
We looked at data from the National Association of Home Builders and McGraw-Hill
Construction.* Sure enough, health concerns consistently top the list along with saving
money on utilities and making sustainable choices to conserve resources and protect the
planet.
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While our three priorities help us understand why we go green, the three elements that
support these priorities are essential to our understanding of what green is about, from a
very basic resource perspective. What’s useful about these elements is that each one relates
to our three priorities. How? The most important element of a healthy home is the air inside
because it’s what we breathe into our bodies and bloodstream. The most important element
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In each home zone, you will establish your green priorities and identify actions that will
positively impact your home’s air quality, energy usage, water consumption—or all three!
We have done our best to map out some sure- re Green Your Home opportunities in each
home zone. Though the paths to greener living are endless in scope, this book is intended to
serve as a practical guide to help you gain signi cant ground in becoming a green-thinking,
health-conscious, money-saving machine!
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The net result: The compact uorescent “pays” you about $30 over the life of the bulb. This
principle can help you prioritize potential investments.
According to the U.S. Department of Energy, about 14 percent of an average home’s energy
costs go to heating water. That said, an e cient hot water heater, such as an Energy Star
model, would start paying you back sooner than, say, a more energy-e cient dishwashing
machine, which typically accounts for about 2.5 percent of energy, according to the Boston-
based Consortium for Energy E ciency. If you absolutely have to choose between them,
upgrade your water heater. In the kitchen, your refrigerator is a much higher priority than a
new stove. The U.S. Department of Energy cites the fridge as one of the biggest energy
consumer in the home, second only to the HVAC unit.

The payback principle is a smart consideration when you’re considering high-dollar
investments, such as solar panels or wind turbines. However, there are many great options
that can reduce your utility costs and/or lower your carbon footprint. We know that the
payback principle can be hard to calculate, because di erent improvements have di erent
payback lengths, based on factors such as cost of the feature, price of the utilities, how and
when you run the feature, and so on. Plus, many of your upgrades—sustainably harvested
wood oors, for example—won’t pay you any dollars until you sell your home for a
premium to a buyer who can appreciate the value. Here’s another way to think about it: If a
green project is really important to you for nonmonetary reasons, then the payback principle
may be less important to you. The true payback might be a cleaner conscience and a better
home environment for you to enjoy.

5. Take advantage of potential rebates and incentives
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UNDERSTANDING THE GREENING PROCESS

When you’re ready to have a greener home, the likely challenge is not knowing where to
start. At its core, creating a greener home is just like any other process: It involves a step-by-
step approach to getting the job done. We’re going to help you begin that process in this
chapter. We’ve identi ed four key steps for greening your home—whether you are
greenovating your existing home or buying a home with green potential.

Four Steps to Greening Your Home
Step 1. Clarify your green priorities.
Step 2. Create your green team.
Step 3. Build your green project list.
Step 4. Turn your project list into a plan of action.

In this chapter, we’ll explore steps 1 and 2 of the Green Your Home process: Clarify your
green priorities and introduce you to the team of professionals who can help you. Step 3,
building your green project list, is the core focus of this book, so we’ve dedicated three
chapters to building green action items for each home zone: We’ll look at actions for the
inside zone in chapter 3; actions for the systems zone in chapter 4; and actions for the
outside zone in chapter 5. In chapter 6, we’ll walk you through step 4, the nal step, in
which you’ll organize your green project lists into a plan of action. We’ll show you how to
choose action items for maximum success.
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STEP 1: CLARIFY YOUR GREEN PRIORITIES

The process of greening your home starts with getting clear on your priorities. Yes, those
same priorities we rst introduced in chapter 1: being healthy, money-smart, and
sustainable. The goal of this step is to determine the green priority that’s most important to
you. That is, are your green needs based on health concerns and comfort? Or maybe saving
money and greater energy e ciency are top of mind? Or is it your focus on conservation
and sustainability that drives your thinking? Like many people, you might nd all three
priorities important, but to varying degrees.
Achieving clarity on your green priorities will help bring you closer to your green home goals
and being clear about your highest priority will bring order to your improvement plans.
Why? Because you will take on multiple projects in a sequence over the life of your home
ownership journey. You need a starting point, and a project that aligns with your highest
priority should be your rst order of business. So think about why green matters most to
you. Later, in step 3 of the process, you’ll make a list of projects. Then, with your priorities
identi ed, you’ll be able to narrow your wish list down to the smartest and most e ective
greenovation projects for you and your home.

