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Renting, buying and selling your home

Best free way to find a city apt

www.padmapper.com: PadMapper, a free site, combines Google Maps and four major apartment-search sites, including Craigslist. You zoom in on a neighborhood, set your criteria, and then enter your e-mail address to get daily or hourly notifications of matches
Why use a real-estate agent?

The best reason is economic: They can sometimes get you a better deal than you could get yourself.  They might provide marketing and advertising muscle, show the house for you when you are at work, and protect you from contact with rude, unpleasant, and aggressive buyers.  
Potential costs

Add up the costs that agents bring to the table. These include:

· The fee or commission the agent charges.  Negotiate this if possible.

· The agent's own agenda. Make sure you know how your agent is compensated and whom he or she is working for.  Be careful how much you reveal to your agent about your true bottom line.  Agents working on commission may be tempted to negotiate to your bottom-line level more quickly than you would to get the deal closed.  The opposite is often true of an agent paid by the hour, where an agent punching a time clock may drag out the engagement to increase the fee.

· Bad feelings.  Sometimes agents get into pointless fights, spoiling the relationship between the principals.  This is similar to how lawyers can be "deal breakers" instead of "deal makers" by battling over clauses neither party cares about, creating bad feelings, tensions, and mistrust.  
· Miscommunication.  If you want to get an important message to another party and must work through his or her agent, either ask for a direct meeting with the agent present or put your message in writing.

· Self-serving bias.  Real estate agents are confident they can sell your house, and lawyers are sure they will win your case.  Research shows that agents often suffer from overconfidence in their own abilities, leaving you with the problems when they are proven wrong.  

· Time.  Using agents creates delays that can prove costly, especially if time is of the essence.

Consider a flat-fee-only agent

Look to see if there a fee-only real-estate agent is available, one who is paid a flat rate based on many hours they work for you, similar to how a lawyer charges for billable hours.
Good home real estate websites

· www.trulia.com
· www.realtor.com 

· www.zillow.com 

· www.frontdoor.com 

· www.homefair.com/real-estate/school-reports/index.asp (reports on schools for the town)

· http://money.cnn.com/real_estate/index.html
· www.familywatchdog.us – sex offender map showing where they live locally & their crimes 

Buying your home

Before agreeing to buy the home

1. Don’t overspend.  Property tax, insurance, and maintenance scale with price and last forever.  
2. Talk to the next-door neighbors. Say that you just want to learn about the neighborhood, but see if they have a barking dog and if they seem somewhat decent. It will probably be impossible to do a search on their criminal history, but it will be worth it if you can.
3. Google the address and neighborhood to check for criminal activity.

4. Inquire about property taxes and utility bills.

5. Do a title search to make sure that the sellers have clear title.  You may end up paying cash for a piece of paper, but not the property.  
6. Ask neighbors if they have a dog, and if so, what kind.
7. Have a drug-lab inspection done.  Contract someone like Bio-Clean, a blood-borne pathogen cleaning and crime scene restoration company.  Houses that were meth labs can be too chemically dangerous to live in once they are bought, and there will be no visual signs of this when touring the house.

8. Have a home-inspection and property survey done.  The home inspection should be supplemented with a professional roof inspection.  
9. Have a separate pest and termite inspection done.
10. Check for radon.
11. Look to see the paperwork on the repairs made to the house.

12. Negotiate into the transaction a home warrantee for one year.  That's about a $500 item, and if you get the seller to pay for it, that minimizes the cost.

Pay in cash as much as possible

Paying cash for a house can give you an advantage versus another buyer.  Cash eliminates qualifying worries, reduces closing costs, and gives fewer hassles to the seller.  Knowing this, the seller may be willing to reduce the price.  

There are also Homestead laws that benefit you if you pay in cash.  Once you live there for 3 years, you can protect the full value of your home from creditors, even through bankruptcy.  Paying cash for a home in one of these homestead states is like a free insurance policy.

Hidden costs of home-buying 

(In addition to mortgage costs)

1. Home inspection: Since a home purchase is likely to be the largest financial investment of your life, have it professionally inspected beforehand.  A home inspector can point out areas of the property that may need repairs.  You can use this information as leverage during home-price negotiations or simply to determine whether or not the property is worth purchasing.  The cost to the buyer is usually several hundred dollars or more.

2. Pest inspection: Before closing the sale, obtain a separate inspection for wood-destroying insects, such as termites.  Termite inspections typically cost between $50 and $200.

3. Moving expenses 

4. Furniture 

5. Property taxes and homeowners insurance

6. Supplemental insurance for natural disasters and excess liability

7. Homeowners association/condo fees

8. Drug-lab inspection 

9. Utilities: Ask sellers for monthly utilities estimates before you close the transaction.

10. Ongoing maintenance
11. Repairs: Set aside funds to take care of such repairs. Put key appliances under warrantee.  

Recouping costs of home renovations

For return on investment, the best home renovation is to upgrade an old bathroom. The return on investment on a mid-range bath modernization is 102% of its cost. Kitchens can add about 90% of their costs to the home's value.  Another home improvement that can pay off is window replacement. Not only does this return about 90% on investment when the house is resold, it saves on energy bills every year.  As a rule, upscale improvements pay off at lower rates than mid-range or inexpensive ones.

Related tax deductions  

Congress encourages home ownership and gives the homeowner a number of tax breaks: (1) a first-time homeowner’s tax credit; (2) interest payments on your mortgage and property taxes are fully deductible; (3) money spent improving your property after you buy it can be factored into its cost-basis price when you sell it, thus lowering your capital-gains tax; (4) any realized gains in the value of your house can be postponed if you reinvest the proceeds in a more expensive house; and (5) if you sell your house after age fifty-five, a portion of the gains are tax exempt.  

Don’t buy your own place unless you anticipate being there for at least three years, and preferably five years or more.  When you first consider purchasing a home or upgrading, it pays to plan ahead and push as many possible deductions as you can into the tax year in which you expect to buy your home.  The rule of thumb is that a family should not spend more than 30 percent of its income on mortgage payments.

Create a house receipts folder and put this in your file cabinet.  Include in your receipt folder the settlement statement that you should have received and signed when you bought your home.  Do not lose this; it itemizes many of the expenses associated with the purchase of your home.  You can add many of these expenses to the original cost of the home and reduce your taxable profit when it comes time to sell.  You also want to keep proof of other expenditures that the settlement statement may not document, such as inspection fees that you paid when buying your home.

Documenting money spent improving your property is in your best interest.  You can also add the cost of these improvements to your home’s original purchase price and further reduce the capital gain incurred when selling your home.  When you sell, you will need to report to the IRS on Schedule D, Capital Gains and Losses, the selling price of the house, the original cost of the house, and how much you spent improving it.  The IRS allows you to add spending on improvements to your cost of the home, but you cannot include expenses for maintenance and repairs.  So, hang on to home improvement receipts for as long as possible.  

Before you estimate how much you spent on improvements, you first have to determine what the improvements were.  If you can’t document the amount spent, you at least can establish that an improvement was made.  Family pictures of the residence are probably the best source for obtaining such information.

If you can’t get a receipt from the contractor who made improvements to your home, go to the county clerk’s office to obtain a copy of the Certificate of Occupancy, which shows what your house consisted of when it was built.  Records at the county clerk’s office also reveal any changes in the house’s assessed value as the result of improvements you made, along with any building permits issued.  Any of these documents can clearly work in your favor assuming, of course, that you did obtain the proper permits for these improvements.

When original invoices, duplicate invoices, or canceled checks aren’t available, obtain an estimate of what the improvement would cost now, and then subtract the increase according to the CPI.  This can establish a reasonable estimate of what the improvement originally cost.

Insurance

Be sure to get homeowner’s or renter’s insurance.  This becomes more critical when you get married. For some valuables, such as the wedding ring, you may need to insure them with a separate rider.  Newlyweds often live in apartments before buying their first home, yet they often mistakenly believe that the landlord’s insurance will cover damage to their personal property. 

If your insurance policy does not cover personal liability in case you get sued, buy additional insurance in the form of excess liability insurance, also known as umbrella liability insurance.

