Keeping it Green

50 ways to save money, energy and the environment

Inside Your House—HVAC

1. Most public utilities will conduct home energy audits for their customers, free of charge. A home energy audit will tell you how much power your household uses and offer specific strategies to help you reduce your energy consumption.

2. Adding insulation to your walls and attic, and installing weather stripping or caulking around doors and windows can lower your heating costs more than 25 percent, by reducing the amount of energy you need to heat and cool your home. Here is a publication that explains all the places to caulk:  http://tinyurl.com/cf5nql
3. If your home is older, consider replacing the windows and doors with airtight versions.  The heat-shrink plastic sheets covering the windows are a great alternative if you can’t afford to replace the windows.

4. Turn down the heat (or turn up the A/C) while you’re sleeping at night or away during the day, and keep temperatures moderate at all times.   Install a programmable thermostat to help with temperature setbacks.

5. Having a dirty filter in your furnace will cut the furnace’s efficiency in half. 

6. Try shutting off registers in unused rooms and close their doors. Why would you heat or cool a room that you're not using?  Even just closing closet doors in your bedrooms can help.

7. Central air outdoor condensers should be cleaned with a garden hose to clean out dirt and debris. Caution: Never attempt this without first shutting down the unit and disconnecting the power from the unit. Remember, safety first!

8. Use ceiling fans. Despite common belief, these actually don't do much in reducing the actual temperature in your home. But they do circulate the air and make the rooms they're in seem much cooler. 

9. Use the windows to your advantage.  In the winter, open south-facing curtains to let in sunlight, while keeping north-facing windows shut, preferably with heavy curtains.  In the summer, utilize dark curtains or blinds for windows, and don't open them during the heat of the day. 

10. Instead of turning on that A.C., see which direction the breeze is blowing outside, and then open a few windows strategically to try to get it flowing through the house from end-to-end or side-to-side. If the breeze alone isn’t enough, apply some fan power.  Placing one facing in by the window where air is coming in, and one at an opposite window positioned to blow warm air out, can create a nice “wind tunnel” effect in pulling air through the house. These strategies can be especially effective at night when it is cooler. But then it’s important to shut the windows when you leave for the day in the morning to keep the cooler air in and the warmth of the new day out. 

11. Beware the fireplace temptation - I love a warm fire as much as the next person, but you're actually doing more harm than good when you have one burning. You could be drawing off as much as 20% of the heat in your home. Burn a fire as a special occasion rather than the norm, and make sure the dampers are closed and sealed tightly when the fireplace is not in use. 

12. The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that people spend 90% of their time indoors, but that indoor air quality can be two to five times more polluted than outdoor air (especially with the strategies to keep your house airtight). The single most effective way to keep the air in your home healthy is to keep things out of your home that cause air pollution, including cigarette smoke, excess moisture and chemicals. The second most important strategy is to ventilate to pull dangerous pollutants out of the house. Run the exhaust fans in your bathroom and kitchen. Open your windows in pleasant weather. Make sure you have a good exhaust system in place for appliances and stoves.

13. Get professional help for peeling paint or remodeling if your home was built before 1978. Older homes likely have lead-based paint on the walls, doors and trim, and asbestos in pipe coverings, flooring, shingles and roofs. Inhaling the lead paint dust or asbestos fibers can be harmful to your health and professionals can help you stay safe.

14. Paints release trace amounts of gases for months after application -- even though they appear to be fully dried and the smell is gone. These gases are called VOCs, or volatile organic compounds, and can include highly toxic chemicals such as formaldehyde and acetaldehyde. Use "low-VOC" paints, varnishes, waxes and other chemicals. If painting indoors, open windows and use exhaust fans to remove gases. Do not store open paint containers indoors.

15. Many house plants can act as natural air filters; improving your indoor air quality by absorbing contaminants. And, of course, all plants contribute to healthy air by converting carbon dioxide to oxygen.  Peace Lily, Areca Palm, Lady Palm, Ficus Alii, and Golden Pathos  are easy to take care of and are among the most effective at removing air pollutants.

Inside Your House—Plumbing and Electrical

16. Replace regular light bulbs with compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulbs.

17. Check the toilet for leaks from the tank to the bowl.  One dripping faucet can lose 75 gallons of water a month.

18. Use a plumbing snake to clear clogs instead of harsh chemicals.

19. Install low flow shower head and sink faucets.  Limit shower times and the temperature that you use and you’ll see a savings in the electric hot water heater energy cost.  Showers use MUCH less water than a bath (if you keep it to a reasonable length!) 

