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Don’t let the name fool you.
Today’s heat pumps can cool and
warm your home year-round.

Story by Sharon Jayson @ Photos by Sarah Beal
HE TYPICAL heating and air condi-

tioning systems in Central Texas homes

now have competition. Despite the

name, a heat pump — more specifically,
an air-source heat pump — can warm a house in
winter and cool it in summer. Proponents tout the
technology for its money-saving energy efficiency.

A growing number of homebuilders and buyers in the Bluebon-
net Electric Cooperative service area, across Texas and throughout
the southern U.S., are choosing air-source — or air-to-air — heat
pumps, either connected to ductwork throughout the house, or
“mini-split” systems for smaller spaces. These systems heat and cool
through a single unit rather than separate air conditioning and heat-
ing components and use 50% less electricity on average.

Although savings vary by system and home size, homeowners
could potentially save an average of $670 annually on electric bills
with a whole-home heat pump rather than a conventional heating,
ventilation and air conditioning (HVAC) system, according to the
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National Renewable Energy Laboratory.

Air-source heat pumps use 32% less electricity for cooling,
depending on the size of the house and the temperature outside.

In winter, they can reduce electricity use for heating by as much as
75%, according to the U.S. Department of Energy.

There are different types of heat pumps, including geothermal sys-
tems that transfer heat between a home and the ground or a nearby
water source. Those systems are more expensive to install and require
underground pipes.

Air-source heat pumps work by transferring heat using a refriger-
ant that absorbs and releases heat as it cycles through the system. In
winter, the pump extracts heat from outside air — even when it is
cold — and transfers it inside to warm the home. The refrigerant
absorbs heat energy from the cold air, and a compressor and heat
exchanger release it indoors.

To cool a home in summer, the process reverses. The heat pump
absorbs heat from the indoor air using the refrigerant and transfers it
outside, cooling the home. The process is similar to a conventional
air conditioner, but is typically more energy-efficient. The systems
can dehumidify too, making indoor air feel cooler on humid days.

‘The smaller ductless mini-split is suited for single rooms, work-
shops, very small homes or additions.

In the Bluebonnet region, more builders are opting for heat
pumps instead of traditional heating systems powered by electricity
or natural gas.

“We've seen a couple of our builders in the last two to three years
switch strictly to heat pumps. Some that were strictly using propane
for heating are venturing out,” said Steve Honeycutt, co-owner and
co-founder of Honeycutt Air Conditioning in Bellville, which serves
Bluebonnet members in Austin, Colorado, Fayette and Washington

Continued on next page
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Left: Logan
Middaugh
adjusts the
thermostat
on his family's
heat pump
system.
Air-source
heat pumps
use 32% less
electricity

for cooling,
depending on
the size of the
house and the
temperature
outside.

Far left: James Harkins installs

the outdoor unit of a heat pump
system at a home near Elgin. Heat
pump systems, which look similar
to conventional HVAC systems from
the outside, work by transferring
heat rather than generating it,
making them an energy-efficient
option for heating and cooling.

Left: Anthony Gomez, a
Bluebonnet member in Creek,

as well as the service manager

at Strand Brothers, installed his
own 4-ton heat pump system

at his home. Gomez has noticed
substantial savings with his system.
Joe Stafford photo
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Air-source heat pumps work by transferring heat using a refrigerant that absorbs and releases heat as it cycles through the system.
In the summer, heat pumps work like air conditioners by extracting heat from your home and releasing it outside. During colder
months, they draw heat from the outdoor air and transfer it indoors. Shutterstock illustration
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Eric Middaugh of
Lexington shows the
indoor unit of his
heat pump system,
located in the attic of
his newly constructed
2,750-square-foot
home.

Continued from previous page

counties. “Consumers themselves are asking about it.”

'The average cost to buy and install a heat pump system that can
heat and cool a new 2,500-square-foot home is approximately
$18,000, Honeycutt said. In his service region, this is only about
$1,000 more than the cost of buying and installing a conventional
HVAC system.

“Air-conditioning equipment has gotten expensive in the last 10 to
15 years,” he said. Between increases in supply costs, Environmental
Protection Agency regulations on HVAC systems, foam-insulated
homes — which require specialized tools — and advancements in
technology, the cost of a traditional system has gone up significantly,
Honeycutt said.

“Heat pumps are way more cost-effective than propane heating,
especially in areas without natural gas,” said Anthony Gomez, a
Bluebonnet member in Cedar Creek, as well as service manager at
Austin-based Strand Brothers, a plumbing and HVAC company
that operates in Bastrop, Caldwell, Travis and Williamson counties.

