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THE
EVERYTHING®
GUIDE TO
LIVING OFF THE GRID

Dear Reader,

Twenty years ago, my family and I left the hustle and bustle of living in Chicago and moved to a small farm in northwest Illinois. I remember the very first night in our hundred-year-old farmhouse, resting in my bed and being kept awake by the sounds of frogs and crickets—instead of the usual noises of the trucks and cars on the highway and the airplanes from O’Hare. We couldn’t sleep because it was too quiet. A lot has changed since then.

During these years much of what we learned about a self-sufficient lifestyle was by trial and error. From chasing our escaped cattle down the road when I was eight months pregnant to trying to herd sheep in on a rainy day, I know we gave our more experienced neighbors good reason to shake their heads and laugh.

With this book, I’d like to take your hand and guide you through some of the things we learned, so you’re not out there on your own. Instead, you’ll have a friend to lean on. This book will send you in the right direction and give you the tools to learn more. Enjoy your journey to being self-sufficient. It’s well worth the trip!
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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The Top 10 Reasons to Live Off the Grid


	To create a more self-sufficient lifestyle for you and your family

	To be more conscious of the environment and your impact on it

	To feel more secure away from the issues associated with urban areas

	To be the master of your own destiny

	To have a simpler, more satisfying lifestyle

	To raise your own vegetables, fruit, and livestock

	To live free from debt and learn how to be frugal

	To know that no matter what happens in the world, your family is prepared

	To learn to live off the land

	To give your children a legacy of independence







Introduction

DO YOU WANT TO stop receiving electricity bills? Are you willing to spend money to make money? Do you want to have things like electricity and hot water at any time, no matter what’s going on outside your property? Do you want to have more control over the things you eat, and know how they are processed? Do you want your family to be safe and secure from the worries of a bad economy, crime, and terrorism? If your answer is “yes” to questions like these, then living off the grid is something you need to consider.

Although living off the grid means hard work, the benefits you receive will make it all worthwhile. Just imagine how you will feel running your home using clean or renewable energy sources. Think of the pleasure of harvesting your own fruits and vegetables, or picking up fresh brown eggs from your own chicken coop. Envision enjoying the sounds of nature, rather than the noise of expressways, sirens, and airplane traffic.

But perhaps more important than these benefits are the groundbreaking steps you will be making for your children and their children. When you choose a self-sustaining, eco-friendly lifestyle, you are making the world a better place for future generations by decreasing your carbon footprint and by demonstrating that you can have a successful and happy life without all of the hustle and bustle of the city and suburbs.

When you move off-grid with children, you are allowing them to learn life lessons they will never forget. They will understand how to respect life by helping to raise livestock. They will understand the natural process by helping to plant seeds, weed gardens, and finally harvest produce. They will learn the value of hard work and the joy in a job well done. They will climb trees and run outdoors, rather than sit in front of a screen and play video games. You will work together as a family and create memories and bonds that will withstand generations.

Even though hundreds of thousands of people have managed to move off-grid, some people will only be able to incorporate part of the off-grid existence into their lives. You need to understand that any effort you make toward living a more self-sustaining life will help you and your family in the long run. Whether all you decide to do is put a solar panel on your roof, grow a small vegetable garden in your backyard, learn to cook using basic ingredients, or get out of debt; this book will help you.

However, if you are considering immersing yourself in an off-the-grid, self-sustaining lifestyle, this practical and informative guide will ease off-the-grid beginners into a more independent way of living and give you enough of an overview to be able to make initial decisions and move forward in the right direction.




CHAPTER 1
The Reality of Living Off the Grid

“Living off the grid” can refer to two different, but similar, ideas. On one hand, the term has become a catch phrase for a more self-sufficient lifestyle. But, taken literally, it means becoming energy independent, so you are not attached to a utility grid for any of your power needs. This book will focus on the first definition, with information that will help, if you so desire, to incorporate the second into your life.

Why Should You Move Off the Grid?

The answers are as varied as the individuals who choose this lifestyle. You may want to move off-grid because you’re looking for a “greener” lifestyle and want to lessen your carbon footprint. You don’t have to move out of town or even from your current residence to do this. You can install solar-energy shingles on your roof or a geothermal heating and cooling system in your home. There are even designs for low-impact wind turbines that generate electricity. You can install energy-efficient appliances and low-water-use toilets and showerheads. Implementing many of these measures will not only make an ecological statement, it will also save money in the long run.
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Go Green: ditch the bottled water. Bottled water has a huge carbon footprint; it’s bottled at a central location in small plastic bottles and shipped all over. Try buying a reusable water bottle or canteen for your water. Many plastic water bottles are recycled, but most are not, making the footprint even bigger.



You may want to move off-grid because you are looking for a simpler, back-to-basics lifestyle. Perhaps the hustle and bustle of the city is too much. You want to raise your children at a slower pace in a place where they can grow up understanding the benefits of hard work and responsibility. You want to feel the pleasure of a pantry stocked with jars of your own homemade preserves and pickles. You want to walk outside in the early morning light and scatter feed to your chickens and collect farm-fresh eggs. You want to gather your own vegetables and grow your own meat. You enjoy the security you feel knowing your family would be able to get by, no matter what the machinations of the economy.

You may decide to move off-grid because you are concerned with security. You don’t feel that the world is a safe place for you and your family, especially not in its large cities. You want to move to a place where you don’t rely on power grids that can be destroyed in terrorist attacks. You don’t want to be in a populated area where you might be a target for a biochemical or nuclear threat. You are moving off-grid for safety and to create an independent lifestyle for yourself and the ones you love. You have a sense of urgency, and the sooner you can relocate, the better.
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In March 2010, the U.S. Congress heard testimony about a scientific study that appeared in the journal Safety Science. This study presented a model of how an attack on a small, unimportant part of the U.S. power grid might be able to bring the whole grid down. A second article came out in the journal Nature the following month. This article presented a model of how a cascade of failing interconnected networks led to the 2003 blackout in Italy.