You may also need supplemental insurance for natural disasters or excess liability insurance.

Selling your home

· Hire a photographer to shoot the place once you've staged it. High-quality photos will get your listing noticed online, which is where most homebuyers start their search these days.

· Create a website for your house. Put the URL out front so that passersby can look it up instantly on their smartphones.

· Call everyone who toured your place but didn't bid and ask, "What were the deal breakers for you?" If most people say the same thing, then you know what to do.

· Monitor traffic on any websites that list your house. If the traffic falls by more than 50% from the first week, the listing is already getting stale and you may need to drop the price.

Consider selling it without an agent
For sale by owner is a way to save on housing commissions.  Five websites: www.fsbo.com, www.fsbo.net, www.forsalebyowner.com, www.homesbyowner.com, and www.fizber.com 

Sites charge around $150 to list a home, and payment for listings is usually by personal check only.  Tasks that real estate agents handle: using market expertise to price a house; advertising and showing it; negotiating an offer; and organizing the paperwork for closing.  Some lawyers charge a flat fee to help buyer or sellers on house transactions.   

Home security

If you see someone lurking outside 

If there is someone lurking around outside, and even if you have a gun, never leave your home to confront that person unless you have no other choice. Remain indoors and call the cops. Shout out the window at the person, do whatever, but don't go outside. You are at a tactical disadvantage if you leave your cover. 

1. You may be misinterpreting innocent activity for criminal activity.

2. You may not be seeing ALL the people outside.

3. You lose the physical protection of the home’s walls, locks, etc.

4. The person you see may be a decoy.

5. The person you confront may be armed, and a better shot, or simply luckier than you.

A fake alarm-company sign on your lawn

Instead of paying high monthly fees to a home-security company, you might want to just have an official-looking alarm sign on your front lawn to deter burglars.  Have the sign say that there are both motion and audio sensors in every room.

Watch from afar with a robot or camera

You can open your computer at work and survey the inside of your house through the eyes of pet robots.  You can drive the robot through the first floor of your house, chase your cats, and see if anything looks different.  There are limitations.  Most of the wheeled robots cannot go up or down stairs. Small bumps like the edge of a carpet do not cause trouble, but taller ones are too difficult.  It is also a challenge to dock the devices remotely with the recharger. 

Rovio from WowWee, has a camera, microphone and speakers atop a three-wheeled platform (http://www.wowwee.com/en/products/tech/telepresence/rovio/rovio). From anywhere with an Internet connection, you can send the robot zipping around the house, returning a video signal along the way.  Should there be an intruder, you can talk to him and say something like, “Get out of there. There’s nothing valuable. I’m calling the police.”  It costs about $170. 

Spykee is a robot made by Meccano and is available at spykeeworld.com for $110 to $300.  The essential gears and electronics come in a prebuilt base, and attaching the arms takes an hour or so (http://www.spykeeworld.com/spykee/US/index.html).

Several companies are making video cameras that monitor the video feed and sound alarms when objects of a certain shape appear.  A program called Vitamin D raises flags by beeping whenever anyone walks in. It requires a computer and detects video signals from attached cameras. A single-camera version is free, and the cost can rise to $199, at http://vitamindinc.com.

Archerfish makes surveillance cameras with sophisticated filters for detecting and distinguishing people, vehicles and other random movement. The models, at http://www.myarcherfish.com, include either one or four cameras for $400 to $1,400.

Home-improvement books & websites

· Home Improvement 1-2-3 (The Home Depot - $34.95)
· Renovation, by Michael W. Litchfield, $39.95

· This Old House
· DIY Home Improvement 

· The Home Service Store - http://www.trusthss.com/about-us 

· Vinegar, Duct Tape, Milk Jugs & More: 1,001 Ingenious Ways to Use Common Household 

     Items to Repair, Restore, Revive, or Replace Just About Everything in Your Life, by E. Proulx

· Baking Soda: Over 500 Fabulous, Fun, and Frugal Uses You've Probably Never Thought Of,  
 by Vicky Lansky

· Make Your House Do the Housework, by Don Aslett and Laura Aslett Simons
· Extraordinary Uses for Ordinary Things: 2,317 Ways to Save Money and Time, by Editors of 
     Readers Digest

Harnessing & saving energy
Harnessing it
Wind

To establish the size of a wind generator needed for a single residence, you must determine your electrical energy needs.  This is about 600 kWh per month or 30 kWh per day for a typical household.  The electrical energy generated in a month with a wind turbine depends on the wind speed at which the generator achieves its rated output (rated wind speed) and the number of hours of wind at a particular velocity (wind velocity profile).  However, a recent important advance in wind turbines is the variable speed generator.  This allows the rotor and generator speed to vary with wind speed, which improves efficiency by 10 to 20%.  

The support tower for the wind turbine should be as high as possible because the wind velocity increases with distance from the ground.  Good wind turbines are those that can use high-speed winds efficiently as the power output is related to the velocity cubed.  Generators with fewer blades (2 or 3) are much more efficient than multivane rotors.  In strong winds, the rotor must spill or dump the excess power the generator cannot handle without damage.  This is usually done by “feathering” or tilting the blades so less of their area faces the wind and therefore less power is extracted.

Wind turbines are classified by the orientation of the rotor shaft.  The most common types are those with horizontal axes and vertical blades, but vertical-axis rotors don’t have to move with changes in wind direction.  The latter also has the gearbox and generator mounted on the ground and not at the top of the tower, which reduces tower costs.

Geothermal

Geothermal heat pumps circulate fluid through pipes in the ground, where the temperature stays in the 50s all winter. Then, they convert the underground heat into hot-air heat for your house. In summer, the relatively cool ground temperature turns the system into an air conditioner.  You'll need just a week or two to have wells dug and get the system pieced together.  A typical home system would cost about $25,000 (provided you've already got hot-air ductwork) with a payback of maybe 8 to 12 years. The one big catch:  You've got to be able to get a 40-foot rig into the back of your yard where you're going to dig.  The Web site www.GeoExchange.org is the go-to spot for all things geothermal. 
Solar

The use of solar technology in a new home will raise its price by 5% or more.  This might be unacceptable to a potential buyer even though the savings on heating/cooling might yield a payback within 5 to 10 years.  First costs are very important to buyers.  The payback time is computed as the time in which the first cost plus annual operating expenses will equal the total energy savings.  High fuel prices decrease the payback time, and higher interest rates lengthen them.  Visit www.findsolar.com to check states' incentives, and plug numbers into a calculator for estimating costs.

Active solar heating  

The economic feasibility of active solar heating systems depends not only on total sunlight, but also on the coldness of the winter (the number of degree-days), current fuel prices, and local construction costs.  With these criteria, New England and the upper-Midwest are very favorable locations for space heating applications, and the Sun Belt is good for domestic hot water uses.

Most active solar energy systems have a collector, thermal energy storage, and a distribution system.  They use a flat plate collector which water or air moves through to transfer the collected energy.  A pump or fan then moves the matter between the collector and a storage tank.  

In a hot-air flat plate system, air transfers heat from the roof collector either directly into the rooms or into the rock storage bin.  When heat is then removed from storage, air flows in the opposite direction so that as much heat as possible can be utilized from storage.  Water for domestic use is preheated in the storage bin.

Flat-plate collectors are roof-mounted, and a well-insulated thermal storage tank is typically located in the basement.  Heat is delivered to the house from the storage tank by baseboard radiators.  Heat exchangers are used to transfer heat from the collectors to the storage tank; antifreeze is added to the water passing through the collector to prevent freezing.  For both space heating and hot water requirements, auxiliary heaters are employed to compensate for days of poor sunlight.  A differential thermostat controls the pump in the solar collector loop of this system: it is turned on only if the temperature of the collector’s water is several degrees above that of the water in the storage tank.

Batch water heaters or “bread-box” heaters are popular, inexpensive systems for preheating water using the sun.  A black tank inside an insulate box with a glass cover absorbs solar energy to heat the domestic water.  Cold city water replenishes the water in the tank whenever a hot water faucet is opened.  The output from the black tank usually flows into a conventional water heater where it can be further heated, as needed.  Insulated coverings are put over the glass at night.  A $500 system of this type can achieve a payback in 5 to 10 years.

