Simple Changes
to Reduce Your
Energy Usage
Want to reduce your monthly energy usage? The Kentucky Living
2012 Energy Guide offers some quick tips to get you started.
Read on to learn where the majority of your energy dollars actually go
(and no, it’s not for the lights). And get advice on simple, inexpensive
steps you can take to reduce your monthly energy usage.
By Robi n Roenker • Illustrations by Penny K ephart
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Simple Changes Do Make
Nearly half of your energy dollars each month go to heating or cooling your home. When conditioned air leaks
from your home—either around windows, doors, sill plates
(where the walls of your home meet the floors), plumbing and electric connections, or in the attic or through your
ductwork—you end up paying to heat or cool the air outside your home, rather than inside. That’s an energy waste
you don’t want or need.
In fact, working to seal leaks and insulate in key places
around your home can save you as much as 20 percent on
your heating and cooling costs, or roughly the equivalent
of 10 percent of your total annual energy bill, according to
ENERGY STAR.
In Kentucky Living’s previous Energy Guides (2009, 2010,
2011), we offered in-depth tips on how to seal ductwork
using mastic and tape, how to seal around plumbing and
electrical connections, and where and how to amp up your
insulation. (Go online to www.KentuckyLiving.com and
type “Energy Guide” in the Article Search box to locate
links to these guides.)

This year, we wanted to focus on the most simple sealing step of all, one so easy everyone can do it themselves,
for $6 or less.
Of course, we’re talking about caulking. For a few dollars and a couple of hours of your time, you can tackle those
drafty areas around your windows and doors. Here’s how:

What type of caulk do I need?
Most hardware stores now carry a wide variety of
specialized caulks for nearly every application and
purpose—from exterior caulks to interior caulks
designed for windows and doors, kitchen and bathroom
applications, and more. For caulking your windows
and doors, select a caulk specifically designed for that
purpose, or opt for a quality, general latex caulk that
can be painted, which is generally easier to apply than
silicone caulk.

BASIC INTERIOR CAULKING: A HOW-TO GUIDE

1

Prepare the area around window or
doorframe for caulking. First, remove
any old caulk and paint residue with a
putty knife or large screwdriver. Make
sure the area is dry to avoid sealing in
moisture.

2

Hold the caulk gun at a 45-degree
angle, and keep the angle consistent. This should force the caulk into
the crack as soon as it comes out of the
tube. Try to caulk in a straight, continuous stream. Avoid stops and starts.

3
4

Apply caulk to all joints in the
window or doorframe and to the
gap between the frame and the wall.

Smooth the caulk into a clean bead
using your finger, the back of a
plastic spoon, or a specially designed
wet-caulk smoothing tool. Wipe off any
excess caulk with a smooth, damp cloth.
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NOTE: The best time to apply new caulk
is during dry weather when the outdoor
temperature is above 45 degrees. Low
humidity is also important to prevent
cracks from swelling with moisture.

TIP
A tube of caulk should cost you only about
$6 or less. But by stopping drafts and
leaks, you’ll recoup much more than that
on your energy savings over time.

a Difference

Other simple
ways to save
Caulking is just one simple step toward saving
energy. But there are literally dozens more you
can do easily, for little or no cost.
As Russ Pogue, manager of marketing and
member relations at Big Rivers Electric generation and transmission cooperative, says, energy
use is not only determined by large decisions—like
opting for a more energy-efficient refrigerator
or weatherizing your home—but “also a hundred
little decisions every day, such as turning off lights
when they are not needed, buying high-efficiency
lighting such as compact fluorescent bulbs, or
setting the temperature in your home a little
higher or lower (depending on the season).”
Want more ideas for ways to save that you can
start today? Taken together, these steps can add
up to a noticeable difference on your monthly
utility bill:

Werner Ladder

Watch how
For a step-by-step video showing how to caulk
around interior windows and doors, go to www.
ehow.com and search for “How to Caulk Around
Doors and Windows” to locate.
Go to www.togetherwesave.com and at the bottom click on the
arrows to locate “Seal the Cracks Around Your House and Keep
Your Wallet From Leaking” for a video on sealing a variety of house
leaks. To watch their short video on exterior caulking, click the
Watch & Learn tab at the top and click on the box for “Stopping Air
Infiltration.”

your laundry on the cold cycle, using
$ Wash
cold-water detergent.
the dryer and hang your laundry out
$ Skip
to dry on warm, sunny days.
off and unplug electronics when not
$ Turn
in use.
furnace filters monthly during the
$ Replace
heating season. (Clogged filters force the
blower to run longer, raising your utility
bill.)
a programmable thermostat to
$ Install
reduce heating/cooling expenses when
you’re away from home.

