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Saving money on utility 
bills through greater 
energy efficiency is a 
year-round objective for 
many co-op members, 
but the methods for 
achieving this goal 
change with the seasons 
in Texas. 

Several factors affect 
energy efficiency, 
including weather, 
the age and condition 
of your home and 
desired comfort levels. 
During fall and winter 
months, when it’s cooler 
outdoors, you’ll want a 
warm home as you seek 

to keep the cold air out. In the spring and summer, the focus is on keeping hot air 
from infiltrating cool abodes.

FALL AND WINTER: KEEP HEAT IN
To maintain a warm indoor environment in chilly weather, there are simple steps you 
can take to increase energy efficiency. 

There’s no better time to examine seals on doors and windows for air leaks. Caulk and 
weatherstrip as needed to seal in warm air and energy savings. Similarly, examine 
electrical outlets for air leaks, and where necessary, install foam gaskets behind them 
to prevent drafts. 

During the day, open curtains or drapes on south-facing windows to let sunlight 
heat your home naturally. You can also close window treatments at night for an 
added layer of insulation. 

As the temperature drops, schedule a service appointment for your heating system to 
ensure that it is operating at an optimal level.

Low-cost or no-cost steps for energy savings include affixing heavy, clear plastic to the 
insides of your windowpanes to create an additional barrier against cold air. Ensure 
that the plastic is sealed tightly to the pane to help reduce infiltration. 

Use a programmable thermostat to set the temperature as low as is comfortable 
when you are home (ideally around 68 degrees). When you are asleep or away, 
turn the temperature down. A downward adjustment of 10–15 degrees over long 
stretches of time can save about 10 percent a year on heating and cooling costs, 
according to the Department of Energy.
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[PHOTO] No matter if it is winter or summer, there is always a way 
to save electricity around the house. 

Energy Savings for Every Season
Manage Your Energy Costs All Year

SPRING AND SUMMER: KEEP 
YOUR HOME COOL
During warm months, energy savings 
and efficiency will require different 
measures around the house, many of 
which are just as inexpensive. 

Close blinds and drapes during the 
day to keep the sun’s warming rays at 
bay. Where practical, plant trees and 
shrubs that offer shade in summer and 
allow sunlight through in winter. 

In extremely hot weather, your 
cooling system works harder to close 
the gap between the high outdoor 
temperature and the cool indoor 
thermostat setting. To lessen the 
difference and lower cooling costs, 
set the thermostat as high as you can 
while maintaining your comfort level. 

Employing a ceiling fan in conjunction 
with your air conditioning can allow 
you to increase the thermostat setting 
by about 4 degrees with no reduction in 
comfort. Just make sure to remember 
to turn ceiling fans off when no one is 
in the room.

Use a programmable thermostat 
to adjust the settings a few degrees 
higher when nobody is home or your 
family is sleeping.

During the hottest months, it’s all the 
more critical to replace any remaining 
incandescent lightbulbs with LED 
bulbs. The wasted heat from the old 
bulbs affects energy use and creates 
unwanted heat. 

To learn about additional energy-
saving ideas or to schedule a free 
home energy audit, visit our website 
at www.samhouston.net or contact 
a Sam Houston EC member service 
representative at 800-458-0381.
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According to 
the Consumer 
Electronics 
Association, 
the average 

household owns 24 consumer 
electronics products, which are 
responsible for 12 percent of 
household electricity use. ENERGY 
STAR-certified audio/video 
equipment is up to 50 percent more 
efficient than conventional models.

The Co-op 
Connections 
Card is a 
member benefit 
program that 

delivers discounts from participating 
businesses, both local and nationwide. 
Visit www.connections.coop/
samhoustonec for more deals. 

Visual Eyes
117 Southpoint Loop
Livingston, TX 77351
936-327-9747
Hours: M-F, 8:30-5
Offer: 5% discount on our already 
lowest prices anywhere on eyeglasses. 
Starting at $25 for frames and lenses.

