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'Shop ethically' is one of the five themes of the Every Action Counts (EAC) project, in which NAVCA is a partner. The project aims to engage the national and local voluntary and community sector (VCS) in work to protect and improve our environment, and to deliver sustainable development solutions. Shopping, or consuming, is an activity that we all engage in, as individuals and as groups and organisations. And it is a powerful activity. What we buy can change the world. Perhaps in a small way, but many small actions and small changes can have a big impact.

The VCS – a powerful player
Every Action Counts recognises that there are small, simple actions that people and groups can take that can, collectively, make a considerable contribution to making the world a fairer, safer and more sustainable place. And as there are an estimated 750,000 community groups around the country, with a combined buying power of £7.5 billion per year and reaching millions of individuals, the VCS is key to empowering people to be part of that positive change. 

So what does shopping ethically mean for your group, or the groups you work with? It means thinking carefully about what you buy, weighing up the impact of what you buy in terms of social and environmental justice, and making choices accordingly. It may mean changing your buying patterns, it may mean convincing others that it is important, and it may mean doing a bit of research. It does not necessarily mean spending more money – in fact it could save money. Most importantly it does not mean following a strict set of rules – it is about making informed choices, and setting a good example to others. And most importantly it means supporting the local economy, supporting producers worldwide, reducing carbon emissions, reducing waste, and increasing community engagement.

Some ideas to start you off

Do buy…

· local produce for catering – reduces pollution and carbon emissions associated with transport, and supports the local economy.
· Fairtrade tea, fruit, coffee, biscuits, chocolate, footballs, teeshirts ... the list goes on. Check out www.fairtrade.org.uk for more details.

· organic, to reduce the amount of chemicals pumped into the environment. Has the reputation for being expensive, but doesn’t have to be. Particularly if you set up or join a local organic food co-operative.

· in bulk! Bulk buy with other local groups, saving on packaging and transport.

· financial services from a company with a strong ethical policy. 
· eco-friendly cleaning products – preferably made in the UK to reduce transport.

· energy efficient appliances. Choose fridges, microwaves etc with an A or A* energy rating, and with minimal 'standby' lights and displays.
· less! Think before you buy. Do you really need it, or as much of it? Could you share it with another group? We throw away our own body weight in rubbish every seven weeks, much of that food waste. Electronic waste is a real issue addressed now by legislation – see www.weeeman.org for more details.

· recycled – uses fewer natural resources and the process is less damaging to the environment.

· furniture with the FSC mark – Forest Stewardship Council guarantees the wood comes from sustainable sources.
· services from local companies or social enterprises with a strong environmental and ethical policy – printers, caterers, decorators.

· second hand items – from charity shops, freecycle, furniture projects or the tip. Recycle your own used goods in the same way. 

· from suppliers (particularly clothes and textiles) who have signed up to the Ethical Trading Initiative (www.ethicaltrade.org.uk) showing they are working towards ensuring decent labour standards in their supply chains

· items that you can re-use e.g. proper cups and crockery rather than paper or plastic.
· items that you feel comfortable with and you know where they came from, how they were made, and how they will be dealt with after you have finished using them.

And don’t just buy …

· Shout about it! Tell people about the ethical purchases your group has made. Use your newsletter to tell people why and how, and to give them tips on how to do the same at home. Have leaflets available about local initiatives on ethical shopping. Make ethical shopping part of your group’s sustainability policy.

· Talk about it. Arrange events with other groups to raise awareness about, and discuss issues of, consumption. Invite a speaker to talk about Fairtrade, or someone from your local authority to discuss how your actions fit in with the local sustainable community plans.

· Campaign about it. Your group may feel strongly enough to take it further and get involved in local campaigns to become a Fairtrade Town, or reduce waste, or buy local. 

And finally …

Don’t beat yourself up about it! It is impossible always to make perfect choices. But Every Action Counts does not ask you to do the impossible. It asks you to make simple changes to the way you and your group does things, in the knowledge that with the millions of others doing the same, and with increasing support from business and government, every action can and does count.

Just Ideas

Helen Garforth is Director of the consultancy Just Ideas, providing support to the voluntary and community sector particularly around sustainability issues. She is involved in Every Action Counts as a Community Matters consultant. helen@just-ideas.co.uk or www.just-ideas.co.uk
Taking part in EAC

For more information on Every Action Counts and how you and groups you support can get involved see www.navca.org.uk/eac or the end of the article "NAVCA goes green" in this issue. 
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Helen Garforth looks at how voluntary and community groups can use their spending power to help save the planet.
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