus.  I also gain the convenience of 
being able to swing out for lunch if I'm underwhelmed by what I brought with me, or of being 
able to drive to our other facilities during the day on short notice. 
                The problem with this logic is that it's binary: all or nothing.  And when we use "all or 
nothing" comparisons, it's pretty easy to justify keeping on doing what we're doing today.  An 
interesting thing starts to happen when we abandon "all or nothing" arguments.  The options 
increase, and the "costs" decrease.  For example, I'm not willing to "lose" 72 hours per year in 
order to bike to work every day.  But what happens if I consider biking to work two days a week 
during the summer?  Depending on the weather, I might get 24 bike commutes in during the 
summer months.  My time "cost" drops from 72 hours per year to about 7 hours.  In addition to 
the environmental benefit, I'd also experience a physical benefit by burning 5,600 calories (1.6 
lbs of fat) over the summer.  I'm also convinced there would be some stress reduction from 
biking through the farm fields and forests that would make up much of my ride. 



                Author Louise Hay says, "Every thought we think is creating our future."  I think she's 
right.  I may have flunked Green Commute Week, but at least it got me thinking about my 
current practices and habits.  And that's a big step in the right direction. 


