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To insulate or not to insulate

Making the Best Choice for Historic Birildings

in a Tropical and Wet Climate

By Tracy Nelson, Propram.Dizécioz
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With extsémie freezing weather kn
the northem:states and excessively
bumid weather o the southern re-
ghoms, everystie knowd that nsulation
Is aust. Right? Bspecially with bigh

enerfy bifls making the eArire nadon

i

cool airand is very good at-finding
waysto do this. The resulting prob-
lem is vhat when warm, wet-air hitg
acoal syrface {the hack side of your
wall) thie humidity in the aif cam be
reledised as condénsation, which Is
—— S

A rdiont barrler Instolled By volmteers,
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heat from passing Yirough tha borrer. This kas a-good airspace between the material and

#he rovf deck.

Ings, cooling attic spaces, msulating
arcimd the openingsfor plambing
‘gnd electrical services and, in many
olfl houses, {lling in the gaps in the

soxiginal wood finor. ATl these ae faidy

sttnple and inexpessive soltions and
can b good do-it-yourself projects.*
These stzategies donot inélede the
“tear tut.and teplave® philosophy:
That approach’is a very szpensive
Teaction with, alow retum on the
dellar. Additicnally, the equity ina
house is zedhirced whei osiginal mate-
izl iz Jost ad feplaced with modem
products ~ bad steategy, The other
sericns, hyman-comfort antagonist s

& the sunshine that-heats up a house.

5. cover that wall insulation is not even

< If solar gaini is controlled, yéu may dis-

Pi WH < necded: (Refer o our Web site Jitecd
e ‘ ‘ “ W £ below Jor suggestions om. these money,
&prg fns'v]aﬁqn gone wildy Thik shructure hids fad fio Bght seal of the sidin ; mpromsed saving strategies.) .
o ot will hrve: o wa J\u water in I‘r.t.ﬂfo? o 4 T The second srategy to explore is
N DY im \ i Lo . the more raditioral ene of wrabping
zxy Uncle. Don't be faol i 'ﬂ‘ét so\- oW moisture gty trapped dnside youk 30w insulatiog raterial, Axd
tivn Is not .\E.n_ ey \ house, If thers isnot a strategy thar - wilitle this seemns great I the winter,
the soluitlor is topeed | EY fo ows this éondeosation ro dryour, 30 handled ¢orrectly It cag be like
cool and heatjy ez 1 the hoilsk will start on e pah 1o 2 swealer wom during Augost — it

be donel You bet.
stuffed Inée the w
(or-begt) energy s
region, See beIP‘w r some easy guide-
Tinesfhiat dan. qiakea big difference.
Nowhere isthe rechnical part thar
evgryone peetds o know to make an
infermed decision on what 3 needed
fr 2 historie house. Qutside sirneeds
fa stay qutside to lower & stoctune’s
enargy-usage. Unforunately, ourside
alr Wants 10 heiat the same térpers-
tewe.and Frmidity evel osthat within
the steneture. This very simplistic
statement means that the-ehergy In
werrd air is alivays trying to mix with

i the caly
tegy fr a trdpical

‘hers tar
iﬁa j J.Lthat gets  deray The difficulty is tharthis i
nor

movemeit gets pished by the euxil’s
weather spstetns fhrovigh the walls of
a biilding, around those windows that

* are notweather tight, under extericr

‘doers with worn outthreskislds and

litexdlly, throligh any opening in the.
building, Minfmizirg this fmvisible at-
tack is the rfost {mportarit step towiid
msulating ahouse,

These first strategies are, con-
veniently, the miost tost-effective.
Weathsirize allopenings thit pierce;
building’s erivelope, Thds means
weather stripping all windows, repair-
ing doorways, sealing attic stair open-

éan, dause & house to sweat, So before

2 tiip Is made-to the local home-

improvement store, consider these

following points:

® Every house is different grid sach
onie his many enérgy stiategies
undgre t6 its léwation, lendseape
and constmetion methiod,

* Tregtinsalation behind plaster dis
ferenitly thin isulafon behind
Sheetvock,

@ Insylaring ander a hiwse.fs very
iskey business,

* Efigh quality products mmse be
used — poor materials give poor
protection.