Finally, you might be considering living off the grid as a necessary option because of a financial setback. Living a back-to-basics and no-frills lifestyle might be what you need as you look for new employment or get out from under an upside-down mortgage. Many of the things you will read in this book will help you save money and learn to economize. However, it is important to realize that moving off-grid is not an escape hatch for any financial bedlam you have created in your current life: you are still responsible for resolving any owed monies or loans in your name.

Depending on your resources and your motivation, living off the grid can be done quickly, or it can be done in a series of small steps. Either way, you need to be sure you have taken into account more than just solar power and dehydrated food. Moving from a life that is reliant on the ease and convenience of nearby malls and thermostat-regulated environments to one of making do or doing without, and chopping wood to heat your home, can be overwhelming. You need to be sure you prepare yourself physically, mentally, financially, and emotionally.

The good news is you can start today, no matter where you are or what you are doing. You can start looking at your finances to see where you can economize. You can look at your food preparation and substitute basic items for quickly prepared foods. You can take an inventory of how often you run to the grocery store, the coffee shop, or the fast-food restaurant and limit your exposure to any or all of them.

Can You Survive Off the Grid?

Any version of off-grid living takes some adjustment. If you are simply looking for a way to reduce your dependence on traditional energy sources, you will need to be sure your usage does not exceed your ability to create energy. Part of the equation is installing the necessary alternative energy sources, but another part is weaning yourself away from an energy-reliant life. You will need to perform an energy inventory on the appliances and other gadgets you have in your home and decide what can stay and what can go. There are a number of small electronics, like hair dryers, clock radios, and coffeemakers, you might use daily that may not work with your new lifestyle. These objects aren’t always necessary, but sometimes it’s hard to give up the small conveniences of life.
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You can use this formula to estimate an appliance’s energy use:

Wattage × Hours Used Per Day ÷ 1,000 = Daily Kilowatt-hour (kWh) Consumption (1 kilowatt [kW] = 1,000 watts)



If you’re looking at a completely self-sufficient lifestyle, get ready to be introduced to some muscles you didn’t even know you had! Moving off the grid in this fashion is plain hard work. There is wood to cut, gardens to plant, livestock to take care of, and meals to prepare. The nearest McDonald’s might be fifty miles away, so fast food is often off the menu. This is not the life for someone who does not want to sweat and does not understand that a few blisters are actually medals of honor. This is not the life for someone who needs that daily run to Starbucks, weekly trips to the mall, and monthly weekends at the spa (although you can install a solar-heated whirlpool bath in your home). Just as you would assess your power needs, you need to assess your physical abilities and decide how much off-grid living you can employ in your life.

The Different Levels of “Off-Grid” Living

What does off-grid mean to you personally? You can actually live off-grid in the middle of a suburb, if your version of off-grid is to be less dependent on traditional fuel sources. Installing a geothermal heating and cooling system along with solar panels and a battery array might be your solution for an off-grid existence. You can also live off-grid by purchasing 200 acres of land in the mountains of Kentucky and creating your own self-sufficient environment. You can live off-grid by buying a small farmette and learning to raise some livestock and some vegetables.

The beauty of your off-grid lifestyle is that you get to determine what you want to do and how far you want to go. However, every successful adventure begins with a plan. List your goals and set down intermediate steps. Do you want to eventually move away from the city, but still need the employment found there? Perhaps your next step would be relocating to a smaller town near enough to commute to the city, with a larger piece of property to begin your first garden. Do you want to have a green home? Perhaps your next step would be to look into the geographic advantages of the different options of alternative energy.

Each goal you make and each step you take will bring you closer to your final destination of living off-grid in your own way.

How Far Off the Grid Are You Able to Go?

For many, moving up to a secluded spot nestled next to Yellowstone National Park with nothing but the pine trees, bears, and moose as neighbors could seem ideal. But, you need to realistically decide how far off the grid you can go. Here are some things you need to consider:

Health Care

If you are newly married and are planning to have children, or already have children, you don’t want to be 200 miles away from the nearest hospital, unless you have the kind of training or experience that makes you capable of giving emergency medical attention to your family members. And, even if you have that training, what happens if you are the one who gets hurt?

Cellular Phone Linkage

With modern technology and a good satellite provider, you can have Internet and television access almost anywhere in the world. The problem comes when you are trying to get cell phone linkage, because you need to be able to bounce off a tower. There are still many places throughout the United States and the world that don’t have cell coverage.

Access to Mass Transportation

If you need to fly occasionally, you need to decide how close you want to be to an airport. Luckily, today there are a number of secondary airports that feed into major airports. Even a relatively small city like Dubuque, Iowa, has an airport that feeds into Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. Depending on frequency of flights, you should decide how long you want to travel to get to an airport.

Access to “Civilization”

There are many other conveniences you might not want to sacrifice with your new off-grid lifestyle. Do you want to occasionally go to a movie or out to dinner? Will you need to go grocery shopping on a regular basis? Will your children take piano, ballet, gymnastics, or other lessons? Do you want to live near a library or in a college town? Remember, it’s not realistic for you to believe that you could “commute in” for many of these activities. If you are living a completely off-grid lifestyle, you won’t have time to spend several hours driving back and forth. You need to be brutally honest with yourself before you make any decisions!