Another type of solar water heater is the thermosiphon, in which water flows from the collector to the tank under natural circulation.  In this method, the storage tank is placed above the collector.  The water heated in the collector is less dense than the incoming colder water and will rise into the tank.  Under full sun, the temperature of the water can rise by 15 to 20 degrees in a single pass through the FPC.

Passive solar heating

A passive solar energy system uses the south-facing windows of a house as the collector and natural means of heat transfer.  Thermal mass (water or rock) within the house is used to store the energy and reduce temperature fluctuations during the day and at night by releasing the heat during the latter.  Passive solar heating techniques are not good for heating water.  

Passive solar homes being built today can save as much as 50% of heating costs for only a 1%- to 5% increase in construction costs.  However, passive solar features must be integrated into the design of the building from the outset.  By orienting a house with its longest side to the south, homeowners can more easily make use of passive solar heating.  

The elements of a passive solar system are

· Excellent insulation, especially over the windows at night,

· Solar collection with south-facing windows,

· Roof overhangs, to keep the noonday heat out, and

· Thermal storage facilities, such as concrete, water, slate, bricks, and stone, which are placed in the house just inside the south-facing windows to absorb the solar radiation.

Three types of passive solar heating systems are the Trombe wall, attached greenhouses, and thermosiphoning air panel collectors.  A Trombe wall is a massive black masonry wall placed about 10cm inside a south-facing glass area.  The wall absorbs solar radiation passing through the glass, which heats the wall’s surface to temperatures as high as 150 degrees.  This heat is transferred to the air trapped between the black wall and the window.  The warm air rises through vents in the top of the wall into the living space and is replaced by colder air through vents in the bottom.  At night, heat conducted through the wall is distributed to the living space by radiation and convection from the wall’s inner face.

Attached greenhouses can serve for both food and heat production, sharing some of their heat with the adjoining house.  Concrete or masonry floors and water-filled drums are common energy storage devices that absorb radiant energy during the day and radiate it back into the room during the night.  

The last example of a passive solar system is a thermosiphoning air panel collector.  This air panel is powered by the difference in pressures between the solar heated air and the cooler room air that enters from the bottom.  The air flows behind a corrugated metal absorber to reduce heat loss by convection.

For more information, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Passive_solar_building_design
Saving it
Websites and a book

· http://hes.lbl.gov/consumer/ (A do-it-yourself energy audit tool)

· http://www.energystar.gov/ – Energy Star, lots of good info here

· http://www.energysavers.gov, http://www.energysavers.gov/tips/ 

· http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=147 - LEED for homes

· http://www.resnet.us/about - Residential Energy Services Network

· http://www.bpi.org/homeowners.aspx - Building Performance Institute – for Homeowners 

· http://www.dsireusa.org/ - Database of State Incentives for Renewables & Efficiency 

· http://www.realgoods.com/ - Real Goods: Solar and Renewable Energy Products  

· Passive House Institute, links
· http://www.seriousmaterials.com - energy efficient windows

· http://www.passiv.de/en/index_en.html, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Passive_house - definitions of a passive-energy house

· A related book that may be of interest: Toward a Zero Energy Home: A Complete Guide to Energy Self-Sufficiency at Home, by David Johnston

Do an energy audit

Utility companies offer energy audits, tips, and other help for customers who want to save energy.  Many utilities will do the audits for free and give homeowners a personalized to-do list. Ask for someone with a blower-door fan and thermographic photography.  Here is a video that shows both: http://www.energysvc.com (once on the website, the video automatically starts).

The blower-door test

The blower-door test is done with a portable industrial fan, which finds holes in your house.  It’s the gold standard for cutting winter heating bills.  Technicians fit the fan into a doorframe in your house, shut all your windows and let her whir. Soon, the air pressure inside is lower than that outside, and it's easy to feel air rushing in through hidden gaps.  Plug those gaps with appropriate filler, and you're potentially looking at 20 percent off your heating bills.

The blower-door test is part of a thorough home-energy audit designed by the government, called Home Performance with Energy Star. To find a contractor, click on that label at www.energystar.gov.  You can hire private contractors to do similar checkups. They're listed at www.bpi.org, the website for the group that certifies audit technicians.  A thorough audit with a blower-door test costs about $300 to $500, and there might be some government money to help. 

Programmable thermostats

You can save as much as 10% a year on your heating and cooling bills by turning your thermostat back 10% to 15% for 8 hours per day.  Do this automatically by installing a programmable Energy-Star-rated thermostat.  In winter, set your thermostat between 65 and 70 degrees when you are at home and at 58 degrees when away from the house for more than a few hours.  Warmer temperatures are recommended for homes will ill or elderly persons or infants. 
Set it to a higher temperature in the summer. If you usually have it set at 75 degrees when you’re home, set it to around 80 or 85 degrees when you’re not home (assuming you have no pets). 

Don't place lamps or computers near the thermostat.  

Thermal resistance (R-value)

The thermal resistance of material is often called its R-value.  The higher the R-value, the better the insulating properties are of the material.  Cellulose fiber – and secondly, fiberglass – has the highest R-value out of all materials for any given thickness.  In the exterior walls of a house, you will find a combination of various materials; from the outside to the inside, there may be exterior siding, plywood, fiberglass, and sheet rock.  To find the total thermal resistance of such a composite structure, simply add the R-values for the individual layers: Rtotal = R1 + R2 + R3 + …

Air can be a good insulator, especially if it is motionless (to prevent heat transfer by convection), and so porous materials such as fiberglass have an excellent resistance to heat flow thanks to the air trapped inside.  The color of a material also influences heat transfer when radiation is concerned.  A black object is both a better emitter and a better absorber of radiant energy than a white or shiny-surfaced object.  Two good websites on insulation:

· http://www.energysavers.gov/your_home/insulation_airsealing/index.cfm/mytopic=11220  

· http://www.naima.org  

The roof and attic

Radiant barriers - on the underside of your roof


Radiant barriers – such as aluminum foil - restrict the amount of low wavelength infrared radiation that passes across the attic.  Usually the temperature gain by the roof is passed down to the attic floor by radiation and then conducted through the ceiling into the house.  Aluminum foil placed against the top of the attic, or over the ceiling insulation (with holes to allow vapors to escape) acts as a good reflector and poor emitter.  Radiant barriers can also be placed in the walls.  Airspace is needed next to the barrier to remove the heat that is absorbed by the foil and not emitted.  In addition to the aluminum foil inside, special coatings and shingles on the roof can reflect the sun’s heat energy. 

Foil-faced paper can be stapled to the roof rafters on the underside of your roof.  To install, start by placing a few planks over the ceiling joists, which are the 'floor' of the attic; these serve as footboards to stand on while stapling the foil to the rafters above. You'll have to move the footboards as you progress.  Be careful not to step between the ceiling joists or you may fall through the ceiling; also be careful to not step near the ends of the foot boards or they'll flip up. When stapling the foil to the rafters, space the staples about 2 to 3 inches (5 to 8 cm) apart to prevent air circulation from loosening or detaching the radiant foil.

Insulating the attic  

The attics of most homes absorb heat through the roof, and insulating the attic floor will keep this heat from radiating down into the house.  Fiberglass insulation, at least R-30, is easy to install.  The cost will be recouped quickly in lower energy bills throughout the year.  Seal cracks and gaps before you insulate because even small holes in the roof can mean big heat loss.  Then roll out the fiberglass; bear in mind that it is very toxic.  Upgrading to R-38 insulation (about 10 to 14 inches deep) has a big bang for the buck.  Consider hiring a pro to get the details right on tricky matters like ventilation and fire safety.

Roof vents

Ventilating your attic reduces the amount of accumulated heat which otherwise radiates down into your house.  Roof vents are inexpensive ($5 to $10 each) and easy to install.  They should be located at each end of the roof and every 12' between ends.  Installing them will not make your house cooler in winter but will help remove moisture from the attic.

