ENVIRONMENT MATTERS   March 2010
COLD WINTER REVEALS CRACKS IN HOME INSULATION

After the bitter disappointment of the Copenhagen UN Climate talks last December many of us feel we should concentrate our minds on bottom-up rather than top-down action to combat climate change.  So, while we continue to press the powers that be to get their act together, let’s all do our bit at grass roots level to cut our own carbon emissions.  Throughout 2010 this column will try to provide practical advice to readers on how to reduce our carbon footprint, reducing our energy consumption and waging war on waste. 

As I write the temperature outside is still hovering around freezing and we have just had one of the coldest winters in recent years. Hopefully when you read this column Spring will be just around the corner. The bitterly cold winter has revealed big cracks in the standard of insulation in our homes.  Many of us have had frozen or burst pipes, icy draughts coming through doors and windows and huge heating bills. The average home wastes energy worth £250 every year.  We need to thoroughly weather-proof our homes before next winter, saving energy, saving money and saving the planet.

Insulation is the key.  Much of the heat produced in our homes is lost through un-insulated walls, lofts, windows and floors and un-lagged pipes and hot water cylinders.   A few simple, inexpensive measures can help to keep this wasted heat inside where it’s needed.  

Loft insulation costs very little considering the heat it can save (30% can escape through your roof!)  It’s the simplest and most effective way of conserving precious heat and it should be a priority to install the recommended depth of 27 cms before next winter.  Insulating your hot water tank with a jacket at least 75mm thick and lagging pipes are also very cost-effective measures. My rising main, exposed to the freezing cold just inside my garage door, froze several times in January but extra thick lagging kept the frost at bay.
Get busy draught-proofing your windows and doors and plug the gaps in floorboards and between floors and skirting boards.  A howling gale coming through my bath panel was traced to holes in the floor around the pipes leading into the freezing cold garage!  Plugging the gaps with insulating material did the trick. 
More expensive options include double glazing and cavity wall insulation. 

Installing double glazing is not cheap but it can halve the heat lost through windows. Cavity wall insulation can save you over £100 a year.
There are government schemes to improve heating and energy efficiency in homes, and grants for insulation, heating repairs and draught exclusion. Consult the Energy Saving Trust on www.energysavingtrust.org.uk (or on 0800 512 012) and the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme website, www.heeswales.co.uk for useful advice and information.   Monmouthshire residents should contact the South East Wales Energy Advice Centre on 0800 622 6110, or online on www.sewenergy.org.uk  to find out if you are eligible for a grant.  

Contributed by Sue Harrison of Abergavenny and Crickhowell Friends of the Earth 