Willis Curves
10535 FM 1097 W, Willis, TX 77318 
936-890-7299
Hours: M-T-W,  2:30-6:30, Thurs-F, 
2:30-6, Sat, 8:30-11
www.williscurves.com
Offer: 50% discount on sign-up fee (12- 
month check draft only), 10% discount 
on all supplements for first year.

AAA Lawn Maintenance and More
PO Box 656, Onalaska, TX 77360 
936-646-3169
Hours: M-F, 8-5 
Offer: Last month free with signed 
one-year service agreement (new 
customers only). 

Co-op Connections Deals

Conservation Corner

Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
is pleased to announce that 

Communicator Earns National Credential

If you know a graduating high school 
senior, don’t let them miss the deadline 
for the Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
2016-2017 scholarship application. 

High school seniors, including public, 
private, parochial and home school, whose 
parents or legal guardians are active 
members of Sam Houston EC may apply. 

Applications are available online at 
www.samhouston.net, or at any one of 
the Co-op’s office locations. Students 

Scholarship Deadline is Feb. 6
may also visit their high school 
counselor for an application.

Completed applications must be received 
by Sam Houston EC no later than Feb. 6, 
2017, to be considered. Both $3,000 and 
$1,500 vocational scholarships will be 
awarded in May 2017.

“Today’s youth are tomorrow’s leaders,” 
said Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
CEO Kyle J. Kuntz. “We see our 
scholarship program not only as an 
investment in our youth, but also in 
our community as well. We’re proud to 
support these outstanding young men 
and women as they pursue their dreams 
through higher education.”

Since its inception in 1992, the scholarship 
program has benefited more than 620 
local students to the tune of $1 million. 
Scholarships are funded from unclaimed 
capital credit payments returned to the 
Cooperative by the State of Texas.

Communications Specialist Rachel 
Frey has earned recognition as a 
Certified Cooperative Communicator, 
which signifies standards of 
professionalism in communications 
and competency of the electric 
cooperative industry. 

She joins fellow Sam Houston EC 
Communications Specialist Mary Kate 
Pedigo, who earned her distinction in 
2010, offered by the National Rural 
Electric Cooperative Association.

In order to become a certified 
cooperative communicator, 
Frey submitted a portfolio of her 
work, which was reviewed by an 
independent communications 
professional. In addition to passing 
the portfolio review, Frey passed a 
rigorous four-hour examination.
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LOCAL CO-OP NEWS

Stapleton Presented Industry Award 
Sam Houston Electric Cooperative Chief 
Communications Officer Keith Stapleton 
was presented the Texas Member Services 
Association Lifetime Achievement Award.  

The award is presented to individuals 
in the electric cooperative industry who 
have provided exemplary service and 
professionalism in marketing, member 
services and communications. 

Stapleton was surprised with the honor at 
the annual TMSA conference held in San 
Marcos last October. 

“Keith has dutifully served the members 
of Sam Houston EC for 33 years. His 
leadership in both member services 
and communications has helped place 
our Cooperative consistently in the 

upper tier of the American Customer Satisfaction Index,” said Sam Houston EC 
CEO Kyle J. Kuntz in his recommendation letter. “Working alongside his staff of 
communicators, he’s worked to carefully craft messaging to ensure our members 
understand our Cooperative’s purpose—to provide safe, reliable and cost-effective 
electricity to East Texas.”

Stapleton’s nomination also received endorsement from his colleagues across the 
electric cooperative industry.

“In my early years, Keith was a mentor to me,” wrote Catherine Poppe, marketing 
and training coordinator for Fayette Electric Cooperative in La Grange. “He was 
someone you could call anytime you needed advice or direction...A very humble 
individual, Keith has never been one to shy away from helping others to be the very 
best they can be. ”

All Sam Houston Electric Cooperative 
offices will be closed Monday, Jan. 16, 
2017, for Martin Luther King Jr. Day and 
an all-employee training workshop.

