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How many green builders does
it take to install a lightbulb?  

Lightbulbs are so easy to use
that they’re the subject of countless
jokes. Buying a lightbulb and put-
ting it in a residential light xture is
actually not that complicated. It’s
unfortunate that there are so many
myths and misunderstandings out
there about them.  

A lot of people think that LEDs
(light emitting diodes) are a lot
more ef cient than CFLs (compact

uorescent lamps). I’m not exactly
sure why people think this, except
that they must be assuming that if
one costs $1 and the other costs
$30 and they have the same light
output, then the $30 one must be
more ef cient.

Actually, I just checked the
shelves of my local home improve-
ment store and the 60-watt replace-
ment CFL uses 14 watts, while the
LED uses 10 watts. The LED is better,
but at current costs I estimate that
it takes about 72,500 hours of op-
eration until it saves you any money
over a CFL. That’s about eight years
of on-time, so if you don’t have the
money to upgrade from CFLs to
LEDs right now, you don’t need to
feel guilty.

Did you see what else I just did
there? I compared the two lamps
based on their “equivalency” to the
old-style incandescent lightbulb. I
did that so I could remind you how
inef cient those are later and make
an attempt to pry them out of your
hands. Incandescent lightbulbs use
about ve times as much energy
as these newer technologies, so
why anyone would want to hoard
old-style lightbulbs is a mystery to
me. It’s like going to the gas pump
and choosing to pay $6 per gallon
instead of $1 per gallon.

Some people tell me that they’re
waiting until their incandescent
bulbs die and then changing them

out. I like the idea of using things
up and not throwing away some-
thing that works, but you really are
throwing away dollars and polluting
the environment. At the hardware
store CFLs now cost less than in-
candescent lamps. But even if you
already own it and assume that the
incandescent lamp is free, the pay-
back for a $1 CFL happens in about
200 hours of operation (eight days
of on-time).

One myth that’s sort of true but
doesn’t have to be is that CFLs

have terrible color rendering. Every-
one, including me, has bought one
that made everything in their house
look kind of green. I suspect the
problem is that it costs more to
make a CFL that renders colors
well, putting pressure on manufac-
turers to produce a product that’s
just barely acceptable.

Fifteen years ago, I got some
$8 CFLs that were called “incan-
descent uorescent” because they’d
been designed to render colors
almost identically to an incandes-

cent lamp. I promise, you would
not have been able to tell the dif-
ference. It’s not the technology’s
fault — it’s an economic problem. I
recommend that when you buy
CFLs you try one and see if you
like it. You can return it if you don’t,
or go back and buy more if you
do. It also helps to buy Energy Star
bulbs, because they have minimum
criteria for color rendering built
into their requirements.

By the way, the same issue ap-
plies to LEDs. I recently bought
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three MR16 replacements to put
on some artwork in my entry hall,
and they made the red look awful.
I returned one of them and kept
the halogen in the center of the

xture. That one gives me decent
color, and the two LEDs are an ef -
cient way to add to the brightness.
My house isn’t the Louvre, so it
works OK.

There’s a political conspiracy
myth that comes around my Face-
book feed and in email forwards —
“Have you heard that Obama’s try-
ing to take your lightbulbs and
force you to buy the toxic green
kind?” Actually, the legislation was
passed in 2007 (Obama took of ce
in 2008), by Congress (which is ac-
tually how we make laws in the
U.S.) with bipartisan support. So,
even if you believe that the presi-
dent controls what Congress does,
this would mean that George W.
Bush is (was) coming to take your
light bulbs.  

CFL and LED lighting are dis-
ruptive technologies that should
make incandescent lighting obsolete
for most residential applications.
The bad news is that political push-
back (mostly due to conspiracy the-
ory emails) led to defunding of the
phase-out in 2011. The good news
is that many other countries have
implemented phase-outs, and the
lighting industry has largely re-tooled
to produce the new bulbs. Check
the lighting aisle of your local home
improvement store, and you’ll see
more options and fewer incandes-
cent bulbs than ever before.  

