




�(�1�(�5�*�<
�,�1�1�2�9�$�7�,�2�1

�³�%�\���.�(�9�,�1���.�(�(�6�(�(�³

MADE IN THE SHADE
While winter’s full retreat may still be 

more belated than we wish, we soon will 
face the next Texas weather extreme—a 
scorching summer.  

Energy innovation measures that can 
help keep homes effi cient during the cold 
winters and the typical hot summers, are 
truly worth their weight in gold.   As Unit-
ed’s members begin the task of landscap-
ing their homes this spring, it is crucial to 
remember how easy it is to save over the 
long term by landscaping for effi ciency.  

According to the Department of Ener-
gy, effi ciently engineered landscaping can, 
in some instances, pay for itself in as little 
as eight years.

United’s membership resides in the 
nation’s temperate region.   Being located 
in this region provides several areas of fo-
cus that can truly help a home be more ef-
fi cient year-round.    

In the winter, it is imperative to maxi-
mize the warming effects of the sun.  This 
can be accomplished by making sure that 
the south-facing side of the home is not 
shaded in the winter months.   This read-
ily available form of heating can be made 
possible by only planting deciduous trees 
(trees that lose their leaves in the fall) on 
the south side of the home.  This free ra-
diant heat will help to warm the house 
during the cold winter months and most 
certainly help to lower the overall heating 
load on sunny days.

To the contrary, maximizing shade in 

the summer months can pay huge divi-
dends over the long-haul.    Solar heat 
gains from the homes roof and walls in 
the summer months will dramatically 
increase the cooling load on the home’s 
air-conditioner.  Proper shading of the 
home can help to minimize these solar 
heat gains.  Shading and evapotranspira-
tion (the process by which a plant actively 
moves and releases water vapor) will help 
to lower the surrounding temperature.  
This reduction in temperature can be as 
much as 10 to 25 degrees Fahrenheit near 
the base of a large shade tree.  Taking ad-
vantage of this occurrence is necessary to 
help save precious energy dollars during 
the hot Texas summers,

Planting large deciduous trees on 

the south side of the home will be sure to 
provide much needed shade in the heat of 
the summer.  The north side of the home is 
the perfect place for a large evergreen tree 
such as a liveoak.  Not only will this tree 
provide shade in the summer, but it will 
also serve as a wind block in the cold win-
ter months.

Plants with lower crowns are perfect 
for the western side of the dwelling.  This 
lower crown will help to block the low af-
ternoon sun angles.  Planting shrubs, trees 
and groundcover near sidewalks will help 
to lower the temperature of the concrete, 
which in turn helps to reduce the radiant 
heat before it moves to the windows and 
walls.  Another effi cient strategy is to en-
sure the air-conditioning condenser unit 

8  UNITED COOPERATIVE SERVICES APRIL 2010

United Cooperative ServiCeS United Cooperative ServiCeS
P.O. BOX 16  •  CLEBURNE, TEXAS  •  817-556-4000 P.O. BOX 16  •  CLEBURNE, TEXAS  •  817-556-4000

UCS _4_2010.indd   8 3/8/2010   12:20:58 PM



MADE IN THE SHADE

is in the shade.  This simple measure, ac-
cording to the Department of Energy, can 
increase the effi ciency of the HVAC unit by 
as much as 10 percent.

Beginning in the fi rst year, 6 to 8 
foot deciduous trees can begin to shade 
windows and walls, and depending on 
the tree, can shade the roof within 5 to 
10 years.  Vines on trellises can also be-
gin shading within the fi rst year, and help 
to provide cooler air near the home.  It is 
imperative to remember when planting 
to stay at a minimum of at least 12 inches 
away from the house to prevent damage 
from moisture.

