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The holidays can be a wonderful time 
to enjoy the company of family and 
friends, special holiday foods, religious 
and cultural observances, and to feel 
the magic of nature.  Unfortunately, one 
only need open a newspaper or turn on 
the TV to be inundated with aggressive 
holiday advertisements encouraging us 
to buy buy buy!  And we are paying the 
price: credit card users take an average of 
six months to pay off their holiday debt, 
and almost one billion dollars worth of 
unwanted gifts ends up every year in 
storage or in the garbage.  Between the 
average Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day, 
Americans throw away 25% more waste 
than the rest of the year, which adds up to 
1 million extra tons per week.  (Source: Use 
Less Stuff Report).  The average American 
family throws away up to 10 additional 
bags of trash during the holidays.  A large 
portion of these 4 million tons of trash 
is generated from gift wrap, boxes, tissue, 
packing materials, packaging, and shopping 
bags. (Source: Use Less Stuff Report).

In this issue, we offer creative and 
beautiful gift wrapping suggestions which 
reuse existing materials and therefore 
reduce the amount of waste generated.  
We also consider the annual billion dollars 
of unwanted gifts by recommending low 
impact presents such as gift certificates, 
reusable and durable items, ideas for 
family heirlooms, homemade gifts, and 
environmental improvements such as 
water and air filters.  

Investing in the long term environmental 
or personal health of a community, family, 
or individual is a gift that keeps on giving.  
If we were able to decrease consumerism, 
we could reduce our credit card bills, our 
working hours, and therefore our collective 
and personal stress level.  Economic health 
of a community or region need not suffer as 
a cost of decreased consumerism: retailers 
regularly adapt to changing marketplaces 
and should meet consumer demands for 
quality, durable, and low impact products 
made from non toxic materials.  Retailers 
should be encouraged to sell products 
made from post consumer waste recycled 
content, to reuse packing materials, and to 
reduce excess packaging, fad items, and 
disposables.

Please share this electronically, or print out on recycled paper or paper that has been used on one side!

Bale = a compacted and bound cube of recycled materials
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Holiday parties

- Send invitations via email or print invitations 
on recycled paper.

- Make place cards out of reused holiday 
cards.

- Use reusable dishes and silverware or rent 
them. To keep costs down, buy a used set 
at a Salvation Army store or borrow from 
a friend.

- Ask your guests to bring reusable 
containers to take leftovers home or 
reuse convenience or prepared foods 
containers.  

- Instead of using disposables, rent or borrow 
infrequently used items like punchbowls or 
large platters. If you must use disposables, 
try to reuse or recycle them afterwards.

- Use cloth napkins and table cloths or 
buy paper products made with recycled 
content.

- Ask your guests to RSVP so you can buy 
the appropriate amount of food based 
on the number of guests you expect.  (28 
billion pounds of edible food is thrown 
away during the holiday season. Source: 
Center for a New American Dream) 

- Go organic! If organic is not available, the 
next best choice is local produce. Not only 
will you be supporting local farmers, but 
less energy and fossil fuels will be expended 
in bringing local produce to your store.

- Donate extra food to a local food 
pantry, local listings at: http://www.
cambr idgepor tbapt i s t .org /pr in t .
asp?page_id=89. If this is not possible, 
organize a “leftovers buffet” at your work, 
school, or home.

- Make it easy for your guests to recycle by 
providing a clearly marked bin for cans, 
bottles and other recyclables at your party.

Decorating the Office: 

- Instead of a cut tree, consider using a 
potted tree or plants.  Entwine a string of 
white lights through your plants.

- Purchase good quality light strands that are 
wired in parallel so if one bulb burns out, 
the rest stay lit.

- Have employees bring in extra or reused 
decorations from home.  Make home/
office-made decorations out of natural 
materials or reused items. 

- Repackage carefully and label clearly to 
save the decorations to reuse next year.

