Keep Well This Winter by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer for Wales

CMO17: Putting your home on an energy diet 
Losing weight may be one of your New Year resolutions, but you may also consider putting your home on an energy diet too.  Your home uses, and loses, lots of energy but if it isn’t energy efficient, then it could be costing your health as dearly as your pocket. You are more at risk from developing coughs and colds by living in a cold and damp home, as well as asthma, bronchitis and hypothermia.  One of the ways that you can contribute to Health Challenge Wales, the national focus for action to  improve health, is to get your home “energy fit.”  

There are many no-cost and low-cost measures that you can implement that will help you save energy, save money and live more comfortably.  Start by not wasting energy – for example, switching off lights when they are not in use won’t cost you anything, and it will immediately save you money. Next, look at using energy more efficiently - some measures, such as lagging your pipes, may cost just a few pounds but will pay for themselves within a few months. 


Winter washing

Try to have full loads when using the washing machine and use the lower 40°C wash - this will save you up to three quarters of the cost of the hottest cycle.  Check that the thermostat for your domestic water is not set too high (60°C should be adequate). Avoid using tumble driers and radiators for drying clothes and try to use the washing line whenever possible. 

Winter cooking

Plenty of hot meals are just the thing for warming us up in winter, but that means the cooker gets plenty of use.  To save on gas or electricity, choose the right pan size for the food and the ring; cut food into smaller pieces and keep a lid on the pan. Use a kettle to boil water for cooking and don’t overfill it.  Make sure that your fridge/freezer is at least three quarters full and not frosted up as this uses more electricity.


Winter woolies 

All your heating will eventually escape to the outside through windows, walls, ceilings and floors. Good insulation slows this down, so make sure that you give your home a set of warm winter clothes:  

· Loft – make sure that you have at least 12 inches (270mm) of insulation in your loft to reduce heat loss by up to a quarter. 

· Walls – cavity wall insulation for an average semi-detached house costs about£500 but it can save up to £70 a year and prevent 35 per cent heat loss.

· Floors and pipes - underlay and lagging will make sure that you are warm from the feet up and that your hot water stays hotter for longer.  Pipe lagging costs about£5 and tank jackets about£15 but they can reduce heat loss by up to 75 per cent saving you up to £25 per year. Turning your heating down by just 1°C could save you about £10 a year.   

· Doors and windows – draught-proofing can cut your fuel bills by up to £15 a year (check it meets the standard BS 7386).  Make sure that you do not block any air bricks and leave sufficient ventilation.  Remember to insulate under skirtings, fit covers to letter boxes and key holes.  Filling gaps under skirting boards and between floorboards with newspaper or mastic sealant will cost as little as £5 and could save you at least double. 

Winter heating

With the rising cost in energy bills, it is increasingly important to reduce your energy usae without losing vital warmth.  Make sure that you know how your heating controls work and set the timer to provide you with heat at the times of day when it is most needed (usually the morning and evening).  It’s usually best to leave your heating on a low setting all day rather than boosting it up and then switching it off and on again.  A comfortable and safe temperature is around 18 to 21 degrees Celsius.  Older style electric bar fires and fan heaters are expensive to run; an off peak electric storage radiator or gas fire might be better. 

Winter light

Make the most of the sun to warm up your home – open curtains in the day, but remember to draw them again at dusk to keep heat in. Use low energy light bulbs wherever you can as they use less than a quarter of the electricity used by ordinary light bulbs and can last up to 15 times longer. Reflective radiator panels are another easy and inexpensive way to trap heat that would otherwise drift through the wall and reflect it back into your rooms. They cost about£20 for 10 reflective panels (alternatively you can use kitchen foil) and will save you money almost immediately.

Frequently asked questions 

Q: Where can you go for advice on energy efficiency?

A: There are many places that you can go for advice on how to be more energy efficient and make the most of your heating system. Try your energy supplier; the energy watchdog Energywatch (0845 90 60 708); Solid Fuel Association (0800 600 000); or Energy Efficiency Advice Centre (0800 512012).  Age Concern also produces a number of useful fact sheets including 'Help with heating' (029 2043 1555).

Q: Is it true that you use more energy to turn lights on and off than to leave them running?

A: No. It was generally believed that fluorescent strip lights used more power while they were warming up so it was better to leave them on all the time. However, an old style strip light only uses as much energy in the warm-up phase as it does while operating for about a minute.  Modern compact fluorescent lights (CFL) use even less energy at the start, and although they are very energy efficient, it is still best to keep them switched off when they are not needed.  This will save money and energy.

Q: Are there any energy efficiency grants available?

A: Your local Energy Efficiency Advice Centre will be able to advise you about any grants that are available, as well as providing you with a free Home Energy Check which could save you up to £300 per year on your heating bills.  The Welsh Assembly Government’s Home Energy Efficiency Grant (HEES) also provides grants of up to £2,700 to improve heating and insulation measures for people on qualifying benefits and allowances who are over 60, are disabled or have long term illnesses, and to families with children under 16 (call 0800 316 2815 for more information).

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.
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