Download 101 Easy Ways to Save Energy and Money
at www.togetherwesaveky.com (click graphic in
upper right-hand corner). The site also includes
PDF
great how-to guides and videos under “Energy
Efficiency Videos” for everything from insulating
an attic hatch to insulating your basement.
For more great tips on how to save, go to www.togetherwesave.
com to find an interactive room-by-room energy saving guide, see
how-to videos under the Watch & Learn tab, and much more.

a high-efficiency showerhead, which
$ Install
can reduce hot water use by up to 50
percent.
the temperature setting on your
$ Lower
water heater to 120 degrees.
the heat from the sun with blinds in
$ Block
the summer; open blinds in the winter to let
solar heat in.
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Your Usage Drives Your Bill
When your electric bill arrives in the mail, it may be tempting to blame rising rates for the cost. While it’s true that
residential rates will increase over the next few years as
power plants confront cost demands of complying with
newly enacted environmental requirements, the fact is that
Kentucky’s electricity rates are still some of the lowest in
the nation.
With an average cost of 8.6 cents per kilowatt-hour
(kWh) in 2010, Kentucky’s residential electricity rates were
the fourth lowest in the country—25 percent lower than the
national average of 11.5 cents per kWh.
What’s telling, though, is that Kentuckians’ electricity usage is quite a bit higher than in many states. In fact,
it’s higher than 43 other states. (Kentucky ranked 7th
nationally in the average monthly consumption of residential energy in 2010, based on Energy Information
Administration estimates.)

On a monthly basis, Kentucky homes burn through an
average of 1,258 kWh of electricity, while the national average is only 958 kWh per month. In nearby Illinois, the average monthly consumption is 799 kWh per month.
What this says is that we have room to improve. In
Kentucky, we can do more to conserve.
After all, the one way to ensure you save money on
your utility bill is to use less energy. It’s your usage, not the
electricity rate, that’s primarily driving the bottom line cost
of your bill.

Average Monthly Cost for Electricity
(1,200 kWh)
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Take advantage of your co-op’s
SimpleSaver program

TIP

Want a way to help the environment and save money on your
electricity bill? Sign up for the SimpleSaver program, which
allows co-ops to cycle AC units and electric water heaters on
and off for short periods during peak usage to lower demand.
Participants earn an annual credit of $20 annually for each AC
unit, and $10 annually for each water heater.
Contact your local co-op to see if it offers the program,
and to get full details. To read more about the SimpleSaver
program, go online to KentuckyLiving.com and in the Article
Search box type “co-op innovation” for the link to the story.
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Did you know?
In 2011, 93 percent of Kentucky’s net electricity production
was generated from coal. Nationally, just 42 percent of total
U.S. energy generation comes from coal. Other electricity
sources nationally include natural gas (25 percent), nuclear
(19 percent), hydroelectric and renewable sources (13
percent), and petroleum (less than 1 percent).

Do you really need
that second fridge?

USING LESS ENERGY =
SAVING MORE MONEY
The choices you make to conserve energy really do add up to
save you money on your monthly utility bills.
Consider replacing aging, energy-hogging appliances and
electronics with newer, ENERGY STAR-rated options. The
annual dollar savings you’ll see on your electricity bill may
surprise you.
Go to page 26 to check out the substantial energy savings
potential of upgrading to a newer refrigerator or freezer.
(Refrigerators manufactured before 1993 use two to three
times more energy than today’s models.)

