Driving Softly on the Earth:

Car Owner Decisions that Lessen Your Impact and Save You Money 

Exciting & hopeful news for all of us! 

The #1 way we, as individuals, can make a difference for the planet is through our transportation choices.

1.  Monitor your car as you drive
● Make a date with your dash: Turn your key to “ON” (not all the way to “START”) and find out what all the blinking and illuminated warning lights on your dashboard mean.  Read your owners manual, check online or call the dealer with any questions.  Also learn what your dash gauges mean and how they normally look.
 Why: Too many cars go to the junk yard because drivers ignore the flickering oil pressure light, or don’t notice the temperature needle going into the red -- creating a seized engine, a blown head gasket, or some other big ticket repair the driver is unable to afford.  This just turns cars into one more disposable product.

● Idle as little as possible.  Turn your car off when waiting to pick up someone.  In just ten seconds of running the vehicle you waste the same amount of gas it will take to restart it.  This goes for the unnecessary winter morning “warm-up”, too (no more than a minute will do you).  It’s a MYTH that your engine needs it – in fact, idling decreases engine life.  
● Maintain a steady speed.  Harsh acceleration and braking burns more fuel and wears components prematurely.  45-60 mph is the optimum cruise speed for the most efficient gas mileage and the least amount of emissions.  Speed limits were 55 for a reason.

2.  PRACTICE PREVENTATIVE MAINTENANCE
● Know it will take about $1500 to adequately maintain and repair your car annually.  Budget this in – even if it means depositing a certain amount a month into a special car-maintenance savings account.  

Why: This is the reality of owning a vehicle -- (and it’s documented that good maintenance saves you money over time.)  This also ensures your car runs as cleanly and efficiently as possible.
● Follow your car manufacturer’s guidelines for servicing your vehicle:   Read the maintenance schedule in your owners manual.  Change fluids, rotate your tires, have checks done on specific areas of the car, and replace tune-up parts, etc. when it says to.  You can find this service information online from the manufacturer if you don’t have a manual – & your garage should also be able to look it up.  Annual state inspections will not catch maintenance items.    

            Service schedules generally go up to 120,000 miles – once the car is past that, begin again at 0.  The 30,000 mile service intervals are generally the big ones.  If you have bought your car used at above 120K and don’t know much about what the previous owner has done for maintenance, put together a compilation of the 30K interval services with your mechanic.  Ask him or her for recommendations, especially about things like timing belts and big fluid changes like coolant and transmission fluid  (Note: Because of our weather conditions and roads here in Maine, the “Severe” service recommendations apply).

● Check your tire inflation once a month, rotate your tires every 6 months, and also make sure to check steering and suspension components (they affect tire wear).  Steering and suspension checks are part of the annual state inspection – ask your auto technician to be sure to include these checks.  Get a preventative maintenance alignment & tire balance done once a year after winter – don’t wait for tire wear to show your car needs them.

Why: Tire condition and wear have a huge effect on your gas mileage.  Moreover, poorly maintained tires head for the landfill (& cost you) prematurely.
● Get your amber “CHECK ENGINE” light diagnosed and the source of the light addressed.  (This light is also sometimes a yellow engine symbol or a “SERVICE ENGINE SOON” light – see above “Make a Date with Your Dash”.)  Do not listen to “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” – even if that is what a dealership tells you.  If your current technician does not think this is an issue, go to another shop that will diagnose the source of the CHECK ENGINE light and take care of it.  

Why:  This light refers to computer codes set regarding your vehicle’s computerized engine controls – the many and varied ways your vehicle is designed to control emissions.  If the light is on, there is a failure – even if nothing feels different about the engine’s performance (often costing you gas $).  There are still shops that are intimidated by the diagnostic work involved in tracking down the source of these problems.  By state law, a car in Cumberland County cannot pass inspection with the CHECK ENGINE light on (ANY county for the Anti-Lock Brake or Airbag lights).  These lights indicate a malfunction in these systems.  Find a garage that will address these issues.  Note: almost never is a fault code set, without the failure being detected again -- and with no repair needing to be done.       

