Hard Choices
by

Eyes Right

Cary, NC – There are a lot of empty storefronts here.  What makes this alarming is that Cary, a bedroom suburb of Raleigh, is a very upscale community.  It sits on the eastern end of North Carolina’s “Research Triangle,” the home to many high tech companies.  
Cary has numerous parks, green areas, soccer fields, - all the usual accoutrements of a high-end neighborhood.
The ongoing downturn in the U.S. economy has made its presence known here.  Although many of the high-end retailers and grocery chains still seem to be able to attract sufficient numbers of customers to remain in business (Trader Joes, for example, is always crowded), many of the smaller “niche” stores have been forced to close.

Home prices also remain depressed.  In the small townhouse neighborhood in which I am staying, at least 5 properties have been listed for sale for over a year, even though the asking prices are far less than just two years ago.  Even “fire sale” properties, such as foreclosures, are going unsold.

With this in mind, I thought that it might be useful for all of us to consider exactly what we might have to give up in our daily lives if times continue to be progressively more difficult financially.  Obviously, one person’s necessity is another’s luxury (cosmetics for some women comes to mind), but a review of some possibilities might be useful.
Let’s start in the bathroom.  Toilet paper is a keeper, for obvious reasons.  However, we can dump facial tissues and use the aforementioned toilet paper.  Shampoo, conditioner, lotions – gone; just use regular soap and rinse thoroughly.  Toothpaste – keep.  Mouthwash, no.  Cleaning products:  dump everything except a can of cleanser and a sponge.  The average bathroom is full of discretionary spending items – most purchased on impulse, and few that are actually needed.  Go to the minimum here for lots of savings.
Bedroom.  This one is easy.  Just wear only what you currently have in your closets for at least the next year.  Most of us have so many clothes that we rarely wear  half of what we already have.  As a New Years resolution this year, for example, I gave up purchasing any new clothing.  Five months later I have experienced absolutely no problems. Growing children obviously pose more of a challenge.  Find your local Salvation Army thrift store for them. 

Kitchen.  Use plastic bags from the grocery instead of kitchen garbage bags.  Use washable cloth napkins instead of paper towels.  Food, of course, remains the big item here.  Most Americans can easily cut their grocery bills in half by exercising portion control and using leftovers as often as possible.  Any food going into the garbage disposal is a loss.  Treat leftovers as if you had found a twenty dollar bill on the sidewalk.  Avoid expensive meals focused on pricey meats, such as prime cuts of beef.  Learn to love pasta and dry cereal.  Of course, the most effective way to cut down food costs is to always cook at home.  Avoid dining out, take-out food, and lunches at work that are not made at home.  Drink water from the tap, and wean yourself from sodas, beer, and all purchased beverages.  Your body will also thank you.
Other rooms of the home.  No more cable.  No more rental movies.  But do keep your cell phone and do keep an internet connection – these have become essentials in our world today.  But you can dump a telephone land line (if you still have one).  Set the A/C and heat at economical temperatures – certainly no greater than 68 for heat and less than 76 for A/C.  Cancel newspaper and magazine subscriptions and get news online and ads from free local “shopper” papers.
Garage.   Consolidate car trips by planning when and where you drive.  If you have more than 2 cars – no matter the size of your family, you are paying insurance and taxes on at least one vehicle which is rarely used – get rid of the extra vehicles, especially any that do not use regular gas.  Inflate your tires properly and follow all the usual driving tips on saving gas. 
Financial measures – The one absolutely foolproof way to maintain more money in your family is to reduce, or eliminate, credit card debt.  The best way to ensure that you do not run up further debt is to cut up all of your credit cards NOW.  Then start to pay them off, as rapidly as possible.  Getting rid of credit card payments is without a doubt THE best investment you can make.

Desperate times call for desperate measures. Although none of these tips listed above would fall into the realm of “desperate,” you will probably find that if you follow just these steps, you will be spending at least 25% less money each month.
I thought you might like to know.
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