While it is tempting to use fast-grow-
ing trees when landscaping, slower-grow-
ing trees tend to have stronger root and 

branch systems, and typically live longer.
Another way to landscape effi ciently 

is to design windbreaks around the home.  
Designing the landscape to work as a 
windbreak from the cold north winds will 
help benefi t the home by lowering heating 
costs in the winter months and ensuring a 
savings of valuable energy dollars.  Having 
an adequate windbreak will work wonders 
by serving to lower the wind chill near the 
residence.  When deciding where to put a 
windbreak make certain to go no further 
than 2-5 times the distance of the maxi-
mum height of the plantings.  The most ef-
fective windbreaks are strategically placed 
on the north and northwest side of the res-
idence and block wind near the ground.

It is very important to choose dense 
evergreen plants that have low crowns 
to profi ciently block the blustery winter 
winds.  It can also be benefi cial to com-
bine the plantings with walls, fences, and 
manmade dirt berms.  These can help to 
guide the brutal winter winds over the 
top of the home.  Another simple plant-
ing technique is to position dense shrubs 
in the fl ower beds approximately 12 inches 
from the residence.  This strategy will help 
to provide a dead air space, which will in 
turn grant another much needed layer of 
insulation.

When planning a strategy for land-
scaping, it is necessary to consider the mi-
cro-climate around the property.  Micro-
climates are areas immediately surround-
ing the home such as a sunny southern 
slope,  or an area near a large body of wa-
ter.  Be sure and make use of any natu-
ral advantages that may be available, and 
work to eliminate or minimize the chal-
lenges that exist.

Precious energy dollars are not all 
that can be saved when landscaping for 
effi ciency.  Xeriscaping is a type of land-
scaping that promotes water conserva-
tion.  There are seven basic principles of 
xeriscaping that, if followed, will truly help 
conserve water.

The fi rst principal is proper plan-
ning and design.  Take the time to think 
the project through and plan for every-
thing in advance.  Next is selecting and 
zoning plants accordingly.  It is important 
to make sure plant choices will fl ourish 
in the various micro-climates around the 
home.  Limit turf areas as much as pos-
sible and be aware that grasses typically 
consume large amounts of water. 

Another principal is to improve the 
soil.  This measure will help the plants 
grow by providing better absorption of 
water and stronger roots.  Always irrigate 
as effi ciently as possible.  Make sure that 
as little water as  possible gets wasted.  
Use mulch whenever possible to help to 
retain moisture and keep the ground cool.  
Mulch also prevents the soil from crusting 
and slows weed growth.

Finally, maintain the landscape.  
Make sure plants are pruned, fertilized 
and weeded properly so that they may 
fl ourish as effi ciently as possible.

As energy prices continue to rise, be-
ing creative with effi ciency measures will 
become more and more important for 
United’s membership.  Limiting energy 
innovation to the interior of the home isn’t 
the only thing members can do to stave 
off rising energy costs.  Energy effi cient 
landscaping is often overlooked, but when 
utilized, will most certainly provide sav-
ings for many years.  

PLANNING LANDSCAPING

FEATURES TO BENEFIT

YOUR OVERALL 

RESIDENTIAL HEATING
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INNOVATORS
continued from PAGE 7

The interior of the 
Sandstrom home re-
veals the perfect bal-
ance between energy 
efficient design and 
luxury. Here, the great 
room of the home fea-
tures vast views of the 
countryside but not at 
the expense of a very 
comfortable living en-
vironment, which is af-
forded by the home’s 
tight envelope.

In the lap 
of luxury

“Once I got those three 
design criteria, I got down to 
business,” quipped John.

Knowing that insulation 
always pays for itself, John 
settled on the ICF concept, be-
cause the walls would be ap-
proximately 18 inches thick 
and provide virtually no in-
filtration. Drafty homes tend 
to allow heating and cooling 
dollars to escape through the 
many open seams and cracks. 
With ICF, infiltration isn’t an 
issue, explained the Sand-
stroms. Think of ICFs as forms 
that stay in place as permanent 
building insulation in walls, 
floors, and roofs.