The cost of an air-source heat pump system depends on its size and
number of units needed. Other factors that affect the price are the
home’s square footage, ceiling height, number of stories, insulation
levels and types and the heat pump’s energy-efficiency ratings. If
the pump includes special features such as higher-rated air filters or
variable-speed motors to improve efficiency, that increases the cost.

One family in the Bluebonnet Electric Cooperative service
area recently opted for heat pumps to cool and warm their new
2,750-square-foot home near Lexington. Eric and Meredith Mid-
daugh and their three children — Logan, 15; Landry, 13; and
Lincoln, 7 — moved into the house last August.

They moved from a larger home in Coupland in Williamson
County. It also had an air-source heat pump. That convinced him of
the technology’s efficiency. “I knew from experience that heat pumps
are more energy-efficient and would be a great choice for our new
home,” he said.

The family’s new house is equipped with two air-source heat
pumps: a 2-ton unit for the bedrooms and a 3-ton unit for the com-
mon areas.

“I've been really impressed with how well the systems work,
especially in the summer,” he said. “Our Bluebonnet electric bill for
cooling was just $150 a month, even during the hottest part of the
year.” In comparison, the average monthly Bluebonnet electric bill
for a home that size in the summer is $215. Bluebonnet has one of
the lowest electric rates in the state.

As of December, the family’s heating costs were low. “Our bills
have run about $175 a month, which is much lower than what I
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expected for a home of this
size,” Middaugh said.
Despite the new wave of
interest, heat pumps have
been around since the mid-
1800s. For more than a cen-
tury, they were used mostly
for large-scale and industrial
heating. The technology to
both heat and cool a home
was available in the 1970s,
but technological advances
now make them increas-
ingly popular options for
new homes or retrofitting all
or part of existing homes.
James Harkins, owner of
Elgin-based ACHS Inc.,
handled the installation
of the Middaughs’ heat
pumps. If a homeowner
has an electricity-powered
furnace, he recommends re-
placing it with an air-source
heat pump. “Within two
to three years, they pay for
themselves,” Harkins said.
The process of installing an air-source heat pump system is
relatively straightforward, Honeycutt said. He recommends that
consumers speak directly with their HVAC installer to understand
the system, ensure it meets their needs and choose the most cost-
effective option.
Heat pump systems typically include a backup heating option,
often referred to as a “heat strip.” These coil-like elements within
the system generate heat when electricity flows through them. The
heat pump system’s fan blows air across the strip, distributing heat
throughout the home. “When the temperature gets below freezing
— about the low 20s — that’s when heat pumps stop being efficient
and auxiliary backup systems and heat strips kick in,” Gomez said.
A backup heat strip would probably not be needed very often in
Central Texas. “They’re only designed to kick in at certain low tem-
peratures,” Gomez said. The strips can also serve as a backup heating
source if a heat pump is not functioning, he added. If it does kick in,
it’s not cheap: The strip can use up to five times more electricity per

Continued on Page 20

Steve Honeycutt, co-owner and
co-founder of Honeycutt Air
Conditioning in Bellville, said the
average cost to buy and install a
heat pump system that can both
heat and cool a new 2,500-square-
foot home is about $18,000.

BLUEBONNET.COOP

Side by side;
Heat pumps or traditional cooling/heating systems

Both systems can keep your home comfortable year-round. Which is right for you?

Air-source heat pump system

HOW IT WORKS
A single unit that works by moving heat in different directions. To cool, it

absorbs heat from indoor air using a refrigerant, then transfers it outside.

To heat, it pulls warm air from outside, even on cold days. It easily
switches between heating and cooling by changing the direction of the
refrigerant’s flow.

EFFICIENCY

Can reduce heating costs by up to 75% because it transfers heat instead
of generating it. If temperatures drop significantly below freezing
(typically in the 20s), a heat pump typically switches to an auxiliary or
backup energy source, such as heat strips, to generate heat - but that
uses much more electricity.

cost

Typically costs 10%-15% more up front, but will reduce electricity bills
over time. Prices for a new system vary widely — from $6,000 to as
high as $25,000, including installation, for a 2,500-square-foot house
in Central Texas. System costs vary based on county, size and number
of units, features, warranties and maintenance packages. Rebates and
tax incentives may be available. Installation costs vary based on system
size, design/construction of house, pump brand and efficiency rating.

If replacing an existing HVAC system, using existing ductwork can save
$1,000 to $5,000, unless upgrades or additions are needed.

NEW HOME VS. EXISTING HOME

Ideal for new homes with energy-efficient designs. Retrofitting a heat
pump system into an existing home may require upgrades or additions
to ductwork, adding to the cost. Ductless mini-split systems, which heat
smaller areas such as individual rooms, may be a more cost-efficient
solution.