Take a moment to ask yourself what greening your home will ultimately accomplish for you,
your family, and the many friends and visitors who come to your home. What will it mean
to the future buyer of your home many years from now? Will your greener home provide
peace of mind because it ensures great air quality? Will it o er cost savings from its terri c
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These can be examples of how a priority translates into an action item. Action items will be
explored in detail in chapters 3–chapter 5.
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Not everyone will need all the experts listed in gure 8. If you’re handy, you may be your
own contractor. Or, if all you’re doing is installing new oors, you can skip the architect or
design-build professional and hire skilled tradespeople to do the installation. Then again, it’s
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Given how much time we know people spend indoors every day, anything less than clean air
is a problem. More troubling is the fact that the number of families like Sara Alvarado’s is
rapidly growing. No one knows exactly why, but the number of Americans with asthma and
allergies has more than doubled since 1980, according to a report published by the Air
Pollution and Respiratory Health Branch of the National Center for Environmental Health.
Some people also su er from multiple chemical sensitivities (MCS), a chronic condition
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and maintained, furnaces, replaces, and hot water heaters are all potential sources of
carbon monoxide and other combustion gases.

Green Tips: Minimize Your Pollutant Risk Room by Room

1. In the garage. If your car engine is running, make sure your garage door is
open. Allow time for exhaust fumes to ventilate. And if you have the
budget for it, install an exhaust fan.

2. In the living areas. When buying furniture and flooring products like carpets, be sure
to investigate how the products are made and any harmful chemicals that might off-
gas in your home. If you do purchase potentially hazardous products, be sure to open
windows and let fresh air in every day.

3. In the bathroom. Use cleaning products that don’t contain harmful chemicals.
Instead, opt for green cleaning products that use natural solvents, like citrus and
vinegar. Use low-VOC caulks to protect against moisture and mold and be sure to run
your exhaust fans after showering.
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Two Action Items for Making Your Inside Zone More Money Smart
Action Item (5) Improve Your Lighting Design
Action Item (6) Boost Energy Efficiency
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Two Action Items for Making Your Inside Zone More Sustainable
Action Item (7) Get Water Wise
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Green Strategy II: Choose Sustainable Flooring

With your green-friendly paint on the walls, it’s now time to turn to the many sustainable
ooring options at your disposal. Trust us, there are many! Some of the more common

products include stained or polished concrete, hardwood, carpet, bamboo, cork, tile and,
believe it or not, sustainable laminate options. Any of these products might make a good
match for your decorating needs. You will need to do research to make the best informed
decision. You’ll start by weighing the options and thinking about your comfort (do you want
a hard, cold oor or a warm, soft oor), your stylistic preferences (beautiful hardwoods or
quirky cork), and on how green you actually want to go.
Your decision will also depend on what’s available and at what cost. Flooring can be a
signi cant expense, so what you buy must make sense for your budget. It’s also important
to include the cost of labor for installing specialized ooring. Ask your agent for the names
of a few contractors. No matter what you decide, keep in mind that deep green ooring
meets the same criteria as sustainable nishes: It should be eco-friendly, durable, and not
dangerous to your health. Let’s take a look at the pros and cons of some sustainable ooring
options.
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It’s no surprise that there is no perfect product for your home. There are bene ts and
drawbacks to each of the options. Some are greener than others and some cost more than
others. You’ll want to consider the pros and cons before you settle on the best choice for
your home.
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IN THE SYSTEMS ZONE: MONEY SMART IS YOUR 20 PERCENT