20. Turn down the temperature on the water heater (120 degrees). Wrap the water heater in a blanket, and hot water pipes with foam.

21. Wash your clothes in warm or cold water to reduce your use of hot water and the energy required to produce it. Load the washer, dryer and dishwasher completely before running the appliances.

22. Clean the dryer’s lint basket before loading the next laundry load. Many dryers now have an auto-sensing drying setting that will turn the unit off when the clothes are dry.  Periodically clean the dryer venting system all the way to the outside.

23. On a sunny, breezy day, hang your laundry outside. Note: not recommended if anyone in your family has allergies.

24. Use the energy-saving settings on your dishwasher and let the dishes air-dry. Don't give up the dishwasher altogether, however. Studies have shown that washing dishes in the sink requires more energy than using an energy-efficient dishwasher.

25. Turn off the water when you're not using it. While brushing your teeth, shampooing the dog or washing your car, turn off the water until you actually need it for rinsing.

26. Save electricity and reduce global warming by turning off lights when you leave a room, and using only as much light as you need.  You can get motion sensors for indoors that turn on a light when you enter the room, and off when you leave—particularly helpful for closets. And remember that lights left on are not only wasting electricity—they’re creating heat, as well.

27. When you buy new appliances, look at the labels.  Energy Star® rated appliances use 20-50% less energy than standard models.  The savings are even greater when compared to the antique units some of us have kept running for 20-30 years. 

28. Turn off your television, video player, stereo and computer when you're not using them.   Look for energy vampires—electronic products such as power adapters and cell-phone chargers that continue to suck up electricity even when they are not being used. The average U.S. household spends $100 annually to power devices while they are “off” or in standby mode.  Unplug power adapters or battery chargers when equipment is fully charged or disconnected from the charger.  Use a power strip that can be switched off when electronics and appliances are not in use.

Transportation

29. Less driving means fewer emissions. Besides saving gasoline, walking and biking are great forms of exercise. Explore your community’s mass transit system, and check out options for carpooling to work or school.

30. When you do drive, make sure your car is running efficiently. For example, keeping your tires properly inflated can improve your gas mileage by more than 3 percent. 

Outside Your House

31. If you have the means to plant a tree, start digging.  A single tree will absorb approximately one ton of carbon dioxide during its lifetime.

32. Lawn mowers tend to spew clouds of unmitigated exhaust that contribute to the quality of our air, and more than you would think. Now the EPA is taking on small gas engines in the form of lawn movers, garden equipment, even boat engines. And since refueling is done at home, and with mostly 2-cycle engines, gasoline and oil are spilled regularly, to the tune of an estimated 17 million gallons annually.  Consider purchasing electric lawn equipment. They are also much quieter, allowing you to mow in the early morning or late evening.  Push-reel mowers have come a long way, too, and have the advantage of using only people-power.

33. Drip irrigation slashes water usage, limits soil erosion, enables safer use of recycled wastewater, and lowers labor costs. Drip irrigation systems are available for home use in backyard gardens and landscaping.  Here is a link with instructions: http://www.ext.colostate.edu/PUBS/Garden/04702.html
34. Rain barrels can capture water from downspouts and later be used to water gardens and lawns.  Instructions  for building your own can be found at http://tinyurl.com/dzbjva
35. Raise your lawnmower's height. Taking off more than 1/3 of the height of the grass at any one time will seriously hurt your lawn's ability to photosynthesize. Leaving a taller lawn will not mean you have to mow more frequently.

36. Mulch your grass clippings. Use the mower's mulching setting to return extra nutrients to the lawn. If you need the green matter for compost, great! 

37. Composting not only keeps garbage out of the landfill…it creates wonderful organic material that your garden and lawn need, and that people pay a high price to get at the garden center!  A properly managed compost bin is not smelly.  You can even compost indoors with a worm bin if you live in an apartment.  Instructions for outdoor composting can be found at: http://tinyurl.com/c6xa9y
 and indoor worm bin information can be found at: http://tinyurl.com/dlsdcf
38. Water infrequently. Only water when the grass leaves start to curl just before they turn brown. By doing this consistently you can train your lawn to grow deeper roots. Deeper roots means that when the upper few inches of soil are very dry, the grass roots will be able to reach the moist layers, while weeds whither and die, unable to grow roots as deep.