All of these different variables are important for you to consider as you decide how far off the grid you want to live.

Keeping and Maintaining Relationships

Just because you are moving off-grid does not mean you have to leave your friends and family behind. Especially today, with the technology available, it is easy to keep in touch on a daily basis.

Social Networking

Facebook, Twitter, and blogging are wonderful ways to share information, post photos, and keep up to date on the comings and goings of your friends and family. A quick browse through your Facebook page can update you on any changes or events in the lives of any of your “friends.” TechCrunch recently reported that Facebook, which currently has over 350 million users, is poised to become the most popular social networking site in the world. Over the past year, the number of users in countries outside the United States, particularly in Europe, Africa, and Latin America, has grown significantly.

Video Chat and Video Conferencing

There are a number of software programs that allow you, with the use of a webcam, to hook up with friends and family all around the world in a video chat and even a video conference. Some of these programs allow for multiple chats at the same time, so you can connect with several friends all across the country and visit together via video chat. You will need high-speed Internet and a computer with webcam capabilities, but beyond that, the software is user-friendly and you can “see” your friends and family whenever you desire.

Make Room for Visitors

When you decide on your off-grid property, make sure you’ve set aside space for visitors. A back-to-basics, out-in-the-country lifestyle appeals to many people, and even though they might not be able to choose this life for themselves, they are curious and eager to learn more. Most people who make the move find they often become a long-weekend destination for families and friends. Although the extra mouths to feed can be a little burdensome, these visits give you the opportunity to put your guests to work so they get a taste of what living off the grid is really like.

On the other side of the coin, living off the grid does not always mean staying off the grid. Getting back out and “on” again to visit family and friends is allowed!

Taking the First Steps

For many, just getting started seems overwhelming. You should start with baby steps to get you moving toward a more independent, self-sustaining lifestyle.

Reduce Your Energy Use

Look around you and unplug all of those unnecessary appliances. Use a hand-operated can opener instead of an electric one. Use a whisk instead of a mixer. Look for phantom electricity drains. The U.S. Department of Energy states, “Many appliances continue to draw a small amount of power when they are switched off. These phantom loads occur in many appliances, such as VCRs, televisions, stereos, computers, and kitchen appliances. This can be avoided by unplugging the appliance or using a power strip and using the switch on the power strip to cut all power to the appliance.”
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In the average home, more than 50 percent of the electricity used to power electronics is consumed while the devices are turned off! In the United States alone, phantom load costs consumers more than $3 billion a year and adds up to the output of several full-size power plants.



Check the Energy Star ratings on your appliances and, if you can, replace older appliances with more efficient new ones. If you can’t afford to do that, inspect your current appliances. Be sure that seals are in good repair, or replace them. Make sure your washing machine belts are tight so the engine doesn’t have to work harder to get your clothes clean and the spin cycles draw out a majority of the water. Be sure that filters in your furnace, air conditioner, refrigerator, and dryer are all clean and allow free-flowing air. Also, check the air vents from your dryer to the outside to be sure they are clean and free of obstructions.
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Energy Star is a joint program of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Department of Energy that helps us all save money and protect the environment through energy-efficient products and practices. You may see Energy Star appliances at your local home-goods store; that seal means they are certified energy-efficient products.



Plant a Garden

Whether you have a spot in your yard that can be tilled or some potting soil, a collection of containers, and a room on your patio or porch, you can plant a garden. Start with some tomato plants in a five-gallon pail or some herbs on a sunny kitchen window. Begin to learn the joy of growing your own.

Many of the more urban communities have been promoting “community gardens,” or shared spaces in a public location, where residents can purchase a plot to use for gardening. This is a great solution if you live in a heavily populated city or simply don’t have the yard space for a large garden. Just be sure to have the soil tested before buying, as lead and other toxic heavy metals are present in some community gardens.

Stop Eating Out

When you are busy and running late, it’s so easy to fall into the habit of driving through, picking up, or eating out. To learn to be more self-sufficient and to have a healthier life, plan a menu and learn to cook from the basics. Make your own homemade pizza or taco salad. Substitute healthier alternatives to high-fat, high-sodium fast-food offerings.

Start Exercising

If you are planning to be self-sufficient, you need to be physically fit. Begin taking daily walks or working out for fifteen or twenty minutes in your home. Park your car farther away from the store, so you’re forced to walk. Walk rather than ride, if possible. Have your family participate in outdoor sports together, rather than watch television.
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A tip for a successful workout: prepare for your workout the night before by packing your gym bag or, if you work out at home, laying out your workout clothes so when you get home, you’re ready to go. You’d be really surprised the amount of ways you can talk yourself out of a workout routine, so it is best to have everything ready.



Making exercise a family activity can get everyone in on the action, and allows you to spend more time together. An after-dinner walk on a spring evening or a weekend hike in the mountains are great ways of getting yourself in shape and setting aside some time to spend with your loved ones.

Start Studying

Now is the time to take a class at the local Cooperative Extension System office or community college, or borrow books from your library about alternate energy sources, gardening, livestock, or any other area you need to brush up on. Sign up for seed catalogs and browse through the varieties available and the advantages and disadvantages of each.

Organizations also occasionally offer workshops and classes on making the transition to a more self-sufficient lifestyle. Sign up for some, and make it a point to talk to the teacher—more likely than not, he or she lives off the grid and can give you some firsthand advice. Nothing beats the wisdom of experience!


CHAPTER 2
Getting Out of Debt

You might wonder why getting out of debt is one of the first chapters in the book. In order to truly have a self-sufficient lifestyle, you need to be debt-free or nearly debt-free. When you owe someone else, your choices are limited; you have to earn a certain amount of income to meet your obligations. Spending less than you make is vital to financial security.