Ridge vents 

For even more effective attic ventilation, a continuous ventilation system, Cool-Vent, can be installed along the ridge, beneath the ridge shingles.  Cool-Vent is lightweight and durable, and it eliminates the need for turbines or louvered vents.  It's also designed to keep out bugs and wind-driven rain.  Cool-Vent comes in 20' rolls and can be installed by the homeowner on new roofs or as an easy re-fit to existing shingle-style roofs.  With re-fits, you can lift the ridge shingles without damaging them by working in cool weather or early in the day.  Cool-Vent is available in building supply stores throughout the US and Canada.  Cost is approximately $30 (US) per roll. See http://tinyurl.com/72hgzdt. 
Windows

About 35% of the energy requirements for an insulated home are a result of heat loss through the windows.  The energy saved by the use of storm windows in an average home in a cold climate is about 2 million BTU per year per window.  This is approximately a 1% savings in fuel used for heating an average home for each storm window installed.  However, even though the energy savings is high, the installation cost might be prohibitive.  Look for contractor-grade windows that are double-paned, low-e, and argon-filled.  Consider storm windows too.  Also, lock any windows to tighten them for heat conservation.  

Caulking and weather-stripping


Use caulk and rope caulk to seal out cold air around windows. Caulk around the windows both on the outside and inside using acrylic latex caulk.  Replace broken glass, and re-glaze any panes that need it.  Also, triage your windows. Buy plastic window-covering kits or insulated curtains for the draftiest ones, or add a thermal liner to existing curtains with inexpensive insulated curtain fabric. Jo-Ann Fabric and Calico Corners both carry it.  Spot-check your weather-stripping. Check around windows and doors for wear and drafts.  

Drapes, blinds, and shade screens

Drapes and curtains made of light-colored fabrics reflect much of the sun's rays and help reduce heat gain. The tighter the curtain is to the wall, the better it will reduce heat gain. Two-layered drapes are most effective for both summer cooling and winter heating. Blinds, although not as effective as drapes, can be adjusted to let in some light while reflecting the bulk of the sun's heat. The more reflective side of the blinds should face outward.  In the summertime, close south and west-facing curtains.  Do the same with north-facing windows in the winter, to keep the heat in the house.  Insulated drapes that touch the floor can be very helpful by maintaining a layer of still air next to the window.  Wider gaps between two glass panes in an insulated window are not necessarily better.  Even though conduction will decrease, convection losses become more prominent.

Exterior shade screens, also called sun screens, shade cloths, or solar shields, prevent sun from entering a window.  These can be installed on windows exposed to direct sunlight.  Shade screens are lightweight, durable and easy to install.  Bamboo blinds can also be used as shade screens. Unlike insect screens, shade screens are specially made to block between 50 and 90 percent of the energy striking the outside of the window.  The term "shading coefficient" describes the amount of heat that penetrates the screen: Lower numbers mean less energy gets through.  While you can see through a shade screen, the view is obscured.

Specifically for the summer

1. Consider “Smart windows,” which become less transparent on sunny days, blocking heat rays as a result.  They can reduce cooling bills by almost 30%.

2. Be sure to ventilate with a window fan.  If the outside temperature is below 77°, a window fan can be used to replace hot indoor air.  Put the fan on the downwind side with fan blades directing the air outwards. To enhance airflow, open a window in each room and be sure all interior doors are open.

3. After you wash your clothes, hang them either on the frame of an open door or window. This causes a natural cooling effect in the summer time.
4. Make a thermal chimney. Open the lowest windows on the side from where the breeze is coming.  Leave interior doors open, and open the upstairs windows on the opposite side.  The warm air will draw upwards and out the upper window, an effect called 'thermal siphoning'. 

Furnaces

For energy-efficiency and safety, have your furnace tuned up every year.  If it is more than 10 or 15 years old, calculate how quickly a more efficient model would pay for itself in fuel savings.  Also replace the furnace filter.  A clean new filter will help your heater run more efficiently, meaning that the fuel you buy will generate more warmth.  Check the filter once a month during the heating season, and replace it if it's dirty.  Be sure to install a clock thermostat on the furnace.  

Rely on natural gas.  It’s more efficient than oil is at heating.  The pilot light generates a considerable amount of heat and should be off during warm months.  Re-lighting the pilot light in the fall is as easy as pushing a button on most units. 

Ducts 

Check for holes in your pipes, and insulate all exposed pipes.  Ducts can leak 20% of the heating and cooling energy they carry.  Some ducts snap together tightly without fasteners or sealants, eliminating 90% of leaks.  Ducts in unconditioned spaces, however, should be sealed and insulated by qualified professionals using the appropriate sealing materials.  In the warmer months, air ducts that lead to your basement should also be shut off, as this part of your house usually cools itself naturally. Keep the door to the basement closed, as cool air will settle down to the basement where it isn't needed.

Radiators

· Install reflectors behind radiators situated on exterior walls to help prevent heat loss.  You can make your own by buying aluminum-faced insulation board at a hardware store and cutting it to the size of your radiator.  

· Bleed radiators to get rid of trapped air.  

· Close off rooms and vents you don't use. 

· Dust-bust your heating registers. 

· Ensure rugs and furniture don’t block the vents. 

· Have adjustable valves for radiators.

· Use your registers to direct warm airflow across the floor because warm air rises.
Fireplaces

Close dampers on unused fireplaces.  Be sure to cut the gas supply to the fireplace in warm months if you use one.  Fireplace dampers should also be closed during the hot months of the year; this minimizes the loss of cooler air from inside the home.  Also, install glass doors on fireplaces or install an airtight stove in the fireplace opening.  Lastly, be sure to provide exterior air sources for your fireplace and/or furnace.

Water heaters
Wrap your water heater with insulation or a commercial "jacket". Do not block any air openings.  You can purchase a water heater 'blanket' for about $20 at hardware stores, or insulate the water heater yourself using fiberglass insulation or cellulose, as well as tuck tape.  The jacket should be rated R-11 or higher, unless your heater's label advises you not to do so.  If your heater is gas-fired or oil-fired, hire a licensed plumber or heating contractor.  Insulate water pipes too.  
Next, lower the heater's temperature to 120 degrees.  You may want to install an automatic timer on an electric water heater to turn it on only during times of use.  Be sure to tune up the water heater annually.

· Consider heat pumps.  They draw warmth from the surrounding room to heat water, more than doubling efficiency.

· Save gas with tank-less units by heating water only when needed.  They can boost the water temperature for dishwashers, and so allow a further thermostat setback in the conventional water heater.  

· Install a “graywater” heat recovery system, which preheats incoming water by using heat in the wastewater from the shower and laundry that would normally be sent down the drain.  

· If you have a hot-water circulating pump for instant hot water at all faucets, consider turning it off for the summer.  

Ceiling fans

Ceiling fans are efficient and use little electricity, less than 1/10th the wattage of air conditioners. Cost to run is approximately $1.50 per month vs. $20 per month for air conditioners. Ceiling fans can also be used with the air conditioner. The thermostat can be set 9 degrees F higher, for the same resulting temperature. This represents a savings of 30% of air conditioning costs and energy consumption.   Make sure your ceiling fan is turned the right away for summer -- you should feel the air blown upwards.  In the wintertime, when the blades are reversed and draw warm air down to living spaces, ceiling fans can cut heating bills by as much as 10 percent a season.  They are available in lighting, hardware, and home-supply stores and start as low as $30 in price.  Installation is fairly easy, within the skill level of the average home handyman.
Trees, vines, and shrubs

Trees, vines and shrubs can shade your home and reduce your energy bills.  They can also be planted to shade air conditioning units, but they should not block the airflow.  In colder climates, vegetation is just as important in keeping heat inside.  Planting trees and shrubs near the house to shield it from harsh winter winds will greatly reduce heat transfer by convection.  

The U.S. Department of Energy estimates that just three trees, properly placed around the house, can save an average household between $100 and $250 in energy costs annually. To be most effective, trees should be strategically located on the south and west sides of your home.  Deciduous trees are best, because they shade in summer and allow light and radiant heat to pass through in the winter. Ask your local nursery to recommend deciduous varieties that are native, fast growing and tall enough to be effective.  Locate the trees or large bushes where their roots will be clear of underground wires, sewer lines or septic tanks, or the house foundation.

