
Priority actions steps for making your home green. 
With help from governments, spend your money on 
better windows and lots of insulation, not on oil and 
gas furnaces, or oversized AC units. 

1. Focus first on optimizing the building envelope. If you do nothing else this
year, at least add as much insulation as you can, plus double or triple pane win-
dows. Seal your building envelope and eliminate thermal bridges. Google ‘Net-
Zero Building’ and ‘Passive House’ and read about them. Stop reading if it feels
complicated. It’s not. It’s just insulating. 

Why pay for more fuel
or heating and cooling
capacity than you
need, by not address-
ing a wasteful thermal
envelope? It makes a
huge difference 
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that you’ll see on the first bill afterwards. Your financial return is greater on
building envelope improvements than on anything else. The double or triple
pane argon windows are the most expensive part. Before you let the sticker
price give you a heart attack, remember that with a good building envelope
you need A LOT LESS heating and cooling equipment and A LOT LESS heating
fuel every year. So you recover your window cost fast, then continue to save.

To offset some of the cost of windows, see number 2 below and also try to find
creative architectural ways to reflect more natural light, (or less in hot climates)
rather than designing with big windows. Architects use solar orientation for
new builds, which means controlling gains and losses by playing the angles rel-
ative to the sun. They use light shelves, reflectors, tints, sun tunnels and sky-
lights (watch out for cheap or old skylights leaking). They use window shades
or well located trees and foliage and natural ventilation where feasible in hot
climates, to minimize solar gain and reduce cooling costs. These passive meas-
ures make a surprising difference.

2. Switch to clean, efficient heating and cooling. Make sure the heating and
cooling technician is not a cave man and knows about your envelope improve-
ments. He or she has to size the new equipment capacity correctly. If the en-
velope is done right you won’t need a big old traditional furnace, even way up
north, and you won’t need a huge AC system, even way down south. 

Use efficient mini-splits, heat pumps and small electric boilers. In small houses
you should recover the cost of the better windows and the insulation immedi-
ately, or within one or two years. If not, someone is overcharging. Get quotes
for everything and casually let them know you’re getting a few quotes. This is
important. 
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3. Install geothermal or solar thermal and solar PV panels.
If you finance these projects you’re in the black right away because the utility
savings exceed the interest, but even if you pay cash, it’s a great investment.
Example using solar PV: Paybacks of 3-9 years (USA) on equipment that lasts
20-30 years. See the Buildings chapter for more on these figures.  

Geothermal is very efficient and the most luxurious kind of heating and cooling.
Get quotes. Check references. Also very efficient, solar thermal panels do pre-
heating for domestic hot water, pool and/or for hydronic space heating.

Solar PV panels make electricity. So you need clean electric heating/cooling
equipment to go with them. Get quotes. Check references. You can ask for a
divorce from your electric company (“go off grid”) or you can enter into a net-
metering arrangement with them, to sell the excess electricity that you are gen-
erating, but not using. Unless you live in a remote place and have a gas
generator, big home battery, or some other backup system, don’t go completely
off-grid. 

As mentioned earlier, if you live in the USA your installer should have info on
the 30% tax credit for all of the above. In both the USA and Canada he/she
should be willing to help you apply for your net metering deal (for solar PV)
with the utility. Increasingly for these big investments, installers offer financing
or know how you can arrange for it. You can find a more detailed discussion on
solar and financing in the Buildings chapter. Get the installer to calculate your
monthly electricity savings and try to structure your finance payments so you
are, at minimum, breaking even from day one. Make sure these companies
have plenty of experience with the technology they are selling and the financ-
ing, if applicable. This is important. Thousands of people are doing this success-
fully, so you’ll have no one to blame but yourself if you mess it up. Ask questions
and expect clear answers. Your payback or breakeven on solar PV will vary
around the country, but if it’s more than 8 years after the tax credit, you need
to get more quotes.
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4. Save by recovering 
wasted building energy.
Tight building envelopes need ventila-
tion, but install a heat recovery venti-
lator to minimize energy waste.
Negotiate hard and help drive down
the cost of these things. Buy this when
you buy your heating and cooling
equipment because it’s all part of the
HVAC technician’s system calculations.
Indoor air quality, humidity and mold
control matter!

5. Invest in smart home tech, 
including a smart, easy-to-understand
thermostat.
Then learn about your own energy use
and do a few things differently, like
running your clothes dryer at a differ-
ent time. Use smart home tech to
more carefully monitor and control
lighting, cooling, heating, entertain-
ment, computers, security, garage
door, and window shades. Make sure
you can keep an eye on everything
using your phone and other devices
from wherever you are. It’s less complicated and involved than you think, once
the initial set up is done.

6. Replace old lighting with LED lighting. 
Lighting uses a surprising amount of power and the older systems emit heat.
Payback is 2 years or less on LED lighting in virtually all homes and businesses.
Find details in the Buildings and Business chapters of The New Energy Age.

7. Replace old inefficient appliances with EnergyStar models.
—Especially clothing dryers, water heaters, refrigerators, freezers and old AC
units. For the latter three, ask questions about modern low GWP refrigerants.
Learn about HFCs and HCFCs. 
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8. Use power strips —Computer and entertainment equipment
use power even when you think they’re off. Power strips make it
easy to cut power to all the electronics you’re not using by hitting
a couple switches (or with your smart home tech). In some new-
build modern homes you can have a single kill switch near the door,
or virtual kill switch with smart tech. It cuts the power to everything
except a few essential items like the fridge, freezer, and heating.

9. Add drain water heat recovery to your shower pipe.
It cuts water heat costs in half and pays for itself fast!  

10. Make sure your toilets, faucets and shower heads 
are all modern, low-flow technology.
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1. Focus first on optimizing the building envelope. 
2. Switch to clean, efficient heating and cooling. 
3. Install geothermal or solar thermal 

and solar PV panels. 
4. Save by recovering wasted building energy. 
5. Invest in smart home tech, including a smart, easy 

to understand thermostat. 
6. Replace old lighting with LED lighting. 
7. Replace old inefficient appliances 

with EnergyStar models. 
8. Use power strips. 
9. Add drain water heat recovery to your shower pipe. 
10. Make sure your toilets, faucets and shower-heads 

are all modern, low-flow technology.

SUMMARY


