To the Editor,

In response to Viewpoint of Jan. 21 by Bruce Hyman “CFLs may not be such a bright idea,” which was a response to our “Commission lays out the ABCs of CFLs” column, published on Dec. 17, we still believe CFLs are the best residential lighting option.

The reader may find it difficult to separate fact from opinion in Mr. Hyman’s article, and some of what is presented as fact is not accurate. Unfortunately, it is impossible to address all of his points in the space of a letter, but there a few which warrant response:

1. “…the inefficiency of conventional incandescent bulbs simply turns into heat and that heat is not wasted – it is merely an offset to heating fuel.” Considering that incandescent bulbs use 65%-75% more electricity and the amount of heat created is miniscule, it would be difficult to find a more inefficient way to create heat. Of course, the heat factor is further negated during cooling months, and a moot point for outdoor lighting. 
2.  “According to General Electric, CFL’s are not suited for low temperature usage such as outdoor lights.” Actually, in GE’s website CFL FAQ’s one will find the following: ”Many CFL bulbs can be used outdoors if used in an enclosed fixture. To be certain, look for the package or bulb to say that it can be used outdoors and verify the lowest operating temperature for the area where the product is being used.”
3. “The Environmental Commission does not address the environmental burden of new mercury introduced into the environment for every dead bulb.” Actually we did, by recommending recycling, which enables almost complete recovery of mercury: “To dispose of your bulbs that burn out, CFL’s are recyclable and are collected by Home Depot so that most of the contents can be recovered and reused in manufacturing.” In addition, we appreciate this opportunity to discuss mercury in greater detail.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency estimates the U.S. is responsible for the release of 104 metric tons of mercury emissions each year. Most of these emissions come from coal-fired electrical power. Mercury released into the air is the main way that mercury gets into water and bio-accumulates in fish. (Eating fish contaminated with mercury is the main way for humans to be exposed.) In Millburn, our electricity is generated by coal-fired power plants.

CFLs use less electricity than incandescent lights, meaning CFLs reduce the amount of mercury into the environment. A 13-watt, 8,000-rated-hour-life CFL (60-watt equivalent; a common light bulb type) will save 376 kWh over its lifetime, thus avoiding 4.5 mg of mercury. If the bulb goes to a landfill, overall emissions savings would drop a little, to 4.0 mg, which is why we recommend recycling the CFLs at the end of their life. For more information about mercury in CFLs and why they are still recommended, please visit: http://www.energystar.gov/ia/partners/promotions/change_light/downloads/Fact_Sheet_Mercury.pdf 
4. “[Incandescent bulbs] are very simple to manufacture, simple to recycle, and produce minimal pollution if not recycled.” Incandescent bulbs cannot be recycled and are disposed in the trash.
Other points mentioned in Mr. Hyman’s article have more merit. For example, CFLs are not appropriate in all applications, such as when lights are only used for short periods (i.e., garage door openers, closets). Indeed, as is the case with most green technologies, CFL’s are not a panacea; we must weigh the benefits and detriments equally. Currently, there is not a better alternative. The LED bulbs which Mr. Hyman recommends are not widely available and cost 10-20 times more than CFLs. 

Making good green choices involves trade-offs and sacrifices. We cannot wait for the perfect technology to solve our problems. If it were that easy, our environmental problems might not be so dire. 

Considering all environmental factors, and assuming proper handling and recycling, we reconfirm our position that CFLs are the best option and are a “bright idea” for residential lighting.
Keeping it green,

Jennifer Duckworth and David Harrison
