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Resource Adapted from:  

American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy, 
http://aceee.org/consumerguide/waterheating.htm#lcc  

The Best of Fine Home Building: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009. 

Gas Networks, http://www.gasnetworks.com/  

“Successful Chimney Sweeping,” Prepared by the Chimney Safety Institute of America Certification 
Committee and the National Chimney Sweep Guild Technical Advisory Committee, January 
2002. 

 

 
 
Additional Resources: 

The Chimney Safety Institute of America, http://www.csia.org/  

New England Gas, http://www.negasco.com/  

The Oil Heat Institute of Rhode Island, http://www.oilheatinri.com/    

U.S. Department of Energy, http://www.energy.gov/  
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Increasing Efficiency in Mechanical Systems  
Energy Efficiency Basics for Old House Owners 

 

Mechanical systems are: power, lighting, heating, ventilation, air conditioning, fire and life 

safety, plumbing, and elevators. Here we’ll address heating, cooling, ventilation and hot water.  
  

Passive Measures  
The National Park Service estimates that passive measures can save as much as 30% of the energy 

used in a building.  These are highly appropriate steps from a preservation perspective.  

 Install a programmable thermostat (DIY) 

 Turn thermostat down in winter and up in summer - each degree realizes savings.  

 Use windows, shades, curtains, shutters, awnings, and vents to control interior environment.  

 Control temperature in rooms that are used; establish zones so unused rooms are 

unconditioned.  

 Clean radiators and forced air registers. 

 Have your furnace or boiler cleaned and serviced regularly. 

 Make sure ducts and pipes are well insulated and sealed.  

 Place a reflector barrier between radiators and outside wall (particularly if wall is uninsulated).   

 Replace steam vent at each radiator (1-pipe system) or steam traps (2-pipe system).  

 Turn down the temperature on your hot water heater.  

 Don’t block hot air or cold return registers with furniture or other barriers.  

 Offset electricity use with the purchase of renewable energy through your local energy provider.  

 

Active Measures 
Active measures include:  new boilers or furnaces; reconditioning radiators or fan coil units; new 

heat pump systems; adding portable fans, dehumidifiers, or heaters; installing whole-house fans; 

introducing air-conditioning systems. These potentially invasive changes can adversely effect the 

historic character of your house, your budget (initial costs, lifecycle costs, and unanticipated side 

expenses), and the energy efficiency benefits realized.  Important considerations: 

 Consult Professionals! Get advice from several contractors or experts before proceeding. 

Check licenses and reputations of professionals. State licensing board: www.ri.gov/Licensing/  

 Every effort should be made to select mechanical systems that require the least intrusion into 

the building’s historic fabric. Consider consulting a preservation organization or professional.  

 Unused fireplaces and closets can be converted to ductwork and electrical boards. If your 

building has cavity walls, these are good places to hide wiring.  False floors or walls can also 

hide mechanical and electrical systems.  Consider combining air and water systems that 

combine pipe and duct systems, therefore allowing for greater flexibility in installation. 

 Air conditioning units should placed so that they are not visible when looking at the main 

façade.  

 Ventilation is always an important consideration, especially when new systems are installed.  

Sources used and paraphrased: 
 National Trust for Historic preservation:  

http://www.preservationnation.org/information-center/sustainable-communities/weatherization/ 

 House-Energy Project: http://www.house-energy.com/  

 National Park Service Brief #3: http://www.nps.gov/history/HPS/tps/briefs/brief03.htm  

 Chimney liner article:  http://www.oldhousejournal.com/chimney_liners/magazine/1465 
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The Best of Fine Homebuilding: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009, 104. 
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Adapted from The Best of Fine Homebuilding: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009, 48. 



 Heating System Maintenance is Important 

 

 Just as people should get an annual physical, all heating equipment 

should receive an annual checkup to maintain peak performance and 

to keep the home’s occupants safe.  Part of the service is a test for 

proper combustion using an analyzer that provides CO (carbon 

monoxide), O2 (excess oxygen), and CO2 (carbon dioxide) levels, as 

well as net stack (exhaust) temperature.  You should ask for a copy of 

this test, or combustion analysis.   

 While the internal surfaces of some gas appliances don’t need to be 

vacuumed (unlike oil units), regular maintenance is particularly 

important for newer, high-efficiency models.  Also, in all units, the 

chimney or venting should be inspected periodically to make sure it’s 

not obstructed.   

 Dirty heat exchangers in oil burners rob efficiency by 10%.  That said, 

it’s not physically possible to clean and tune up an oil-burning 

appliance properly for $29.95.  Companies offering prices that low 

often pay technicians a flat rate for each call they make; the more 

they fit into a day, the more profitable it is for them—at your expense.  

I often see those furnaces six to eight years later, when they’re 

malfunctioning.  So accept the fact that if it sounds too good to be 

true, it probably is, and call in a professional you can trust at a 

believable price.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Adapted from The Best of Fine Home Building: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009, 58. 
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Adapted from The Best of Fine Home Building: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009, 61. 
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Adapted from The Best of Fine Home Building: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009, 85. 

 

Tank-style Water Heater 



 

 
Adapted from The Best of Fine Home Building: Energy-Smart Homes, Winter 2009, 86. 

Tankless Water Heater 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Indirect Water Heater 



 

“Successful Chimney Sweeping,” Prepared by the Chimney 

Safety Institute of America Certification Committee and the 

National Chimney Sweep Guild Technical Advisory 

Committee, January 2002, 3-4 and 3-5. 

Frequency of Inspection 
 

The National Fire Prevention Assoc. 

(NFPA 211) recommends that all 

chimneys, fireplaces, and vents be 

inspected annually.  In addition to this 

requirement, there are other times when 

chimney and venting systems should be 

inspected, such as: 
 

1. After any unusual or sudden 

occurrence event, such as a 

chimney fire, lighting strike, or 

earthquake. 

2. Prior to purchasing a home with an 

existing chimney or vent. 

3. Whenever changes are made to a 

chimney or vent system, including 

replacement of connected 

appliances. 

4. Prior to major system repairs. 
 