Earlier in this book, we talked about how being money smart is an important driver in
many people’s decisions to go green. And when we talk about saving money through making
green home improvements, most of the discussion is about energy. The drawback to energy
is its cost, both in terms of money and natural resources. And while the price of energy

uctuates, we know it’s not likely to get much cheaper anytime soon. So it pays to be
money smart about the way we use energy in our homes. We can accomplish this by
maximizing our energy e ciency and nancial savings over the long haul and minimizing
the burning of fossil fuels in the process. It’s good for our wallets and our planet.
The key to a money-smart systems zone is an e cient, high-performance home
environment. This means honing in on how you use energy to heat, cool, and ventilate every
day. If you remember the 80/20 Principle from chapter 1, your dedicated focus on being
money smart, your 20 percent in this case, will deliver 80 percent of your results: the green
improvements you will realize. Finding ways to conserve energy through improvements we
suggest in this chapter will pay dividends over time. And you don’t have to be an expert
when it comes to your home’s systems either. Your team of professionals will be there to
help when you need it. You just need to be aware of and focus on e ciency when you are
looking at the various pieces of the systems in your home. As a bonus, there are also ways to
boost home health and save water. We’ll cover a few action items to help you do just that in
the systems zone.
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Here’s a simple exercise you’ve probably never considered. It will help you understand how
you use energy. Count the number of lightbulbs inside your home. More than likely, you
have no idea how many lights you have, but you still use many of them every day. How
many of these bulbs are energy-hog incandescents? How many are cost-saving CFLs? As we
told you in the last chapter, small steps like changing just ve incandescent bulbs to CFLs
can take you a long way toward saving energy and being more money smart. And that’s just
the beginning. Once you make the change, you’ll see how improvements are re ected in a
lower energy bill. Keep in mind that the best way to compare your bills is through a year-
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ACTION ITEM 3: TIGHTEN THE BUILDING ENVELOPE

With your energy audit complete and ways to keep your home’s energy consumption in
check, the next step is to make sure all the nooks and crannies of your home are properly
sealed. This is a big action item. It can be hard to take tiny leaks seriously, especially when
there are more fun projects to consider, like incorporating recycled glass tiles into your
backsplash. However, all of your home’s little leaks can add up to one big problem and
compromise your ability to be money smart in your home.

Unless you live in a moderate climate such as Los Angeles, California, where you rarely heat
or cool your home and can spend most of the time with the windows open, tightening your
building envelope—the technical term for the oors, walls, ceilings, and other structural
elements that separate the inside from the outside—is one of the best steps you can take
toward a greener home. Tightening up a home has four strategies.

Green Strategies for Tightening the Building Envelope (Action Item 3)
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Lastly, a NFRC label shows the Visible Transmittance (VT), which indicates how much light
will pass through the window. It is measured like SHGC: a window with a VT of 0.6 will
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cooler air.
Today, so many of us are so used to turning on the air conditioner that we automatically
reach for the thermostat when it’s stu y inside, even when it’s cool and breezy outside.
Natural cooling is a free solution you can tap into, and it works particularly well in areas
with hot days and cool nights, like the mountains or the desert. You can open a couple of
windows at night and wake up in the morning with cooler air throughout your home. And as
a bonus, if you have thermal mass in your home, it will be cool and ready to soak up the
heat of the day. To engage passive cooling, simply walk around your home, open your
windows, and see which ones create a nice breeze when open.