LIFESPAN & MAINTENANCE

Can last 10 to 15 years with regular, semiannual maintenance by a quali-
fied installer with heat-pump system experience to clean filters, check
refrigerant levels and inspect components.

AVAILABILITY
Widely available and growing in popularity, but increased demand may

lead to installation delays in some areas. Availability will vary by unit size.

HVAC system

HOW IT WORKS

Two systems: an air conditioner to cool the home, a furnace to heat it.
The air conditioner uses refrigerant to absorb indoor heat and transfer
it outdoors. Electric or gas furnaces generate heat to warm air being
pushed into the home.

EFFICIENCY

Two systems typically use more electricity and/or natural gas. Electricity-
powered furnaces are less efficient than heat pumps, but they maintain
warmth better when temperatures drop into the 20s.

cost

Often lower upfront costs, ranging from $3,900 and $10,000 on average
for a 2,500-square-foot Central Texas home. Operating costs can be
higher due to inefficiency of systems; cooling costs more comparable to
heat pumps with similar efficiency ratings, heating costs typically higher
due to price/consumption of natural gas or electricity. Rebates or incen-
tives may be available for high-efficiency furnaces or air conditioners.

NEW HOME VS. EXISTING HOME

Easier to install in existing homes with ductwork already in place. Adding
or repairing ducts can increase costs, especially in older homes. Some
homeowners install two systems — a traditional air conditioning unit for
summer, a heat pump for winter. Some also opt for a traditional furnace
for use when temperatures drop below freezing.

LIFESPAN & MAINTENANCE

Furnaces typically last 15 to 20 years; central air conditioners last 10 to 15
years, on average, in Central Texas. HVAC also needs twice yearly main-
tenance by experienced technicians for air conditioner in warm months
and furnace for cold months.

AVAILABILITY

Readily available with a broad range of sizes and efficiency levels.
Installation and repair services are widely accessible due to systems’
long-standing market presence.

Sources: U.S. Department of Energy, Consumer Reports, ENERGY STAR, Home Advisor, Strand Brothers, Carrier
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Continued from Page 18
hour than the heat pump alone.

In Texas, especially in rural areas where
homeowners rely on electricity or propane
to heat and cool homes, heat pump systems
have become a standard option for new
homes in the last few years.

Adam Hernandez is a co-founder of HDZ
Builders in Chappell Hill. The custom home
and residential construction company serves
customers including Bluebonnet members
in Austin, Colorado and Washington coun-
ties. He is a believer in heat pumps.

“In my opinion, the heat pump is a better
system,” he said. “Unlike natural gas or
propane heating systems, heat pumps do
not produce condensation that can freeze in
winter.”

One system that both heats and cools a
home is also simpler mechanically. An air-
source heat pump should have twice-yearly
maintenance checks, much like traditional
HVAC systems. That maintenance includes
cleaning coils and checking that auxiliary
heat systems are working properly, Gomez
said.

What do heat pumps look like? “Youd
never be able to tell from the outside of a
home whether it is a heat pump or a con-
ventional HVAC system,” Honeycutt said.

The Middaugh family spends time together in the kitchen of their new home, equipped
with a heat pump system. From left, Meredith and Eric Middaugh and their three

children: Lincoln, 7; Landry, 13; and Logan, 16.

“They look the same.”

Inside the home, however, they look
different. A conventional HVAC system
has two parts: a furnace for heating and a
coil for cooling, typically housed in more
square-shaped units. The heat pump’s
simpler system is a single, more horizontal
and compact unit that takes up slightly less
space. Like the HVAC system, it is usually
installed in an attic or closet.

Eric Middaugh believes his home's

combination of spray foam insulation

and heat-pump technology will create an
efficient system. By sealing air leaks and
eliminating the need for natural gas or pro-
pane, the setup should not only save money
by reducing electricity use but also offer a
more environmentally friendly heating and
cooling solution — one that he expects will
attract more consumers to heat pumps. l

— Alyssa Meinke contributed to this story

Bluebonnet offices will be closed Feb.17 for Presidents Day. If you
have a power outage, you can report it by texting OUT to 44141,
online at bluebonnet.coop, via the MyBluebonnet mobile app or

prompted).
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Academlc and trade & technical

SCHOLARSHIPS

for graduating
high school seniors

!

by calling 800-949-4414. You can pay bills any time online, on
our mobile app or by calling 800-842-7708 (select option 2 when

Find applications at bluebonnet.coop/scholarships
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BLUEBONNET NEWS

Bluebonnet, LCRA provide grants
for volunteer fire departments

BLUEBONNET ELECTRIC

Cooperative and the Lower Colorado

River Authority recently provided three

grants to volunteer fire departments

in the cooperative’s service area as part
of LCRA’s Community Development
Partnership Program. Bluebonnet

is one of LCRA’s wholesale electric
customers and partners with LCRA to
support its members and communities.
The next round of applications will be
accepted in July. Get more information
about this program and a link to an
application, when it is available, at lcra.

org/cdpp.

