Reduce Your A/C Costs with Economizers
As the cost of electricity continues to rise, the cost ofkeeping your building at a comfortable
temperature rises as well. Wouldn’t itbe nice if you could slash your energy use by
decreasing your need formechanical air cooling? You can, with economizers.
What is anEconomizer?
An economizer is a device that is installed on your rooftopHVAC unit. It works in unison with
your mechanical cooling system. Duringcertain parts of the season or day when the
temperature of the outside air iscomfortable, the economizer controls a set of movable metal
plates (i.e. dampers)that brings filtered outside air in to the ventilation system.
How does anEconomizer Work?
The economizer is equipped with a series of sensors thatread the temperature and carbon
dioxide levels of the outside air. At any pointin time the system determines the best mix of air
based on the sensor readings.
If these sensors show that the outside air is sufficientlycool, the damper fully opens. This
lets your system run 100% on this filtered outsideair. In this situation, mechanical cooling is
completely blocked. At other timesthe economizer opens and closes the damper to varying
degrees, so that buildingoccupants get a mix of filtered outside air and mechanically cooled
air. Ofcourse, sometimes the economizer closes the damper completely, so that yoursystem
runs 100% on mechanically cooled air.
Are EconomizersRequired by Law?
The answer depends on the size of your building and coolingsystem.
California state law Title 24 states: “Each cooling fansystem that has a design total
mechanical cooling capacity over 54,000 Btu/hourshall include either (A) an air economizer
capable of modulating outside-airand return-air dampers to supply 100 percent of the design
supply air quantityas outside-air; or (B) a water economizer” [with certain specifications].*The
law also states a variety of exceptions to this rule.
How Much Energy CanEconomizers Save?
When outside conditions are optimal, a well-functioningeconomizer gives your mechanical
system an assist from nature. This makes yourmechanical system more energy efficient, as
it does not need to work as hard toproduce air at the desired temperature.
What we’ve seen in the field is that facilities can realizesubstantial energy savings through
the use of economizers. For example, for anoffice building with 20 to 30 pieces of A/C
equipment, installing economizerson all of these units can slash energy use by 20 to 30%.
To obtain these energy savings, though, economizers mustoperate effectively. Stay tuned for
the next article in this series, wherewe’ll take a look at why economizers are going digital.
* California Energy Commission,CEC-400-2012-004-CMF-REV2, “2013 Building Energy Efficiency
Standards forResidential and Nonresidential Buildings,”page 172.
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