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Controlling Home Heating Costs                                              
By Joe Laquatra, Cornell University 

 

For financial and environmental reasons, we can all take 
steps to reduce our home energy use. In our climate the 
most significant area to focus on is home heating. In doing 
so, the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) recommends that homeowners plug 
air leaks in the building enclosure, increase attic insulation, and improve cen-
tral heating system efficiency. New York State residents can take advantage of 
a program administered by the New York State Energy Research and Develop-
ment Authority (NYSERDA) that offers no-cost or low-cost home energy assess-
ments. Formerly known as audits, these assessments are conducted by trained 
technicians who use specialized equipment to find air leaks that would not be 
detected by the naked eye. Special sealants are used to plug these leaks. The 
technicians also examine insulation levels and heating system efficiency. Nor-
mally an energy assessment would cost $350 or more. This website has an ap-
plication for the energy assessment and a link to a chart that shows the re-
duced cost of this assessment based on household income: https://
nyserda.energysavvy.com/start-your-project/hpwes-express-audit/?s=contact 

DOE suggests an increase in attic insulation after addressing air leaks because 
most homes don’t meet the recommended attic R-levels of between 49 and 60, 
depending on location in the state, and because it is easy to access attics in 
most homes. 

Central heating system efficiency is on DOE’s priority list because this is some-
thing that is frequently overlooked by most homeowners. Two things are criti-
cal with central heating systems:  regular servicing and correct sizing. Oil fur-
naces and boilers should be serviced annually; gas systems every two years. 
Servicing includes a thorough cleaning, a safety inspection, and efficiency cal-
culations. Typically, central heating systems are oversized. Sizing refers to heat 
output per hour, measured in British Thermal Units (BTUs). The proper selec-
tion of a furnace or boiler should include heat loss calculations. Variables for 
this method include area to be heated, R-values for floors, walls and attics; as 
well as number and size of and R-values for windows and doors. Also included 
in this estimate is a variable known as a Heating Degree Day, which measures 
daily outside temperatures. Heat loss calculations allow for an estimate of how 
much heat, in BTUs, is lost per hour from a house. That is then matched by the 
BTU output per hour of the central heating system. If a furnace or boiler is 
oversized, it can be derated, a procedure that restricts the amount of fuel that 
is burned. 
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It’s hard to believe another year is 
rapidly coming to a close. We hope  
you have enjoyed the three previous 
2016 issues of this publication and 
that you find this edition’s equally 
informative and helpful as you look 
towards 2017. Now’s the time to re-
flect on your financial situation and 
determine what steps you need to 
take to strengthen your bottom line 
in the New Year. On behalf of the 
FERM Program Work Team, we wish 
you and yours a happy and healthy 
holiday season. Happy reading! 
Theresa Mayhew 
Balance Sheet Editor 
 
 
Team members include Barb Henza, 
Cortland County; Nancy Reigelsperger, 
Steuben County; Linda Law-Saunders, 
Washington County; Maria DeLucia-
Evans, Albany County; Theresa Mayhew, 
Columbia & Greene Counties; Valle Cast-
ner, Yates County; Kenneth McLaurin, Jr., 
Tompkins County; Sean Welsh, Sullivan 
County; Jackie Spencer, Tioga County; 
Rochelle Runge, Jefferson County; Joe 
Laquatra, CCE Environmental Design & 
Analysis, Cornell University; and commu-
nity member Ann Gifford, Tompkins 
County. 
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Space heating costs typically represent close to 50% of a home energy budget. 
Controlling these costs by following DOE recommendations can reduce them 
substantially, reduce energy waste, and make a house more comfortable. 

 
Paying Down Holiday Debt 
By Maria DeLucia-Evans, Albany County 

 
Even with the best intentions, December can be a month that easily 
fills with extra spending here and there. A last-minute teacher gift, fixings for a 
shared holiday dish, or an unexpected gift or two can push our holiday spending 
past the limit initially set. January is the season of getting back on track and, 
with a little extra work, you can pay down debt and say farewell to guilt. 
 
Step one:  take a deep breath and look at your credit card statement. While it 
may be difficult to face your new ‘balance due,’ don’t let that debt snowball. 
Regroup and reorganize, making sure you know exactly how much you need to 
pay off. Make a list (using paper and pen or Excel) of any outstanding debts. 
Include the total amount due, interest rate you are paying, and the minimum 
amount due. Realize it’s best to pay off credit cards with the highest interest 
rates first. And, after paying off one card, roll that payment onto the next card 
(also called power pay) to pay down other debt quicker.  
 