Vines provide shading and cooling, and are quick to grow.  Place Trellises on the hottest side of the house, and have them block out at least 6" from the wall to protect the wall and provide a buffer of cool air.  Certain vines, such as deciduous clematis and wisteria, grow well in containers where open ground is unavailable.  Ask your local nursery which vines are best suited to your climate and needs.

Shrubs protect the lower portions of walls from heat gain by blocking sunlight. They also act as a windbreak in winter to help protect the house from cold air.  Choose shrubs that are low-maintenance and that grow to a fixed height.  Local varieties do best.

Garages and vestibules


A garage situated on the northwest side of a house can be effective in blocking the prevailing winter winds.  Build a vestibule around exterior doors.

Outdoor pavement and rock features


Rock walls, paved areas and rock features should be kept to a minimum on south and west sides of the home, because they increase temperatures by radiating heat.

The color of your house

An important consideration in passive cooling is house color. Dark-colored home exteriors absorb 70% to 90% of the radiant energy from the sun that strikes the home's surfaces. Some of this absorbed energy is transferred into your home by way of conduction, resulting in heat gain. In contrast, light-colored surfaces reflect most of the heat away from your home. 

Passive cooling in the kitchen

Cook with a microwave, barbeque, or pressure cooker.  The pressure cooker generates less interior heat with relatively low energy consumption.  The microwave generates almost no heat, and is much more energy-efficient than the stove or oven.  However, don't defrost frozen food in the microwave.  Plan ahead and put the frozen food in the fridge to thaw.  

Cover the pots when cooking, and bake with ceramic or glass pans, which lower cooking temperatures by 25 degrees.  When washing dishes, let your dishes air dry instead of using the dishwasher's drying cycle.  

Reduce sources of humidity

Reduce sources of humidity in your home to minimize condensation on your air conditioner coils.  Use exhaust fans in your kitchen and bathroom, and if you have a crawl space, cover any bare dirt with a plastic ground-moisture barrier. 

For the laundry room

Washers and dryers generate large amounts of heat and humidity.  When possible, use them in the morning or late evening when you can better tolerate the extra heat.  Seal off the laundry room when it is in use and duct or vent the air to the outside of the house.  Be sure to run washing machines and clothes dryers with a full load and line-dry clothes.  Toss your clothes in the dryer on fluff for a few minutes if line-dried clothes are too stiff.
Front-loading washer models use much less water and energy than conventional ones.

If you want an electricity-free hand washing machine, see “The Wonder Clean;” Gaiam.com; $49; 10-0008.

Insulating the basement and doors 

Caulk and weather-strip around all openings on walls.  Be sure to also caulk, V-seal, and weather-strip the doors.  You might be able to use door sweeps as a tight seal for doors.  

In the basement, seal cracks and holes using caulk for small ones (up to 1/4-inch thick) and expanding spray foam for bigger ones. One or two hours spent caulking thin cracks and filling bigger gaps with spray foam is one of the best time investments you can make to save on heating fuel.  The foam is messy.  Wear disposable gloves.  Pay special attention to gaps along the boundary where your foundation meets your house and to the entry points for pipes and utility lines.  It’s also helpful to look for spider webs.  Spiders tend to spin their webs near holes that lead outside.

Outdoor lighting

Choose from low-voltage pathway lighting to high-sodium motion-detecting light floodlights.  You can also find lights that are actually powered by sunlight.  These are not only energy saving but are also an excellent choice for parts of your lawn, or other outdoors areas, that are not close to an existing power supply. 

Clean carefully if an energy-saving light bulb breaks

Why is it important to clean up a broken fluorescent light bulb properly?

Fluorescent light bulbs contain a small amount of mercury sealed within the glass tubing. When a fluorescent bulb breaks in your home, some of this mercury is released as mercury vapor. 

Before cleanup

Have people and pets leave the room, and avoid the breakage area on the way out. Open a window or door to the outdoors and leave the room for 5-10 minutes. Shut off the central forced-air heating/air conditioning (H&AC) system, if you have one. Collect materials you will need to clean up the broken bulb:

· Stiff paper or cardboard

· Sticky tape (e.g., duct tape)

· Damp paper towels or disposable wet wipes (for hard surfaces)

· Glass jar with a metal lid (such as a canning jar) or a sealable plastic bag(s)

Cleanup steps for hard surfaces

1. Carefully scoop up glass fragments and powder using stiff paper or cardboard and place debris and paper/cardboard in a glass jar with a metal lid. If a glass jar is not available, use a sealable plastic bag. (NOTE: Since a plastic bag will not prevent the mercury vapor from escaping, remove the plastic bag(s) from the home after cleanup.)

2. Use sticky tape, such as duct tape, to pick up any remaining small glass fragments and powder. Place the used tape in the glass jar or plastic bag.

3. Wipe the area clean with damp paper towels or disposable wet wipes. Place the towels in the glass jar or plastic bag.

4. Vacuuming of hard surfaces during cleanup is not recommended unless broken glass remains after all other cleanup steps have been taken. [NOTE: It is possible that vacuuming could spread mercury-containing powder or mercury vapor, although available information on this problem is limited.] If vacuuming is needed to ensure removal of all broken glass, keep the following tips in mind:

· Keep a window or door to the outdoors open;  

· Vacuum the area where the bulb was broken using the vacuum hose, if available; and 

· Remove the vacuum bag (or empty and wipe the canister) and seal the bag/vacuum debris, and any materials used to clean the vacuum, in a plastic bag.

Promptly place all bulb debris and cleanup materials, including vacuum cleaner bags, outdoors in a trash container or protected area until materials can be disposed of properly. Check with your local or state government about disposal requirements in your area. Some states and communities require fluorescent bulbs (broken or unbroken) be taken to a local recycling center.

Wash your hands with soap and water after disposing of the jars or plastic bags containing bulb debris and cleanup materials. Continue to air out the room where the bulb was broken and leave the H&AC system shut off, as practical, for several hours.

Cleanup steps for carpeting or rugs

1. Carefully scoop up glass fragments and powder using stiff paper or cardboard and place debris and paper/cardboard in a glass jar with a metal lid. If a glass jar is not available, use a sealable plastic bag. (NOTE: Since a plastic bag will not prevent the mercury vapor from escaping, remove the plastic bag(s) from the home after cleanup.)

2. Use sticky tape, such as duct tape, to pick up any remaining small glass fragments and powder. Place the used tape in the glass jar or plastic bag.

3. Vacuuming of carpeting or rugs during cleanup is NOT recommended unless broken glass remains after all other cleanup steps have been taken. [NOTE: It is possible that vacuuming could spread mercury-containing powder or mercury vapor, although available information on this problem is limited.] If vacuuming is needed to ensure removal of all broken glass, keep the following tips in mind:

· Keep a window or door to the outdoors open;

· Vacuum the area where the bulb was broken using the vacuum hose, if available, and 

· Remove the vacuum bag (or empty and wipe the canister) and seal the bag/vacuum debris, and any materials used to clean the vacuum, in a plastic bag.

Promptly place all bulb debris and cleanup materials, including vacuum cleaner bags, outdoors in a trash container or protected area until materials can be disposed of properly. Check with your local or state government about disposal requirements in your area. Some states and communities require fluorescent bulbs (broken or unbroken) be taken to a local recycling center.

Wash your hands with soap and water after disposing of the jars or plastic bags containing bulb debris and cleanup materials. Continue to air out the room where the bulb was broken and leave the H&AC system shut off, as practical, for several hours.

Future cleaning of carpeting or rugs: Air out the room during and after vacuuming. The next several times you vacuum the rug or carpet, shut off the H&AC system if you have one, close the doors to other rooms, and open a window or door to the outside before vacuuming. Change the vacuum bag after each use in this area. After vacuuming is completed, keep the H&AC system shut off and the window or door to the outside open, as practical, for several hours.  

Miscellaneous

· Use low-water plants and install low-flow showerheads and sink faucets.

· Turn off your computer power strips when not using the computer. 

