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OFF GRID ON A BUDGET
4 Simple Tips to Get You Started
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Is Renewable Energy a Possibility
on My Budget? 

ON A BUDGET?

he voice on the other end of 
the phone sounded ver y 
discouraged. “I want to go off 

the grid but I can’t afford a $40,000 
system.” I meet so many people who 
ha ve the same s tor y. They a re 
discouraged about going off the grid 
because they are led to believe it is so 
pricey.  Whatever folks may say, I can 
vouch that it IS very possible because 
we did it and have helped many others 
to do the same.  It IS very possible to 
set up a quality system on all but the 
tightest budgets.  There are several 
important tips that dramatical ly 
reduced the cost of our off grid system, 
and we would like to share them with 
you.

Tip #1 - Become As Energy 
Efficient As Possible

This may be the single most important 
step you can take in your quest for an 
affordable off grid system.  So many 
people are accustomed to using 
massive amounts of electricity for 
tasks that could be accomplished more 
efficiently with other power sources.  
Becoming energy efficient does not 
necessarily mean doing without, it 
simply means choosing your appliances 
wisely.  Here is a list of the main 
appliance cautions:

• Electric water heaters

• Electric forced air heating 
systems

Off Grid Boot Camp
Over the last 8 years, thousands of 
people have attended my in-person 
classes on renewable energy, but I have 
been frustrated with the lack of in-depth 
training to refer them to for follow-up.

At the request of many, I am putting 
together a comprehensive ‘brain-
download’ to teach beginners and old-
timers how to go off the grid with a 
quality system that doesn’t break the 
bank.  This extensive online training 
course distills my experience gleaned 
from 15 years off the grid combined with 
mountains of thorough research.  This 
course will cover:

• A thorough introduction designed to 
bring total newbies up to speed

• Specific recommendations for the 
components of a system

• How to design your own system 
accurately and make sure it will work

• Maintenance of an off grid system 

• Specifics on solar, hydro, and wind 
generators

• How to optimize your system to 
maximize efficiency

• How to setup a quality system on a 
budget

• And MUCH, MUCH more!

CLICK HERE to be the first to get 
Off Grid Boot Camp updates!

4 Simple Tips to Get You Started
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• Electric ranges / ovens

• Electric clothes dryers

• Most air conditioners

• Some dishwashers

• Older inefficient refrigerators / 
freezers

Once again, this does not necessarily 
mean you have to do without these 
items.  There are excellent efficient 
alternatives for almost all of these.

For a water heater, range / oven, 
clothes dryer, and refrigerator / 
freezer we can choose to go with 
propane units that use very little if any 
electricity.  One extra bit of info about 
propane ovens…With a propane 
range / oven, it is much preferable to 
find a standing pilot unit rather than 
one that uses an electric "glow bar" to 
light the propane in the oven (glow 
bars are typically found only in the 
oven--the electronic ignition found in 
many ranges is acceptable since it uses 
very little power).

For heating your home, we highly 
recommend using a wood stove!  In our 
opinion (as well  as that of many others) 
it is the finest form of heat available.  
The major advantages, of course, 
would be the fact that most wood 
stoves use zero electricity and the fuel 
(wood) can be grown on your property 
for free.

On dishwashers, there may be an 
energy-saver button you can use to 
switch of f the e lect r ic heat ing 
elements (that use so much power).  
On units without such a button, you 
may be able to unplug the electric 
heating elements to save electricity.  
However, the most energy efficient 
dishwasher is found in the kitchen 
sink.

As ment ioned ear l i e r, p ropane 
refrigerators or freezers are very 
viable, however, we decided to go with 
a very energy efficient electric unit for 
two reasons.  When you are making 
free power from the sun (or other 

source), why add the propane expense?  
Also, when it becomes impossible to 
buy propane, we should still be able to 
operate our re f r i gera tor w i th 
electricity produced from the sun. In 
the past, the only electric units that 
were efficient enough for use with off 
grid systems were the specialty DC 
powered variety that come with a hefty 
price tag.  But now, many standard AC 
powered re f r i gera tor / f reezer 
manufacturers are making much more 
efficient units that are suitable for 
medium sized off grid systems.  Check 
out www.EnergyStar.gov to search for 
the smallest, most efficient unit that 
will suite your needs.

Another option is an electric chest 
freezer. We converted one of ours into 
a fridge. To learn more, click here.

Taking the above steps will go miles 
towards making you energy efficient.  
They are the "big ones".  However, 
there are some smaller steps you can 
take that will add up as well:

Clothes washer - Depending on how 
much laundry you do, your choice of a 
wa sh ing machine can make a 
significant impact.  I recommend a 
newer energy start front loader (or in 
some cases top loader).  It uses far less 
electricity, water, and detergent.  We 
were ver y impressed wi th the 
difference in efficiency between our 
ancient top-loader and the new front-
loader.  