Tree Decorating

- Try to avoid purchasing a holiday tree; use 
a live (potted) tree that can be planted 
or mulched afterward or decorate your 
houseplants. Each year, 50 million Christmas 
trees are purchased in the U.S. (Source: 
Cygnus Group) Of those, 30-plus million 
get carted to the landfill every year.(Source: 
Environmental News Network )

-  Decorate your home, tree and centerpiece 
with edible or compostable items like 
popcorn or cranberries on a string, 
gingerbread cookies, fruits and nuts, or 

GET creative with recycling  during the holiday season

mailto:staffrecycles@mit.edu
http://web.mit.edu/wgrecycling/docs/monthly_bale/monthlybale_0904.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/wgrecycling/docs/monthly_bale/monthlybale_0904.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/wgrecycling/docs/monthly_bale/monthlybale_0904.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/wgrecycling/docs/monthly_bale/monthlybale_0904.pdf
http://web.mit.edu/wgrecycling/docs/monthly_bale/monthlybale_0904.pdf
http://www.cambridgeportbaptist.org/print.asp?page_id=89
http://www.cambridgeportbaptist.org/print.asp?page_id=89
http://www.cambridgeportbaptist.org/print.asp?page_id=89


2 | MONTHLY BALE

WORKING GROUP RECYCLING COMMITTEE
The mission of the MIT Working Group Recycling Committee is to develop and deliver 
programs that educate administrative and support staff about recycling, reducing and reusing 
goods. Efforts include identifying/addressing gaps in staff understanding about recycling as 

well as gaps in recycling resources and creating ways to increase recycling at MIT. 

natural items such as with holly, cedar, 
berries and pine cones. 

- Remind Yourself To 
Tree Cycle: Print this 
ornament cut it out and 
hang it on your tree 
to remind yourself to 
visit www.EARTH911.
org to find out where 
to recycle or compost 
your tree (click on “Holiday Tips” in the left 
side bar)

HOLIDAY CARDS
- Reduce waste (the 2.65 billion Holiday 

cards sold each year in the U.S. could fill 
a football field 10 stories high and encircle 
the earth 10 times. Source: Cygnus Group) 
and send an e-card:
http://www.e-cards.com/catalog/ 
cat-selection.pl?cat=Hanukkah
http://www.e-cards.com/catalog/ 
cat-selection.pl?cat=Kwanzaa
http://www.e-cards.com/catalog/ 
cat-selection.pl?cat=Christmas
http://www.jpc-artworks.com/gallery/
ecards/solstice/
http://www.bluemountain.com/ 
index_homeb.pd
http://www1.yahoo.americangreetings.
com/index.pd

- Sending holiday postcards instead of cards 
saves paper, envelopes and postage.

- Select cards made from recycled content.

- Buy cards from charities or non-profits. 
(Beautiful cards at www.forusa.org) 

- Recycle the cards you receive into next year’s 
gift tags, make tree ornaments, decoration 
for boxes and bags, or next year’s cards.  
(Great step by step instructions at: www.
Sciswa.org/Recycling/Recycled%20crafts.

html)

- Make your own cards! 
A great local resource for 
recycled papers, 

gift wrap, raffia, 
rubber stamps to 

decorate plain 
brown paper 
and much more 
is The Paper Source 

(http : / /www.paper-
source.com/), located 

in Cambridge, 
Boston, and 

Brookline.

IDEAS FOR LOW IMPACT 
HOLIDAY GIFTS
Shopping
- Shop at antique stores, thrift shops, holiday 
bazaars, nature-themed environmental 
stores, artisan stores or sales, or open 
studios.  See our Events section for a 
listing of local fairs and sales. The store 
Ten Thousand Villages, in Cambridge and 
Brookline, provides vital, fair income to 
Third World people by marketing their 
handicrafts and telling their stories in North 
America. (http://www.tenthousandvillages.
org/)

- If you shop online, try to shop with retailers 
who package with reused materials or ask 
them to minimize packaging.  When you 
receive the packages, reuse the packing 
materials.  UPS stores and MIT Mail Services 
accept packing peanuts for reuse.