You get the best breeze when you cross-ventilate, which means nothing more than opening
windows on opposite sides of your home so the breeze can blow through. Not every home
has a wall with an exterior window, so it might take some experimenting to gure out how
you can get a breeze going through the entire place. Pay attention to the wind direction and
intensity around your home, and then try opening di erent doors and windows on opposite
sides of it. If you live in a tall home, you can open windows on the top oor to take
advantage of the chimney e ect, where warm air rises and is replaced by cooler air coming
in below.
Consider ceiling fans. They’re a great, a ordable way to improve air ow inside your home
and make you feel cooler by creating a breeze. Ceiling fans do not actually cool the air—
they make the air feel cooler though. Which brings us to the ancient question of, “If a
ceiling fan is on in a forest and there’s no one there to feel it, does it keep anything cool?”
The answer is no. Turn your fans off when you leave the room.
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Look for ways to improve your e ciency by trying natural heating and cooling strategies in
tandem with reduced use of your mechanical systems. You’ll save energy and you’ll save
money. We hope you’ll still have some energy left in your tank after tackling all these
money-smart projects. Next, we’re going to look at ways you can boost your health in the
systems zone of your home. We’ll focus on air quality in your ventilation system. Above all,
you want to keep in mind that your ventilation system needs to stay clean and free of debris
to perform well.
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A SUSTAINABLE SYSTEMS ZONE

In the systems zone, you can achieve great sustainability through reducing your water use.
Water is a resource in severely short supply around the world. And, like energy, the cost of
your water isn’t likely to get any cheaper. Be smart and get a head start on what’s coming.
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IN THE OUTSIDE ZONE: SUSTAINABILITY IS YOUR 20 PERCENT

Did you know that although water makes up 70 percent of the world, less than 1 percent
is safe for drinking? Water is an element that demands our attention. That’s why when it
comes to conserving resources in the outside zone, the majority of our focus is going to be
on water. And like other natural resources, water will likely continue to cost us more money
as it becomes scarcer and our population grows. We need to make smarter choices about
our water consumption, and we can start in our own backyard.
While sustainability is your 20 percent focus in the outside zone, you’ll also have
opportunities to make your outside zone money smart and healthy too. So as you read,
continue creating your to-do list by circling the action items and corresponding strategies
that you find appealing. Join us on this, the final zone in your Green Your Home adventure!
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“Much of what passes as landscape design is focused on ‘shrubbing’ it up, adding color, and
other visually limited aspects of design,” says Ben Falk, a landscape designer in Vermont.
“That’s nice, but that approach is not necessarily edible, soil-building, or wildlife attracting.”
Falk adds that this approach also isn’t the best option for capturing and storing solar energy
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By now, we hope you’re considering installing a water-wise landscape because it aligns with
one of your priorities for going green: leading a sustainable lifestyle. But your good
citizenship reaps rewards for your neighbors as well. When people voluntarily choose to use
less water, their cities are that much further away from investing in costly taxpayer-funded
water treatment plants or implementing drastic watering restrictions. Your water choices
may not seem like a big deal, but believe us when we say every drop adds up.
As a result, our governments have a strong incentive to help encourage people to use less
water in their outside zones. In drier parts of North America, rebates are often available for
water-wise landscaping. One program in southern Nevada, for example, will pay you $1.50
for every square foot of grass you remove; even Seattle, Washington, a city that gets a fair
amount of rain, has a program that will pay up to $450 for an in-ground sprinkler system
that includes an evapotranspiration or soil-moisture monitor. Other programs o er rebates
for speci c species of native plants. In Vancouver, British Columbia, the government
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encourages capture of storm water and o ers rebates for rain barrels or rain gardens. With
opportunities like these to be money smart while living sustainably, we think you should
strongly consider going green in your yard and taking advantage of incentives that pay you
for a landscape that’s not only smart but beautiful too.