Finally, there’s the big issue —
the mercury. CFLs contain a small
amount of mercury. How much?
Coincidentally, about the same
amount that is emitted by a power
plant to power the equivalent in-
candescent lightbulb. Ironically, re-
fusal to use CFLs because of “the
mercury” does nothing to reduce
the amount of mercury that’s out
there for people to be exposed to,
but instead puts it into the air so
that all of us are exposed. Those
who choose to use CFLs keep it in-
side their lightbulbs, where it can
be safely recycled or cleaned up
properly if one breaks. 

Unless a CFL breaks, it releases
no mercury at all. If it does break,
you don’t have to call a haz-mat
team to clean it up. You should
take a few easy precautions that
involve duct tape, Ziploc bags and
paper towels. If you don’t have
these things in your house already,
you should really stock up. Even if

you totally botch this, the amount
of mercury involved is less than
1/100 of what’s in a mercury ther-
mometer. If you’re over 30, you’ve
probably broken at least one of
those in your life and not handled
that cleanup properly.

But, the argument usually goes,
your view of healthy living and/or
parenting is to take a zero-tolerance
approach to hazardous materials.
No one understands where this
sentiment comes from more than I
do, but I’d also like to just observe
that you are living on the wrong
planet. Does your zero-tolerance
stance on mercury extend to eating

sh or sh oil? Guess where the
sh get mercury? Power plant emis-

sions is one of the big sources: air
pollution eventually gets into the
water, and then into the sh. It
would be great if there were some
easy, low-cost options for reducing
power plant emissions, like using
CFL lightbulbs.

Does your zero tolerance ap-
proach include other chemicals? If
so, you might want to surf around
the “chemicals and toxics” section
of the EPA’s website, where you
can learn about all sorts of other
stuff that I’m sure you’re not using
in your house. Things like candles,
prescription medication, Te on,
pressure-treated wood, and clean-
ing products. And if you need to
use them, I’m sure you’re handling
and disposing of them as recom-
mended to keep us all safe.

By the way, CFLs represent only
about 1/100th of a percent of an-
nual mercury emissions in the US,
and 98.9 percent of the mercury in
a CFL is recovered if it is recycled
properly. Most hardware stores
have recycling programs, including
Ace Hardware, Home Depot, Ikea
and Lowe’s. If you happen to live
in an area where recycling isn’t con-
venient, you can get mail-in kits.

There really just isn’t any rational
excuse, but if you or someone you
know is determined to cling to ir-
rational ones, then ne. The cost
of doing that is about $30 each for
LED bulbs. Otherwise, spend a dol-
lar and do the easiest, smallest
thing possible to bene t your plan-
et. Buy a CFL lightbulb. — it’s the
least you can do.

Amy Musser is Founder/Principal of Van-
demusser Design PLLC, an Asheville-based

home energy efficiency company. A licensed
mechanical engineer, she provides design

assistance, certification and audits to support
high performance homes. 

how to

Design elements of a simple rain barrel:
p BY RAYMOND THOMPSON p

These are some basic tips that can be used to build an effective low mainte-
nance rain barrel.
■ Use a full size over ow connect-
ed to a drain that outlets draining
away from the home.  This protects
the homes siding and foundation.
3" or 4" SCH 40 PVC drain pipe af-

xed to the barrel with a high quali-
ty tri-polymer caulk (Lexel, Geocel,
etc.).
■ Use a ne lter screen. A tough
window screen works well. It allows
the spigot/valve to clear any debris
from the barrel.
■ Elevate the barrel for ease of
use. Thirty inches is a good height
for lling 5 gallon buckets etc. it is
also a good height because it al-
lows easy cleaning of the top screen
■ Af x the rain barrel and over ow
to the house. A full 50-gallon rain
barrel weighs approximately 400
pounds and should be securely fas-
tened to the home

Raymond Thompson owns Sure Foot Builders Inc. and has been in Asheville for the
past 10 years. He began as a helper over 20 years ago in Frankfort, Ken. and is now fo-

cused on building new green homes.