3.  Think about where you service your vehicle
● Let your garage know you are concerned about sustainable living and the environment and ask them about their shop practices.  Surprising though it may seem, many shops have been smart about recycling fluids and other materials (like scrap metals) for years, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.  If you feel like your shop isn’t responsive to you about these issues, then switch garages.

● Use a shop that pays a fair wage to its employees and has decent working conditions.  

Why: Think of how work practices are also a part of a sustainable world.  When you bring your car to an auto shop you pay money for people to perform physically demanding and toxic work -- that today also requires considerable knowledge and diagnostic skills.  Yet, it is surprising how many people then complain about the cost.  A tech works with hazardous chemicals, carcinogens, & exhaust all day – even if a shop is well ventilated, has CO detectors, and the technicians wear gloves, safety glasses and hearing protection.  In addition, technicians regularly get hurt, regardless of how carefully they work – lacerations, bruises, sprains, etc.  (Because of more serious injuries, Workmens Compensation insurance for shops is phenomenally high).  The average wage for technicians in Maine is $12.95/hour ($27K per year).  More experienced techs at independent shops make about $30-$45,000, although plenty make less than this and a few make more.  Many shops cannot provide benefits -- such as health insurance or 401(k) plans -- for their employees.  Technicians are also responsible for owning and maintaining their own tools -- and with highly specialized tools required for different car makes and models, this varies year to year from a $250 - $2000 expense ($10,000-$40,000 in tools).   
● Think about your shop’s hourly rate and what that is based on – think about whether the cheapest hourly rate is the best for the Earth’s future.

Why: A shop that is well run and environmentally sound has high overhead: car-related information systems and data must be updated at great expense, equipment worth thousands of dollars must be bought and maintained, workers must be paid fairly, and hazardous waste must be removed properly.
4.  SIGN UP FOR GREEN ROADSIDe ASSISTANCE 
● Sign up for an alternative roadside assistance provider.  Better World Travelers Club offers roadside assistance (and even bicycle roadside assistance) in all 50 states (similar to other providers, it contracts with Road America – so the service is just as good).  It also provides all the other benefits associated with the principal roadside assistance providers, such as maps and travel discounts (it even offers extra discounts for eco-travel and hybrid rental cars, as well as free carbon offsets when buying airline tickets).  Go to www.betterworldclub.com
Why: Better World Travelers Club supports non-“auto-centric” public policies (i.e., higher fuel economy standards, more use of highway money for mass transit, etc.) and donates 1% of its revenues to environmental clean-up.
5.  Drive less & OWN FUEL EFFICIENT VEHICLES
● Walk, bike, take the bus or carpool to just one (or one more) activity a week.  You’ll find yourself wanting to do it more.  It’s cheap and often good for your body at the same time. 
● Own something that gets at least 30 miles to the gallon.   It doesn’t matter if it’s a 97 Chevy Prism or a 2003 Honda Civic hybrid.  Our national fleet average is still only an embarrassing 22 mpg (indicating many cars get far worse that that).  We can do better!
Why: One of the reasons we as Americans drive so much is that our cars are on welfare – gas is heavily subsidized at the pump.  The Sierra Club estimates that for every gallon of gas we pump, we pump in another “$3 to $7 in subsidies…”  The club’s website shows study results from several reputable research firms and also the U.S. Office of Technology Assessment with these figures. 


“Where do these subsidies occur? They include the costs of road repair, policing and motorist protection not paid for by the gas tax; "free" parking; uninsured accidents; noise; vibration damage; pollution damage to human health, crops and structures; global warming; petroleum subsidies; policing the petroleum supply line;…and congestion.” http://www.sierraclub.org/ sprawl/transportation/control.asp
6.  Strongly consider being  a one- car (or one-less-car) household
● Try for one week (or even one month) to use one less car – then sell off a vehicle.  “No way, that will just never work for us!”  Is this the suggestion you always dismiss as impossible for your family?  Just try -- use your muscle and your public transit system and your friends, family, and neighbors.  You would be amazed how often a little creative thinking makes everything work out.  It can feel very empowering – and saves cash!  Owning one less car and paying for alternatives saves you from $2500 to several thousand dollars PER YEAR, 
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