Green Ideas #3: Buy Energy Star
by Christina Reeves
Would you like to get serious about saving energy in your home?  Have you heard about how Energy Star can help?
Energy Star is a joint program of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Department of Energy.  Although the program began in 1992 with computers and monitors, the Energy Star label can now be found on household appliances, heating and cooling systems, home electronics, light fixtures, office products, and more.
An Energy Star label on one of these items means that it is one of the most energy-efficient products in its class.  An average U.S. household, which spends about $2,000 per year on utility bills, can save up to 1/3 of its home power needs with Energy Star.  That’s almost $700!  
While some Energy Star products may cost more up front, the energy they save over their lifetime will pay for this difference many times over.  For example, an Energy Star-labeled clothes washer may cost $100 to $150 more initially, but it will save up to $550 in energy over its lifetime compared to a regular washer.
In addition, many Energy Star products are eligible for rebates from local utility companies, which help that investment pay back even faster.  For example, Puget Sound Energy provides rebates from $50 to $100 on high-efficiency clothes washers based on how much energy and water they save.  Cascade Natural Gas customers can get $70-$200 rebates on new high-efficiency furnaces, hot water heaters, and clothes washers.
Of course, it is just as important to use that new Energy Star equipment efficiently once it has been purchased.  For example, a clothes washer can be made much more efficient by:

- Using hot water only when necessary. Approximately 90% of the energy used by a clothes washer goes to heating the water.  Switching to the warm water wash cycle will cut the energy used for that load of laundry in half, and washing in cold water will save even more.
- Enabling the high-speed or extended spin option on the washer, as this will reduce the drying time needed.
- Waiting to do laundry until there is a full load.  Washers use almost the same amount of energy for a half-load as a full load, so why run it half full?
- Making sure to clean the lint screen every time the dryer gets used.  Check the vent pipe regularly too, because it can clog and cause clothes to dry much slower than they should.

- Using a drying rack instead of the clothes dryer.  This will save 100% of the electricity needed to dry those clothes!

So the next time you’re in the market for an appliance, home electronic product, lighting fixture, or new heating/cooling equipment, look for the Energy Star label.  And once you get it home, help make the most of that purchase by using it efficiently.  The money you save will be well worth your effort! 
