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Increasing either the amount or the quality of insulation is arguably the most direct way to reduce heating and cooling transmission through the residential envelope. Foamed in place insulation of high R-value is seeing greater usage in new construction. Retrofitting it into existing buildings is case specific. Cold air infiltration through windows, doors and roof and wall penetrations can account for as much as 30% of the total heat loss of a condominium / HOA unit. Sealing up those locations will pay off and cost little. Replacing leaky window units with tight thermally efficient ones could mean a significant initial investment, but it will pay off in the long run. A community manager recently described to me some easy steps he took to insulate feed piping running from outdoor boilers to his buildings. The BTU’s that were once zipping out the pipe walls to the outdoors are now going into the buildings’ baseboard radiation. He anticipates significant drops in fuel consumption. If you are a condominium board looking in that direction, it will pay to have a professional investigate your options and payoffs before doing any work. For individual heating plants in homeowner units there are some basic lines of defense against wasting fuel. Annual servicing is a must - akin to changing the oil in your car. The “consumer” of your heating oil is your oil burner. Lavish some cash on its care and upkeep. Your oil burner is an assembly of fuel pump, fan, tubing and fuel nozzle with an electrical transformer on top, all mounted on the front of your boiler or furnace. The pump supplies fuel under correct pressure, which when mixed with air, atomizes into a fine mist allowing it to burn most efficiently when ignited by a spark from the transformer as it sprays out the nozzle. The generated heat is passed on to the heat exchanger, which in the case of a boiler is a nest of water chambers or a bellows-like air chamber in a hot air furnace.  As part of annual check-up, your heating technician will change your oil filter, check your nozzle, vacuum out the combustion chamber and check your flame detection (safety) controls.  Ask him to do a stack check for CO2, stack temperature and overall efficiency every other year. If the fuel is natural or propane gas, the range of control of operating efficiency is smaller and, to some degree, simpler. Complete combustion of the gas is important if you are to extract all its BTU’s. Incomplete combustion can also generate carbon dioxide and other potentially harmful by products. One more result of incomplete combustion is lower temperatures in your exhaust stack, which will reduce drafting and efficiency. A heating technician will check the operation of your burner heads for full combustion as well as the operation of the safety valve downstream.    

