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SAVE ENERGY – PLANT A TREE

By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent
Did you know that the electricity generated annually by fossil fuels for a single home puts more carbon dioxide into the air than two average cars?  Fortunately, there are many things we can do to run our houses more efficiently and to reduce our energy consumption.  Thoughtful landscaping can provide effective shade, act as a windbreak, and reduce energy bills by 5 to 50 percent.  So, guess what?  Gardening is not only good for our health, it is good for reducing our bills.  

Well-placed trees, shrubs, and vines can beautify our surroundings, add value to our homes and decrease energy use and bills.  Providing shade is the most cost effective way to reduce heating by the sun.  We all know what a difference a shady parking spot makes compared to one in the sun; the same holds true for our homes and businesses.    

A shaded neighborhood can be 6 degrees cooler in the summer than a neighborhood without shade trees, according to the U.S. Department of Energy.  That is a huge difference! 

Plant trees and shrubs to shade the outdoor unit of your air conditioner and to cast shade on your house, particularly the west and south sides.  Carefully positioned trees can save up to 25% of the energy a typical household uses for energy.

Plant shrubs to shade a sidewalk or driveway.  Concrete and other paving absorbs heat from the sun, stores it and then releases.  Shade will reduce heat buildup, as well as providing a cool place to walk and park. 

Encourage climbing vines to grow up a trellis to shade a patio area or walls.  Many vines will provide significant shade during their first growing season. 

If you are hesitant to plant because you want sunlight to come through windows in the winter, just be sure to select trees that drop their leaves in the winter.  These trees are referred to as deciduous, and even in south Texas we have many to choose from.  Deciduous large trees (over 35 feet tall) include mesquite, Sugarberry hackberry, American elm, and cedar elm.  For something a bit smaller (up to 30 ft. tall), you might consider desert willow, Texas redbud, kidneywood, anacacho orchid, or crape myrtle, all of which have the added bonus of beautiful blooms at some time of the year.  If you are looking for a deciduous shrub, try Mexican buckeye (sort of a tree/shrub), American beautyberry, Confederate rose, fiddlewood, and selected roses and hibiscus. 

Looking for plants that are evergreen?  They are numerous, starting with the live oaks that we are famous for, as well as bald cypress for very large trees, and Texas ebony reaching about 30 feet.  Smaller trees include Mexican Poinciana, red bay, wild olive, and bottle brush.  Wax myrtle is somewhat in between a tree and shrub as is yaupon holly (depending on the variety).  Just a few of the many evergreen shrubs are cenizo (also called Texas sage), Turk’s cap, baby-bonnets, firecracker plant, duranta (also called skyflower or golden dewdrops), yellow sophora and Barbados cherry.  The choices are much more extensive than listed here, so be sure to contact the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners at the Extension office at 790-0103 for suggestions for your yard, and to get a copy of their free and wonderful booklet, “In Our Coastal Gardens”, which has color photographs and information on each species included.  

Shop local nurseries for plants adapted to our area, and don’t miss the Master Gardeners second Fall Plant Sale of the month.  Due to less than ideal weather during the first sale, there are many plants left over which will be sold at a 20% discount (cash, check or charge).  The sale is September 27, 9:00 am to 1:00 pm, at the AgriLife Extension office at 892 Airport Road, Rockport.

Indoors, find out which parts of your house use the most energy by doing a home energy audit.  Conduct a simple home energy audit yourself, contact your local utility, or call an independent energy auditor for a more comprehensive examination. For more information about home energy audits, including free tools and calculators, visit www.energysavers.org or www.natresnet.org.  These sites have great, practical ideas and information.  
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