The forms are interlock-
ing modular, expanded poly-
styrene  “blocks” that are dry-
stacked (without mortar) and 
filled with concrete. Imagine 
large white Legos® with a hol-
low channel running through 
them. When the white blocks 
lock together, it looks like a 
giant version of the popular 

childrens’ toy. After the forms 
are interlocked into structural 
walls, concrete is pumped into 
the cavity to form the struc-
tural element of the walls. Re-
inforcing steel, similar to in-
tricate rebar, is added before 
concrete placement to give the 
concrete flexural strength.  Af-
ter the concrete has cured, the 
forms are left in place perma-
nently.

Not only do the walls 
provide thermal insulation, 
but acoustic insulation, too. 
The wind was howling out-
side during this interview 
at the Sandtrom’s, and yet, 
from inside the cozy interior 
one couldn’t sense it. In fact, 
the only evidence that it was 
so gusty came from watch-
ing the trees whip in the wind 
from the stunning views of the 
Sandstrom’s great room.

In the southern United 
States in 2006, a brick-clad 
ICF home cost around 5 per-
cent more than a conventional 
brick-clad timber-frame home. 
However, the energy savings 
derived in an ICF home usual-

ly result in reduced utility costs 
when compared to most con-
ventional construction, accord-
ing to RASTRA, an ICF manu-
facturer. The cost of using ICFs 
rather than conventional con-
struction techniques is more 
sensitive to the price of labor, 
wood, and concrete. Howev-
er, John eliminated the lion’s 
share of the labor costs by do-
ing it himself. Along with only 
a couple of helpers, he labored 
through the heat and cold 
during the three-year build-
ing process, a timeframe that, 
while long by typical home-
building standards, saved the 
Sandstroms a bundle in labor 
costs.

“The reason we did it our-
selves is because we didn’t 
have the money to have some-
one else do it,” said Sandy. “We 
couldn’t have had this house 
if we had contracted the work 
out. John worked in the morn-
ing with a couple of helpers, 
then designed for a bit, then got 
back out in the afternoon and 
worked until dark.” 

John stacked the insulated 

blocks and admits that it prob-
ably does take the engineering 
type to take on such an omi-
nous task. He also admits he 
might have lacked a little pa-
tience once he settled on the 
design concept and materials 
because the ICF subcontrac-
tors were too busy to get to 
him in a timeframe suitable to 
the Sandstroms.

The Sandstroms didn’t set 
their sights on only the walls 
for energy savings. Utilizing a 
technology gaining  popularity 
because of its reported durabil-
ity and thermal resistance, the 
Sandstroms used structural 
insulated panels (SIP) for the 
lofty roof. SIPs are a composite 
material consisting of a sand-
wich of two layers of structural 
board with an insulating layer 
of foam in between. The Sand-
strom’s SIPs are 10 inches, and 
the panels replace several com-
ponents of conventional build-
ing such as studs and joists, in-
sulation, vapor barrier and air 
barrier. 

A well-built home using 
SIPs will have a tighter build-

United Cooperative Services United Cooperative Services
P.O. BOX 16  •  CLEBURNE, TEXAS  •  817-556-4000 P.O. BOX 16  •  CLEBURNE, TEXAS  •  817-556-4000

UCS _4_2010.indd   10 3/8/2010   12:21:00 PM



APRIL 2010  UNITED COOPERATIVE SERVICES  11

John Sandstrom shows two important 
dynamics of the home’s construction 
with a cross section of an insulated roof 
panel at left, and one of the insulated 
modular building blocks that compose 
the walls.

BUILDING BLOCKS

ing envelope and the walls will 
have higher insulating prop-
erties, which leads to fewer 
drafts and a decrease in oper-
ating costs for maintaining a 
comfortable interior environ-
ment for the occupants. In the 
United States, SIPs normally 
come in widths of 4 and 8 feet 
and lengths from 8 to 24 feet. 
Thicknesses are 4 to 12 inches.

The floors were plumbed 
for radiant heat. However, the 
tightness of the home, com-
bined with the heat from a 
centrally located fireplace has 
eliminated the need to utilize 
the technology. The Sand-
stroms also installed pink foam 

board beneath the slab, which 
provides an added insulation 
value.

