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Monthly Home Protection Tips
January

 Grab a screwdriver and wander the entire house, tightening loose screws on 
doors, drawers, cabinetry and furniture. 
 Conduct a home inventory for insurance purposes. Store your reports and photos 
in another place, like the in-laws' house or a safe-deposit box. 
 Clean the range-hood filter. Grease buildup can damage the fan motor and plug the 
ductwork and can be a fire hazard when pan frying. Twice a year, run the filter through 
the dishwasher and clean the fan blades.

February

 Check around washer, fridge and dishwasher for leaks, and replace hoses if they 
show signs of wear and (worse) tear. 
 Pull fridge and freezer away from walls and vacuum condenser coils so that the 
appliances cool more efficiently. Have cats or dogs? Then do this twice a year. 
 Inspect grout and caulk around tubs, sinks and showers. Chip out and replace if 
seals are cracked or missing to keep water from seeping into walls or under floors.

March

 Call to arrange an annual central air conditioner service visit in April. You'll save 
as much as $100 by calling before hot weather hits. 
 Assemble (or review) your family's disaster supply kit. First-aid gear; battery-
operated radio; canned juices; visit redcross.org for a complete list. 
 Storing firewood close to a back door for the winter freeze? Move the wood at 
least 30 feet away from the house. It can attract termites in warm weather. 
 Check basement sump pump before spring rains to make sure it'll work in the event 
of flooding. DIY tip: Pour water into the pump silo to raise the float and activate the 
motor.

April

 Eyeball house's brick and mortar for cracks or crumbling from winter freezes. Fill 
gaps as needed. (While you're at it, check walkways and driveways for similar freeze 
damage.) Costs: Pro, at least $200 a day. DIY, find instructions at quikrete.com and 
bonsal.com. 
 Replace batteries on smoke and carbon monoxide detectors when clocks spring 
forward for daylight saving time.  
 Inspect crawl space or basement floors and walls after heavy rains for water 
stains or pooling. Portable dehumidifiers ($50 to $75) can help dry out spaces in some 
cases. If damp conditions persist, call a contractor.

May

 Order firewood for next winter. You can often buy it for less this time of year. 
Plus, the extra months of summer will help season the wood. Unseasoned, it can lead 
to chimney fires. 
 Do you need pest control? Inspect the ground around foundation walls for signs 
of termites, such as tunnels or dirt bridges. Contact an exterminator if you suspect 
termites or other bug problems. 
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 Examine outdoor wood structures -- posts, railings, windowsills -- for signs of 
deterioration, especially rot. Use a very sharp awl to probe for soft spots.

June

 Weekend project! Clean and seal wood decks during a sunny stretch. When the 
deck is dry, apply deck cleaner and scrub; next day, apply deck sealer. Also, if nails are 
popping up, consider replacing them with galvanized screws. 
 Schedule annual chimney cleaning (every two years if you don't use your fireplace 
frequently). The cost is typically lower about now: $30 to $50 for an inspection; $60 
to $130 for cleaning. 
 Replace air-conditioning and heating filters to boost energy efficiency. At least 
twice a season. The cost is about $3-8 each. 
 Hose down your house's exterior. Wash away grime with an ordinary garden hose 
and a mild detergent. (Pressure-washers can harm exterior finishes.) Be on the lookout 
for winter damage to siding.

July

 Inspect roof eaves for water stains (a sign of leakage). Use binoculars if necessary. 
Also scan for: a) Cracks in roofing tiles  b) Loose or missing shingles or loose 
granules on asphalt shingles  c) Shifting of metal flashing in roof valleys and around 
chimneys d) Cracked skylights and e) Nests in power fans 
 Dispose of old oil-based paints and solvents. They're too flammable to store. Check 
with local agencies on disposal rules. 
 Got a septic tank? Have it inspected annually for leakage issues and get it pumped 
out every three to five years. The cost is $50 to $150 to inspect; $150 to $175 to pump.

August

 Call your heating service and schedule an annual checkup for your heating system 
before the busy fall season kicks in. The cost is $60 to $150. 
 Clean gutters. Check for damage, and use a hose to flush summer debris from 
downspouts. Consider adding leaf guards that allow leaves to slide off easier. Costs 
start at $60 for a 2,200-squarefoot home. 
 To prevent drain clogs that'll require a plumber (or worse), remove drain traps 
under sinks and wipe their innards clean. Do this twice yearly. An easy how-to guide can 
be found at mrrooter.com.