_ Wwwipreno.org

* Hire a professional Iosgaller and
tngpect the finished wark —a
ponr instatlation job can cost up to
30 percenit or more in enerpy sav-
tnig and 35 one of the most common

- causes of meld growth inside 5
hoyse,

* Bvery-avsilable space does not have
to be insulated,

* Remember that well-firting enrraing
(against the cold) and closed
shutters {againist the heat} are gresr

I5.

* For the highest savings, seal as
meny il Jexks as possible. Under
standing that cold sir moves downs
ward and hot aix rises cure help to
erack down aif isfltarion.

Lastly,.a house that bs voo =irtight
has its own set of potentizl hisalth
issties. Taxkily; historic houses were
biailt tg kreathe, which is a healthy
bonns that comtes with the perichese,
However, ifa buildiriy is dverinsulat:

glfaios_e' sprayed info ihe wall cavity, This
aoff and benign material is easily removed,
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& tiis valuable attribute can be lost,

Whet:is needed is balancs, Leam-

ihg to interact with a boilding is the

aalfest stratepy snd is nally free

{For ig-eost habits tha can immedimtely

supe yor wonegy, see #4 in the references
. below } Tt §s important t rernember

thatthe restrictions addressed below  theplester i in place, There are a few
in this article concerning wall ingrlae  contnetled-apticns zvailaile bug these
tion are.for Bot, humid climates. oy - . wouald feyuiredn installition method
gemypefetuires have different sriteria <f remaving the siding and insulat-
for Trisulation strategies, g from the exterior of the building,
So, where tostart! The fiststepds . which s vety expensive. Remitving
to keep the air” and hedt-zonditioned " plaster and replacing with inmilarion
spaces protected from the uncondl- and Shestrock is a waste of money
toned spaces, Ifa house hasbeen - Eoth through the new dollars spent
weathetized as recommended ahove, "+ dnd theTess of emifty in, thé hiome by
and thieenergy bill is still high; then,  the removal-of this very expensive
the.aif thaf is eothing throtgh your | énd velueble material.
bidlding envelope is whar needs o~ . * Howeves, i#'the plaster Is gone -
be-addressed. (Den’t confiea lerge and the walls are opeti, a good Hip for
bill with ising a lot of energy, lookat: -inttlating the wall cavity is to create

theactual kilowattsnsed.) Archs of .
ceacern include the roof, artie space,
flooring and vealls. These spaces are
where the insnlarion everpore is -
miliaz {vith comes into the plonrre,
The first and zasiest instellation
method is attic iosulation, either be.
twesh the roof rafters or the ceiling
jolsts. In ghe vented attie of alder
buildings insulation goes Between
‘the ceiling joisss: This grotecricn
keeps the warm cutside air from. go-
ing throtgh the celling, Make sure
thar the ingulation does not meos-
porate any vapor, baurier or paper
facirig. The insnlation shauld Fe .
prevented from’getting dirty-as this
reduges its effectiveness; f the attie
is niot vented, the wasiask solution is

rafters. This will prevent 95 percent
of the heat from your toof (that pes-
ky sunshifie again) from coming inra
. theattic, Make sure that the tadiant
barrier has an-air space hetween the
materizl and the underside of your
100k These two solutions can be
used together.
Wall msularion is the most diffienlt
insulation strategy to petrightina
Burid climete 25 it can lead ro prob-

lems.Jike mold, semwrated framing, and-

termitescoming-to-dinner. Remeri-
bes, in, an élderhouse, wall insalation
sy not be the best choice, There are
.other options availebls snd when the
arigtral plaster is.still intacy, there iz 2
new set 6f rules.