Disposing of the aging
refrigerator or freezer in
your garage can save you as
much as $200 per year on
your utility bill, especially if
it dates from the 1970s or
earlier. If your fridge dates from the 1980s, expect to
cut $100 or more from your annual utility bill.

The ENERGY STAR Refrigerator Retirement Savings
Calculator Web site offers an interactive feature that
can be adjusted to calculate the cost of running your
particular type of refrigerator or freezer, based on style
(side-by-side, bottom-freezer, chest,
etc.), size (16.5-24.5 cubic feet), and
age (pre-1980 to 2008). Go online to
www.energystar.gov and search for
“Refrigerator Retirement Calculator.”

Typical Power Consumption of Household Items in Watts
Does your TV or coffeemaker stay on most of the day? Get in the habit of turning them off to save energy. Even in standby or off
modes, most electronics and appliances continue to draw electricity, so pull the plug on so-called “energy vampires.” A Lawrence
Berkeley National Laboratory study estimates the average American home loses 8 percent of its electricity each month due to
“energy vampires” from electronics and other household sources. (Assuming an average Kentucky household uses approximately
1,200 kWh monthly at an average rate of 8.6 cents per kWh, that means you can expect to waste roughly $99 a year in electricity.)
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The U.S. Department of Energy estimates that
a full 75 percent of the power used to run home
electronics is consumed when those appliances are
turned off.
The solution is simple: unplug electronics from
the wall when not in use, or plug them into a surge
box that can be turned off with a switch.
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Here’s the breakdown
of where energy dollars
typically go.
Ever wonder where your energy dollars actually go? You might be surprised. For all the reminders when we were growing up to “turn off the
lights when you leave a room”—which is, of course, important—lighting
isn’t actually the biggest electricity draw in the average home.
Far from it. Instead, nearly half of your electricity costs, 46 percent,
goes toward heating or cooling your home. Lighting comes in at just 12
percent.
Because heating accounts for 29 percent, and cooling 17 percent, of
your energy usage, it’s essential to properly insulate and weatherize your
home against leaks. Otherwise, you end up paying a substantial percentage of your energy dollar to condition the air outside of your home.
Sealing ductwork at all joints to avoid leaks of conditioned air within
your attic, basement, and walls is also key.
“Many homes have major leaks in the ductwork. A simple solution
is to use a paintbrush to apply a paste called mastic to all duct seams.
Stopping the duct leaks can make a big difference in the energy efficiency of your home,” says Kevin Osbourn, communications manager
with East Kentucky Power Cooperative.

Replace that old refrigerater and save money
Refrigerators have gotten much more
energy efficient in the past 30 years.
Spending now to replace an older model
could save money year after year.

$190.49
$146.97

$110.51
$73.70
$46.18

1970s 1980s

1990s

2000

NOW

Annual electricity costs for refrigerators
through the decades

Note: costs are projected using Kentucky’s average electricity
rate of $0.086 per kWh. Source: www.energystar.gov
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ductwork

Sealing and insulating ducts can
improve your heating and cooling
system efficiency by as much as 20
percent. For a step-by-step video
tutorial, go to YouTube.com and
search “How to Seal an HVAC Duct
with Mastic Duct Sealant.” Minor
duct sealing can be done yourself.
For large-scale duct sealing in
unconditioned spaces, like crawlspaces under a house, hire a licensed
professional crew. YouTube offers a
variety of videos, including “Duct
Sealing (Part 2),” which cautions
homeowners to check for asbestos
tape or fabric often used to cover or
seal ducts in houses prior to 1980.
Contact your local health department should you locate or suspect
asbestos.

walls, attic, basement

For great tips on where to amp up your insulation, what an R-value is, and
how much you need—especially in key areas like the attic, walls, and basement or crawlspace—check out Kentucky Living’s previous Energy Guides
at www.kentuckyliving.com (Article Search “Energy Guide” to locate links
to 2009, 2010, and 2011) or download ENERGY STAR’s comprehensive
do-it-yourself guide at www.energystar.gov by typing “Guide to Sealing and
Insulating” in the search box to download the PDF file.