- Plan your shopping in advance.  
Consolidating your shopping trips saves 
fuel, time, trips on the T, and you’ll avoid 
those last minute shopping sprees when 
you won’t have time to make careful gift 
choices.  Make a list and think about or ask 
what friends and family really want or need 
instead of buying the latest fad, joke, or yet 
another tie for Dad.

- Bring your own reusable tote bags. The 
Working Group Recycling Committee 
sells sturdy canvas bags for a nominal 
price. Email staffrecycles@mit.edu if you 
would like to purchase a bag.

- If you must accept bags at stores, 
consolidate your purchases into one bag 
rather than getting a new bag at each 
store.  

- When asked if you want a box for gift 
wrapping, “Just say No!” See below for gift 
wrapping ideas.

- Reuse store bags, tissue, and boxes. 

Selecting Gifts
- If you buy gifts, look for timeless, quality, 

durable, repairable and re-usable items. 
Give a gift to improve the environment or 
health of a loved one: a water filter, shower 
filter, or air purifier, and make it easy to 
maintain by providing replacement filters.

- Give gifts with an environmental message: 
for children; nature based games or toys  
which are made from non-toxic materials, 
for adults; a reusable lunch bag, a refillable 
thermos bottle, energy saving florescent 

light fixture or bulb, cloth napkins and 
tablecloths, recyclable razors (www.
recycline.com) organic cotton sheets and 
towels, or a battery recharger.  Online 
retailers such as Gaiam (www.gaiam.com) 
or Real Goods (www.realgoods.com) 
offer gifts made from recycled materials, by 
indigenous peoples, or healthful gifts that 
improve home or self. 

- Set a good example by giving homemade 
food such as jams or jellies in reused jars, 
homemade bread in a cloth bag, cookies 
in a reusable tin, houseplants, or something 
you’ve made yourself from reused or 
natural items.  A very low impact gift is 
consumables, i.e. food, homemade facial 
or body products, in recyclable and reused 
containers.

- Give gifts of time or effort, such as a 
handmade gift certificate for a home 
cooked meal, baby-sitting, a massage given 
by you or a professional, or help with 
large home projects.  Other ideas for gift 
certificates are favorite restaurants, movies, 
tickets to a theater, music, or sporting event, 
or a day at the spa.

- Give a gift of compassion to empower the 
poor and renew the planet. Choose from 33 
different life-sustaining, worldwide projects 
to honor a friend or family.  Alternative 
Gifts International offers donation gifts 
such as Fuel Efficient Stoves in El Salvador, 
Conquering Tuberculosis in 

Greening your holidays
(continued) Hanukkah:

For many many wonderful tips, including 
green gift tips, “8 Days, 8 Actions”,
“Let There Be Light”, A 
New Prayer to Incorporate 
into your Celebration of the 
Festival of Lights, and Basic 
Bibliography: Judaism and 
the Environment,
Please visit www.coejl.org/Hanukkah 

Winter Solstice:
The winter solstice, December 21, 
marks the shortest day and the longest 
night of the year. The traditions of the 
Christmas tree, stars, and bringing in 
the light have roots in ancient Solstice 
celebrations.  Turn the focus away from 
consumerism and toward the Earth 
and its balance of light and dark.  
See http://www.candlegrove.com/
solstice.html for more information. 

(continued)
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North Korea, Literacy Training in 
Senegal, Land Mine Awareness in Vietnam 
or Organic Gardening in Belize. Contact 
Alternative Gifts at 1-800-842-2243, or 
www.altgifts.org.

- Give donations to a local cause such as 
MIT’s Toys for Tots (see the Events section 
for more details) a soup kitchen, a shelter 
for battered women, or the MIT Giving 
tree: http://web.mit.edu/mitpsc/programs/
givingtree/ Give a friend a membership to 
a museum, a non-profit or environmental 
organization.  JustGive.org allows you to 
donate in someone’s name to thousands 
of charities. 