Green Strategy II: Collect Your Rainwater

Typically, when rain falls on the surface of your roof, two things can happen. If you don’t
have gutters, the rain will land on your roof and fall onto the ground below. If your home
does have gutters, the rain channels into them, moves through your downspouts, and then
drains in certain locations on the ground around your house. Either way, most of the water
is lost to runo . With a rainwater collection system, water can be captured for use in your
landscape instead of being wasted.
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Stone is another green option in constructing a container garden, especially if you repurpose
broken sidewalk pavers or stepping-stones to build your garden walls. In determining its
location, you’ll want to position the container in your yard so that it receives six to eight
hours of direct sunlight every day during growing season.
Methods vary on how to construct the oor of your container garden. If you’re concerned
about soil contamination or invasive weed species on the site where you are constructing
your container, use a heavy-duty weed barrier. Otherwise, the preparation can be as simple
as installing the raised bed directly on top of the existing grass or soil, says Craig. He
recommends loosening the ground soil rst to allow for better drainage. You also can build
container gardens on concrete surfaces, but it’s highly recommended that you fracture the
surface before building the container garden to ensure proper drainage.
The ideal dimensions for a container garden depend on what you’re growing and how much
space you have in your yard for a garden. Pay particular attention to depth, because the
container must accommodate the root zones of your chosen plants. Eighty percent to 90
percent of plant roots exist in the top 24 inches of available soil volume, according to Dean
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3. Make a realistic, comfortable budget

You’ve connected your list of action items to your priorities. And your items are organized
so you can tackle the ones that tie to your No. 1 priority rst. While you’re well on your way
to a successful “greenovation,” you also have to make a budget that works for you. This
means you need to gure out which action items on your list you can comfortably a ord.
Ultimately, only you know what you can a ord, and with this number in mind, you’ll know
how much to budget for improvements each year. And that’s an important point: You don’t
have to do all your items at one time. Think of your green journey not as a short sprint, but
instead as a carefully planned long distance run that may extend over several years. Also, by
spreading your costs over time, you’ll have greater flexibility and minimize stress.
Another point worth considering is that for each action item you take on, there will likely be
a cost for materials and labor. Will you buy the high-end product and work with the top
local expert? Or will you opt for a low-priced product and a DIY approach? Maybe you’ll

nd a comfortable place in between. You’ll have options. And your costs will vary greatly
depending on the scope of work.

4. Determine your time frame and team

Armed with a better sense for how to approach your budget, you also need to think about
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THE INSIDE ZONE: SMALL STEPS CAN MAKE BIG DIFFERENCES

Green Your Home Adventurers:
Martin and Melissa Scanlan of Madison, Wisconsin

Their Home: A 1920s colonial home of about 1,200 square feet with two stories, tiny
bedrooms, and an unfinished basement

Their Green Improvements
• High-efficiency, woodburning stove with a catalytic converter
• Ceiling fans
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THE SYSTEMS ZONE: GREEN SPELLS QUIET AND COMFORTABLE

Green Your Home Adventurers:
Ron and Shelly Suzuki of Winnipeg, Manitoba

Their Home: A 1950s-era, one-and-a-half story cottage of 1,300 square feet

Their Green Improvements
• 2 inches of rigid Styrofoam insulation in the exterior walls
• Extending the rigid insulation on the ground 4 feet around the perimeter of the house to

keep heat in the basement
• New insulation in the attic
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THE OUTSIDE ZONE: CREATING A HIGH-FUNCTIONING YARD

Green Your Home Adventurers:
Greg and Susan Corman of Tucson, Arizona

Their Home: A 1961 ranch house originally surrounded by Bermuda grass and a few
Chinese junipers

Their Green Improvements
• Planting rescued mesquite trees
• Incorporating a stunning array of hardy native plants
• A new patio and walkways
• An extensive rainwater collection system

Their Story

Greg and Susan Corman had only lived in their house about six months when they hired a
landscape designer to transform their neglected yard into a native paradise. The previous
owners were “clearly not outdoors people,” says Greg. They hadn’t even gured out how to
use the sliding glass doors to the patio! As you can imagine, the yard was very much a blank
canvas.

Work with a landscape architect who understands your vision

Greg hired a designer who came well-recommended by friends, and the team got to work.
However, their visions seemed more clashing than complementary: Greg and Susan wanted
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