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When you walk into the kitchen and the faucet is dripping, you tighten it, right? And if it keeps dripping, you get a repair kit or call a plumber. I know I do. And when family members leave lights on, I'm the guy who walks around turning them off. But I wandered into the den the other night when all the lights were out and was struck by the dozens of tiny LEDs in various shades of green and orange, winking at me or staring balefully. The cable modem, the router, the Ethernet switch, a couple of laptops, a battery charger, and a few desktop monitors all displayed their vital signs.

Everything was shut down for the night‑but obviously “shut down” is a relative term, since so much equipment stays on or is in low‑power mode even when “off.” And anything that can be turned on with a remote control is never truly off, since some portion of the electronics has to remain alive to be at your beck and call.

I decided to investigate just how much power all these gadgets were consuming. My first step was to build an AC breakout cable that I could hook up to a meter with appropriate current‑measuring capabilities, and since we're talking line voltage here, to take care that the current wouldn't kill me. That done, I began plugging in various devices.

THE SHOCKING FACTS

My first victim was not computer equipment, but the cable box. These things are notorious power hogs: The first clue is that they tend to stay warm all the time, whether they're “on” or not. It showed 120 milliamps, essentially the same as a 15‑watt bulb. When I switched it on, its power consumption doubled to 30 watts.

And so my survey began: A small three‑piece speaker system, with the speakers turned off, 6 watts. A larger three‑piece system, also turned off, 12W. The router, 6W; the cable modem, 7.5W. An IBM “dogbone” laptop charger with no computer plugged in was using 2.5w; with a fully charged computer, 3W; with a running computer, 16W. My iPod charger consumed a commendable 0.6W when nothing was connected to it; it used 2W to 3W when charging the player.

The HP OfficeJet multifunction printer was using 7W. A 19‑inch Dell Trinitron monitor was also eating up 7W in standby, and when I turned it off with the power switch, it dropped one whole watt. It drew ten times as much power (70W) when it was on, but you still have to wonder‑what's the point of the switch? Likewise, the HP Pavilion desktop drew 6W when it was “off” and nary was a light glowing. Compared with the 70W startup power and 60W running power, that's not bad. But if these devices are not remote powered, why aren't they truly off when they're off?

All told, I had about 80 watts' worth of computer stuff running day and night, whether I had turned it off or not. Depending on how many laptops and other devices were plugged in at a given time, the number could range up to 100W.

You might think that 80 or 100 watts is no big deal in the grand scheme of things. But it is precisely in the grand scheme of things where those 100W bulbs add up. That's 876 kilowatt‑hours per year, or just over 9 percent of my total electric bill‑and I'm just counting computer gear, not home electronics. At local rates, I'm paying about $100 per year for the convenience. Maybe it's worth it, or maybe I'd like to halve it and take my wife out to dinner with the savings instead.

ADDING UP FAST

The numbers become a lot more significant when you multiply that 10OW by all of the households in America, and figure that standby power could be costing us 10 percent of our total electrical energy usage. Even if we only cut it in half, we're still talking billions in savings. That's money we can put in our pockets, which is more than can be said for the inequitable tax plans hatched by our politicians. And every kilowatt‑hour saved reduces pollution and decreases oil imports.

My home theater equipment is already on a relay-controlled power distribution box, so only one device remains in standby mode. Everything else is switched off. Now I think it's time to revisit my computer wiring, to see what I can put on a power strip with a switch and what needs to stay on. I'm betting I can halve the consumption. I hope you’ll reevaluate your setup, too.
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