Step two:  always pay more than the minimum amount due. Normally, you 
should pay your credit card bill in full. This good habit allows you to avoid  fi-
nance charges and establish good credit. But occasionally (and especially after 
the holidays) this may be hard to do. Don’t let that keep you from trying. You 
might need to buckle down in early 2017 and put any extra cash towards out-
standing debt. Even if you can only add $10 or $20 to January’s payment, that 
extra cash will help reduce the amount of interest you pay along with the length 
of time it takes to pay off the bill.  
 
Step three:  recreate and/or readjust your budget. You need a budget to stay 
focused on your goals and track where your money is going. If you weren’t pay-
ing close attention to your spending plan over the last couple of months, now is 
the time to make sure you have a handle on your spending (including out of 
pocket expenses like coffee and dining out).  
 
Step four:  start planning for next year. You don’t want this cycle to continue. 
Figure out about how much you spent for the 2016 holidays, divide that amount 
by 12 and work to save that figure each month over the next year. Putting away 
a little money each month will help avoid the holiday spending/debt cycle for 
the next year.  
 

If you feel overwhelmed, you can always seek out professional advice for the 
best debt-management solution. Contact your Cooperative Extension Office for 
recommendations of reputable debt consolidation companies in your area.  
 
 

Seven Things You Didn’t Know About Paying for College 
By Rochelle Runge, Jefferson County 
 
The Federal Application for Student Aid (FAFSA) looks daunting but take heart. 
There’s a variety of financial aid out there — grants and scholarships which you 
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Tax Time is Here Again                        
By Barb Henza, Cortland County 

Whether you fill in the forms yourself or use 
a paid preparer, there are steps you can 
take to make the process smoother. First, 
have all of your records and a copy of your 
2015 tax return ready before you start filling 
in the 2016 forms. Gather receipts or checks 
to support any deductions you plan to take. 
Make a list of all of the W-2’s and 1099’s 
you expect to receive for 2015. Check off the 
those documents as they come in. Hold off 
preparing your return until you have re-
ceived them all. Many employers and finan-
cial institutions now make these documents 
available electronically, allowing quicker 
access.  

Once you have all the necessary documents, 
decide how to file your return. If you don’t 
want to do it yourself, you have several op-
tions. A paid preparer can complete and file 
the forms for you for a fee based on the 
complexity of your return. If you are com-
pleting the forms yourself there are options 
available from both IRS and NYS to file your 
return for free based on your income. To see 
if you qualify go to www.irs.gov for your 
federal return and http://www.tax.ny.gov/
pit/efile/ for NYS returns.  

If you’re not comfortable completing your 
own returns check out the free Volunteer 
Income Tax Assistance (VITA) program spon-
sored by the IRS and NYS.  Both Federal and 
NYS tax returns are completed and electron-
ically filed by the program. VITA volunteers 
must pass IRS tests with a minimum score 
on each test before they’re allowed to com-
plete returns.  As this is a volunteer staffed 
program, there are some limitations on the 
type of returns that can be prepared. Check 
the IRS website to see if there’s a VITA pro-
gram in your area.  

If you’ve completed your own returns, make 
sure all names and social security numbers 
listed appear exactly as they do on your 
social security card.  Review all entries to be 
sure they are on the correct lines and that 
amounts entered are correct. Check to make 
sure you have entered routing and account 
numbers correctly for direct deposit of any 
refunds. Mistakes on a return will slow 
down the processing of the return and delay 
any refund so pay close attention when 
completing your return.  

don’t have to pay back, work-study, and loans that you usually don’t have to pay 
back until after you graduate. Fill out the FAFSA as soon as possible as some schools 
give out aid on a first-come, first-serve basis, so filing early may mean you get more 
money for college!  
 
It all starts with the FAFSA. If you don’t apply, you aren’t only losing out on federal 
funds but possible state and school funds.  Nearly all schools use FAFSA data to de-
termine eligibility for scholarships, research posts and work-study positions. There’s 
no cost to apply, so don’t ignore this valuable resource. Visit www.fafsa.ed.gov to 
get started.  
 
Apply every year regardless of income or age. You have to complete the FAFSA 
every year you are in school to qualify for financial aid the next year. Even if you’re a 
college freshman, sophomore, or junior, you aren’t off the hook. Just because you 
didn’t qualify for financial aid one year doesn’t mean you won’t the next. Be sure to 
submit the FAFSA every year. High earners may even qualify for aid as the FAFSA 
takes all of your family’s financial and personal factors into account. 
 
