__Attic-Insulation

Seal air leaks first; then add extra insulation for
an energy-saving improvement with great bang

for the buck
BY MIKE GUERTIN

o you want to keep your heat-
ing costs from going through
the roof? It’s easy: Keep your
heat from going through the
roof. Saving money on heating-fuel costs is a
lot simpler than negotiating with OPEC or
your local utility. On a recent upgrade in the
attic of a 1950s-era house (one of two projects
shown here), [ air-sealed and spread a 12-in.-
deep layer of cellulose throughout 1500 sq. ft.
of space in about a day. Coupled with other
energy-saving improvements made to the
home, the result was that the owner saw his
heating and cooling costs reduced by half com-
pared to the previous year, even in the face
of higher electricity and heating-fuel costs.

I typically focus my efforts to improve the
energy efficiency of an attic on two main
areas: sealing air leaks in the ceiling and
increasing the amount of insulation.

The payback period for tightening a leaky
ceiling can be as short as a month. Adding
insulation might take a few heating or cool-
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ing seasons to pay off, but the wait is rela-
tively brief. I estimate the payback for air-
sealing and upgrading attic insulation to be
realized in three years.

On these projects, I also chose to install a
radiant-reflective membrane. Besides
reducing radiant-heat gain from the roof, the
membrane makes the attic more attractive
and dust-free for storage use, and it keeps the
blown-in insulation from blocking the rafter
bays. While they can reduce peak attic tem-
peratures by 10°F to 30°F, the barriers haven’t
proved to be cost effective in all geographic
regions, or in attics that are adequately insu-
lated, that are air-sealed, and that have well-
insulated, wrapped air-handling equipment
and ductwork. You are probably better off
spending the money on more insulation and
air-sealing than on a radiant barrier.

Stop the air leaks, stop losing heat

Air leaks can account for 30% of a home’s
energy loss, so it pays to seek out and seal

* A respirator and safety

sleeved shirt, or a one-piece

Working with insulation is about balancing safety and comfort. Although glasses are necessary in any  work suit. If your hands are

official health warnings are ambiguous at best, it's a good idea to err on the situation. sensitive, wear gloves.

side of caution, especially regarding fiberglass. You might see photos of me * When handling fiber- * Step only on ceiling
without a long-sleeved shirt or, occasionally, gloves, but not without a mask; glass, it's a good idea to joists, never on the ceiling.
when it’s 100°F in an attic, I'll sacrifice some itching to stay cooler. wear long pants and a long- Use kneeboards that span
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between ceiling joists for
more freedom and stability.

* Work in the cool of the
day, early morning or evening
when the sun isn‘t beating on the
roof (in the summer, of course).
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POTENTIAL

AIR LEAKS

IN THE ATTIC

In a conventional attic,
insulation typically placed
between the ceiling joists
of the rooms below can

be only partially effective
if air leaks aren’t properly
sealed. These leaks can
range in size from a pinhole
to the 3-ft. by 4-ft. access
hatch. For the contractor
or homeowner who wants
to create a tighter building
envelope, the hardest

part of the task is finding
the leaks; sealing them is
relatively easy.

Recessed lights and
electrical boxes

) Holes for wires or pipes in
~= drywall and framing

Attic hatchway

@) Spaces between the
~~ framing and the chimney

(=) Plumbing or electrical
= chases

Framed soffits that are
open to the attic

Drywall joints between
ceiling and wall plates

(8) Leaky joints in ductwork
















