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Green water heating solutions now an imperative
Choosing the right technology and installer is essential to ensure you realize the savings on electricity and reduce environmental impact
[15 May 2013]:  As South Africa’s energy crisis worsens, serious hikes in electricity rates are already a reality for South Africans and further significant increases are guaranteed.  Added to this, there are growing concerns about the increasing instability of supply, load shedding and sub-station breakdowns like the one that plunged the Florida/Constantia Kloof and Kempton areas into darkness for almost a full week. 

“The geyser is by far one of the biggest electricity guzzlers and installing a heat pump or solar water geyser can dramatically reduce your energy consumption, save you thousands of Rands over the years on your electricity bill and make a significant contribution to ‘greening’ your home,” explains Christo Kok, a One Energy franchisee.  “Furthermore, if you have plans to generate your own electricity by means of photovoltaic solar power (PV), you need to work towards getting your house PV-ready and reducing your electricity usage – the geyser is a primary starting point.” 
But what water heating solution should I choose?
There is no right or wrong answer and your decision will depend on a number of important considerations that you should discuss with a reputable supplier that can provide you with a broad range of solutions.  

“Unfortunately though, we often see clients who have called us in to help them after they have been fobbed off with a system that is not ideal for their needs, simply because their original supplier only offered one specific technology and their sales person did a great number on them.  The result is often insufficient hot water and a poor realization on electricity savings, and an unhappy client,” explains Christo. 

What’s the difference between a heat pump and a solar geyser system?
Let’s start with the basics... 
Solar water heaters use the radiation from the sun to generate heat. The size of the solar panel will determine how much energy can be collected from the sun. So if we for example have a 4sqm or bigger flat plat solar panel connected to a 300L geyser, this should  give us 300L of 60°C water at the end of a warm sunny day.  But during cooler days with less sunshine it might only be able to heat the 300L to 35°C. In this case we would need an electrical element to heat the water further. If we have a solar panel that is only half the size - 2sqm, we would only get out half the energy and an electrical element will need to do the rest.  The same applies with an evacuated tube system, whereby the bigger your geyser, the greater the number of tubes you need to heart your water.
Also if we assume we have 300L of 60°C water at the end of a warm sunny day and we use hot water in the evening, the water will most likely be cold in the morning.  If you wish to take a shower in the morning, an electrical element will need to heat the water to a useable temperature. Solar water heaters do rely on electrical elements to provide hot water at all times. In our experience a high efficiency, properly sized solar system will typically provide up to a 50% saving on the energy required for hot water. 

The reality is though that many solar systems in South-Africa are undersized and provide much less than a 50% saving on the water heating bill, despite the promised big savings by the company that sold it to them.  It’s important to note that even if a high efficiency, properly sized solar water heater gives a saving of 50% on your water heating bill, this will not result in a 50% saving on your total electrical bill....unless the geyser is the only electrical device in your house. 

Domestic hot water heat pumps work slightly differently. The heat pump uses a small amount of electricity to extract a lot of energy from the surrounding air. So a heat pump is also using the energy from the sun but only indirectly and so it can work day and night, winter and summer. The efficiency of a heat pump is called the COP. A COP value of 4 means that the heat pump produces four times as much thermal energy as what it uses electrically - in other words a 75% saving on the water heating bill. Using a COP value of 4, a high efficiency 4.7kW heat pump takes about 3 hours to re-heat a 300L geyser from a cold start. This enables you to always have hot water at a fraction of the cost no matter when or how much water you use.
Unlike the solar option, a heat pump also requires virtually no change to your lifestyle and routine as it is not limited by the availability of the sun for heating.  Heatpumps can work 24/7.
So how do I know if a solar system or heat pump is better for my needs?

“With so many new products on the market with varying levels of quality, performance, technical expertise and installation experience, its often very difficult for a consumer to know what the right system is for their needs, and whether they are dealing with a reputable installer who will not only give them a thorough assessment of the right system for their needs, but also provide the after-sales service, support and product warranties that they need,” explains Christo.  

Since the trend towards renewable energy became a major drive in South Africa, there have been a number of cheap products that have flooded the market with equally questionable installation expertise and back-up.  When it comes down to choosing a solution, the consumer is often at a loss as to the right system to install, and the legitimacy of the installer.  This is one time you need to be very sure you are comparing apples with apples.

One Energy is a national franchise group of 36 branches which is growing rapidly based on the quality of solutions, technical back-up, installation methodologies, full maintenance plans and very competitive finance options for clients who don’t have the capital upfront.

“We always advise our clients to make sure that they question and verify that the system they you choose is firstly fit-for-purpose, has been quality checked and vetted against our local SABS standards and that the installer is suitably qualified and authorised.  Also check that they are members of the industry association, SESSA, for added peace of mind.  Choose a supplier that is able to offer you the full range of offerings on the market that is fit for your needs and lifestyle.  There are many instances where a solar system may work better, and others where a heat pump is a better option.  Make sure you don’t get pushed into a sale because that’s all your supplier has to offer you, and don’t get hung up on the rebate issue either,” explains Christo.  
“The intention of the rebate programme is good and we firmly support the initiative to encourage the use of renewable energy.  However, the rebate should not be used as the primary decider of what system to install.  We have seen countless installations by fly-by-nights that we have been asked by the client to fix or rectify because the client was fobbed off with system that was not fit-for-purpose in the first place, purely to push the rebate as the sales hook.  Make sure you get valid and credible advice and that you are paying for something that will work for you,” explains Christo. 

To help you in your decision making, One Energy sheds some light on what the importance considerations are when choosing a supplier as well as the type of system:

· Quality, efficiency and durability are important considerations.  Our systems come with extended five year warranties, and with an annual service, many systems will deliver great results for over 15 years.  
· Buying a cheap system on a deal that’s too good to be true, probably is.  Buying down on quality is likely to be an expensive purchase at the end of the day – the efficiency of the system will be compromised and before long the system will not provide the heat or energy output required to make a significant enough impact on reducing your utility bill – the whole point of why you bought it in the first place.  There are many cheap imports flooding the market, and everything about their performance and components is cheap too. Buyer beware! 
· Another important aspect is the installation of the system.  You can have a great system but if your installer does not know the finer aspects of the job and use the best quality installation materials, your overall system performance will be compromised and in turn reduce the savings and benefits of the system.
· After sales back-up and support is essential – your system will need maintenance – both solar and heat pump - from time to time, and there will be instances – although not often - that you may need your system checked or reconfigured for various reasons.  Dealing with a reputable supplier with a good service ethic that you know is going to be around for years to come is important.  
Both solar and heat pump technologies have vast energy efficiency and environmental benefits and are complementary technologies on saving energy. Your choice will depend on the capital you have available for the initial purchase, the projected savings and thus payback period you require, your motivation for updating your method of heating water, your usage as well as the site and technical aspects of the installation. Consulting with a reputable supplier that is able to offer you a range of products across both heat pumps and solar systems will help you to weigh up the alternatives and make the right choice.
For more information go to www.oneenergy.co.za/boksburg, email teresak@oneenergy.co.za or call us on (011) 894 2209.
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