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Fall is the perfect time to work outside. The weather is cooler, making it easier to toil for
longer hours without discomfort. It is also the perfect time to perform home maintenance —
you know, the stuff you should have done last year but didn’t.

Preventive maintenance takes time and money, but it is still more cost-effective than the

crisis-du-jour approach of waiting until something breaks and then scrambling to have it re-
paired. Completing my checklist can also extend the life expectancy of items in your home
and reduce energy consumption, saving you time, money, and trouble. Isn’t winter aggravat-
ing enough? ROB ROBILLARD

WINTER IS COMING…
A CHECKLIST TO GET YOUR HOME IN SHAPE BEFORE THE FLURRIES FLY

ATTIC

� Inspect for water stains on the underside of the
roof sheathing. Also look for rot, mildew, and fun-

gus, which would indicate high humidity levels in the
attic. Check to make sure the insulation is not wet or
missing. Look for vermin, bird nests, and insect infesta-
tions. Have an attic ladder? Insulate the hatch door.
(Cost: About $25 for materials. For how-to instruc-
tions, go to www.aconcordcarpenter.com.)Make sure
the attic vents are open and not obstructed. If you
don’t have soffit or ridge vents, keep your gable vents
open year-round to ensure proper ventilation.

BASEMENT

�Check for moisture. Be sure to clean your dehu-
midifier regularly (see manufacturer’s instruc-

tions). Locate and mark the shut-offs for the heating,
electrical, and plumbing systems. Protect your home
from frozen pipes by sealing air leaks and insulating
rim joists with a foam panel. (Cost: $25-30 per panel
and about $8 for a can of spray foam to seal it.)

CARBONMONOXIDE ALARMS

�Test them, vacuum out the dust, and replace if
they are old. The average life expectancy of these

devices is five to seven years. Carbon monoxide alarms
are required on every level of the home, including
basements and finished attics. The most common
source of carbon monoxide is heating systems that
malfunction, according to the state fire marshal’s of-
fice — so give your furnace an annual checkup.

DECKS AND PORCHES

�Check wooden components for rot and insect in-
festation. Paint or stain as needed.

DOORS ANDWINDOWS

�Replace door weather seals as needed. Look for
light at the seams or feel for a draft. (Cost: $20-

25.) Repair locks so windows and doors seal tightly.

DRYER

�Cleaning your dryer could save your home and
your life. There are roughly 2,900 dryer fires each

year, causing an estimated five deaths, 100 injuries,
and $35 million in property loss, the Federal Emergen-
cy Management Agency reported in 2012. Clogged
vents also force your dryer to work harder, increasing
the time it takes to dry your clothes as well as your op-
erating costs.
Inside
Empty the lint screen each time you run the dryer. Use
a vacuum with a nozzle attachment to clean the lint
trap regularly. Have the dryer thoroughly cleaned by a
professional every three years. (Cost: We got a quote
of $125.)
Outside
Keep your dryer ducts as short and straight as possi-
ble. (Check the manufacturer’s specifications for
lengths.) Clean them. (For how-to instructions, go to
www.aconcordcarpenter.com). The Consumer Product
Safety Commission advises consumers to “replace
plastic or foil, accordion-type ducting material with a
rigid or corrugated semi-rigid metal duct ... [because]
the flexible plastic or foil-type duct can more easily
trap lint and is more susceptible to kinks or crushing,
which can greatly reduce the airflow.” (Cost: About
$35.) Vacuum the back of the dryer to keep it free of
lint buildup. Check the outside exhaust vent to make
sure air is escaping, confirming that the vent flap is
opening and there are no clogs. (Make sure it is free
from snow during and after major storms.)
ELECTRICAL SYSTEM

�Check the electrical panel for rust or water marks.
All breakers should be turned off and on to ensure

none have seized. Is the panel warm to the touch or
does it smell like burned insulation? Call an electrician.
Burned wires indicate loose or poor connections and
should be repaired only by qualified personnel. All cir-
cuits should be labeled. Test all ground fault-circuit in-
terrupters monthly, and have a licensed electrician re-
view the whole system every 10 years.

FIREPLACE

�Remove the ashes from the firebox, but have your
chimney professionally cleaned once before the

winter-heating season starts and, if you use it a lot,
maybe once midseason (Cost: Varies by roofline, ac-
cess, etc.) Check for loose or missing chimney mortar.
Make sure the damper closes tightly. Have your chim-
ney inspected to ensure the flue liner and joints are not
worn and that you don’t have a bird nest or some other
obstruction in there. Don’t want Tweety to move back
in? Install a chimney cap, which can increase the lon-
gevity of your masonry work by keeping moisture out.
(Cost: You can get a stainless-steel chimney cap for
roughly $50 and up, but the cost of installation de-
pends on your roof and access.)