Lighting - Incandescent light bulbs 
are very inefficient, so we use compact 
fluorescent bulbs.  These are much 
more efficient and the up-f ront 
expense is quite low.  For those who do 
not like compact fluorescent lights, 
there are also LED bulbs that will fit a 
standard socket.  These are extremely 
efficient but do cost more.

Computer - If all you do is check 
your emails for a few minutes per day, 
use whatever computer you have.  Even 
though a desktop computer may use 
quite a bit of power, it will not add up 
to very much total electricity when it is 

used very little.  But if you work from 
home or for whatever reason have the 
computer on for hours per day, 
consider using a laptop.  Laptop 
computers are made to be very energy 
efficient in order to operate for 
extended periods of time on their 
internal battery.  Our laptop uses 1/10 
(10%) of the power that our desktop 
did.  If it is running for a long time, 
that can really add up!  And while we 
are talking about computers, we should 
mention that inkjet printers use far 
l e s s power than the i r l a se r j e t 
counterparts.

Ceiling fan - While it is possible to 
use a standard ceiling fan, this is 
typically an appliance that runs for 
long periods of time.  And when 
something is running a lot, it pays to 
find the most efficient unit we can.  
RCH Fan Works makes an excellent 
DC powered fan with a special blade 
design (Gossamer).  Our fan uses such 
a tiny amount of power that we leave it 
on almost all  winter (to pull the heat in 
the cathedral ceiling down to the first 
floor).

So basically, the smaller and less 
expensive your off grid system is, the 
more energy efficient you will need to 
be.  Worded another way--the more 
energy efficient you can become, the 
less expensive and smaller your system 
will need to be.

Tip #2 - Get Involved In The 
Design Process

Getting involved in the design of your 
system can be very beneficial for a 
number of reasons.  You will  have a 
greater understanding of your system, 
how it functions, and will be in a much 
better position to troubleshoot if you 
encounter a problem.  But there are 
financial benefits as well.  Renewable 
energy retailers sometimes encounter 
people who are not willing to alter 
their habits for the sake of becoming 
more energy efficient.  As a result, it is 

http://www.EnergyStar.gov
http://www.EnergyStar.gov
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/our-conversion-fridge-an-efficient-and-low-cost-option
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/our-conversion-fridge-an-efficient-and-low-cost-option
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going to take a large and expensive 
system to fit their lifestyle.  Add to this 
equation a customer who is difficult to 
please, and you can see why it would be 
in their interest to design a system that 
i s p lenty large (but a l so p lenty 
expensive).  This is not to reflect 
poorly on retailers, it is simply a fact of 
life they face and have to deal with.  
What this means to you and me is 
this…If we can get very involved in 
the design of our system and 
understand what is needed and 
how it works, we will be able to 
make better judgement calls on 
how large (and expensive) our 
system actually needs to be.  A 
word of caution is due here…It is 
important to not go to the opposite 
extreme.  You need to be realistic 
about your energy needs and what you 
can and cannot live with.  Now is the 
time to meet reality, before you invest 
money into the equipment.

Tip #3 - Start small then 
expand as you are able

For al l of us on a tight budget, 
purchasing and setting up an off grid 
system on a step by step basis makes a 
lot of sense.  This is what we had to do.  
How small you start depends on what 
you ha ve to work wi th a t the 
beginning.  In our case, being over a 
mile from the nearest power lines, we 
did not have the option of temporarily 
connecting to the power grid until we 
were able to afford a nice system.  So 
we made do with what we had (which 
happened to be a generator--and that 
was all).  We do not recommend a 
generator-only system as there are 
some serious limitations (produces 
power only when it's running, high 
operating costs, dependence on fuel, 
etc).  But sometimes you have to make 
do with less than ideal circumstances.  
Our next step was a generator-battery 
sy s tem which cons i s ted o f our 
generator plus a small bank of large 
deep-cycle batteries and an inverter-

charger.  This enabled us to have 
electricity 24 hours/day by running the 
generator several hours every few days 
(to charge the batteries).  This is a 
good first step.  Then, as we were able, 
we added solar panels and a charge 
controller in order to become much 
more energy independent.  Next we 
purchased a small number of solar 
panels to start with (700 watts), which 
enabled us to go most of the spring, all 
summer, and most of the fall without 
running the generator.  Lastly we 
added enough solar panels to become 
as free as possible from the generator.  
And going step by step enabled us 
to get our foot in the door with 
renewable energy for the least 
amount of up-front money.