windows and
doors

A $6 tube of caulk is your best
weapon for stopping leaks and
drafts. An easy do-it-yourself job,
this will save you money on your
energy bills and make you more
comfortable in your home. Learn
how to caulk interior and exterior
leaks and gaps that allow air to infiltrate your house on page 22.

water heater

Water heaters draw 14 percent of
your electricity use each month—
more than the cost to run all of your
other (nonelectronic) appliances
combined. Install an inexpensive
insulating blanket on your electric water heater (available for
around $25) to save as much as
4-9 percent on your annual water
heating costs, since it can reduce
the heater’s loss by 25-45 percent.
Be sure to set the thermostat back
to 120 degrees, or lower, when using
an insulating blanket, otherwise the
wiring in the heater may overheat. A
gas water heater requires a special
insulating blanket design.

Rebates & Tax Incentives
Many of the federal tax credits that had been available for
purchases of new energy-efficient heaters; roofing; windows, doors, and skylights; HVAC; and insulation ended in
2011, unfortunately. The KY Home Performance Program,
described in our 2011 Energy Guide, is also currently closed to
new energy-efficiency rebate and loan applications.
However, several state and federal tax incentive programs for energy-efficiency upgrades remain available through 2015 and 2016, respectively. And each of

Source

Category/Program	

Kentucky’s 24 distribution cooperatives offer their members
a variety of ongoing, popular incentive programs to reward
energy-efficiency upgrades and conservation efforts.
Important Note: Be sure to contact your co-op to discuss
incentive requirements and eligibility before making any
upgrades to your home, since many of the programs require
pre-inspections to qualify.

Credit or Rebate	Additional INFO

Federal Tax Credit
IRS Form 5695
Deadline: Dec. 31, 2016

Geothermal heat pumps,
residential small wind turbines, solar energy systems

30% of cost, with no upper limits
Available for new and existing homes; primary
and second homes

www.energysavers.gov
Click on “Rebates, Tax Credits,
& Financing” then “Tax Credits
for Energy Efficiency”

Federal Tax Credit
IRS Form 5695
Deadline: Dec. 31, 2016

Residential fuel cell and
microturbine system

30% of cost, up to 5% per .5 kW of capacity
Available for new and existing homes; primary
homes only

www.energysavers.gov
Click on “Rebates, Tax Credits,
& Financing” then “Tax Credits
for Energy Efficiency”

KY State Tax Credit
Kentucky Form 5695-K
Deadline: Dec. 31, 2015

Residential energy
efficiency (upgraded
insulation, energy-efficient
windows and doors, qualified heat pumps, central
AC, or furnaces)

Insulation: 30% of installed cost, not to exceed
$100; windows/doors, heat pumps, water
heaters, AC, furnaces: 30% of installed cost,
not to exceed $250; TOTAL combined credits
in these categories may not exceed $500 per
taxpayer
Available for principal homes or residential unit
owned by taxpayer; to qualify for insulation
credit: attic (R-38 or better); walls, crawlspace,
basement (R-13 or better); floor (R-19 or better)

http://energy.ky.gov
Click on “Kentucky Individual
Energy Incentives”

KY State Tax Credit
Kentucky Form 5695-K
Deadline: Dec. 31, 2015

Solar space or water
heating, wind turbine or
machine

30% of installed cost, not to exceed $500 per
residential property
Available for principal homes or residential or
commercial unit owned by taxpayer

http://energy.ky.gov
Click on “Kentucky Individual
Energy Incentives”

KY State Tax Credit
Kentucky Form 5695-K
Deadline: Dec. 31, 2015

Solar photovoltaic system

$3 per watt direct current of rated capacity
Available for principal homes or residential or
commercial unit owned by taxpayer

http://energy.ky.gov
Click on “Kentucky Individual
Energy Incentives”

Another helpful source for information on energy-efficiency rebates, tax credits, and incentives is www.dsireusa.org.
The Web site offers a state-by-state guide of energy-efficiency programs offered across the nation.

More details on
electric co-op programs
Additional details on the following incentive programs
are available at www.KentuckyLiving.com by typing
“energy incentives” in the Keyword Search box.

