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SAVE ENERGY AND MONEY
by Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
It seems it is suddenly summertime!  The temperature and humidity have shot up and we are full-on into air conditioning season.  A lot of money and energy go to cooling our homes; the typical U.S. family spends about $2,000 a year on home utility bills, according to the US Department of Energy.   Unfortunately, a large portion of that energy is wasted.  Each year, electricity generated by fossil fuels for a single home puts more carbon dioxide into the air than two average cars!  As with water conservation (which might not seem necessary now, but in reality still is) energy conservation is important all the time but is particularly at peak use times.  

Below are some easy no-cost and low-cost suggestions to put into practice now to save energy and money.

· Change the filters on your air conditioner (AC), at least as often as recommended.

· Use a fan (ceiling or floor) to spread the cooled air more effectively through your home without greatly increasing your power use.

· Set your thermostat just one degree higher than usual. Or, move it up a few degrees, and then if you aren’t comfortable, lower it one degree at a time.  Be sure to set it higher when you are going to be gone for several hours.

· Weatherize your home; add or replace weather-stripping around doors, and caulk or insulate your windows and doors wherever you find air leaks.
· Install a programmable thermostat or automatic setback. You can save as much as 10% a year on cooling and heating bills by simply turning your thermostat back 10-15% for 8 hours. 

· Keep lamps, TVs, and other electronics away from your thermostat. The thermostat senses heat from these appliances, which can cause the AC to run longer than necessary.

· Use compact fluorescent light bulbs with the ENERGY STAR® label; and turn off lights when not in use!

· Air dry dishes instead of using your dishwasher's drying cycle.

· Turn off your computer and monitor when not in use.

· Plug home electronics, such as TVs and DVD players, and cell phone and other chargers, into power strips; turn the power strips off when the equipment is not in use (because they can still use several watts of power).

· Lower the thermostat on your water heater to 120°F.

· Wash only full loads of dishes and clothes (saves water too).

Below are some longer-term savings tips (beginning with my favorite) 

· Landscape your home with energy savings in mind.  Plant a tree, shrub, or vine to block the afternoon sun from the house, or a tall tree to shade the roof. Carefully positioned trees can save up to 25% of the energy a typical household uses for energy. Research shows that summer daytime air temperatures can be 3-6° cooler in tree-shaded neighborhoods than in treeless areas.  For more specifics, go to: http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/earthkind/files/2010/10/energy.pdf
· If your air conditioner is older, consider purchasing a new, energy-efficient model. You could save up to 50% on your utility bill for cooling. Look for the ENERGY STAR and EnergyGuide labels.  Look for these labels on any appliance being purchased. Although they might be slightly more expensive, you will make it up because of their energy efficiency.    
· Install a whole-house fan to help cool your home by pulling cool air through the house and exhausting warm air through the attic.

Across the U.S., appliances account for about 17% of our household's energy consumption, with refrigerators, clothes washers, and clothes dryers at the top of the consumption list, according to the Dept. of Energy.  Here in South Texas, it is likely that air conditioners are near the top of the list.  

Find out which parts of your house use the most energy by doing a home energy audit to pinpoint those areas and get suggestions for the most effective measures for cutting your energy costs. 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 on energy audits, including free tools and calculators, and tips on how to save energy and money, visit www.energysavers.org or the electric company.  These sites have great, practical ideas and information.  
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