How to green up your home
Part 4: Electrical appliances

Who

in your house turns off the lights
before going to bed? Do they
really turn off all the lights? You know, even
the wee green, red, blue or yellow lights on
the consoles, toys and appliances that we
increasingly own?
Some of these devices actually use almost
as much electricity when they’re on ‘standby’
as the light you’ve just switched off to save
energy, and it’s been estimated by the Energy
Saving Trust (EST) that this costs us up to
£100 per year. A hundred pounds!
It’s a fact of life that we use – and need –
electricity for most of what we do every day,
especially as we spend up to 90% of our
time inside. This month we’ll have a wee look
at how and where electricity is generated,
explore why it’s more precious than we think
and look at practical ways of reducing our
bills a bit. There’s so much advice on the
internet (which itself uses 1-2% of the world’s
energy) for reducing energy use I’ll just focus
on the few things that I’ve found really make
a difference.

Creating a buzz
How does the marvel of electricity get to
our houses? It’s incredible that we can
simply flick a switch and get ~240 volts of
electrical energy down some wires and into
our light, or computer, or TV. But it didn’t
always used to be like this. Mentioned as

far back as 600BCE by the ancient Greeks
(who were intrigued by electric eels),
electricity became the subject of many
scientific experiments in the 17th century,
and by the late 19th century electricity was
being produced mainly for use in lighting
buildings and streets. This was generated
by lots of small, decentralised power plants
that served individual towns and cities
and it wasn’t until 1934 that the ‘National
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Gridiron’ network of electricity generation
and distribution systems was rolled out by
the UK Government. It is this very system
of massive power stations, transformers,
pylons and cables that we rely on today
when we flick that light switch.
Why is this brief history lesson important?
Well, the National Grid relies upon some
very precarious factors, the first of which is
the question of what fuel we use to generate
electricity and where we get it from.

Risky business
According to the Department of Energy
and Climate Change (DECC) Coal, gas
and uranium make up about 90% of these
fuel sources with wind, wave, hydro and
oil making up most of the rest: the thing
is we now produce less than half of the
fuel we need to generate the electricity we
consume, which means relying heavily on
imports from other countries. Is that a good
thing?
Another consideration is that the way we
generate, distribute and use electricity is
incredibly inefficient. Imagine a lump of coal
going into a power station: almost twothirds of the energy it contains (its ‘primary
energy’) is turned into heat that is dumped
into the atmosphere through massive
cooling towers. Another three or four
percent is then lost through the cables that
run round the country. Once it gets to us we
then lose another 13-14 percent through
the inefficiency of our appliances (feel the
heat off the back of your Blueray or DVD
player, for example). This leaves less than a
quarter of the primary energy actually doing
the job we need it to. What a waste!
A third consideration, and one that isn’t
talked about very much, is the increasing
evidence of ill effects on health and wellbeing from being surrounded by electric
cables and electromagnetic radiation.
Artist Richard Box created a very dramatic

installation entitled ‘Field’, in which he planted
1301 fluorescent tubes below in the ground
below overhead power lines which are all lit
up purely by the electromagnetic radiation
moving between the cables and ground. To
be fair it’s not just the National Grid that gives
off this radiation; we’re surrounded by mobile
phone masts and wi-fi that constantly send
radio waves through the air and some folk
are just more sensitive to it: for example, I
get a funny buzz in my belly when the wi-fi is
running on the laptop I’m writing this from.

Taking action
But what can we do? After all that’s a national
system and we do need to light our buildings,
run our computers, charge the mobile, keep
up to date with soaps on the TV, cook dinner,
wash the dishes, etc…and so we convince
ourselves that there’s very little we can do.

completely off and unplug them when you’re
not using them. It’s a pain to begin with but
you soon get used to it. If you get power
cuts on a semi-regular basis (which seem
to happen mostly at night) this also makes
sense as it prevents any accompanying
power surges from destroying your
appliances.
It’s worth looking at energy companies’
websites as they have all sorts of tips for
reducing energy use. They are also legally
obliged to tell you the sources of the energy
you buy from them.
Once you get into the habit you’ll probably
wonder why you didn’t do these thing before.
To see what difference the changes make
check your bill regularly or, even better, read
your meter yourself at the same time each
week.

But there’s always something that you can do
and if you want to reduce your electricity bills
the obvious answer is to use less electricity.
It may be that tiny changes to your habits can
help: try opening your blinds or curtains more
fully to reduce the number of inside lights you
need on during the day; switch off the TV if it’s
just on for background noise; if it’s not raining
then dry your washing outside rather than use
a tumble dryer.
Very few of us are going to give up the
appliances we use each day so switch them

01383 231818
info@samfosterarchitects.co.uk
(March 2013)