FPlaster is like 2 pair of lungs for _
‘& bouss. The nanme of the lims in
plaster causes this wall thatésial to :

that touches-it. This creates 2 cocling
"effectinside fhe hiilding and prevents
cordénsatior: fiom Scourding. The . -, -
beauty of plaster is thay mold does-
not grow on ity and even if plaster

gets saturated (by sirfing in water) it

4

* only has t5 be cleaned, not removed.
Wet Shestrotk walls would biave tg
be replaged. Insalatfory shonld not be

. used bebind plaster. A empty-wall

cavity aljows incoming hear s rise as
well s Bives electricians the ahility
to répafi or upgrade old witing while

"&n gir space berween the insulation
and. the exterior wall so that-when
motstrze collects; it has the ability to
dry out: When using Sheetrock the

goal is te keep the moisture away from

it, either from directwates infiltrar
tion {a bad gotter thak puts water
inside the wall or 2 leaky window) ox
through humid ait Use only paperes
Shestrock to mvvid mold: The natural

Irivlitation s to put a-moisture barder -

betweer: the wet zir and the insla-.
tion ta protect against.condensation
 forming behind the Sheetrock. Boe. .

* epen the experts cangiot: decide on
. thebest way to use'n barder within

historic howses built i a tropicel
:cHthate af-évéry sitategy has 2 “thaf

might work; but..” gtfached 1o ik I '
to use a tadiant barier over the atfe  is adifficult sitration without 2 simple

answer The one scepario:that never |
has this problem is the wall thet has
nn insulation, .

Insulating undey the house i 'the fase

strategy and not a ged idéa in hiumid
aress. Even if it is done cotrectly It Is
vary expensive and can hide porential
problems a5 it coves thie framing of
the house. Installed potrly i is ineffec-
tivi; Joses its insularipg valne assoon
s it gets-dirty or damp and is 2 sood
homé for dutdaor sreatures. And the
installer fandwiched under ¥our house
maynat tzke the time o do the joh
comregtly. There are other options to
address thik eoricermn fhat ava listed on
out Web sité.

To the end, don’t be shorusiglved
by letting your eneroy saving desires
coshiprvimise thié long-term valde and

o ifategrity of your bistorie house, There are
&hzorb, hold and breathe qur moistare éfiym;"s_nramgies thiat £an ghve: you both .

WA studyy the US Depareinent of En-
218y shatos that-the savings from. siviple:
vozatherization have g 2.2 tirmes returi

above the gotual cost 4F the improvement,

REFERENCES:~ .

Conventional BuiLDING InsuLarion PrRepuCTs

Cellulose Insulation — can be used 4s Joose fill {in-attfe) or blown in (in
wall cavities) = benlgr, renewable and natural mateérial with kigh insulation
value; Blocks ir infiltration like spfay foamy.can be easily Fermaved in the
futnr; dogs not interfere with the services inside the walls — good produce
for older houses — can be problematic i it gets wet,

Rigid Insufation — sood sitateny if applied properly; véry labor intensive,
whith mikes it expensive; neids a professional who understands the issues
related to candensation and this materal,

Batt Insulation — most cortnon and gasy to install. Made of fiberglass (that
itchy feeling), 1t will lose all insulating value iFit gers wer even once, The bact
with the paperface ezsily grows modd if It gets damp; if comprassed down or
thiere are-gaps arguind the edges, the Insulating value is significantly reduced.
Spray Foam - has a good Insulatlen value at the same time that it blocks alr
infiltration; the concern s that this product is made of petivtaum chemicals,
will enase 4ll the wires and pluimbing inside the walls if installed pootly
(chiss a bad thing), is imposéible to take our ifaeeded (ike after 2 food);
improper fustallation ¢an result i this produce otzing in places it showld not
be and even underneath the weatherbozrds, ’

Insulation in 2 Bag - never recommended in hurid.¢limate; holds mpisture
inthe wall cavity, :

WEATHER BARRIER PROTUETS

Raliant Barrler ~ a thin material that looks like flexible tinfoil. Je s used to
bounce back energy waies of heat creaded by the sun and jsa simple but éffec-
tive reflector. '

Alr Baryier - a thin material that s commonly kriown as house wrap, It is
commionly used under siding but in & humid elimate Emust bepermenble to
Toisture or water can be trapped inside the wall cavity,

‘Vapor Barrier — a maveriz! that stops the movemsnt of water vapan It is
almostimpaossiblé to get the application right ina hreonid: dimate and should
only bé considéred on the exteriof under the siding If considered ac <[l
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