September

 Vacuum dust from vents, baseboard heaters and cold-air returns to aid heating 
system air flow. 
 If you don't remove and store window ACs, then cover with plastic to protect them 
during winter and prevent heated air from escaping your home. 
 Weekend project! If winter brings snow and ice your way, apply a coat of epoxy to 
the garage floor to help prevent road salt from eating holes in the concrete. Costs: 
Rust-Oleum garage floor kit: $60 
 Drain and refill hot-water heater once a year to keep it fully functional. Also: a) 
Test the water heater's temperature/ pressure relief valve, as shown in the 
manufacturer's instructions. b) If little or no water flows out or the relief valve 
doesn't shut off, replace it as soon as possible. Costs: Pro, $60 to $150 DIY, Search 
for "water-heater maintenance" on diynetwork.com.
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October

 Examine weather stripping and caulk around doors and windows. Replace worn or 
damaged material that's no longer blocking air. It'll cost about 45¢ a foot 
 A tip for the twice-a-year switch from window screens to storm windows (and vice 
versa): For the items going into storage, label them with room descriptions, so you can 
re-install them faster next time. 
 Time again for new batteries in smoke and CO detectors.

November

 Clean gutters and downspouts again. Also, trim tree branches and shrubs that 
touch the house to prevent storm damage and discourage squirrel visits. 
 Turn off outside water supply. Store hoses. If your sprinkler system is below 
ground and your area freezes in winter, have a pro "blow out" any water. That will 
cost $50 to $150. 
 Lubricate garage door rollers with light oil to avoid the dreaded wintertime
stickies. (Test safety features too, such as automatic stops.) 
 Throughout the house, lightly lube locks and hinges on windows and doors.

December

 Review family's fire-escape plan with the whole household. Check pressure and 
expiration date on fire extinguishers. A new extinguisher is $10 to $50, depending on 
size. 
 Look inside bathroom vanities and kitchen-sink cabinets for moisture and other 
signs of leakage. Inspect pipes for condensation or slow drips. 
 Check clothes dryer vents and hoses for lint buildup that can cause a fire. Clean if 
necessary. Costs: Pro, about $130 for a thorough cleaning, DIY, about $40 for a 
brush-and-rod tool like the LintEater (Go to linteater.com). A similar rig can be found 
at a good hardware store. 

End the year with a little extra financial protection: Pay January's mortgage bill 
before Dec. 31 so that you can deduct more interest from the year's tax return.

Home Improvement Payback Tips

Deciding Whether a Home Improvement Makes Financial Sense

Millions of homeowners have taken advantage of low mortgage and home equity loan 
interest rates to make home improvements or remodel their homes over the last 
several years. When they sell their homes, many of them are unable to recoup the 
money they put into the improvements. Not all home improvements are created equal, so 
how do you know which ones will pay you back the money you put into them? 

Home improvement payback values vary widely by region and even by neighborhood. In 
general, expect to recoup less of your investment in a slow real estate market than 
you would in a hotter real estate market where houses are appreciating rapidly in 
value. 
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One of the most popular projects, finishing your basement, has one of the lowest 
rates of return. The average payback for finishing a basement is less than 50% of your 
costs, so if you spend $10,000, you can expect to increase the value of your home at 
resale by less than $5,000; the other $5,000 comes out of your pocket. 

Kitchen remodeling and bathroom additions often pay back 75% to 90% or more of 
your costs. In-ground pools end up being notoriously bad investments, averaging a 
payback of less than 10%. Whirlpool baths, fireplaces, and decks don't fare much 
better. Remember that what's important to you may not be important to a potential 
buyer. 

Improvements that potential buyers are most likely to be willing to pay for include: 

 Adding or remodeling a bathroom
 Kitchen improvements
 Adding a room
 Landscaping
 Adding a bedroom
 Adding a garage

You can't always make a decision about home improvements based solely on the 
financial aspects. You may need extra space for an expanding family or have a home 
improvement that just can't wait, like a new roof. But if you're planning a home 
improvement project that doesn't have to be made, how do you decide if it makes 
financial sense? 

Remember that when it comes time to sell your home, it's never a good idea to have the 
biggest or most expensive house in the neighborhood, because it will be more difficult 
to sell if the asking price is higher than other homes. The same principal applies when 
remodeling. If you make your home significantly larger or more expensive than others 
in the neighborhood, your likelihood of recovering your costs declines. 

So, think carefully before tapping the equity in your home to make improvements. If you 
plan to sell in the next five or so years, you may recover only a small percentage of 
the money you put into your home improvements. You could even end up owing more to 
the bank than you can get for your house when you sell it. 

If you're planning to sell and are considering making improvements in order to 
increase the selling price, do your homework first. Talk to experienced realtors, 
builders, and other industry professionals about whether you're likely to make back 
the money you put into the improvements.
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Protect Household Valuables with Photographic 
Records

Your insurance broker has undoubtedly advised you to create a thorough inventory of 
your household possessions. You can certainly keep written records and save those 
records in a safety deposit box, but it's best to also back-up documents with a 
photographic inventory. 