39. Improve your soil quality. You can have your soil pH tested at your local county extension office for free or nearly free. Your lawn's health will improve with the correct pH and sufficient nutrients. There are several organic fertilizers available that are completely safe for people and pets. Corn gluten meal is an effective slow-release nitrogen source that also inhibits the germination of weeds.

40. Pull weeds by hand or mow over them frequently. Weeds, like grass, rely on sunlight for food. Frequently removing those leaves will hinder their ability to grow. Another method for ridding your garden of weeds is soil solarization. Basically, you cover the area with plastic tarp for a few weeks and bake out the weeds. This also kills fungal pests.

41. Consider some creative landscaping. While this won't technically improve your lawn itself, it will give you less lawn to worry about, making watering, fertilizing, and mowing less expensive and less work. Planting native plants, especially those that use less water, will decrease the overall impact of your lawn-related activities.

42. Back-yard (or even front-yard!) farmers are taking a bite out of global warming by planting oxygen-generating, vegetable-producing green plants on their property in both cities and suburban areas.  You can supplement your food supply with healthy foods that are usually much more delicious than store-bought by growing them at home. Even apartment dwellers can grow lettuces and herbs in window boxes. 
Lifestyle Changes

43. Reduce, Reuse, Recycle. Do your part to reduce waste by choosing reusable products instead of disposables. Buying products with minimal packaging (including the economy size when that makes sense for you) will help to reduce waste. And whenever you can, recycle paper, plastic, newspaper, glass and aluminum cans. 

44. Reduce the amount of junk mail you receive by 90 percent. Start by registering with the Mail Preference Service of the Direct Marketing Association (DMA).  You can also go to OptOutPreScreen.com to remove your name from lists that mortgage, credit card and insurance companies use to mail you offers. In addition, you should ask all of the companies you patronize to place your name on their “do not promote” or “in-house suppress” lists. If this all still seems a bit daunting, there are resources to help you get through it. One option is to use the Stop the Junk Mail Kit developed by the Consumer Research Institute. The website JunkBusters.com provides further guidelines for reducing junk mail,  unwanted e-mail (Spam) and telemarketing. 

45. Many banks, utilities and other businesses now offer their customers the option of paying bills online, eliminating the need to write and mail paper checks or to keep paper records. 

46. Switch to Reusable Shopping Bags, or at least come up with ways to reuse the paper or plastic bags that you get at the store.

47. Use rechargeable batteries.  They are more expensive to buy initially, but they pay for themselves quickly, especially if you have toys, cameras, etc.

48. Practice integrated pest management (IPM) to keep your home free of pests and harmful chemicals alike. IPM  includes simple things like blocking holes and keeping food in tightly sealed containers. Cover your trash cans and keep your floors and counter free of crumbs. Use bait traps if necessary to catch pests. Only use chemicals as a last resort and get professional help.  

49. Avoid using carpet whenever possible. Carpet traps unhealthy particles -- including chemicals, dust mites, pet dander, dirt and fungi -- and vacuuming can make them airborne.  If you do have carpets, use a HEPA (high efficiency particle air) vacuum cleaner to ensure better air quality. Hard surface flooring, like wood, tile or cork can be readily cleaned by damp mopping.

50. Green Cleaning — use cleaning solutions and methods that keep our environment healthy.  For some homes, green cleaning means that they only use substances like baking soda, vinegar, and lemons to clean the home surfaces. Other homes may seek out commercial cleaners that are healthy for the environment. They may want to avoid phosphates, chlorine, artificial fragrances, and artificial colors. Many cleaners on the market now are marketed as being biodegradable. 

Keeping it Green Talking Points

1. Not going to read whole list!  Take it home, and challenge yourself and your family to pick one or two to work on each month.  I’ll cover the ones that our product line can help you with.

2. #2: Installing weather stripping and caulking…full caulking demo. Caulking gun and utility knife

3. #5 and #9: Change furnace filter, curtains:  need screwdriver to open some furnaces. To hang curtains (perhaps a second set for insulation) you’ll need drill and screwdriver (hand or cordless)

4. #14: Painting (a great spring project!):  show all of the painting tools

5. #15: House plants: share PVC plant light rack, need hacksaw and measuring tape

6. #16:  Fluorescent light bulbs: super stepper will get to many lights

7. #18: Plumbing snake

8. #20: Utility knife to cut blanket for water heater, pipe foam 

9. #30: Tire Gauge

10. #41 and 42: Garden bucket, pruner, rubber and leather gloves

11.  if it’s not running too long, mosaic tile kit to Reduce, Reuse, Recycle