Tip #4 - Do as much of the 
installation as possible yourself

If you are "handy" and feel comfortable 
working with electricity, you can save 
some money by wiring and setting 
up your own system.  It must be 
noted, however, that local and state 
regulations should be checked to make 
sure it is legal for you to do your own 
electrical wiring.  In most if not all 
states, a licensed electrician must do 
this kind of work.  But you will often 
find an owner-exemption that allows a 
home-owner to do their own electrical 
work.  It may sti l l have to pass 
inspection, but you are allowed to do 
your own.  This is not the case in all 
states or counties, so once again please 
check all applicable laws for yourself.

Additional Important 
Money Saving Tips:

Used items

Shopping the used market for certain 
items can save a tremendous amount 
of money.  For instance, we have seen 
an unused Xantrex true sine wave 
inverter on eBay for half what it retails 

for--simply because someone bought it 
a number of years ago and never used 
it.  Craigslist is another good option.  
You could also try renewable energy 
retailers, because many of them have a 
used section where they sell units that 
have been traded in.  A friend of ours 
has connections with a warehouse that 
uses electric forklifts.  They do routine 
maintenance which includes replacing 
the batteries after a certain period of 
time.  Our friend says that since 
forklift batteries are made so heavy-
duty, they still have plenty of life left 
for use as an alternative energy battery.  
He buys their used batteries for an 
incredible price.  I don’t typically 
recommend used batteries, but if you 
do your homework and the price is 
right, it may be an option for an 
extremely tight budget.  Possibilities 
like these are ways you can save a lot of 
money!

Factory blemished

We have found that some specialty 
battery stores in large metro areas 
carry factory blemished deep cycle 
batteries (i.e. T-105, L-16, etc) for a 
fraction of the cost of new batteries.  
We also have a friend who buys his 
solar panels from a company that 
carries factory blemished panels for a 
greatly reduced price.  So far they have 
worked well for him.  In fact, they have 
gone together with friends in the area 
to buy a pallet or more of panels for an 
even greater discount.

Low cost retailers

Don't forget to shop around for your 
new equipment!  Look for special sales.  
Also, we have been very surprised what 
a large difference in price there is 
between some retailers.  Near the 
bottom of this article you will find a 
section titled “Low Cost Retailers”.  It 
contains the list of a few retailers we 
have found to generally maintain 
reasonable prices on their alternative 
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energy items.  Also remember that you 
may get a better deal if you purchase 
the entire system from the same 
company.  And it will be much easier 
for them to provide technical support 
if your entire system came from them.

Equipment Sources

Discount retailers

Below is a short list of a few retailers 
we have found to generally maintain 
reasonable prices on their alternative 
energy items:

• The Solar Biz - www.TheSolar.biz
(a full selection of alternative energy 
products at good prices)

• Stoves and More Online
www.StovesAndMoreOnline.com 
(they can order more than what 
appears on their website)

• Northern Arizona Wind & Sun
www.Solar-Electric.com

• Quality To Last
www.QualityToLast.com

Honda gasoline generator

Your local Honda dealer or perhaps an 
online source

Diesel generators

• Central Maine Diesel
www.CentralMaineDiesel.com
(excellent prices)

• Hardy Diesel
www.HardyDiesel.com
(excellent prices)

Battery Booster Kit

• Backwoods Solar
www.BackwoodsSolar.com

(if you prefer to use a different engine 
than what is offered with this kit, it 
may be ordered without the engine and 
you can buy your own. We used our 

own Honda 6.5 HP engine to go with 
this kit)

Well hand pumps

To learn more on Water Well Hand 
Pumps, click here to read a blog post 
with lost of information!

Ram Pumps

To learn more on Ram Pumps, click 
here to read a blog post with lost of 
information!

Out Of Your Budget?

So, you have become as efficient as 
possible, you are getting involved in 
the design process, starting with a 
small system in a step by step process, 
looking for used or factory blemished 
equipment, and going to a low-priced 
retailer for your new equipment.  But 
an off grid system is still out of your 
budget.  What can you do?

You need to realize that somehow 
civilization managed to exist for 
several thousand years without the 
power grid as we know it.  Electricity 
is NOT a basic necessity of life!  
The problem is that almost everyone 
in th i s nat ion ha s become so 
dependent on electricity that it would 
be catastrophic to be without it for an 
extended time (i.e. pumping water out 
of a well, running a heater, etc).  So, if 
you are not in a financial position to 
produce your own electricity, you will 
need to make preparations for 
living without any electricity 
when the time comes.  This means 
being able to provide your basic 
necessities of life (water, food, and 
shelter /heat ) without us ing any 
electricity.  And for that matter, it is a 
good idea for all of us to be able to 
l i v e w i t h o u t e l e c t r i c i t y i f 
necessary (we will not always have it, 
even if we produce our own).  We 

highly recommend ordering a "Non-
electric Catalog" from Lehman's 
(www.lehmans.com).

Water

Most people in a rural area are using a 
well as their water source.  If you are 
getting set up for non-electric living in 
the future, there are two main options 
for getting water out of the well:  a 
hand pump or a drop bucket.