What Is Debt?

When you are in debt, you have borrowed money from an outside source (for example, a credit card company, an automobile dealership, or a bank) with the promise to not only pay back the original borrowed amount (the principal) but also pay to the lender a charge for borrowing the money at a certain percentage rate (interest).
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Three out of five U.S. households have an average credit card balance of more than $11,000. Paying only minimum payments at 24 percent interest, it would take twenty-two years to pay it off—and you would pay more than $47,000 in interest.



To help you understand more about money and how to get out of debt, you need to consider these areas:


	How interest works against you or for you

	Good debt and bad debt

	Creating a budget

	Sticking to a budget

	Refocusing your priorities



Famous American essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson said, “A man in debt is so far a slave.” Getting into debt or living beyond your means does more than affect your credit rating, it affects your life. Statistics show one of the primary causes of divorce is financial problems. Choosing to spend today and pay tomorrow will indenture your future. As you gain control of your money, you will be free to move forward with the changes you want to make in your life.


[image: ]

The average college graduate has nearly $20,000 in debt; average credit card debt has increased 47 percent between 1989 and 2004 for twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-olds, and 11 percent for eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds. Nearly one in five eighteen- to twenty-four-year-olds is in “debt hardship,” up from 12 percent in 1989.



How Interest Works Against You or for You

Simple interest is the type of interest used for most consumer loans. The original amount of the loan is your principal. For example, if you bought a washing machine for $1,000 and put no money down, your principal would be $1,000. The interest accrued or accumulated is calculated by counting the number of days since your last principal payment multiplied by your daily interest factor on the outstanding balance. Here’s an example:


Loan balance or principal = $1,000

Interest charge = 13%

Your first payment = $50

Number of days since last principal balance payment = 30

Daily interest factor ($1,000 x 13% /365) = $0.36 (So, you pay 36 cents a day interest.)

Amount of interest owed (30 days x $0.36) = $10.80

Amount of your payment that goes toward the principal ($50–$10.80) = $39.20

New loan balance after payment ($1,000–$39.20) = $960.80



If you continue making payments of about $50 every month, it will take you approximately two years to pay off your loan and during that time you will have spent an additional $141 on interest payments. If, however, you make payments of $90 every month, it will take you half the time to pay off your loan and you will have only spent approximately $72 on interest payments.
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The average American with a credit file is responsible for $15,788 in debt, excluding mortgages, according to Experian, a credit reporting bureau.



The longer you take to pay off your loans and the smaller the amounts you pay toward the principal, the more money you pay in interest. An amortization table can show you how long it will take you to pay off your loan and how much interest you will pay during that period. You can find amortization calculators online, and many banking websites also offer them. You can use these not only to determine how quickly you can pay off your current debt, but also to get a realistic grasp of how much it’s actually going to cost you to borrow.

Interest can work for you, too. If you have a checking or savings account that earns interest, the money you have deposited in it is growing. However, before you start putting money into a savings account earning 4 percent interest, be sure you are not maintaining a balance on a credit card at 16 percent interest. You are actually losing money by not paying off the credit card first. Only after eliminating debt should you put your money into a savings account, with the exception of allowing a small amount to be saved in case of emergencies.

Good Debt versus Bad Debt

Are their good reasons to go into debt? Certainly! If you are investing in something that will increase in value, like a home, a business, or even student loans, that is good debt. If you take out a home equity loan to pay off a higher-interest credit card, that’s a good debt because your home equity loan will generally have a lower rate and will be tax-deductible. However, be careful you don’t spend your home’s equity on bad debt like a vacation, new furniture, or other items that will not increase or retain value. Most consumer debt, i.e., credit cards, is bad debt. A good rule to live by is “if you can’t afford to pay off your credit card at the end of the month, you can’t afford to make a purchase.”
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It’s important to know your credit score. Your credit score will dictate how much borrowing money will cost you. Each of the three main credit bureaus offers free reports each year. To get a free report, go to the website set up in accordance with the Fair and Accurate Credit Transactions Act (FACT Act) (www.annualcreditreport.com).



Cars

Automobiles are another area where people make poor financial decisions. You should consider how much car you really can afford. You should also consider that over the first year of ownership, some cars depreciate at a rate as high as 35 percent. You can find the value of a car at websites like Kelley Blue Book (www.kbb.com) or Edmunds (www.edmunds.com).

Weigh the pros and cons of new car ownership; is a new car warranty worth the cost of depreciation? Can you find a used car that is still within the original manufacturer’s warranty, yet because it’s used, it will depreciate at a slower rate? How much money can you put down on the car, and how much will you have to borrow? What will the cost (interest) on the loan be? When you combine interest and depreciation, will your car be the value you thought it was?
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What is the depreciation on a used car?
According to Safecarguide.com, the yearly rate of depreciation on a used car is anywhere from 7 percent to 12 percent. More specific information depends on the model and make of the car, as well as the mileage.



Creating a Budget

The first step to getting out of debt is to see where you spend your money. If you find you have more bills than money at the end of the month but don’t understand where it all went, a budget is an essential step. However, a budget will do you absolutely no good if you create it and file it away. You need to make daily entries into your budget until you have better control of your finances.

The first step in creating your budget is to pull together all of your financial information. This includes paycheck stubs, bank statements, bills, and any other expense or income. Sort these into several piles: income, weekly expense, monthly expense, quarterly expense, and annual expense. The weekly expenses might be things like gasoline for your car, the cost of baby-sitting, or grocery shopping. A monthly expense might be a utility bill or credit card payment. A quarterly expense might be your garbage or water bill. And an annual expense might be your property taxes or vehicle registration.

