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Award-winning Designer Kelly Van Patter is passionate about making smart 
choices for our planet and our pocketbooks, a passion she shares with us in Be 
More Green and Save Green. 

 
As the New Year starts, many of us dream of sprucing up our living spaces and 
getting more organized.  As a designer who has been focused on trying to be as 
green as possible when designing and decorating interior space, I keep hearing 
over and over is that it costs more to do something in a “green fashion”.  This is a 
concept that I don’t necessarily agree with. 
 
Being environmentally friendly means coming up with resourceful ways to reuse 
things that you already have.  In fact, consuming less is the easiest and cheapest 
way to do just that.  I’ve got a few, very simple ideas how you can make a big 
impact with out taking a big bite out of your budget.   
 
Here are TEN SIMPLE TIPS to keep in mind when redecorating: 
 
1.  Use Items You Already Own.  Using items that already exist are easiest and 
most cost effective.  Family heirlooms, an old piece of furniture that you may 
have not even thought of or overlooked, or perhaps something that you saw on 
the curb waiting to be thrown away, could be just the perfect item to refurbish or 
use for a new function.  If you have an old piece of furniture, repainting it and 
reupholstering it can breathe new life into it.  A new coat of zero-VOC or low- 
VOC paint can make any piece of furniture look like new.  Use a color that is 
unexpected and will really make a statement.  If you choose  to reupholster a 
piece of furniture, see if you have any old pieces of upholstery-type fabric or even 
use an old drapery panel, quilt  or bedspread that may be damaged.   
 
 

   



2.  Repaint One Wall As an Accent Wall.  Any room can look completely 
different by adding color to just one wall which saves paint and money.  Choose 
a wall that is a focal point with a fireplace, a big window, or the wall that you see 
when you first walk into a room.  Chose a bold color that is inspired by something 
in the room or will complement the textiles in the room.  Of course, a low-VOC or 
zero-VOC paint should be used so that you will have no toxic fumes or off-
gassing.  You could also use a non-toxic, clay-based texture instead of paint as 
an alternative. 
 
3.  Change-Out Window Treatments.  Leaky or drafty windows can be a very 
easy way for a home to lose heat during the winter or have too much heat gain in 
the summer.  One way to be more energy efficient without having to invest in 
new windows is to enhance or upgrade window treatments.  Adding lined drapery 
panels that can be closed during cold nights can help prevent losing heat and 
eliminate drafts in the winter.  In the summer months, close the drapery panels 
during the heat of the day to prevent heat gain.  If you don’t particularly like 
drapery, you can invest in solar screens which are basically roll-type shades that 
have different opacities and can greatly cut down on the sun that enters a room 
but still lets light in, and allows views to the outside.  They can also cut down on 
the harmful UV rays that cause textiles to fade and break down.  
 
4.  Trick Out Built-Ins.  If your home has a lot of built-in pieces, why not make 
them stand out as if they were a standalone piece of furniture, or give them a 
face-lift.  A new coat of paint or stripping off all the paint to make it look like a 
distressed piece of furniture could do just that.  If you choose to remove the 
paint, use an environmentally friendly paint remover or use a heat gun to remove 
the paint.  If it’s a built-in bench, add a new upholstered cushion for a bright pop 
of color.  Or for a hutch or china cabinet, paint the interior backing a different 
color from the exterior of the unit to add contrast and to feature all of your items.   
 
5.  Take All Of The Furniture Out Of The Room And Start Over.  Learn the art 
of editing EVERYTHING in your home.  We all have a tendency to collect things 
over time, so it’s imperative that we assess our collections each year and get rid 
of unnecessary pieces.  It’s easy to overlook things that serve no purpose, have 
been taking up space and collecting dust for years.  One easy way to completely 
change a room is to just streamline all the items in it.  Remove all the furniture 
from a room and piece by piece, bring only the necessary items back into the 
room.  Take the other items to the Goodwill, Salvation Army, shelters or some 
other place that will give it to people that desperately need the items.  That way  
 
 
 

   



they can be reused and aren’t being sent to a landfill.  Then you are left with a 
less cluttered, new room for virtually NO money. Plus it is so liberating to get rid 
of all the clutter and have a clean canvas to work with. 
 