Windows can often be 
major areas of heat gain and 
heat loss, and when a home 

has as many as the Sand-
strom’s great room, it’s impera-
tive to have energy-efficient, 
low-E glass. But the Sand-
stroms took the efficiency de-
sign a step farther.

“We designed the exterior 
window overhangs to take ad-
vantage of passive solar, mean-
ing in the winter we’ll get sun-
light hitting the concrete floors 
all day long, which acts as a 
heat sink providing warmth 
later in the evening” said 
John. “During the hot summer 
months, the two levels of over-
hangs block the sun’s direct 
heat and the house stays con-
sistently cool,” he said.

All of these 
efficiency mea-
sures have signifi-
cantly cut costs in 
the area compris-
ing the biggest 
part of the elec-
tric bill—heating. 
However, because 
of the fireplace 
that sits near the 
center of the great 
room, the Sand-
strom’s heating 
costs have been 
slashed to an even 
greater degree. 
But it doesn’t stop 
with saving en-
ergy dollars. The 
couple has applied 
thriftiness in out-
fitting the home 
with various es-
sentials while 
making it a de-
signer’s dream.

“I am a bar-
gain hunter ga-
lore,” boasts San-

dy, who pointed out a multi-
tude of energy-efficient, res-
taurant-quality appliances she 
obtained through shrewd auc-
tion-shopping and a little arm-
twisting, too. Sandy’s designer 

touch is a nice complement to 
the engineering perspective 
John brings to the marriage. 
The evidence of her artistic eye 
is literally painted on the ceil-
ing, which looks like a blue sky 
dotted with clouds painted by 
John. 

The operational efficiency 
of the home parallels the in-
genuity applied in the energy 
area, too. Rather than design 
the home with the washer and 
dryer residing in a mud room 
or at the opposite end of the 
house from the bedroom as is 
the case with many homes to-
day, the Sandstroms had the 
foresight to design a closet 
adjacent to the bedroom and 
bathrooms large enough for 
all of their clothes, even John’s, 
then plumbed it and provided 
space for the washer and dryer 
as well as room for the ironing.

“You see so many houses 
where the laundry is across the 
house by the garage or by the 
back door and it really makes 
more sense to put them closer 
to where they’re needed,” said 
Sandy.

The interior of the home 
was strategically thought out 
and designed to be extreme-
ly functional. However, un-
like some cases when function 
trumps aesthetic, the Sand-
stroms were able to have their 
cake and eat it, too. Some of 
the added beauty is the result 
of neighbors who have left their 
talents on the walls of their 
bathrooms and their bedroom. 
Sandy is especially fond of the 
bedroom walls, which look like 
pearls when the sun cascades 
through a narrow window situ-
ated near the ceiling, while John 
enjoys the western mural in his 
bathroom. The concrete floors 
boast John’s skills in etching and 
staining. And while the great 
room is large, one doesn’t feel 
like he’s in a vacuous cavern be-

cause of the manner in which 
the Sandstroms laid out vari-
ous functional areas, including a 
dining area, den by the fireplace 
and the entertainment room 
where they can watch television.

United’s employees and 
board of directors have made it 
a priority to educate members 
about the rising cost of energy 
in Texas and across the nation. 
In 2004, when the Sandstroms 
launched their home-build-
ing effort, the cost of electricity 
wasn’t on many people’s radar, 
so the fact they had the vision to 
see where industry costs were 
going and to take precautions 
to avoid sticker shock brought 
on by the wholesale power mar-
ket speaks volumes about their 
preparedness. Their approach 
didn’t simply involve doing 
“new” things to a new home to 
shield themselves from rising 
energy costs. They applied prov-
en technologies and practices, 
including energy-efficient light-
ing and simply turning off the 
things they didn’t need.

“I know people in 30 year-
old homes who are paying $800 
during a high-use month and 
we’re paying $150 for that same 
span of time,” said John. “I think 
my bill could be half of what it 
is if I practice more conserva-
tion. People have the mindset 
that they can use all they want 
and utilities will just build more 
plants. It’s simply not like that 
anymore,” said John. 