As always, resources will be in place and 
crews will be on call to respond to any 
power outages while Sam Houston EC 
offices are closed. 

Our automated phone system and 
online services will still be available 24 
hours a day.

Cooperative Offices Closed Jan. 16

Help us work safely by 
avoiding distractions.

When line technicians are 
working to restore power, 
distractions can be dangerous. 
Please help us work safely by 
staying a safe distance away 
from bucket trucks, digger 
trucks and other service 
vehicles, so line technicians 
can focus on their work.

If you have any questions, you 
can call us directly at 1-800-
458-0381.

www.samhouston.net
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As a professional photographer for the past 40 years, I am accustomed to people asking me about the 
equipment I use to obtain creative, high-quality images. And, as most people correctly assume, I typically 
use a digital single lens reflex camera (DSLR) for published projects. However, friends and family are often 
surprised when I send them images taken with my smartphone; photos that often look nearly identical to 
those taken with professional equipment.

There are two important things to remember about improving your cellphone photos. Within certain 
constraints, great images are primarily a product of the shooter’s skill. Secondly, good photos are made, not 
taken. These days, virtually everyone has a smartphone capable of delivering good results. Thankfully, lack 
of technical knowledge about focus and exposure is not a problem for smartphone camera users, because 
of the phone’s built-in features. So, as long as you think about and plan your photos prior to producing 
them, you can obtain remarkable results that will impress even the most die-hard camera buff.

My smartphone is an iPhone 4S; an antique by today’s standards. It has an 8-megapixel sensor. After my 
phone shots are taken, I use just one application (app) to tweak these images. Every photo in this article 
was taken and adjusted with this smartphone camera and app. Along with these tools, I have several 
techniques and smartphone camera adjustments that will help you improve your photos. Keep in mind, 
all of these suggestions apply to any method of photography, regardless of the equipment you use.

Photos enable us to press pause on our busy lives and capture a 
special memory. Just a few changes can improve the photos from 

your smartphone into masterpieces. 

[LEFT] Move in closely to subjects, like this emerging death cap mushroom, to obtain more detailed and intimate images. Be sure to brace 
yourself carefully as the slightest camera movement blurs the image. [MIDDLE] Exotic hot rods provide excellent photo opportunities. Sure, step 
back and get grouping shots, but you’re likely to find that focusing on the details makes the image more exciting. [RIGHT] Look for interesting 
patterns in subjects such as this sago palm leaf.



www.samhouston.net24  Texas Co-op Power   SAM HOUSTON EC   January 2017

One of the most under-utilized features of digital photography is High Dynamic Range 
software (HDR). The human eye has an extremely high dynamic range. That means 
that we can see the details of bright areas and shadows simultaneously. Imaging 
sensors, as well as film, have a limited capacity to record these high contrast scenes, so 
they tend to wash out bright areas and underexpose the dark parts of an image. 

Smartphones equipped with built-in HDR (most iPhones), or an HDR app (which 
can be purchased separately for Android-based units), actually combine three 
images produced simultaneously; one overexposed image, one normal and one 
underexposed. These photos are then combined to darken the highlights and lighten 
the shadows, and, when combined with the normal exposure, result in photos that 
more accurately depict the scene. I always use HDR and set my phone to keep the 
“normal” exposure, too. 

With HDRWithout HDR

           
Smartphones are fairly good at focus and exposure, but sometimes they can overexpose 
or underexpose an image. When this happens, you will want to make adjustments to your 
photos. If your phone doesn’t have built-in exposure adjustments, get an application 
that does. Other adjustments you’ll often need to use are for contrast, color saturation, 
tint and highlight/shadow. I like “Photo Editor” by Axiem Systems, but many others are 
available. Before you make a purchase, read the reviews of any app you consider.

This single concept is what typically 
separates average photos from 
unforgettable ones.