Maximizing the air quality at home
Use clean filters for air conditioners

Your filter should have a Minimum Efficiency Reporting Values (MERV) rating of 11 or 12; the range is 1 to 16.  MERV measures the filter's ability to trap tiny particles of pollen, dust, and smoke. The higher the rating, the more efficient the filter.  The right filters remove up to 95 percent of particulates.  

Disposable filters ($10 to $15) are best, because the reusable kind can breed mold if they're not properly cleaned and dried. Try the 3M Filtrete brand, available at home-improvement stores.  Most people change these filters less than once a year, but every 3 months is optimal. 

Specialized air filters

Look for purifiers that have:

· Odor-filtering activated charcoal. You should change this filter every 3 to 6 months.

· Clean Air Delivery Rates (CADR) of 250 or more. CADR measures the purifier's power.

· High Efficiency Particulate Air (HEPA) filters, which usually last a year.  They can clear 25,000 cubic feet, an average-size house.  These machines can remove virtually all the pollutants, including carbon monoxide, dander, etc.   

Guide to air cleaners in the home: http://www.epa.gov/iaq/pubs/airclean.html 

Purifiers fit for the job cost $200 to $500. In recent Consumer Reports testing, the Friedrich C-90B and Whirlpool AP45030R scored well.

Radon testing

Buy a detection kit through your local health department (www.epa.gov/iaq/whereyoulive.html). If your home's radon level is unsafe, install a special venting system; it costs anywhere from $800 to $2,500. Your health department can give you names of certified contractors.

Natural deodorizers

To hide your poop smell

To hide the awful smell of pooping, put 3 drops of Eucalyptus essential oil in the toilet bowl beforehand.

Baking soda, lemon, or vinegar

Deodorizers made from lemon juice and vinegar can be spritzed into the air.  This will trap and kill many harmful bacteria.  Also effective as a deodorizer is baking soda, which can be placed in a room and changed every six weeks.

Plants 

Fill your home with house plants that are known to absorb toxic gases from the air.  One of the most familiar is the spider plant (Chlorophytum comosum), which is very easy to grow, even tolerating low light.  Other possibilities are Boston fern (Nephrolepis exaltata bostoniensis), English ivy (Hedera helix), striped dracaena (Dracaena marginata), Brazilian palms, wide-leaf wandering Jews, and marigolds.

Miscellaneous

· Sonic rodent chaser: Toxic-free and $39 at Gaiam.com; product number: 16-0096

· Bat Conservatory that kills mosquitoes while being toxic-free; $50 at Gaiam.com; #16-0060

Water system

Get your water tested

If you buy water from a water company, ask for the results of the tests that companies are required to make available. If you are on a private system, have your water tested annually by a independent laboratory; don’t rely on free tests offered by the companies selling purifiers – they are not thorough enough. You want to know whether fecal-coliform bacteria, lead, fluorine, chlorine, arsenic, nitrates, and hardness fall within safe levels, as well as whether the water contains parasites, other microorganisms, sulfates, herbicides, pesticides, and any other contaminants that might occur in your area. 
Use water drawn from your tap, so any pollutants such as lead that may be leaching from your pipes will be detected. Test the water at a different time each year, since some pollutants, like nitrates, may be present only seasonally. Only the results of water testing can tell you whether you need to buy a purifying system and if so what kind.

Run water for 10 seconds before drinking or food prep
Run your water for ten seconds before drinking any or using it to prepare food. "First-draw" water, because of higher concentration of lead and other contaminants, is more dangerous.

Avoid hot tap water for cooking

Never use hot tap water for drinking or cooking. It is unfit for human consumption, because impurities from plumbing and the insides of hot-water tanks more readily leach out through it.

How to buy a good purifying system

Based on the water tests, you may need a purifying system. You may be able to get by with a simple device that removes bad tastes and odors, but you will probably need a system that uses more than one technology to remove organic chemicals, heavy metals, nitrates, and bacteria.

Only buy a system that meets the standards of the National Sanitation Foundation (NSF) and that uses a combination of two technologies: carbon-block filtration and an electrochemical method that exposes water to a copper-zinc alloy called KDF.  Under-the-counter systems of this sort cost less than $500 and are easy to maintain. They remove most of the worrisome contaminants (although you may have to add another component to remove nitrates if you live in an area with high agricultural runoff), and KDF puts trace amounts of copper and zinc into the water, which most experts consider beneficial.

Buy a system with standard-sized cartridges, so that you will be able to get replacement parts even if the manufacturer goes out of business. Also choose a system based on the per-gallon cost of the purified water, not on the initial cost. Some systems cost less at first but are expensive to operate because of energy usage and replacement parts. If you get an under-the-counter model, get a stainless-steel faucet, not one made of brass-lead alloy which can leach lead into the water.

Know the maintenance schedule of your system and adhere to it.  Filters eventually become exhausted, and bacteria can build up in some systems. Consider buying a meter so you can base cartridge replacements on the number of gallons purified rather than on some time limit.

If you purify your water, you may have to rely on fluoride supplements to protect your teeth; ask your dentist about this.

High-quality, low-cost furniture … in North Carolina

The two main furniture-shopping towns in the United States are both in North Carolina: High Point (plus nearby Thomasville) and Hickory (including nearby Lenoir).  High Point is home to mega-showrooms like Furnitureland South (a million square feet with so many choices it will make your head spin), Rose Furniture Company, Boyles, and Wood-Armfield.   For Hickory, see the Hickory Furniture Mart and the Catawba Furniture Mall.  

This concentration of manufacturing creates serious savings opportunities for the smart shopper.  North Carolina's millions of square feet of showrooms offer reductions of 40 to 70 percent (or more) on brand-name furniture from the country's leading labels.  If you're planning to furnish a whole room or a whole house, buying in North Carolina can save you thousands, easily paying for the trip-and then some.

If you have something specific in mind and won't budge on the style, color, and pattern, you're going to have to special-order everything and wait 12+ weeks for delivery (with hundreds of upholstery choices for every item, the chances of finding your top pick on even the largest showroom floor are virtually nil). Even with special orders, you'll save 40 percent or more over retail, but you can't take your furniture with you.

If, however, you're more flexible and you purchase discontinued pieces, floor samples, overstocks, and other clearance merchandise, you'll save a lot more (sometimes more than 70 percent), and the furniture is good to go. For those not interested in trucking it themselves, even clearance merchandise can be shipped.  Just remember to estimate about 10 percent extra for freight.  If you're shipping out of state, North Carolina will not charge you sales tax.  What you report to your state government is up to you).

Before you go, take measurements of rooms and bring paint and carpet samples.  Bring a camera and a notepad too.  Also bring diagrams of your apartment / house and stress the need for space-efficient furniture.  Most discounters’ prices are within a few dollars of each other on any given item, but still ask about sales.

Under no circumstances should you plan your trip during the biannual furniture market, held in High Point in April and October.  The stores are closed for that.  Most stores are also closed on Sundays.  Hickory Furniture Mart offers package deals for overnight stays.

Stores to look for

· www.catawbafurniture.com
· www.hickoryfurnituremart.com
· http://www.highpointfurniture.com  

· http://www.boyles.com 

· http://www.furniturelandsouth.com 

Room-by-room design diary

	Living Room:

Walls: 

Paint color or wallpaper style and brand:

Date painted or papered:

Trim:

Color and brand:

Date painted:

Blinds, curtains, or shades:

Color, type, and brand:

Date installed:

Wood floor:

Type and stain:

Last sanded and varnished:

Carpeting or rug:

Style, type, and brand:

Date installed:

Kitchen:

Walls: 

Paint color or wallpaper style and brand:

Date painted or papered:

Trim:

Color and brand:

Date painted:

Tiles:

Style and brand:

Date installed:

Cabinets and countertops:

Materials and brands:

Date installed:

Flooring:

Style and brand:

Date installed:


	Dining Room:

Walls: 

Paint color or wallpaper style and brand:

Date painted or papered:

Trim:

Color and brand:

Date painted:

Blinds, curtains, or shades:

Color, type, and brand:

Date installed:

Wood floor:

Type and stain:

Last sanded and varnished:

Carpeting or rug:

Style, type, and brand:

Date installed:

Master Bedroom:

Walls: 

Paint color or wallpaper style and brand:

Date painted or papered:

Trim:

Color and brand:

Date painted:

Blinds, curtains, or shades:

Color, type, and brand:

Date installed:

Wood floor:

Type and stain:

Last sanded and varnished:

Carpeting or rug:

Style, type, and brand:

Date installed:




	Bathroom:

Walls: 

Paint color or wallpaper style and brand:

Date painted or papered:

Trim:

Color and brand:

Date painted:

Blinds, curtains, or shades:

Color, type, and brand:

Date installed:
	Wood floor:

Type and stain:

Last sanded and varnished:

Tiles:

Style and brand:

Date installed:

Carpeting or rug:

Style, type, and brand:

Date installed:




Painting

How to choose the perfect white

White is the ideal shade for lightening and brightening a room.  The best way to compare whites is against a piece of pure-white paper.  Rooms that face north, and therefore away from direct sunlight, generally look better with warmer tones (undertones of yellow, cream, peach, pink, or tan).  Most rooms that face south, and receive natural sunlight, should have cool tones (hints of blue, green, gray, or violet).  Steer clear or stark white walls.  The result can be glaring, especially if the room gets a lot of light.