 “This type of house costs a 
little more on the front end, but 
the savings in durability and ef-
ficiency will recoup those costs. 
I think once this type of build-
ing technology becomes better 
known, more of the cooperative’s 
members will go this route. Even 
during that really cold spell in 
January, our auxiliary heat came 
on only one time, and it was 
while I was getting the fireplace 
ready,” laughed John.
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I 
just completed a goal that I set for myself many years 
ago—to gain my instrument rating as a pilot.  Ever 
since I started fl ying more than 20 years ago, my Car-
dinal rule as a pilot has always been to never exceed 
my skill level.  I’ve never felt totally competent in deal-
ing with potential weather changes so the fact that I 

didn’t have my instrument rating has always limited my fl ying 
ability. 

Needless to say, this was not an easy rating to achieve.  
But while I worked hard this past year to train for the rat-
ing, I found out that I could do more and be a better pilot with 
the knowledge and experience I gained through the training. 
I learned how to plan, in advance, how to execute fl ying the 
plane in instrument conditions.  The one mental constant that 
has remained for me in my training now and even 20 years ago 
has been simply:   fi rst and foremost, always fl y the plane be-
fore you worry about anything else. Even during the exhausting 
check ride to complete my testing, the most important element 

hope that when something happens, we have either already 
dealt with it or are properly prepared to deal with it, and to deal 
with it in the best interest of our membership.

History has proved that corporations and organiza-
tions that fail to look forward will not survive when tested by 
a changing world.  Becoming complacent in anything we do 
or any relationship we have is a formula for failure.  However, 
changing for the sake of change, or making changes without 
staying focused on your core values is another path to a busi-
nesses’ eventual doom. 

At United, we are a distribution cooperative that was 
founded for the sole purpose of bringing reliable electricity to 
those who would never have received the luxury from any other 
utility, and to provide this service at the lowest possible cost.  

Even though we are not as rural as when we were formed 
73 years ago, we still have the same mission.  We saw in ad-
vance the issues that we face today, primarily the increas-
ing cost to generate electricity.  We started telling our mem-

for me was  fl ying the plane fi rst and then doing everything else 
that was necessary before I started a new procedure.

The same principles are true in about everything we do, es-
pecially in dealing with all of the concerns we have in operating 
United.  Yes, prices for generating electricity have gone up dras-
tically in recent years and will continue to rise;  environmental 
and regulatory concerns have become more invasive in our op-
erations; communicating the changing electric utility paradigm 
to our members and the public has become an even greater pri-
ority; keeping involved with all of the changing technologies 
and the growing renewable energy sector is showing results  in 
the electric utility industry; but with all of this we still have to 
run your cooperative.

Some utilities seem to ignore the real issues and want 
things to remain the same. Others recognize the need to change 
with the changing times, but  fi nd themselves behind the eight 
ball because they fi nally react to those changes only when 
they’re forced to—because they haven’t planned well.  United’s 
approach has instead been to be visionary; to look further into 
the future and to start our planning accordingly—all with the 

bers several years ago what was going to happen.  We started 
a vibrant conservation program that would give members the 
chance to invite us into their homes to help and educate them 
in controlling their energy costs.  United has been working to 
increase public awareness about the need to prepare consum-
ers for high energy costs, and we’re working at it from the local, 
state and national level.  Why do all this?  We’ve done it so con-
sumers would not be shocked, and because that’s what we do.  
As a cooperative, everything we do is about the member and 
the member’s energy future, not about profi ts and growing the 
business.   That is our core value as your member-owned coop-
erative.

The process I went through to complete my instrument 
training was wrought with complexities—especially at my age.  
But who said you can’t teach an old dog new tricks?  I learned 
so much and am looking forward to continuing my training 
to improve my piloting skills even more.  I am excited and am 
looking forward to the challenge, but one thing will remain the 
same: there is nothing more important for me to do than just 
fl y the plane.

United Cooperative ServiCeS
POWER TALK
Ray Beavers, CEO

Fly the Plane
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