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February 28, 2005
The Life and Times of 

a Package Roof Top Unit

By: William R. Vadakin
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This letter is written to explain to owners of package/unitary gas electric air conditioning and heating systems also known as Roof Top Units or RTUs, the importance of maintenance and the life span of these pieces of equipment.

The Role of the RTU Service Company

Twenty years ago, RTUs, like many of the automobiles and various other equipment we buy today, were built with heavier gauge steel, stronger components, solid state electronics, and overall built to last much longer than the equipment we buy today.  Historically you could purchase and install this equipment and do very little maintenance and they would last 15-20 years.  Today that is not the case.

The manufacturers have, like in many other industries, realized that in order for the product to be competitive in the market, they must find ways to reduce the costs of production and increase the profit margin of the product. For this reason much of the equipment has lighter casing, fewer standard safety devices for preventing prime component failure, computerized circuit boards, less expensive components, and more vulnerability to abuse.

For this reason, you, the end user must be prepared to have qualified personnel not for maintaining but also repairing this equipment.  I often use the analogy of the automobile to explain to customers the challenges we as a service firm face.  Twenty years ago, changing spark plugs, oil and filters was a “do-it-yourself” job for anyone who didn’t mind spending an evening and getting dirt under their nails.  But with the cars we drive today, only a mechanic with the right tools can get the job done properly. 

These products are mechanical pieces of equipment with moving parts and fairly technical components, as a service firm, our technicians undergo continuous training on these units as we are called upon to repair them.  We, in turn, must be able to diagnose the problem’s CAUSE, not simply the effect of the problem but WHY did this component fail.  We do this as a professional service organization to alleviate the problem from reoccurring in the near future and causing more headaches and expenses to our customers.  Many times it is due to improper installation or improper application of the product, however more often than not it is due to improper or NO maintenance of the equipment.

RTUs are probably the most commonly used and most commonly abused types of equipment in our industry.  They are forced to work with plugged coils, rusty contactors and relays, failed fan motors, rusted heat exchangers, blocked filters, loose belts, etc. While many of these symptoms are caused simply by the fact that these units are installed on roofs and must operate with external conditions such as cottonwood, salt off freeways, dirt in the air, smoke from chimneys etc., many of the conditions can be prevented by having an experienced person check out and properly maintain the equipment on a regularly scheduled basis.

Recommendations

We recommend to our customers the following general preventative maintenance. These are basic considerations to be given when you own a RTU.  As your service organization we tend to modify them based on the application but the following are absolute “bare bones” maintenance.

1. Replace filters no less than twice a year

2. Replace belts no less than once a year

3. Replace rusted contactors and components immediately upon discovery.  Do not try to lubricate them to get a few more days out of the component.

4. Always have a FUSED disconnect attached to your unit with properly sized fuses.  Hopefully you will blow a $10.00 fuse instead of a $1000.00 circuit board.

5. Lubricate all motors no less than once a SEASON (heating and cooling) as the units are typically equipped with motors for both heating and cooling.  The exception to this is RTUs that are for cooling only.

6. Check for proper refrigerant pressures and temperatures to determine proper system charge.

NOTE: The clean air prohibits any owner from knowingly venting CFC’s in to the atmosphere.  If leaks are found in a system they MUST be repaired or the unit must be shut down.

7. Wash coils with coil cleaner to remove any dirt or corrosives that may be present.

8.  Check gas line for leaks and repair immediately due the eminent danger of explosion.

The Numbers

RTUs are expensive to buy, install, and maintain.  Let this letter serve as a courtesy to our customers to allow for the following inevitable circumstances.  The equipment on your roof is an asset on your books; protect it!  Budget $500.00 - $1000.00 per year, per RTU under 10 tons to MAINTAIN it.  This BUDGETARY figure represents, inspections, filters and belts and in no way is “cast in stone” figure.  It does not include major component failure and can usually used for equipment that has been maintained since the day it was put on the roof and started.  Needless to say, if the unit has not been maintained, you can often double or triple this number.

If the above maintenance has been performed regularly and the equipment has been maintained we have seen customers that are getting 17-20 years out of the equipment.  Again, this equipment is 17-20 years old and was built under different circumstances.  By today’s standards we are seeing the typical RTU last 10-15 years with proper maintenance.  Once the unit reaches this point we tell our customers that the units are living on borrowed time.  They will start to have compressor failures, cracked heat exchangers, condenser fan motors, combustion motors, etc. fail, usually one after the other.  By the time they put the money in repairs to the equipment, they could have purchased a new one.

On the subject of purchasing new equipment, we often tell our customers to start budgeting replacement costs 5-10 years in to the life of the machine.  The average cost to replace a RTU is  $1500.00 PER TON of air conditioning.  This number does not include controls, ductwork, power, etc.  This is not catastrophic for the customer that only has 5-10 tons of cooling in the building.  For the customer who has 80-100 tons, it can be quite a shock.  Planning ahead is critical, because if you have RTUs that are roughly the same age, you are far better off to replace them all at once and not have deal with continuous repairs to one unit after you just replaced another.  Rest assured, they are all going to have the same problems at one time or another.

Cost Saving Ideas

As a professional and reputable service organization, we have an ethical duty to be conscious of our customer’s resources. The following is a brief list of ideas that can often save our customers some resources when analyzing operating costs.

1. Regularly-Scheduled Preventative Maintenance:  Like an automobile low on oil, or with a clogged air filter, your RTU does not operate efficiently under less than design conditions.   Inefficient machines need more power to produce the same output.  Simply keeping your equipment in optimal working condition can substantially lower your fuel bills!

2. Programmable Thermostats: Simply put, you will reduce wear and tear, and save on fuel costs if the machine if it is not operating when it does not need to be.  Yes, the thermostats are expensive and often require some rewiring of the system, but they typically have a quick payback.  The payback varies based on unoccupied time, fuel costs, efficiency of the unit, and what you have in place currently.  If you are like many customers who have thermostats locked up, remember that while they cannot be readily adjusted, they also cannot be readily turned OFF.  Many customers like to shut the circuit breakers off to the units at night.  The only problem with this is that the building needs time to get up or down to temperature.  Furthermore, there is a safety factor involved if the temperature gets too high or low.  Think about this if your inventory, (or even your plumbing), is temperature-sensitive.

3. Hire the Best: We see many customers spend too much money with people who do not know what they are doing.  Would you rather hire someone who can diagnose and solve your problem quickly and pay a higher labor rate, or pay a lower labor rate for two to three times the amount of billed hours?

4. Purchase your own Filters and Belts and have them all on site and ready for installation:  Like every for profit business, we do not sell our service or our parts at cost.  There is time and resources involved in knowing what to buy, buying , receiving, storing, delivering, and installing maintenance type material.  If you are a customer of Vadakin Refrigeration, we have on file a list of all of your materials.  You have paid us to generate this list and it can be furnished to you at any time upon request.

Disclaimer

In the legal world we live in, Vadakin Refrigeration must inform you that we DO NOT recommend ANY person outside of the employ of our firm attempting to take care of the above recommendations under any circumstances.  Nor can Vadakin Refrigeration be held liable for any issues, which arise by attempting to do any form of work on your own equipment.  

This letter is written as a courtesy to our customer with the hopes that they will call upon professionals to handle there heating and cooling needs. If we can be of any service to your organization, please call us at the above mentioned phone number.

Sincerely,

William R. Vadakin

Vice President

1240 East 286th St


Cleveland, Oh 44132





Phone: (216) 812-3760


Fax: (216) 812 3763


Cell: (216) 857-1366
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