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How to save money - live a greener life
Global warming was an important theme in the chief executive's policy address on Wednesday. The government will commit HK$1 billion to environmental education, research and demonstration projects to increase awareness and, hopefully, change the behaviour and attitudes of individuals, families and companies. 

As it happens, I have recently been receiving suggestions from Hong Kong groups like Greenpeace and WWF on how we can change our lifestyles to help the environment. They cover the home, office, transport and food, and my initial reaction is that some ideas are more practical than others. 

One suggestion is to eat less meat. Farmed beef, pork and lamb is environmentally unfriendly because its production and distribution uses a lot of water and energy, and creates pollution. I eat no red meat, for which I can award myself a pat on the back. 

Another idea is to use manual instead of electrical appliances where possible. Obviously, this helps to reduce carbon emissions and therefore global warming. However, I do use one of the items the environmentalists advise against, namely an electric toothbrush. I do it on the advice of my dentist; perhaps there is a small conflict here between being green and being healthy. 

One electric toothbrush makes no difference, but think of all the televisions, computers, printers and other equipment we all keep plugged in and humming 24 hours a day in our homes and offices. 

If everyone cut off the power when not using appliances, it would make a real difference. Like most people, I always make a point of switching things off when I leave a room. 

But can we get everyone into the habit of getting on their hands and knees several times a day to pull out plugs both at home and at work? I'm not sure. 

Other suggestions concern food again - this time, seafood, which I do eat. We should avoid leopard coral trout from Southeast Asia, where it is being overfished. But the same fish from Australia is all right. It is a common Chinese dish, and I would certainly not mind paying a bit more to buy it from sustainable sources. But how do I know where it comes from? 

Better consumer information could help people choose produce from sustainable sources. This applies to dozens of types of fish - the WWF has a big list - but also materials like wood. I am a big fan of better labelling. I know it makes business more complicated for producers and distributors, but I like to know what I consume, and I would choose environmentally friendly products if I could identify them. 

The seafood everyone knows they should avoid is shark's fin. I don't like it, and I would definitely follow the environmentalists' advice not to serve it at big company meals. But there is one problem: a certain type of traditional, honoured guest at some Hong Kong functions simply must be served shark's fin. Anything else - even after lectures about the environment - would be an insult. The good news is that some honoured guests are starting to change their attitudes. 

The list of ways to live a greener life is endless: walk more, fly less, dress more lightly, use better lighting, cut the air conditioning. The government has made a real attempt to set an example, but I get the feeling that companies are slower to change. (It's normally the other way round.) Individuals and families, meanwhile, do nothing or a lot depending on their awareness. 

There is plenty of potential to achieve more through environmental education. But I have one suggestion to help green groups get the message across to the Hong Kong public. They should point out that, in most cases, environmentally friendly practices save money. That is a lot closer to home for most people than arguments about global warming or dying fish stocks.