- Large families or work groups can pass 
the hat for donations to a charity rather 
than exchanging gifts.  Make it fun by asking 
participants to put the name of their 
favorite charity in a hat; the charity whose 
name is drawn gets all the donations.

- For gift giving within large families, draw 1 
recipient name per person or share the 
cost of a gift with a sibling or relative. 

- Create heirlooms by making a family recipe 
book, an audio or video tape of or about 
a favorite relative, a family photo album 

on CD, or by restoring and passing on 
an old tricycle, bicycle, or special piece of 
furniture.

- For Yankee Swap gifts, give a gift certificate 
for a music or book store, a locally run 
or Fair trade (www.fairtrade.com) coffee 
shop, or give a health or environmental 
item such as organic skin care, eye pillow, or 
Audubon field guide: http://www.audubon.
org/.  Avoid holiday decorations (we all have 
different religions, celebrations, and taste in 
decor), perfumes, jokes, and throwaway or 
fad items.

Kids
- Spend quality time: Teach kids the 

importance of reducing waste by involving 
them in your reused wrapping efforts.  
Have kids make their own tree ornaments 
out of their own artwork, or from materials 
they might find on a nature walk or in the 
backyard: twigs, bark, flowers and herbs, 
berries, pine cones, etc.  Instead of wrapping 
gifts for the kids, hide the presents, plant 
clues to where they’re hidden, and make 
the kids’ search into a treasure hunt.

- Consider giving kids an environmental 
excursion, like a whale-watching or camping 

trip.

- Start a savings account or give stocks or 
bonds. It’s fun to watch money grow and 
it teaches children the value of financial 
conservation.

- When buying electronic toys and other 
portable items that are used regularly, 
remember to buy rechargeable batteries to 
go with them. 

- Tools and gadgets make a creative tool box 
for a young inventor.

- Buy durable toys made from wood or metal 
so they can be passed down as heirlooms.

- Make a great dress-up box for kids with old 
clothes, shoes, and jewelry.

HOME TIPS
Make a New Year’s resolution: renew your 
commitment to the 3 R’s: Reduce, Reuse & 
Recycle: 

- Donate unwanted clothing to MIT’s winter 
clothing drive. Watch for collection boxes 
in MIT lobbies. Winter clothes of all types 
for adults are needed, as well as new 
underwear, new socks and 

G I F T  W R A P
The average American household generates 3 
to 10 bags of additional trash during the holidays. 
Gift wrappings account for a large portion of this 
waste. If every family wrapped just 3 presents in 
re-used materials, it would save enough paper 
to cover 45,000 football fields.  (Source: Cygnus 
Group)  Please read on for many ideas to Reduce, 
Reuse, and Recycle your holiday wrappings.

REDUCE waste by giving gifts in reusable 
decorative tins, cloth or paper gift bags, Christmas 
stockings, and baskets.  

Reusable gift boxes can be made using several 
techniques. A great website with step-by-step 
instructions for reusable box making and other 
gift wrapping ideas is: http://www.hgtv.com/hgtv/
crafting/article/0,1789,HGTV_3352_1963340,00.
html Or you could simple reuse a sturdy 2 piece 
box with a lid by wrapping just the top of the box 
with stiff paper. The recipient simply lifts off the top 
and, Voila! there’s the gift and a lovely reusable box 
also.

Make the wrapping part of the gift, such as: 

- a kitchen towel or oven mitt to hold kitchen 
utensils or gadgets

- a blouse in a matching scarf or shawl

- a bath towel or robe to hold bath accessories 
or bubble bath

REUSE!  Before you go out and purchase any 
gift wrapping, take stock of the following items you 
may already own. The following can be used to 
wrap a reused box of any kind:

- Reused wrapping paper

- Last year’s calendar with beautiful glossy pictures 
(perfect size for CDs)

- Colorful magazine pages

- Fabric

- Scarves 

- Old maps and travel brochures from favorite 
vacations or places

- Old posters or wallpaper scraps

- Sheet music

- Newspaper: comics for the young or young at 
heart, sports for the Sox fan, business for the 
MBA, style section for the fashionista; have fun 
choosing the right headline or photo for each 
person.