6.  Rearrange Furniture In New Configurations.  We all have a tendency—yes 
even designers—to do the same old furniture configurations.  Try to come up 
with a new furniture floor plan that you’ve never done before.  If you have the 
space, pull your furniture away from the walls and let it “float” in the middle of the 
room.  Even a bed can be placed in the center of a room if there isn’t a big 
headboard or footboard.  A bed can be placed with the long side to the wall if you 
need more space in a room or need a “sofa” during the day, by just adding a lot 
of pillows to create a sitting area.  Living rooms or conversation areas can be 
cozier when more compact and pulled to the center of the room.  Try placing a 
console or sofa table between the wall and the back of the sofa to create more 
surface space for books or a lamp.   
 
7.  Dress Up Light Fixtures.  Lighting is a key in any room; it totally sets the 
tone and creates the desired ambiance.  If you have a light fixture that isn’t doing 
anything to enhance a room, consider changing it out with another light fixture or 
refurbishing it to look completely new.  An old chandelier can be repainted and 
new shades can be added or changed out.  To be more energy efficient, use 
CFL’s or compact fluorescent light bulbs, or even better look for LED light bulbs 
which are becoming more readily available and have warmer color spectrums.  
Going to an LED bulb will save so much money in the long run as they require 
very little energy and can last for many, many years. Although they may cost 
more than incandescent bulbs, since they last so much longer, there is much less 
waste sent to the landfill and you WILL save money in the long run.  If you have 
overhead fixtures, add smaller lamps as well so that you have several light 
sources in a room.  This is an easy way to create more ambiance than just 
having a stark overhead light.   
 
8.  Buy Used Or Vintage.  If you really HAVE to buy new furniture, try going to 
flea markets, consignment or second hand shops, estate sales, yard and garage 
sales, or check out eBay, Craig’s List or other online sources.  You can find great 
deals and save lots of money over buying new items.  Plus many older pieces of 
furniture are better made than items in stores today.  If you have a bigger budget, 
buy pieces that will hold their value (i.e.; Mid-Century Modern, quality antiques) 
as these items can be sold when you tire of them, and you can generally recoup 
your money.  
 
 
 

   



9.  Flooring.  If you feel it’s completely necessary to get new flooring, assess 
your situation first.  If there is carpet in the room, pull back a piece to see if a 
wood floor exists underneath.  In older homes and buildings this is generally the 
case.  If there is a wood floor, try having it refinished with non-toxic stains and 
sealers.  If there is just a subfloor, look online to see if you can find some kind of 
reclaimed materials.  Reclaimed materials are becoming more readily available.  
This is the best way to be eco-friendly which is to use items that already exist.  If 
you can’t find reclaimed materials, then try using rapidly-renewable materials like 
bamboo.  Make sure that the adhesives used are non-toxic and won’t off-gas.  
Sometimes you can find companies that have leftover lots from large jobs online 
and will give you a really good deal.  Or you can check out Habitat for Humanity 
as they often have leftover materials donated to them from big jobs as well.  If 
you want to do a stone/rock floor, check out architectural salvage places as they 
may have all kinds of slate, bricks, rocks or other salvaged materials that are 
cheaper than buying new products. 
 
10.  Rugs vs. Carpet.  If you rent a place and are stuck with some awful carpet, 
or you just can’t afford to change out the wall-to-wall carpet that exists, try adding 
an area rug that can sit on top of the carpet.  Or try FLOR brand carpet tiles 
come in many different colors and are manufactured by one of the most 
environmentally-minded companies.  They use recycled materials to create their 
carpet tiles and they also take back tiles to recycle them once you are done with 
them.  The carpet tiles can be put together in a number of configurations and 
combinations.   If something happens to one tile, you can just remove that and 
replace the one tile instead of replacing the whole rug.  If you decide to move, 
you can take the tiles with you and reconfigure them for your new space, so they 
can be used over and over again. 
 
These are just a few tips.  I can think of a lot more but I know with a little 
imagination and resourceful thinking, you will come up with more of your own.    
 
Bonus Tip:  One last tip, and one of my favorites:  Use items found in nature  
to decorate with and bring a little natural beauty inside.  Find interesting rocks, 
gnarled branches, seed pods or the likes to have as a rotating display for  
each season.  When done, you can return the items to the earth and start a  
new collection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   