Painting a poster board before painting a room

Rather than painting a swatch directly on the wall to test the color, paint a two-by-three-foot poster board.  Then move it around the room to see how it looks at different times of day and next to different pieces of furniture.  The intensity of the undertones will fluctuate with the changing light.

How to paint a room

Try painting just one wall of a room a certain color other than white.

1. Cover surfaces and wash the walls.  Place a canvas drop cloth (sold at hardware stores) on the floor, and drape plastic drop cloths over any furniture.  Then, since dust, dirt, and grease spots can ruin a smooth finish, clean your walls with a cellulose sponge dipped in water and a little mild dishwashing detergent.  Rinse with clean water to remove any soap residue.

2. Tape along edges.  Use blue painter’s tape, which doesn’t leave any residue and can be applied up to a week ahead of time, to protect the trim, the ceiling, and the frames of windows and doors.

3. Prime the walls.  Walls do need to be primed if they have been painted many times.  Primer helps maximize the sheen and coverage of paint and gives the finish a more uniform look.  So apply a coat before painting.

4. Brush where you can’t roll.  Before starting on the centers of the walls, first paint the corners and next to anywhere there is painter’s tape with a two-inch angled brush.  Paint a two-to-three inch border around windows, corners, doors, trim, and the ceiling.

5. Use the W technique.  Start on the centers of the walls with a roller.  For a quick and even application, begin at one side of a wall and roll on a three-by-three-foot W pattern, then fill it in without lifting the roller.  Continue in sections.  Right when you’ve finished painting, remove the painter’s tape slowly and carefully, so you don’t peel away any paint with it.

6. Paint the trim.  Wait until the walls are completely dry, and apply new strips of painter’s tape to where the trim meets the wall (the tape will now be on the newly painted wall).  Use a two-inch angled brush to paint moldings, doorframes, and window frames.  If you’re also painting baseboards, place strips of tape along the floor as well as on the newly painted wall.

7. Clean the paint-can rim.  With a screwdriver wrapped in a rag, clean off the rim of the paint can.  Otherwise, you won’t be able to seal the lid tightly, and any leftover paint will dry out.

8. Seal and label the can.  Cover the open can with plastic wrap to create a tight seal, put the lid in place, then pound it with a hammer.  Dab a little paint on the lid with your rag or a paintbrush to remind you of the color.  Then write the paint’s name or number on the lid with a permanent marker so you can reorder it if necessary.

Cleaning, frugal style

Nontoxic cleaning recipes

Vegetable glycerin and sealed containers help these recipes last.  Lemon or lavender essential oil is used to hide the smell of vinegar.

Soothing your body and face

For a low-cost, low-tech face scrub, mix three parts baking soda with one part water and massage gently into the skin with a circular motion.  Also, try warm instant oatmeal for 5-10 minute facials to clean skin.  To soothe dry skin while getting a cleaner tub, add ½ cup of vinegar to your bath.  Essential oil can help counteract the scent.

All-purpose cleaner

2 cups white distilled vinegar; 2 cups water; and 20-30 drops essential oil (optional).  Pour in a spray bottle and shake. For tough jobs, put in a glass container and warm until barely hot.

Creamy soft scrub for sinks

2 cups baking soda; ½ cup liquid castile soap; 4 tablespoons vegetable glycerin; and 5 drops anti-bacterial essential oil such as lavender, tea tree or rosemary.  Mix together and store in a sealed glass jar. Shelf life: two years.

Drain opener

½ cup baking soda and ½ cup vinegar.  Pour baking soda down drain and follow with vinegar. Cover and let sit for at least 30 minutes. Flush with boiling water.

Laundry detergent and stain removal
1 cup soap flakes; ½ cup washing soda; and ½ cup borax.  Mix ingredients together and store in a glass container. Use 1 tablespoon per load in warm or cold water.

Soap flakes can be purchased in some natural-food stores, but it's easiest to make them using any illiquid castile soap that does not contain sodium lauryl sulfate or diethanolamine, such as pure vegetable soap. Simply grate it with a cheese grater.  

Washing soda is similar to baking soda but more caustic. It cuts grease, removes wax or lipstick and neutralizes odors in the same way as baking soda does. It is found in most supermarkets.  

Household borax is a powder or crystalline salt made from sodium borate. It is often used as a water softener and disinfectant and has been shown to remove mold from walls as effectively as commercial products.  See this safety link on borax: http://www.greenfootsteps.com/borax-information.html (scroll down once on the page).

A homemade stain-fighting kit: Keep the following in a box or plastic container: a sponge, talcum powder, isopropyl alcohol, Shout spray, a small bottle filled with one part white vinegar and one part water, and a clean cloth or white paper towels.

How to wash any surface

Laminate countertop

Spray with an all-purpose cleanser, and then wipe it down using a dampened sponge, cloth, or soft nylon pad or brush.  Rinse with a clean damp cloth.  For tough stains, use an undiluted all-purpose cleanser, let it stand for a few minutes, and then blot with a dampened cloth.
Marble

Wipe surfaces with a cloth or sponge dampened with a few drops of dishwashing liquid and warm water.  Every year or so, apply a penetrating sealer (sold by stone dealers and home centers) to prevent deep stains.  If any stains occur, treat with a readymade poultice (also sold by stone dealers).

Stainless steel

Wash surfaces with a non-abrasive sponge dipped in hot water with a few drops of dishwashing liquid, working both with and against the grain to lift buildup.  Dry with a towel.  Next, rub on a layer of stainless-steel polish according to the package instructions, wiping off any excess immediately.  Finally, with a clean, dry towel, buff the polish into the surface, going with the grain until it shines and the towel comes away dry.

Ceramic tile

For glazed tile, mix one capful of isopropyl alcohol with one gallon of water and apply the solution to the surface using a cloth or a mop.  For unglazed tile, like terracotta, mix a few drops of dishwashing liquid into the gallon of water instead.

Vinyl flooring

Clean the floor with a soft cloth or mop dipped in a solution of ½ cup of ammonia per gallon of water.  Get rid of scuffmarks with a sponge, nylon pad, or soft nylon brush dampened with the ammonia solution or straight isopropyl alcohol.

Hardwood flooring

Water and wood floors don’t go together.  Vacuum or sweep floors at least once a week.  When spills occur, remove them with a slightly damp mop or sponge.  If they’re stubborn, use a bit of the cleaner the manufacturer recommends to get rid of them.

Carpets and upholstery

Sprinkle a combination of baking soda and cornstarch.  Allow it to sit for 30 minutes and then vacuum.  To remove pet odors from the carpet, pour a small amount of full-strength vinegar directly on the spot, and let it sit and dry.

Furniture polish

¼ cup olive oil; ¼ cup white distilled vinegar; and 20-30 drops lemon essential oil.  Shake well. Dip a clean, dry cloth into polish and rub wood in direction of the grain.

Keyboards

Use cotton swabs dipped in rubbing alcohol.

Computer and television screens

For lint-free viewing, grab a coffee filter to regularly wipe down dusty and sticky computer monitors and TV screens.