- Outdated telephone book page with the 
recipient’s name circled in the center of the 
gift.

- For Grandma and Grandpa: Kids’ art work is a 
perfect gift wrap.

“Brown paper packages tied up with strings” 
Wrap gifts with reused paper bags, inside out, or 
brown postal paper made with recycled content. 
Decorate with inked rubber stamps which can be 
reused for a lifetime, or with your own artwork.  
This is a great project for children. Tie up with 
hemp or twine and adorn with a sprig of pine, 
a pine cone, shells, or other natural or reused 
objects. 

If you must buy gift wrap items, reusable paper gift 
bags are an easy reusing choice. Reuse them often 

and keep them stored flat.  Buy simple bags with 
few trimmings so that they can be easily recycled 
when they are worn out or torn.

Store shopping bags with handles can be reused 
by gluing or taping a reused holiday card over the 
store name.  This works especially well for smaller 
bags.  Any handled shopping bag can be reused, be 
creative! Use reused or store tissue paper inside.

If you do buy wrapping paper, look for paper with 
post consumer waste recycled content. Ask your 
local retailer to carry it.  The Paper Source (www.
papersource.com), carries beautiful handmade 
recycled content wrapping paper by the sheet or 
roll, raffia (beautiful fiber obtained from the raffia 
palm of Madagascar), rubber stamps and ink, and 
artful recycled content printer papers.

Reusable cloth ribbons or yarn, low impact hemp 
twine, or raffia can be used in place of plastic 
bows, ribbons, etc. (We could save 38,000 miles 
of ribbon, which could tie a bow around the 
entire planet, if each family simply reused 2 feet 
of ribbon.)

To adorn packages use pine or cedar sprigs, 
flowers, greenery, scrap fabrics, pinecones, shells, 
buttons, neckties, lace, reused jewelry, and other 
found objects.

For gift tags, use portions of last year’s holiday 
cards, pieces of wrapping paper, and cutouts from 
holiday catalogs or magazines.

One of the most important steps is unwrapping 
gifts carefully (savor them!) and reusing gift wrap 
paper, boxes, ribbons, bows, and gift bags for next 
year. Post unwanted items to reuse@mit.edu or 
share with friends.

(continued)

(continued)
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toiletries. The drive benefits CASPAR, the 
Salvation Army, On the Rise, and Shelter, 
Inc.

- Donate unwanted gifts, along with last year’s 
gifts that the kids have outgrown, to charity.  
Donate unwrapped, unopened, nonviolent 
gifts for children 12 and younger to TOYS 
FOR TOTS: drop off at the MIT Credit 
Union, 700 Tech Square, Bldg. NE48,     by 
December 10.

- Increase your knowledge and commitment 
to recycling guidelines in your particular 
town.  Visit your town’s DPW recycling 
website to see how to get a bin or to refresh 
your knowledge of recycling guidelines.

- It’s 2005! And they’ve come a long way, 
baby; commit to purchasing quality products 
made from recycled content.  (See our 
November ‘04 newsletter for resources)

- 17 billion catalogs made mostly of 100 % 
virgin fiber paper were mailed out in 2001. 
(Source: Environmental Defense).  At this 
time of year you may be receiving piles of 
holiday mail order catalogs and solicitation 
mailings.  Call the 800 number listed on the 
back of unwanted catalogs and mailings 
and request that you be removed from 
their mailing list.  

- Keep a paper grocery bag by the door or 
phone for quick recycling of junk mail.

- Commit to purchasing longer lasting 
products such as florescent light bulbs and 
rechargeable batteries.