First, create a list for income. In one column place the source of income; in the next column place the amount. If you are self-employed and your income can be variable, always use the most conservative amount. Don’t forget to deduct self-employment taxes and any other fees you pay from your income. If you receive a regular paycheck, you should only count your net income, or the amount you receive after the taxes and other deductions are subtracted.

The next list will include your weekly expenses. This list will have three columns. In the first column, record the name of each expense; remember to include even the smallest items, like the cost of your morning coffee or the amount you spend for lunch each day. In the second column, record your estimated cost for these expenses. Fill in the third column at the end of the week, when you tally your actual expenses and compare them to the second column.

Create lists for your monthly, quarterly, and annual expenses in the same way. Remember to include things like car insurance, dry-cleaning costs, veterinary costs, entertainment, and anywhere else you spend money. Make sure to include every expense, no matter how small. Paying a few dollars a day for a coffee may not seem like a budget-buster, but it’s small costs like this that add up to big numbers!

Look at your expenses and see which ones are fixed (the amount is always the same, like a mortgage payment) and which ones are variable (the amount is changing, like a grocery bill). Highlight the expenses that are variable.

Now, add up the columns. If you find yourself in a situation where your expenses exceed your income, you need to look at your variable expenses and see which ones can be altered. You can also look at some of the luxury expenses, like cable television, entertainment, or other nonessential charges, and decide which ones to eliminate. You need to put yourself in a situation where you are in control of your money, not the other way around.

If you find that you have eliminated all nonessential bills and have cut your variable expenses as much as you can, and you still have more expenses than income, you need to make some serious decisions. Talk to your creditors to see if you can reduce your payments for the time being. Most creditors will want to work with you if they know you are trying.

Look at alternatives in some of your expenses. When was the last time you had your insurance policy updated? Could there be a savings in switching providers? Are you shopping at low-cost, no-frills grocery stores? Are you purchasing expensive convenience foods, or are you buying less-expensive ingredients to make meals from scratch? Are you buying costly items like soft drinks, packaged bakery goods, and bottled water that you might be able to do without?
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Three in ten Americans age twenty-five and over report they have not saved any money for retirement (29 percent of workers and retirees). Of these, 79 percent of workers and 60 percent of retirees say this is because they cannot or could not afford to save.



Finally, you need to keep a daily record of any money you spend. A small notebook or even an index card is fine for this purpose. Every time you make a purchase, from a candy bar at the newsstand or a pair of nylons at the store or even giving the paperboy a tip; you need to write down the amount. At the end of the week, sort these amounts into the categories you’ve already created in your budget. Add the amounts to see if the estimate you placed in the first column when you created your budget is realistic or if you underestimated your spending habits. If you are like most people, you will be amazed at the amount of money that flows through your hand without conscious thought. If you are spending more than is budgeted, you need to curb your impulse spending, because that is the only way you are going to get out of debt.

Maintain your daily record keeping for at least a month, so you have a good indication of where your money is going.

Sticking to a Budget

Creating a budget is easy. Sticking to a budget is much more difficult. But, if you have a goal in mind, any sacrifices you make will be worth it.

First, be sure that both you and your spouse agree to the new budget. Your budget will not work if one of you is not on board. You need to support each other and work toward your goal together.

Be creative. Find new ways to save money and get excited about it. Rather than going to the movies, rent a movie and pop your own popcorn. Try shopping at resale shops rather than at the mall. Make a list when you go to the store, and stick to the list!

Be frugal. Look at the ways you might be wasting money. Do you leave the lights on in unoccupied rooms? Do you use energy-efficient lighting? Do you run hot water longer than necessary? Do you throw away leftovers every week when you clean out your refrigerator?

If your goal is to eventually live off-grid, you need to not only be frugal, but also resourceful. Think of ways you might be able to add to your income in order to get out of debt. Do you have a hobby or skill that could produce income? Are there part-time job opportunities that would work into your schedule? Are there items in your home that could be sold on Craigslist or eBay?

Make sure your budget is revisited often. The worst thing you can do is to create your budget and then forget about it. You need to be diligent and wise when it comes to your personal finances if you ever want to be independent.

Refocusing Your Priorities

Now that you’ve set up your budget, you need to work on a plan to ensure you get out and stay out of debt. First, you need to realize that until you are out of debt, you don’t have extra spending money. Just because you paid off one bill does not mean the money budgeted for that bill is now free for spending. The next step is a debt elimination calendar.

To create a debt elimination calendar, go back to your budget and create a list of all of the bills that are creditors rather than monthly expenses. For example, a consumer credit card would be a creditor, and an electric bill would be a monthly expense. Decide which creditor you want to pay off first. You can determine that by either who would be the quickest to be paid off, or, perhaps, who has the highest interest rate.

Create a table, either on a piece of paper or in a spreadsheet, listing the creditor on top of the column and the payments needed to pay them off below. Then list all of your creditors in the order you would like to pay them off, in subsequent columns. Start them all off with at least the minimum payment due. If you have extra money, use it to pay off your first creditor. List the monthly payment underneath the creditor’s name on the sheet. When the first creditor is paid off, move the payment amount from that column and add it to the payment amount for the next creditor. With the extra money going to the second creditor, calculate when that creditor will be paid off and add both sums (the first creditor’s payment and the second creditor’s payment) to the payment of the third creditor. Continue your calculations until you have finished your debt elimination calendar. If you are consistent in your payments and do not charge anything else on credit, you will be able to successfully pay off your debt.

