Over the past year, the Sustainable Transportation Committee of the Ecology Action Centre has put together a series of recommendations for decision makers and the public on how to make the way Nova Scotians get around more ecologically sustainable.
Santa’s Sustainable Transportation
Dear Santa,

Christmas is coming—it’s your busiest time of year. As people become increasingly aware of the impact their actions have on the environment, I was wondering if you had stopped to consider the impact of your toy delivery practices. I realize that in Canada, reindeer pull your sleigh full of gifts. This is far better than travelling by airplane or helicopter, but there are still some ecological considerations.

As transportation emissions account for 27 percent of greenhouse gases, I thought you should think about how your deliveries impact the environment. You are definitely on the right track by using an active transportation mode rather than one fuelled by petroleum-based products. 

What do you feed the reindeer? If you have to ship commercially available reindeer food from Norway I’m not sure that the run you make on Christmas Eve is sustainable. Norway may be only 1931 kilometres from the North Pole but if the food is delivered by plane it would create approximately 243 kg of carbon dioxide. Do you have to feed the reindeer along your flight? Shipping food to Vancouver would emit approximately 792 kg of carbon dioxide. Ideally, humans would be carbon neutral. The International Panel on Climate Change believes that human activity is “very likely” an important driving factor in global warming. This means that your carbon emissions are helping to fuel the climate change that is melting the very ice that you live on. What is Christmas without snow?
The situation changes if you depend on the households you visit to supplement the reindeer’s diet. Assuming that the children in the over 7 million family households in Canada were “good” over the year, you will visit each household. Assuming further that the children in each household leave a carrot for the reindeer and there are five calories per carrot, that equals 38 million calories. Divide this by nine reindeer (it is a foggy night so Rudolph is leading the team) that would be 4 million calories per reindeer. In the winter, reindeer eat 1600 calories per day. But as your reindeer are flying, they will consume significantly more energy. An airplane expends the most energy in take off and landing. This is most likely the case with your sleigh as well. Since your reindeer have to take off and land on over 7 million rooftops in Canada alone…4 million calories should be enough to keep the reindeer going. (Since the carrots are most likely grown locally the emissions from their transportation will be minimal).
I was wondering if the reindeer really travel the entire night. When you are in other countries do you use a team of local animals for your deliveries? The children’s Christmas song “Six White Boomers” recorded by Rolf Harris states that while in Australia you use a team of Kangaroos to pull the sleigh. Is this true? If so, I applaud your use of local resources. 

Happy Holidays, 

Jen Powley, Sustainable Transportation Coordinator, Ecology Action Centre
PS—I’ve been good all year!