Hand pumps are much preferred since 
they can usually be installed on a 6" 
well that also contains a standard 
electric pump (both fit in the same 
we l l a t the same t ime ) .  Then , 
whenever electricity is not available, all 
one has to do is go out to the well and 
pump water into a bucket (some hand 
pumps may even be able to pump the 
water into your house via a pipe).  In 
order for a hand pump to work, the 
water level in your well would need to 
be no more than 200 feet below 
ground (that is the maximum--less 
than that is much preferable). 

If a hand pump is out of your budget, 
probably the only option left is a drop 
bucket.  Basically it is a 3'-5' PVC pipe 
that is smaller in outside diameter than 
the inside dimensions of your well 
ca s ing .  A one -way va lve (one 
possibility we have used with good 
success is a flapper valve) is then 
attached to the bottom of the pipe.  A 
sturdy rope or twine is then attached 
to the top of the pipe.  It can then be 
dropped down the well  and the one-
way valve allows water to enter the 
pipe.  Once you start pulling the pipe 
upward, the valve closes and retains 
the water while you pull it up the well.  
The major drawback to this system 
(aside from the effort involved) is the 
fact that your current electric pump 
would most likely have to be removed 
from the well in order for the drop 
bucket to fit and not get stuck.  
Removing the pump can be quite a 
task with some wells!

http://www.TheSolar.biz
http://www.TheSolar.biz
http://www.StovesAndMoreOnline.com
http://www.StovesAndMoreOnline.com
http://www.Solar-Electric.com
http://www.Solar-Electric.com
http://www.QualityToLast.com
http://www.QualityToLast.com
http://www.CentralMaineDiesel.com
http://www.CentralMaineDiesel.com
http://www.HardyDiesel.com
http://www.HardyDiesel.com
http://www.BackwoodsSolar.com
http://www.BackwoodsSolar.com
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/deep-well-hand-pumps
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/deep-well-hand-pumps
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/ram-pumps
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/ram-pumps
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/ram-pumps
http://www.sustainablepreparedness.com/index.php/blog/ram-pumps
http://www.lehmans.com
http://www.lehmans.com
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Urban Danger
The Documentary Film

A fascinating hands-on look at 
how many a re making 
preparations for the future--so 
they can be part of the solution 
rather than part of the problem.

Visit www.UrbanDanger.com to 
watch it online, order the DVD, 
and find resource information.

Sustainable Preparedness
217 Cedar St. #203

Sandpoint, ID 83864
www.SustainablePreparedness.comNickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com

Contact  Us:

Please tell your friends 
about this eBook so they 
can reap the benefits.

©2014 Sustainable Preparedness LLC. All rights Reserved. 

Urban Danger

Food

Make sure you have gardening hand 
tools to do all tasks you may be using 
powered tools for now.  The other 
major concern is irrigation.  You will 
need to be able to irrigate without any 
powered pumps.  If you have a creek 
with at least a few feet of fall, you may 
be able to take advantage of a ram 
pump.  Without any electricity, it uses 
the energy from gravity pushing water 
downhill to pump the water uphill.  Say 
you had a creek with at least 100 gal/
min flow and 10 feet of fall.  An 
appropriately sized ram pump could 
pump water as much as 100 feet uphill!  
Bear in mind that it is not a lot of 
water that is being pumped and it will 
not pressurize a system, but the water 
can collect in a cistern uphill from your 
garden (or in a water tower) and gravity 
flow into the garden.

Heat

For heating without electricity in a 
forested area, wood heat is the way to 
go!  If necessary, the wood can even be 

cut with a crosscut saw and split with a 
hand splitting maul.  Wood heat is the 
ultimate when it comes to heating 
independence!

These are just some suggestions to get 
you started thinking about non-electric 
living.  Be sure to consider every 
essential aspect of your life that 
involves electricity or other fuel 
sources and see what could be set up to 
deal with it in a non-electric manner.

The Last Word

Finally, remember that once you pay 
for the equ ipment , the in i t i a l 
investment has been made and all that 
remains is reaping the benefits (if set 
up and operated properly).  It is so 
rewarding to not have that power bill 
every month and to get more and more 
independent for our energy needs one 
step at a time!

For more information on alternative 
energy and many other practical 

country living topics, we encourage 
you to visit our website.

We also want to invite you to any of 
our upcoming seminars.  They are 
packed full of valuable info to help you 
with the practical aspects of relocating 
to r ura l areas and becoming a s 
independent as possible for necessities 
of life.  Check our schedule by visiting 
the Upcoming Events page of our 
website.

Would you like me to share more 
about setting up your off grid system?

 Click here to learn more!

http://www.UrbanDanger.com
http://www.UrbanDanger.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
mailto:NickAndLisa@SustainablePreparedness.com
http://www.offgridbootcamp.com/
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