TOP PHOTO: A $17,710 grant to the
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Blue Volunteer Fire Department will

be used to purchase a new emergency
generator and fuel tank. This grant, along
with $4,428 in matching funds from the
department, will help the department
provide safe shelter for people in the
community during emergencies and
ensure their trucks are ready during
extreme weather. Pictured, from left,

are Kate Ramzinski, LCRA regional
affairs representative; Sherry Murphy,
Bluebonnet’s Giddings-area community
representative; Russell Jurk, Bluebonnet
Board member; Ward Taylor, assistant
fire chief; Margaret D. ‘Meg’ Voelter and
Matthew L. ‘Matt’ Arthur, LCRA board
members; Rick Isaacks, fire chief; and Dan
Brunner, captain.

MIDDLE PHOTO: A $18,123 grant to the
Meyersville Volunteer Fire Department
will be used to install a new generator at
its fire station, enabling the department
to serve as a temporary shelter and
helping it keep communication systems
online during power outages. The grant,
along with $5,036 in matching funds
from the department, will help it maintain
essential fire and rescue services in the
Meyersville area. Pictured, from left, are
Kyle Merten, Bluebonnet’s Brenham-

area community representative; Robert
Mikeska, Bluebonnet Board secretary/
treasurer; Margaret D. ‘Meg’ Voelter, LCRA
board member; Josh Roman, treasurer
and firefighter; John Burleson lll, fire chief;
and Kate Ramzinski, LCRA regional affairs
representative.

BOTTOM PHOTO: A $23,819 grant to the Prairie Hill-Rocky Hill
Volunteer Fire Department will be used to purchase its first set of
battery-operated vehicle-extrication tools. This grant, combined
with $5,955 in matching funds from the department, will equip
firefighters with new rechargeable tools, allowing them to quickly
and efficiently reach people trapped in vehicles. Pictured, from
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left, are Kyle Merten, Bluebonnet's Brenham-area community
representative; Robert Mikeska, Bluebonnet Board secretary/
treasurer; Margaret D. ‘Meg’ Voelter, LCRA board member; Doyle
Dahmann, fire chief; Douglas Zwiener, deputy fire chief and chief
financial officer; Ron Arnold, firefighter; and Kate Ramzinski, LCRA
regional affairs representative.
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® Bluebonnet

A better way to budget. A

SteadyPay

PREDICTABLE PAYMENTS EACH MONTH

SteadyPay is Bluebonnet's convenient way
to manage your electricity cost.

That's because you pay the same levelized amount
each month.

You can’t control the weather, but you can control your budget
— and SteadyPay can help.

FIND OUT MORE AT BLUEBONNET.COOP/STEADYPAY
Bluebonnet

ELECTRIC COOPERATIVE
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BLUEBONNET.COOP

GET MORE TIPS
Visit bluebonnet.coop/energy-saving-tips
for helpful ideas to save electricity all year.

= .

BLUEBONNET.COOP

TO BE MORE

THIS WINTER

Cold weather happens, even if it
was 80 degrees yesterday. Save
electricity and save money with
a few simple suggestions from
Bluebonnet Electric Cooperative.

LOWER YOUR WATER HEATER
TEMPERATURE

The U.S. Department of Energy
recommends using the warm setting (120
degrees) on your water heater during the
winter months. Plus, consider washing
clothes in cold water.

TURN DOWN THE THERMOSTAT

You can save about 3% on your electric bill
for every degree you drop the temperature.

SWITCH THE DIRECTION
CEILING FANS TURN

If your fan has the capability, make the
blades turn clockwise. This pulls cool air
toward the ceiling and pushes warm air
down.

UPGRADE YOUR FIREPLACE

Add an insert or replace your fireplace with
an energy-efficient model.

LET THE SUN IN

Allow natural warmth in through the
windows, especially south-facing windows.

USE SPACE HEATERS SELECTIVELY

You can save electricity by heating only the
room you are in.

WEAR WARM CLOTHES

[t may seem obvious, but putting on an
extra sweater and adding wool socks
with your slippers will let you lower your
thermostat temperature.

LIMIT THE USE OF EXHAUST FANS

They suck out all the indoor air your heater
has worked so hard to warm.

ELIMINATE DRAFTS

Cold winter air can sneak in around
windows, doors and even electrical outlets.
Weather stripping, insulation and insulated
curtains can help keep warm air in.
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