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How big is your footprint?

With carbon emissions being high on the agenda of most Governments around the world, and particularly in Europe where they are striving to reduce them to meet the requirements of the Kyoto Agreement, the buzzwords are sustainable development and the size of the carbon footprint.  I suppose if there wasn’t a spin the political world wouldn’t revolve!
The world is certainly a changing place so far as the environment is concerned and whether the climate is changing as a result of our past carbon emissions affecting the ozone layers, or whether it is just a natural phenomena, I think it’s time we all need to take matters seriously and do our bit to reduce the size of our carbon footprint.

Energy efficiency is the simplest and easiest way of reducing the size of our carbon footprint.  Sadly here little heed has been paid towards efficiency in past years, primarily because energy has been relatively cheap here, although with our electricity bills appearing to get a little more expensive every month perhaps this is now the time to give consideration to improvement.

We have chosen to live here because of the relatively comfortable climate, although the extremes of winter and summer requires us to supplement nature’s resources by either warming ourselves up or cooling ourselves down.
More and more houses being constructed here are having central heating installed, although the systems appear to be relatively energy inefficient.  No consideration is given to the routing of the pipework, which is usually set within the sub-floor area with no insulation, and worst of all it is common for me to see flow and return pipes for the upstairs rooms running up the outside of the house, again with no insulation.  The location of the boiler is also of importance, particularly as combination boilers are used here, with pipe runs for hot water needing to be as short as possible.  Again I have seen boilers fitted in a cupboard at the bottom of the garden with much of the heat generated being used to warm the garden rather than the house!  We must not just accept this as the norm here, if you are having a property built with central heating then have some input, make sure that firstly the pipe runs are insulated with an efficient route and secondly demand an efficient boiler with proper controls for water temperatures with thermostats being provided either in living rooms, or better still on the radiators themselves.  We take this as the norm living anywhere else in Europe but accept the lesser standards here.  Unless we take firm action these lesser standards will prevail, with relatively inefficient installations consuming energy and discharging more carbon into the atmosphere.

Solar heating is great and we are able to take advantage of the sun’s energy for much of the year but in the autumn, winter and springtime we all usually find it necessary to supplement this resource by using the immersion heater.  Again improvements can be made here.  Modern solar panels are very efficient, the units largely installed here are locally produced with limited efficiency but reasonably adequate for the summer months, although their location is important - the panels should be facing a southerly direction (and not in a westerly direction as I saw on a recently constructed property!) to get the benefit of the sun’s rays for the majority of the day.  That’s fine but if the pipework from the panels is not insulated and the hot water cylinder has limited insulation its efficiency is greatly impaired.  This inefficiency is compounded further by the tortuous route of the pipework from the hot water cylinder to the taps.  This is particularly a problem in apartments we are seeing being built everywhere now, with pipework running around terracing and down lightwells for tens of metres in length and I have yet to see any pipework insulated.  This means that by the time you start drawing off hot water from the tap gallons of water has been wasted, and once you finish with the hot water a large quantity is left to go cold in the exposed pipework.  Lessons we can learn from this – demand an efficient solar heating installation, there are now specialist outlets here selling such equipment.  Make sure some planning has gone into the routing of the pipework and where it is exposed ensure that it is lagged. 

Thermal efficiency of the house also helps in both keeping it warm in the winter and cool in the summer, reducing the need for heating or air conditioning. The size and location of windows plays an important part here, although looking at some of the glazed ‘boxes’ now being constructed I don’t believe some architects have any concerns or interests in this regard.  I am lucky in that my house was designed by a traditional local architect and there is always a window we can open to get the best of the winter sunshine which does dramatically warm the house, and similarly in the summer we have louvred shutters to allow us to keep the hot sun out but providing ventilation from any available breeze.  This gives us a comfortable living environment requiring little supplement from air conditioning or heating, this only being required in the very extremes.

If you do find you need air conditioning, again it is important to make the choice between budget pricing or efficiency.  The basic Chinese equipment largely available here is not energy efficient with basic electronic controls making it expensive to run and not always suitable to run off your generator, if and when required, and is often charged with a refrigerant gas which is ozone depletory.  The latest generation air conditioners largely being sourced from Japan have inverter driven equipment (you could say it has a brain of its own), and establishes the amount of power required to drive the equipment to bring down or raise temperatures, unlike the basic equipment which is running at full capacity from the moment you switch it on until the moment it trips out.  This equipment is more expensive to buy but cheaper to run and uses modern refrigerant gases which more are ozone friendly.

Thermal efficiency in the construction of the house also helps, although the idea of providing cavity walls here does little to improve this and I find cavity walls cause more problems than benefits gained. New aerated concrete blocks certainly improve thermal efficiency and the proper use of the traditional terracotta block also provides reasonable thermal efficiency.  This thermal efficiency can now be improved here with the cladding of the exterior with polystyrene panels which are then rendered over and finished with a decorative finish, guaranteed to keep its colour for ten years.  So if you are thinking of decorating the exterior of your property then give some consideration to having this done as it will save you the cost of redecoration now and for the next ten years, together with reduced energy bills in the future.  All the products are manufactured locally and from people I have spoken to that have had this done they tell me it works very well, it’s on my ‘To Do’ list to get this done this year to my property.
There are little things we can do by not being foolish with energy, there’s no need to illuminate your garden to prove you have more money and less sense than your neighbours, unless of course you are using solar lights and not electricity.  You can change light bulbs for the new energy efficient ones and you may be privileged enough to have received your complimentary energy efficient bulbs from KibTek – if you wonder what the piece of paper attached to last month’s bill was, it was to tell you you were not home when the ‘meter man’ called to give you your bulbs but they are available to collect from the KibTek office when you next pay your bill.  Firstly we were at home when the ‘meter man’ called and secondly when we produced this piece of paper at the KibTek office we were given blank looks! The amount of fuel used in ‘the direct flight’ bringing these bulbs here directly from China probably cancelled out any environmental benefit that the bulbs would have had anyway!  I have heard back though that these bulbs should not be used with lampshades as apparently some people have seen their lampshades catch fire!!

Do you have a property problem?  Would you like to ask the House Doctor a property related question?  If so, please email Stuart at cyprushousedoctor@yahoo.com.  
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The tortuous route of a hot water pipe from the solar heater to the apartment 3 floors below





The central heating pipes were about to run down the outside of the house until I stopped it, these are now inside