Setting Reasonable Goals

As you pay off your debt, it is important for you and your spouse to set short- and long-term goals. By setting goals, you will remind yourself of the ultimate reward for getting out of debt. Every time you save money or eliminate a creditor, you are getting closer to your goal.
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Effective goals follow these basic rules: be positive in your goal statements, write down your goal and put it where you can see it every day, be specific when setting your goals so you can track your success, and set realistic goals.



Short-term goals are those you can accomplish within several months or under a year. As you read through the rest of this book, think about realistic goals you can set that will move you closer to your ultimate goal of living off the grid. A short-term goal could be learning to cook using basic ingredients, or attending an alternative energy fair. Create goals you can accomplish as you work your way out of debt.

Long-term goals generally take a year or more to accomplish. A long-term goal could be purchasing a piece of property or installing an alternate energy source in your home. You can have several short-term goals leading up to your long-term goal. For example, researching the costs of solar panels and how to install them could be a short-term goal that complements your long-term goal of installing an alternate energy source.

Long-term goals should excite you and give you the incentive to work hard and sacrifice in order to realize them. Long-term goals can be as soon as a year or two away, or can be as far as five years away. Setting a goal for more than five years can be a deterrent to your day-to-day efforts because the realization of the goal can seem so far away. If you believe you need more than five years to reach your goal, be sure to set some stepping-stone mid-term goals to help you stay on task and motivated.

Either way, it is important that you create goals you can reasonably accomplish, but also set goals that are challenging. Nothing takes the wind out of your sails faster than failing to meet a goal. You don’t want to get discouraged and abandon the whole effort. Paying off the remainder of your thirty-year mortgage in two years is unrealistic and an unfair burden to place on yourself and your family. However, placing a goal like paying off your $5,000 credit card debt in five years makes a mockery of your efforts. Although you shouldn’t be creating goals that will discourage you, goals should make you stretch and challenge you. Aim for the most you can do.

Off-Grid Living as an Escape Hatch

Although not many people take it to this extreme, it must be mentioned that moving off-grid is not an escape hatch for your financial or personal woes. Leaving the grid and living a self-sufficient life does not excuse you from any debt that you have accrued, or any problems that you have caused in your current life. You are ultimately responsible for credit cards, student loans, mortgages, child support, alimony, and all other debts (including any loans on which you were a co-signer), and it is vital that you resolve these issues before embarking on your new life.

If you are planning to move off-grid to avoid paying bills or eliminating your obligation to your debtors, think again, and think long and hard about your reasons. The fact that you no longer rely on public utilities and food sources does not forgive your previous debt; you are always obligated by law to repay what you have borrowed, and as such will suffer the penalties for nonpayment for any loans on which you have defaulted or ceased payment with no communication. The penalties can be as minor as a lien on your property until the debt is repaid, or as severe as jail. Living off-grid is all about self-sufficiency—you are not self-sufficient if you have obligations chained to you. Hiding off-grid does not eliminate previous debt. Knowing this, do you still want to make that life change?

If your finances are in trouble and you still want to pursue the off-grid life, but you are sensing no feasible way to do so in a timely manner, you should consult a professional financial planner or set up an appointment with a credit counselor. As said before, creditors may be willing to work with you if they know you are trying to resolve your debt honestly.


CHAPTER 3
Generating Income Off the Grid

Unless you have an ample pension or a large savings or investment portfolio, or if you are still going to keep a regular job, you are going to have to find some way to earn money even if you are living off the grid. The reality is, even if you are totally self-sufficient, there is no escaping expenses like property taxes. This chapter will give you ideas on creating income.

How Much Does It Cost to Go Off-Grid?

Many years ago the United States government offered free land in order to increase the population in certain areas of the county. But, under the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 .FLPMA), the federal government took over ownership of public lands and repealed all remaining traces of the Homestead Act of 1862, but it did grant a ten-year extension on claims in Alaska. However, there are communities in places like Kansas, North Dakota, Minnesota, and Nebraska that are willing to give up a parcel of land, provided you meet the right criteria. But these are parcels within a community, not farmland in the countryside.
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Congress passed the Homestead Act and created the Department of Agriculture, the transcontinental railroad, and the land grant college system all within two months of one another (May–July 1862).



One of the first expenses you will encounter when you move off-grid is the purchase price of your land. The first three rules of real estate are location, location, and location. This is also true when estimating the cost of your property. You can spend from $25,000 to $2,500,000 depending on the number of acres, location of the property, and condition and size of the home.

Add to that initial expense any updating to the house, outbuildings, septic system, and alternate energy sources. Of course, these things don’t have to happen all at once. But, you should budget enough to ensure your home is in good shape. You will also have to purchase supplies like seed, livestock, animal feed, and whatever equipment you decide is necessary to work your land. Be very realistic when you prepare a budget for your new move and then add 20 percent for those little surprises that always seem to crop up at the last moment.

The bottom line is this: it is not cheap or free to move off grid. Despite the view of “the simple life,” an off-grid life needs to be built from the bottom up. Unfortunately, those who start out thinking they can move off the grid on a shoestring budget are often those who give up their dreams and move back to the city. With a little advance planning, however, you can successfully earn a good income while living off the grid.

Generating Income

When you’re looking for a method of earning income as you begin your new off-grid life, you need to look out of the box. First, consider your current employer. Is there a way to take what you do for them to a home office? Perhaps you could commute to the office several days a month, but do the rest of your work at home. Perhaps you could transfer from being an employee to becoming a consultant. If you’ve done a good job and have a good work history, you might be surprised at some of the options employers are willing to offer you. A word of caution: if your employer is downsizing and looking for opportunities to lay off employees, don’t explore this option unless you have something to fall back on if he says no.

