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4 CONTRACTORS’ CORNER
WORKING KNOWLEDGE BY TERRY MACKENZIE HOY

ENERGY CONTRACTORS: WHAT IS ‘GOOD’ ENERGY SAVING?

power factor correction – all you need to know is 
that you don’t need it.

Secondly, there is no chance that in one year or 
in any successive months you will use the same 
number of kilowatt-hours in the same month in 
the following year or in the previous year. Your 
consumption of kilowatt-hours is based on a 
whole lot of things: the weather, the number of 
holidays, the economy of the country and so on. 
So, if an energy contractor claims to have saved 
kWh consumption based on a comparison of 
monthly power accounts, don’t believe it. If they 
insist, ask them to show you the daily kilowatt-
hour consumption before the installation of the 
device that is meant to save electricity and the 
same thing again for the following week. There 
should be a sharp drop.

Energy-saving wise, what does work? Chang-
ing lights and light types can be very effective. 
LEDs use much less electricity than other lamps 
and they last longer. They also cost a lot more 
and, thus, you have to be careful that you are ac-
tually saving electricity rather than just shunting 
your electrical savings into the capital cost of fit-
ting LED lights. 

Changing tariffs can be very effective. Most 
industrial plants run 24-hours a day. However, if 
a plant runs for only 12- or 18-hours a day then, 
using a time-of-use tariff, one can run refrigera-
tion compressors and air compressors during a 
period of low tariff and specifically turn them off 
for at least one hour during high tariff periods.  
Doing a bit of ‘common sense maintenance’ helps 
a lot. You have to keep illumination levels above a 
certain level in any industrial plant. However, if you 
fit a ceiling and paint it white and if you keep the 
walls clean and painted white, you can achieve the 
same illumination levels with fewer lamps.

Air conditioning: how often have you found that 
it is difficult to close an office door due to a sud-
den rush of high air pressure? This means that 
the air-conditioning system is not properly bal-
anced. Many consulting firms rely on contractors 
to get it right and many of the contractors don’t 
bother. Contact a reputable firm of consulting 
mechanical engineers. Ask them to review your 
HVAC system to make sure it uses no more en-
ergy than is needed.

Insulate the underside of the roof. It so happens 
that in the SANS 10400 XA regulations there are 
requirements for the insulation of commercial 
and domestic roofs. There is no requirement for 
the insulation of a factory roof. But if you insu-
late your factory roof, you will save money. How 
much? Ask the consulting mechanical engineers. 

Good luck with all this …

SOME time ago, a new concept known as the ‘energy 
contractor’ appeared in the electrical industry. The 
‘energy contractor’ would offer a deal so good that 
a client could seldom refuse: the energy contractor 
(EN) would (a) measure the power consumption; (b) 
at no cost to the client, fit devices that saved energy 
and, from the resulting savings, (c) split the financial 
benefit with the client. 

In general, the ENs were successful for a num-
ber of years after they first got the client to sign a 
contract. Thereafter, in many cases, the accountants 
would realise that there had been no or little saving 

or, in fact, less saving than had been claimed and they 
would then ditch the whole thing. This was unfortu-
nate because there are some energy contractors who 
are very good indeed. Some, however, are dodgy be-
yond belief. 

In this column, I am going to give you some point-
ers as to what constitutes good energy saving and 
what doesn’t. The first thing is to understand your 
electrical tariff. This is a golden rule: if your electri-
cal tariff does not include a charge for kVA demand, 
then installing power factor correction will save you 
no money at all. You don’t have to know what ‘kVA 

demand’ is – just look at your account and if it doesn’t 
say “xxx kVA @ Rxxx/kVA” where the exes are num-
bers, then you don’t need to know anything about 

“Changing tariffs can be very effective. Most industrial plants run 
24-hours a day. However, if a plant runs for only 12- or 18-hours a day 
then, using a time-of-use tariff, one can run refrigeration compressors 
and air compressors during a period of low tariff and specifically turn 
them off for at least one hour during high tariff periods.”

Terry Mackenzie Hoy.
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