Toilet bowl

Pour a cup of baking soda and a gallon of hot water into it before work.   After work, the stains will flush away with no scrubbing.  Or, pour in a cup of full-strength vinegar, flush, and scrub. 

Pots and pans, bathtubs, or sinks

Use a paste of half baking soda and half water.
Clogged drains

Pour one cup of baking soda down the drain, then chase with one cup of vinegar.  Let it sit for five minutes.  Follow with a gallon of boiling water.

Teeth (if no toothpaste)

If you’re out of toothpaste, mix baking soda with water for an effective nonabrasive cleaner.

Glass shower doors

Sprinkle a few drops of water onto a used fabric-softener sheet and scrub.  Also try using a squeegee that you would usually use for a car windshield.

Shoe insides

To eliminate odors, place rolled-up sheets of fabric softener in the toes.

Garbage disposal sanitizer

Disinfect and deodorize it by making vinegar ice cubes, grinding them up, and rinsing with cold water.

Leather footwear

Erase salt stains from leather shoes or boots by treating them with a solution of equal parts vinegar and water, using a soft cloth or brush.

Miscellaneous

· Avoid purchasing dry-cleaning clothes.

· Microfiber cloths can be washed.

· Use a beach bucket as a cute trash can in the bathroom

· Use the dishwasher to clean other things too

· To whiten laundry without using bleach, add ¼-½ cup of lemon juice to loads.  To freshen laundry and remove static, add ½ cup of white vinegar to the rinse cycle.

Having a far infrared sauna at home

Infrared Radiant Heat is a form of energy that heats objects directly without heating the air, through the process of conversion. Radiant heat is also called Infrared Energy (IR).  It is one range of the electromagnetic spectrum of waves emitted by the sun. Humans can not see this light, but know of its existence from the warmth they feel. To further explain how it is felt, imagine yourself on a picnic during a hot summer day. It has become picnic protocol to set up the food under the shade of a tree. The air temperature does not change from the sun to the shade. So, why set up in the shade when the air temperature is the same in both locations? Because, the far infrared rays from the sun raise the skin’s temperature when in direct contact. 


People not only absorb far infrared, but also emit it. The ancient art of “laying on of hands” – or reiki - is actually the skill of releasing far infrared energy from the healer to the patient. The level of far infrared produced by each individual mirrors their general health. As they become ill their radiation of far infrared goes down, and vice versa as health is restored. 

The wavelengths most helpful to the human being are between 8 and 14 microns. The infrared segment of the electromagnetic spectrum occurs just below or "infra" to red light, which we perceive as heat.  The sun produces most of its energy output in the infrared segment of the spectrum. Our atmosphere allows IR rays in the 7-14 micron range to safely reach the earth’s surface. Therefore you want the sauna to emit the wavelength at the same range.  You also want the FIR Heat emitters to emit 90% + of the heat they produce in Far Infrared form. 

An important element as to why the 8-14 range of far infrared is helpful has to do with the mechanics attributed to ‘Resonance Absorption’. The earth, water and human body all have a similar electromagnetic frequency at about 10 microns. This affinity allows for an easy assimilation of energy between like masses. So, much like how one tunes a radio station the few frequencies before and after the actual designated frequency will start to resonate the station’s signal, which causes some sound from the station, usually scratchy, to come through. In this same fashion it is with far infrared. The body will absorb microns close to the 10 microns area, but will only be in 100 percent harmony at the range it most often emits far infrared. The human body will absorb only the amount of far infrared rays it can put to use at the time, so there is no danger of getting too much of a good thing. 

How do far infrared saunas detoxify?  

There is a plethora of chemicals the body can not metabolize so when ingested these toxins tend to be stored in fat cells.  With far infrared’s deep heat, fat cells liquefy. Couple this with the vibrational effect far infrared has on water clusters, and your water molecules begin to split into micro-molecules, making the toxins within them easier to eliminate. These processes work together to allow toxins and fat to be released to the eliminative systems of the body. 

Far infrared causes water within the body to vibrate. The body is about 70% water, so this vibration has a profound effect on the tissues. This vibratory process allows for a deeper penetration of energy, which heats the atoms and causes water molecules to break into smaller clusters. Both events stimulate the release of toxins. The extra heat generated causes the capillaries to expand which helps blood circulation, and increase the body’s metabolism. This activates the tissues to produce needed enzymes.

What is a FIR sauna?

An infrared sauna is a wooden box, or small wooden room, containing several infrared heaters. In a warm environment, an infrared sauna could be open air and still heat the users in the same manner since the heaters don't rely on the air being hot, but only hot enough such that the body doesn't cool down without sweating. Normally the units are contained in a room, allowing the air to heat and in effect simulating the feel of a traditional sauna. In other words, the sauna box creates the atmosphere of the sauna while the heaters provide the actual infrared therapy.

An infrared sauna uses a specific type of heater that creates infrared waves that heat your body directly, instead of just by the air. The source of infrared heat in the infrared sauna is actually a ceramic tube or cube, warmed by an electrical wire embedded within it.  Far Infrared energy emitted from FIR Saunas will induce two or three times the sweat volume of conventional saunas, yet they operate at a much cooler air temperature range of about 110° to 130°F.  The lower heat range is safer for those with cardiovascular risk factors or fragile health, since lower temperatures won't dramatically elevate heart rate and blood pressure.

A 30-minute far infrared sauna is as good for the cardiovascular system as is a 6-mile run. NASA has used far infrared for cardiac conditioning. With far infrared heat blood vessels grow dilated; this lowers blood pressure, increases circulation, boosts cellular metabolism, smoothes the walls of the blood vessels, and increases the production of both white blood cells and endorphins. The blood and its systems gain vigor which results in a strengthened immune system, quicker injury healing, normalized cholesterol, recovered energy and improved oxygen levels. 

Far infrared saunas also relieve the stiffness, aches and soreness associated with aging. It is better than having a personal masseuse. An increase in blood circulation encourages a healthy flow of nutrients to your skin that in turn helps to relieve acne, eczema, psoriasis, and burns. It will also encourage the healing of lesions and minor cuts.

Infrared saunas require less electricity than a conventional sauna. They are more economical, they heat up faster, and the units will run on ordinary house current.  Make sure the one you choose is made of the nontoxic hypoallergenic wood. There should be no toxic adhesives, sealants, or lacquers used in its construction.  It should be made of solid wood. The electrical cables should be shielded in steel conduits to reduce exposure to electromagnetic fields.

Before you go into a far infrared sauna, drink at least a quart of water.  Get out within 30 minutes.  Also, shower after each sauna.  Check with your doctor before using a far infrared sauna if you have lupus, multiple sclerosis, hemophilia, any sort of implant, a joint injury less than 48 hours old, or if you are pregnant.

Two sources for a far infrared sauna

http://www.therasauna.com and http://westcoastsaunas.com 
Screen handymen / laborers if you have kids
Do a background police check.  There have been numerous cases where paroled child molesters become handymen so that they gain access to homes with children. To see where paroled child molesters live in your neighborhood, see this website, www.familywatchdog.us, which shows where they live and what exactly their crime was. 

Miscellaneous

· Consider having a breathing room, an otherwise empty room in your house whose primary purpose is to be a silent space to retreat to during emotionally tough times, like after heated arguments with a loved one.  You both can retreat to it simultaneously with the understanding that no talking can occur there, just silent sitting.  It can also be used for mediation and yoga.  Decorate with plants, colors that aren’t too bright, a mirror, some cushions, and perhaps a mindfulness bell.
· Perhaps buy used appliances if they are Energy-Star-rated with high efficiency ratings.  You’ll save a bundle.  You can find appliances, tubs, doors and cabinets at an architectural salvage yard. These indoor/outdoor warehouses are part antiques shop, part home center, and part garage sale.  To find one near you, go to buildingreuse.org. 

· Perhaps only hang family artwork in the home.

· Keep the colors of your bedroom to white and yellow.

· For your hallways, add mirrors and light-colored artwork.

· Secondhand basement games for children – table soccer (foosball), pool, ping-pong, and air hockey - might be available for a reasonable price on Craigslist or e-bay.
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