Your next option is to do a self-assessment and consider the talents you have and how you might be able to market them. In today’s world of virtual offices and rapid Internet connections, there is an amazing number of options for employment.

Are you Internet savvy? Website designers, graphic artists, copywriters, and even bloggers are just some of the Internet-based jobs available. Study a local Craigslist Help Wanted section to view the variety of virtual employment opportunities.
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If you are going to run your own business, don’t forget business expenses: Keep receipts and good records of business travel and other expenses including office supplies, postage and shipping costs, dues, subscriptions, and anything else business-related, including computer software for your business and upgrades to your system.



Are there classes you can take, either online or through your local community college, to hone some skills in order to create an online consulting business?

Perhaps as you review your skills, you find you have skills that are more down-to-earth. Are you handy around the house? Do you have excellent carpentry, painting, remodeling, or plumbing skills? These skills are very much in demand, especially as baby boomers age and need help around their homes.

Are you an excellent cook or baker? Can you build a kitchen in your home that can be FDA certified so you can provide baked goods to local restaurants or gift shops? Can you start a catering business?

How about accounting skills? Do you have the background to start a bookkeeping service for local businesses?

As you look at these options, be sure you study the area where you are going to be relocating. Speak to the Chamber of Commerce and the local Extension office to get ideas about the needs of the community. Speak to the director of a nearby senior center to discern the need for a handyperson or other services the senior community might desire.

Be creative as you explore your options for income so it meshes with your new lifestyle.

Bartering and Dealing

One of the oldest methods of commerce is bartering. The late James Harvey Stout wrote that bartering was in its third cycle in the United States during the early 1980s. The first cycle was the colonial era: “During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, money was scarce, so the colonists relied primarily on bartering, with commodities such as beaver pelts, corn, musket balls, nails, tobacco, and deer skins (from which we get our modern slang, “buck,” for the word “dollar”). Colonists also used the money of other cultures—the Native Americans’ wampum (which consisted of beads made from shells), and the coins of foreign countries.”

The second era of bartering happened during the Great Depression. During the 1930s, money was scarce, so people established barter groups like the Unemployed Citizens League of Denver (with 34,000 members) and the National Development Association. The League was developed by Charles Dunwoody Strong, a community activist whose own business, an architectural practice, folded in 1929. He modeled the League after a similar organization in Seattle. An excerpt from his biography at the Colorado Historical Society gives a little more insight into the League:


The organization sought to relieve the distress of the unemployed and underemployed through cooperative production. Meetings were held in mortuaries because schools were closed in the summer and churches were reluctant to open their doors to the unusual, and in some eyes, questionable organization.

Membership surged. In 1932, Strong met with the governor, labor leaders, and veterans’ groups to plan an “economic takeover” of the state upon the reelection of President Hoover. With the election of Franklin Roosevelt, the initiation of his New Deal programs, and the subsequent relief of some economic suffering, interest and membership in the League wavered.



According to Stout, the third era of bartering began in the early 1980s. During the long recession, bartering resurfaced and was featured in many magazine articles and many new books. Barter clubs were created throughout the nation. More companies learned about the advertising industry’s “trade-outs,” international commerce’s “countertrade,” and the other possibilities for bartering in business.
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When you barter, have a clear idea of what you need ahead of time. Offer a concise description of the goods or services you need and the goods of services you can offer. Have your description slimmed down to a sentence or two.



Arguably, you can see a fourth era of bartering regaining popularity as websites like Craigslist.com offer items for trade, and e-mail services like Freecycle.com offer members the opportunity to trade for items no longer used or needed by other members. In an off-the-grid situation, you can barter produce, services, eggs, milk, or anything that has value with neighbors. The key to successful bartering is to be sure that you offer equal value for whatever you are bartering for. Bartering does not have to be limited to your locale. An interesting experiment in bartering was documented at One Red Paper Clip blog. Kyle MacDonald started with one red paper clip and ends up with a house. Although this is not a common occurrence, you will be able to see how bartering can work, especially in today’s economy.

Farmers’ Markets and Other Local Produce

One of the first things you should do when you decide where you are going to purchase your off-the-grid property is to have a conversation with the local Extension agent. Through the Cooperative Extension System, you will be able to learn not only which crops grow best in your area, but also the specific type of seed you should use. You can learn which crops are cash crops in your area, those that you can sell to local restaurants and grocery stores or are in demand at farmers’ markets. You will also learn whether there is an overage of certain crops on the market, so you’ll know to only grow enough of those for your family.
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According to the USDA, between the years 2009 and 2010 there was a 16 percent increase in the number of farmers’ markets in the United States. The number grew from 5,274 to 6,132.



The Extension agent can also give you information about local farmers’ markets, including the dates they start and the hours they run. Like anything else, you want to be sure you receive enough return on your investment. If the local farmers’ markets do not offer a lot of foot traffic, you might want to look at markets in neighboring communities.

Many restaurants, and even grocery stores, will contract with local farmers for fresh eggs, local cheese, fresh produce, and even canned goods like preserves and relishes. Once again, your local Extension agent will be able to guide you in the right direction, but don’t be afraid to make some contacts of your own; locally produced food is gaining more popularity.