Apply even if you’re a non-traditional student. Older, non-traditional students 
should fill out the FAFSA, too. Federal student aid programs don’t take your age into 
account so you can still get assistance even if you didn’t attend college right out of 
high school.  
 
Scholarships are available. NYS Higher Education Service Corporation uses FAFSA 
information for potential state scholarships and financial aid. When considering 
scholarships think about your unique situation. Are you affiliated with the military, a 
religious organization or local civic group? Do you or your parents belong to a pro-
fessional association? These organizations can offer scholarships and be great re-
sources for finding the money you need for college.  
 
You may be able to negotiate your financial aid package. Colleges are a business, 
so they usually want high achieving students who can enhance their reputation or 
become future donors. Send your FAFSA to several colleges, not just the one you 
have your heart set on. Schools can see you’ve applied to multiple places and this 
may motivate them to offer you institutional aid to help influence you to attend 
their school. 
 
The earlier you apply the better. New for 2016, the FAFSA became available on 
October 1st. Also new this year, you will use your prior-prior year tax returns to file 
the FAFSA. This means that if you are filling for the 2017-2018 school year you will 
use your 2015 taxes. Don’t let time slip away, this year’s deadline is June 30, 2018. 
Remember colleges all have different deadlines, some much earlier, so know your 
college’s FAFSA deadline! 
 
Compare apples to apples. Some colleges give you the “net cost” which is figured 
by simply subtracting the entire financial aid package that they’re offering from the 
total cost of attendance. However, your financial aid package typically includes 
loans, so this is a bit misleading. Here’s an example:  Let’s assume you are looking at 
two colleges that both cost $20,000 per year. College A offers you a financial pack-
age of $10,000 in scholarships and/or grants, and assumes you will take out a 
$10,000 loan. College B offers you $15,000 in scholarships and/or grants, and as-
sumes you will take out a $5,000 loan. Clearly, college B is the more attractive 
choice because you will pay less overall. Read the fine print to be sure you’re com-
paring apples to apples. 
 

Sources: Forbes.com, fafsa.ed.gov, studentaid.ed.gov, bigfuture.collegeboard.org 
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Time for New Wheels: Buying vs. Leasing                                                                                                             
By Kenneth McLaurin, Jr., Tompkins County 

 

Should I buy or lease my next car is a question that more and more consumers are asking. Unfortunately, when it comes to 
buying vs. leasing, there’s no simple answer that applies to everyone. Consumers should thoroughly  weigh all of the pros, 
cons, and costs involved. Then determine which best fits your situation. Look at your budget and be realistic about your 
needs, lifestyle, credit history, and long-term financial goals before you choose.  

What is car leasing? 

A car lease lets you drive a new vehicle without paying a large sum of cash or taking out a loan. Leases are a good way to 
have a predictable total cost of ownership. To lease a car, you would make an initial down payment which is usually small-
er than one if you were buying the vehicle. Typically it is less than the 20% of a car’s value. And you’d also pay monthly 
payments for the duration of the term of the lease, as well as additional fees associated with the lease agreement. Lease 
terms can carry high fees and steep penalties for things such as: 

● Exceeding the number of miles in your lease contract.  

● Failing to keep the interior and exterior of the car in good condition.     

● Inflicting significant wear and tear on the car’s performance and appearance. 

● Returning the car before the contract expires. 

Many leases last about three years and consist of the typical new car bumper-to-bumper warranty. That means the car is 
usually covered under warranty for unexpected repairs during the lease. You’ll still need to maintain the car by following 
the  recommended maintenance guidelines from the manufacturer. This is important to avoid the additional aforemen-
tioned fees and penalties. 

And if I want to buy? 

Buying a car usually means you will initially need a large sum of money or a loan for the down payment. Generally the up-
front costs of buying a car are higher than with a leased car. They consist of the cash price or a down payment, taxes, reg-
istration and various other fees. Usually, loan payments on a purchased car are higher than lease payments because 
you're paying off the entire purchase price of the vehicle, in addition to interest and taxes, finance charges, and other 
fees.  Contrary to leasing, when you buy a car you can sell or trade in your vehicle at any time, and at the end of the car 
loan agreement (typically four to five years), you have no further payments. You own the vehicle and get to keep it as long 
as you want it. Although the upfront price with buying a car is higher than leasing, it is more cost-effective in the long run. 

The decision to lease or buy will always depend on your situation. Being realistic about your budget, needs, lifestyle, credit 
history, and long-term financial goals is important as you decide whether to lease or buy. As always, be diligent and thor-
oughly research the best option for you. 