- Many throw-away items have flooded 
the marketplace in recent years, such as 
disposable dust cloths, hand wipes, toilet 
brushes, and even disposable dish cloths. 
Decrease purchase of single use products 
and instead use reusable rags, dish cloths, 
face cloths, razors, etc.  

Some of these tips adapted from “42 Ways to Trim 
Your Holiday Wasteline” from Use Less Stuff: http://
www.use-less-stuff.com/

OTHER HELPFUL LINKS:

http://www.raisingourkids.com/hol/
christmas/reducereuserecycle.shtml

http://www.ciwmb.ca.gov/WPW/
Coordinator/Articles/Holidays.htm

E V E N T S
HOLIDAY ARTISAN SALES: Avoid the mall 
and big box stores, and support local artists: 

Tech Community Crafters’ 
Holiday Fair 
Thursday and Friday December 2 & 3,  
9am-5pm 
Lobby 10 

The Hyde Park Open Studios 
2004 celebrates Hyde Park’s vibrant 
artist community. 
Saturday and Sunday, Dec. 4 & 5, 2004,  
12 - 5 pm 
at twelve locations: 
 www.hydeparkopenstudios.org

The Holiday MIT Glass Lab Sale 
Monday and Tuesday, Dec. 6 & 7 
10 am – 5 pm 
Lobby 10 
http://web.mit.edu/glasslab/

The MIT Student Art Association 
Annual Holiday Fundraising Sale  
December 8 & 9 in Lobby 10 
http://web.mit.edu/saa/

Bazaar Bizarre 2004 features fun and 
funky crafts and gifts from local vendors 
made from reused and vintage materials.

Saturday, December 11th: 4 -10 pm  
YWCA Central Square  
7 Temple Street, Cambridge, MA 02138 
www.bazaarbizarre.org 

Avon Place Glass HOLIDAY 
GLASS SALE features a dazzling 
collection of hand-blown glass, ornaments, 
jewelry, beads, and artfully embellished 
evening bags. 
Saturday and Sunday, December 11 & 12, 
11am – 4pm 
47 Sherman St., Cambridge 
http://www.rainasolutions.com/avon/
#directions

TOYS FOR TOTS 
Donate your unwrapped, unopened, 
nonviolent toy by December 10 at the MIT 
Credit Union:  
700 Tech Square 
Bldg. NE48 

I A P  E V E N T S
WGR sponsors IAP Recycling 
workshop for Recycling 
Ambassadors and friends!

”Tools for Communicating Your Recycling 
Message”
This workshop is aimed specifically at Recycling 
Ambassadors and other environmental 
stewards @ MIT. We will discuss how to 
get the word out about recycling within 
your DLC, brainstorm around roadblocks 
to recycling and education, and share what 
has worked and what has not worked to 
increase recycling in specific areas.  Lunch will 
be provided. 
Facilitated by Jan Aceti 
www.acetiassociates.com 
Thursday, January 20, 2005, 12-1 pm  
Grier Room, 34-401, Side A 
RSVP to staffrecycles@mit.edu by January 15. 

“Junk Art...the Art of Recycling.” 
Sponsored by the Environmental Programs 
Office, CSAIL, LFEE, and the MIT Libraries
In our November issue we spotlighted the 
highly successful IAP 2004 Book Build, and 
we reported briefly on this upcoming class. 
This class will take place Monday, January 10 
through Friday, January 14th. Participants can 
either attend a one time lecture (TBA) or the 
week long class with instruction in creating your 
own piece of art from reused junk.  There will 
be a web site and an announcement through 
the IAP catalog closer to the date. For more 
information, email be-green@mit.edu

Our next issue will be February 2005! Happy 
Holidays!

Thank you for reading this issue of the 

MONTHLY BALE. We hope you have 

enjoyed it. We are grateful for the support 

of the Environmental Programs Office 

and the Dept of Facilities.  Please contact 

us if you have comments, suggestions, or 

questions, at staffrecycles@mit.edu.

(continued)
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