When you bring your produce to the farmers’ market, be sure it is presented in an appealing manner. You are competing with all of the other farmers, so be sure your produce is fresh, properly cleaned, and displayed to the best advantage. Little things, like placing your produce in baskets with gingham cloth on a clean table, can pull a potential buyer from another booth to your booth. Pay attention to the prices of the produce around you. You don’t necessarily have to underprice your produce, but if your prices for the same produce are much higher, you won’t get the sale. Look into the requirements in your area to be able to call your produce “organic.” Some states require a several-year process showing that no chemicals had been used on your land. Other states’ rules are not as rigid. Having organic produce will bring a premium price for you.
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Rich Pirog of the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture reports that the average fresh food item on your dinner table travels 1,500 miles to get there. Buying locally produced food eliminates the need for all that fuel-guzzling transportation.



Craft Sales

Whether you are handy with a camera, a quilter’s thimble, or a paintbrush, there is a demand for high-quality artisanal work. Some communities actually have stores that promote their local crafters and sell their work on consignment.

If you are an accomplished crafter, you can take samples of your work to local specialty and gift stores and see if they are willing to sell your products. You can also think of other places, like small cafés and beauty parlors that have the right demographic for your product, and ask if they would be willing to sell products for you. Remember, any of these places of business will expect a portion of the sales, so price your crafts accordingly.

Craft shows are another way to sell your work. Except for the dates of the show, there are no obligations regarding your time. You will find that one of the nice things about participating in arts and crafts fairs is the direct contact you will have with your marketplace. You can use a fair as a market research area to test new products, designs, price changes, and booth displays. If your work doesn’t sell, you will have immediate marketplace data to help you hone your products.

You can do one or two events and walk away with a minimum of expense of time and money, or you can do shows every month and take up the craft-fair lifestyle, making it the mainstay of your business.

As opposed to selling through an Internet site, when you sell to the public you keep the entire amount of the sales, minus expenses. Most of the craft shows are held on weekends, so selling in this way would not interfere with any other job you might have or your time for creating new products.

You can find out about shows through several resources. One source, an online resource called Art & Craft Show Yellow Pages is at www.artscraftsshowbusiness.com. It lists show listings, articles, and links. Other resources can be found by searching for “craft show locations” on the Internet. And finally, another source of art and craft shows will be your state arts council.

When you apply to a show, there is generally a booth fee associated with the application. To ensure you are not wasting your money, before you apply, you should visit a show, read reviews in the show guides, and talk to other crafters who have participated at the show. Some important information to gather is the size of the show (the larger the show, the larger the crowds), the facility provided (whether it is an indoor or outdoor show), the amount of promotion and how the show is advertised, the security arrangements, and the kinds of craft exhibited. The last point is very important, because if your crafts are high-end sculptures and the other crafts are crocheted toilet-roll covers, you are not going to find buyers interested in spending the kind of money that will make your time at the show worthwhile.

When selecting shows, be sure to choose the kind of event that will attract your kind of buyers. Shows vary greatly, from fine arts shows that might accept jewelry, but may not allow craft items, to juried art and crafts fairs.

A juried show is often the type that reaps the most benefit for you, because all entrants’ work is submitted to be judged by a jury committee, which then selects the best products from the hundreds of entries. Because items are judged, the crafts displayed tend to be better quality and higher priced. Buyers realize they will be paying for premium quality work and therefore will pay top dollar.

Country craft fairs are on the other end of the spectrum. The crafts exhibited at these fair are moderately priced—from $2 to $50. These shows encompass things like local Christmas bazaars; they feature small, inexpensive gift items. You should try to find a local craft guild in your area to learn more about the local shows and to network with other crafters.

Online Store

When trying to sell products or services, you are no longer limited by geographic locale. The Internet provides a myriad of opportunities for you to showcase and sell your products. Creating your own website is a great idea if you have experience in web design and search engine optimization, or if you have the ability to pay someone who has those talents. Because the Internet is vast and many hosting services are providing websites either free or nearly free, new sites are popping up all over the place. Unfortunately, if you have a poorly designed website or a site that looks like an amateur created it, it will reflect badly on the products you are offering.
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Use social networking to help you sell! In a study conducted by social networking site myYearbook.com, 81 percent of respondents said they’d received advice from friends and followers relating to a product purchase through a social site; 74 percent of those who received such advice found it to be influential in their decision.



Search engine optimization (SEO) is the science of placing keywords throughout your site in order to have your site show up as one of the first responses to a search. For example, with SEO, if you sell homemade soap and someone searched for “homemade soap,” you would be competing with about 470,000 entries. If your site appears even halfway up the list, chances are no one is going to find you. Search engine optimization enhances your ability to move up the list.

There are programs available that can help you set up a shopping cart on your site. The price of the software is often tied to the functionality of the product, but a simple shopping cart program can start as low as $20 a month.

Another thing you need to consider is how will you ensure a secure transaction once someone has placed an item in the shopping cart. There are only a small number of secure payment services that allow you to accept credit card and electronic check payments quickly and affordably. Because it is so easy to steal credit card and banking information, if you want to have an online store, you must have a secure payment area. You can also consider vendors like PayPal, but you should consider the cost of the service and how much that will take from your bottom line.

If you don’t want to go to the expense of creating your own website, you can sell your products through a number of other sites. Although you may be familiar with eBay, you may not know about Etsy .www.etsy.com). Etsy specializes in offering handmade and vintage products from people all around the world. Founded in 2005, it now boasts thousands of sellers. One of the remarkable features of this website is the ability for buyers to find sellers in their own communities. So, not only can you reach out to the world, your local buyers can find you too. Etsy.com is also a good place to browse to get ideas for handmade items you could create and get a measurement of how you can price them.

There are a number of websites that offer services similar to Etsy.com. Just do a search on “buy and sell online craft stores” and decide which site, or which number of sites, works best for you.
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