Sure, go ahead and get a wide shot of your 
subject, but then, keep moving closer and 
closer as you shoot. You will typically find 
that, at very close range, your photos have a 
strong sense of intimacy that does not exist 
in wider shots. Chances are, these close-up 
photos will become your favorites.

[CLOCKWISE, ABOVE] The vivid 
colors of a southern magnolia 
carpel with ripened seeds shine 
when made the subject of a 
photo.  [ABOVE, RIGHT] In the 
first photo, there is a substantial 
amount of glare on the lens, 
and it is underexposured. In 
the larger shot, I used my hand 
to block the glare. Then I used 
an app to lighten the image 
and adjust the tint. These 
small adjustments convert a 
difficult lighting situation into 
a memorable photo. [RIGHT] 
You can see the effect that HDR 
can have on an image. In the 
first photo, the sky was washed 
out by the camera trying to 
expose for the tree foliage. In 
the second shot, the blue sky is 
darkened, and the image reveals 
a cloud that was not apparent in 
the non-HDR photo.
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All modern cameras have lenses with anti-reflection coatings (the colored sheen 
on the surface of a lens). Its purpose is to reduce glare from a bright light source 
located just at the edge of the photo. The problem with smartphones is that their 
antireflection coatings are not as thick as those on DSLR lenses (which have multiple 
coatings) and severe glare can result from bright light falling on the surface of the 
phone lens. You can easily eliminate this glare by extending your non-camera holding 
hand out 12 inches or so and use it as a “sun visor” to block the direct light falling on 
the camera lens surface. Try this and you will be delighted by the improvement of 
the image quality.

Most, but not all, subjects look best 
when photographed under diffused 
light, for example on an overcast day. 
People and close-ups particularly 
benefit from this soft, even lighting. 
Early morning and late afternoon light 
is good for scenic pictures, minimizing 
severe contrast problems. However, 
you don’t always have the option of 
choosing the timing of your photos, so 
try using HDR to open up shadows and 
darken highlights.

The focusing capability of smartphone 
cameras is fairly amazing, allowing you to 
get really close to your subject. However, 
extreme close-up photos can be very 
blurred if you don’t brace yourself well 
(to minimize shaking introduced by the 
slightest movement of your hands). I 
always try to rest one of my hands against 
something solid like the ground, a tree or 
a chair. I even hold my breath and very 
lightly trigger the shutter. Be sure to take 
multiple images so you can edit out the 
blurred ones. Increasingly, manufacturers 
are introducing image stabilization to 
eliminate much of this problem. However, 
it is still a good idea to try to reduce human-
induced camera movement as much as 
possible. Prefer a fail-safe method? Use a 
tripod and smartphone adapter.

 

Interesting images surround you. This 
may sound strange, but try to see the 
world through the eyes of a child; viewing 
everything as though you have never seen 
it before. This is especially easy when you 
look at your subject close-up. A single leaf 
in autumn, the inside of a flower, even the 
intricate patterns in tree bark become 
works of art when seen on this scale. Never 
overlook the small world; it’s often more 
grand and compelling than you think.

So, the next time you have a few moments, 
whip out your trusty smartphone and 
start shooting away. A great image is 
appreciated by all and no one will even care 
that you created your masterpiece with 
a simple smartphone camera. They will, 
however, most definitely be astonished at 
the results and envious of your skills.

[CLOCKWISE, FAR ABOVE] This morning forest setting is washed out by glare from a nearby light. By shielding the light with my 
hand, I was able to remove the glare. [ABOVE, RIGHT] Seasonal color changes provide excellent photo possibilities, like this chalk 
maple. I prefer to use overcast lighting for images like this, but the color cast from the heavy cloud cover will necessitate using 
an app that can adjust the tint for color correction. [NEAR ABOVE] Use imaginative lighting and angles to create something eye-
catching. This photo features bananas with a red LED flashlight shining on them. 