Photographs are an important supplement to your written inventory because they give 
details that written descriptions cannot.  In addition, they document the quality, 
appearance, and size of the things you own.

Modern technology makes it easy to take clear, sharp and detailed photographs. Ask 
your home inventory professional to update your inventory often and store your 
information in a safe off-premises. A video camera is also an excellent source of 
supplemental documentation.  Ask your home inventory professional if they offer 
video services and if not consider taking one on your own. Speak throughout your 
video documentation, announcing the date and room you are recording, adding as much 
descriptive detail as possible.  When you're finished with your home's interior, film the 
exterior, an exercise that verifies the general condition in which you've maintained your 
property. 

Ensure that your home inventory professional photographs not only main rooms but 
also your basement, attic and garage. The items stored in these rooms may be worth 
comparatively less than other belongings, but you'd still need to replace them if you 
lost your home in a disaster. And items such as lawn mowers, weed eaters, freezers, 
and clothes dryers cost money to replace. 

Don't forget to look under beds, on high shelves, and most important, in every closet. 
Believe it or not, your clothes are an important addition to your personal inventory. 
You don't need to pull out every item of clothing and document it individually, 
although you might pull a couple of items if they're particularly expensive pieces 
(designer coats, high-end suits, etc.). 

Open your cupboards, as well. They're probably hiding your fine China, your crystal 
pieces and/or silver. Don't just take a general photograph of your open cabinet. 
Remove all of these pieces, because they likely rank among your highest-value 
possessions. Arrange them on a table, instead. This saves you time and provides a much 
better view of their detail, size, and estimated worth. Take two photographs of each 
item, front and back, enabling a view of the underside and -- if possible -- the brand name. 

As you acquire more possessions of value you'll also need to add their photos and 
videos to your collection.   Contact your home inventory professional every 6 to 12 
months to ensure that you are protected.
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   Businesses Worth A Closer Look*   

Type of business Contact Company Name

Phone Address
Attorney, Family Daniel Willems Willems Law Offices

319-366-0811 641 40th St SE
Honda, Acura, Toyota & Lexus Mechanic Ed Pettus Eddie's Rod & Custom

319-393-1937 2015 Werner Ct NE
Chiropractor Ethan Zmoos Zmoos Chiropractic, PLC

319-395-9598 4045 River Ridge Dr. NE
Dentist Christopher Tyler, DDS Tyler, Link & Barnes

319-366-8095 1601 Boyson Square Drive
Dentist Ian K Shaw DDS Northeast Family Dentistry

319-365-0529 203 29th St NE
Workplace Uniforms & Mats Dennis Eikenberry City Workplace Uniforms & Mats

563-608-3853 Cedar Rapids
Small Business Health Insurance Michael Clanin Heartland Health Solutions

319-560-0307 Hiawatha
Hair Styling and Replacement Daryl Grecian Advanced Hair Design

319-364-4220 1202 A Dina Ct, Hiawatha
Concrete Mud-Jacker Alden Davis Iowa Concrete Correctors

319-462-2177 Anamosa
Orthodontist David Gehring Gehring Orthodontics

319-378-3333 5012 Center Point Rd NE
Flooring Retail and Installing Matt Langenberg The Floor Trader

319-378-0005 2445 Wiley Blvd SW, CR
Wood Floor Refinishing & Tree Trimming Greg Pink Windsor Woods

319-361-4304 Cedar Rapids
Property & Casual Insurance Mike Toczylowski Farmer’s

319-294-0063 Hiawatha
Kitchen Cabinet Refacing Gaylord Hrubes Nu*Look Kitchens

319-361-9936
Handyman Services Brian Aldrich Aldrich Construction

319-533-7757 Cedar Rapids
Chimney & Fireplace Service and Repair David Dawes DC Chimney & Masonry

319-361-2132 1525 George Dr, Marion
Property Pin Locator David Andrews Iowa Mortgage Services, Inc

319-573-6345 Marion
Small Business Health Care Michael Clanin Heartland Health Solutions

319-560-0307 Hiawatha
Massage Therapist Diane Thompson

319-721-4441 Cedar Rapids
Financial Advisor Ryan Brems Northwestern Mutual

319-533-1699 Hiawatha
Credit Card Processing Dean Sturtz Omega Processing

319-432-7363 Cedar Rapids
Home Builder & Remodeler Chris Madsen Madsen Custom Homes

319-310-3198 Marion

*While I have enjoyed working with these businesses, you need to decide if they are right for you.

Refer me to a friend and if I do an inspection for them I will send you a check for $20.