GARAGE

�Automatic garage-door openers should be tested
to ensure they reverse in the event of an emer-

gency. Try putting a broomstick in front of the sensor
to test the safety-stop feature.

GENERATOR

�Test it and keep the tank full and the fuel fresh
with a stabilizer. Make sure you always operate

your generator outside at least five feet away from the
house and facing away from doors, windows, and vents.

GRADING

�The landscape grading adjacent to the house
should be checked to ensure a “positive” slope:

one inch per foot for the first six feet away from the
house. Clean drain basins of debris.

GUTTERS

�Clear gutters and drain pipes of leaves and pine
needles and make sure they usher water away

from the house. (Cost: We got a quote of $299 for a
home up to 3,000 square feet.)

HEATING SYSTEM

�Have a heating contractor check and service your
system every year in the fall: changing filters,

cleaning, and inspecting the vent pipe for corrosion
and holes and replacing it, if necessary. (Cost: Varies,
but should be less than $200.) Clean vents and radia-
tors of debris. Vacuum hot-water-radiator fins.
LAWNMOWER

�Run all gas-powered lawn equipment until the fu-
el is gone and store it in a dry place. When your

mower’s tank is empty, turn the machine on its side
and spray the underside with a hose to remove clip-
pings. Clean or replace the air filter.

PLUMBING FIXTURES

�Check for leaks in the kitchen and bathrooms. Re-
place washers if necessary. Inspect caulking

around sinks, bathtubs, and showers.

REFRIGERATOR

�Make sure the door seals are airtight. Test them
by closing the door over a dollar bill. If you can

pull the bill out easily, the latch may need to be adjust-
ed or the seal may need to be replaced. If you have a
coil-back refrigerator, vacuum the coils at least twice
each year. It will run more efficiently.

ROOF

�Check for loose shingles, damage from branches,
and leaks around vents, skylights, and chimneys.

(Cost: $50+ per hour.) Carefully inspect flashing at
dormers, plumbing stacks, and valleys. Have a flat
roof? Look for blisters and bubbles. Trim trees back
from roof edges. Examine your eaves, checking the
soffit and fascia boards for loose and rotten spots as
well as squirrel damage.

SIDING AND PAINT

�Look for cracks, holes, and chips in your siding or
paint. Replace caulk if necessary. Check window

and door flashing. Touch up paint as needed. (Remem-
ber my “paint one side a year” approach.)

SMOKE ALARMS

�The news media reported 4,037 civilian deaths in
home fires between Jan. 1, 2014, and Sept. 9,

2015, according to the US Fire Administration. Most
fire deaths are caused by smoke inhalation, not burns,
and occur at night while folks are sleeping. Smoke
alarms are BIG life and property savers. Ensure that all
your alarms are in good working order. Test them, re-
place their batteries, and vacuum out the dust. Replace
the alarms if they are more than 10 years old, even if
they are hard-wired. Don’t know how old your alarms
are? Look for the date of manufacture on the back. If
you don’t find one, it is definitely more than 10 years
old.
Two types of alarms
The most common type is an ionization sensor alarm. I
have this kind in my house and find them in the majori-
ty of homes in which I work. Ionization alarms detect
smoke from flaming fires more rapidly — like cooking
fires. The second type, photoelectric alarms, detects
smoke from smoldering fires more rapidly — like a cig-
arette in a couch. Since you never know what kind of
fire will strike, you should have both kinds. State regu-
lations require dual detection beyond 20 feet of the
kitchen or bathroom (which can cause nuisance alerts
for ionization alarms). When alarms repeatedly trip,
people disable them. Please don’t. Maybe you just
need a different kind in that location.
* With all this in mind, make sure to have working
night lights at the top and bottom of all stairs. Consid-
er buying ones with a 10-year sealed-battery backup
that will turn on if the power fails.
SNOWBLOWER

�Time for a tuneup. Lubricate it, change the oil and
the spark plug, put in fresh gas, fill the tires, and

keep extra sheer pins on hand. (Cost: We got a quote of
$96.) Test it to ensure proper operation before you
need it. Judging from the Farmers’ Almanac, you will.

SPRINKLER SYSTEMS AND HOSES

�Shut off the water, and have your system serviced
for winter. (Cost: We got a quote of $80-$90, but

it depends on howmany zones you have.) Disconnect
your hoses and turn off the water.

TREES, SHRUBS, AND VINES

�Cut back dead limbs and ones that hang over the
house. Trim vines back from all wood surfaces.

Make sure all shrubs are at least one foot away from
the house. This allows the sun to get in there and dry
your home, and it helps keep bugs out.

VENTILATION

�Check and clean the dryer vent, air-conditioner,
stove hood, and bathroom fans. Inspect exterior

hoods for insect infestations and bird nests.

ASK
DID THE

HEAVY SNOW
KILL MY
LAWN?

H3

JAMES ABUNDIS/GLOBE STAFF


