Utilize your utilities
By Lisa Howeler 

Utility bills empty wallets all too quickly every month.
During the winter, heating bills can be especially high.
In warmer seasons, the problem bills may be water and electric.
There are ways to reduce these costs, though.
There are a number of county and state organizations which offer tips for cutting costs, increasing energy efficiency and improving home construction.
Pro-Action of Steuben and Yates Inc. reminds their clients of common sense steps which can help keep costs down.
"We advise them of the normal stuff," said Stacy Sherer, who administers the Home Energy Assistance Program (HEAP) for Pro Action. "We advise them to do things like open the curtains when the sun is shining, turn off the lights when no one is in the room, cleaning refrigerator coils, putting a towel under doors (to keep cold out). Just normal advice."
The Cornell Cooperative Extension also has an energy-saving education program, said Michelle Benjamin, community educator at Schuyler County's Cornell Cooperative Extension.
"Little things that homeowners can do to keep energy costs down include, of course, turning your lights off when you leave the room, turning the heat down when you are not at home, or when you are sleeping, keeping your thermostat on your water heater down to like 120 degrees," she said. "And, of course, this time of year, sealing any cracks where there is warm air leaving your home, or cold air coming into your home around your doors, windows, etc. and closing the damper on your fireplace when you're not using it."
Benjamin said she knows reducing energy costs is important to consumers all year round.
"Air conditioning is the big concern in the summertime," she said. "You are going to be using a lot more energy than you would be to run a fan."
Even those using a fan should be careful. Unplugging it when it's not in use is better than letting it run full time.
Similar caution is necessary with air conditioners.
"You want to run your air conditioner like you run your heater in the wintertime," Benjamin said. "Turn it off when you are not at home. That sort of thing. Turn it off at night when it is not as warm."
Benjamin said finding out how appliances use energy is also a good idea.
"One thing I'm not sure people know is that so many of our electronics these days are on standby, or they run on a clock," she said. "So as long as there is something working on that appliance, even if you've got it turned off, if you've got a little red light on that says it is on standby, or the clock is on, it is using energy."
For an appliance like this, unplugging it as well as turning it off might be a good idea, she said.
If a person is looking for other ways to save costs at the appliance level, purchasing appliances with an "Energy Star" label is also a good idea, Benjamin said.
"If you are looking to replace an appliance, look for an Energy Star appliance to replace that appliance because these are appliances that are going to operate more efficiently than those that don't have the Energy Star label on them," she said. "It is going to cost you a little more, but over the long haul your going to be saving money."
Seeking advice from agencies such as the New York State Energy Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) can also help those looking to reduce utility costs.
The Economic Opportunity Program, available through individual counties, also offers energy-saving tips.
In addition, many of these agencies offer funding to low-income homeowners to improve their energy equipment.
NYSERDA has an unsecured lending program which incorporates local lenders to establish a rate for the homeowners, said Lynn Cebula, who works with the Southern Tier East Regional Planning Development Board of Energy Smart Communities.
The interest rate is subsidized to reduce costs by 4 percent, she said.
An assessment of the house is done by NYSERDA free of charge if the homeowner chooses to have the work done with a contractor partnering with NYSERDA's Energy Smart Program.
Those who do not choose to participate in the lending program can instead pay for the upgrade work themselves and then get 10 percent of the total cost of the work back in cash from NYSERDA.
Also, "if a person's income is between 60-80 percent of the state medium, which is quite a bit higher than the county median around here, you can be eligible for up to a $5,000 subsidy toward the cost of having that work done," Cebula said.
The assessment by NYSERDA includes a variety of tests, such as checking the air infiltration in the house.
All the tests are aimed at ensuring the home is energy efficient.
Benjamin said the Economic Opportunity Program also offers a weatherization program.
"This is a program that helps low-income homeowners get some work done around their home, say with insulation, calking, weather sealing, that kind of thing," Benjamin said.
Also helpful is a program from New York State Electric & Gas (NYSEG) called the Power Partner Program. It allows people to set up payment plans for their bills, and helps them purchase home items related to energy, if they are income eligible.
More information on the Power Partner Program is available at local NYSEG offices and Cooperative Extension offices.
