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Gettin{Into
HotWiter
When i t  comes to water heaters,  there are many
options, but which one's for you? TEXT cRysrAL LUXMoRE

our water heater is one of the worst energy-
gobblers lurking in your home.

According to Natural Resources Canada, after
furnaces, water heaters use the most energy in

your house. Older stand-alone heaters can be much less ef-
ficient than today's models. The good news is eco-conscious
homeowners-and anyone looking for energy savings-
have more choices than ever, including high-efficiency
water tanks, and even tankless and solar heating systems.

A licensed plumber can advise you on the most energ.y-
and cost-efficient upgrade or new hot-water installation.
Get quotes from several different plumbers and beware of
anyone giving you a cheap quote over the phone, as a pro-
fessional will need to visit the home, says Jamie Gerolami,
general manager of Border Plumbing in Kelowna, B.C.

Also get to know the Energy Factor (EF) rating and what
it means for your heating bill. This rating indicates how
much of the energy the heating device consumes is be-
ing transferred to the water. A 0.60 rating means the water
heater is delivering only 60 percent of the energy it uses to
the water; the other 40 percent is being lost. You can find a
product's EF rating on the manufacturer's website or prod-
uct brochure. Higher-EF water heaters cost more, but are
cheaper to operate. Conventional water heaters have effi-
ciencies of 0.60 to 0.65, while truly energy-efficient models
range from 0.82 to 0.99.

With so many options. turning your water heater from an
energy-guzzler to a energy-conserver should be no sweat.

E elecrnrc
With better eff iciency than comparable top-end gas heat,
ers (EF rat ing of 0.90 to 0.95) and with similar costs (start ing
at $1,000 instal led),  you'd th ink electr ic tanks would be the
natural choice. But there's a problem-the higher cost of
juice versus natural gas. Sti l l ,  electr ic tanks take up less room
because they don't  require a gas l ine or venting. This means
they can be located in more areas of the home (l ike a closet)
compared to natural gas tanks.

EIorr-
The least energy-eff icient of them al l ,
oi l- f i red water heaters ($1,300 instal led)
only have an EF of about 0.58, making
them a poor cholce for those who want a
more energy-e{f icient option, says Mickey
Redmond, general manager o{ Barracuda
Heat ing,  in Dartmouth,  N.S.
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Ecas
Natural gas is more eff icient and
less expensive than oi l .  But John
Rosse, founder o{ Terra Mechanical
Ltd. ,  in Burnaby, 8.C.,  a plumbing
and heating company special izing
in green opt ions,  says changing
one conventional natural-gas water
heater for a sl ightly more eff icient
one isn't  as wise as spending the
extra $1,000 to get a gas tank with
a condensing heat exchanger, which
captures more waste heat than a
non-condensing high-eff iciency gas
heater. This can get you an EF rat-
ino as hioh as 0.86.
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TheTop
TanksofToday
The latest technology will cost you more up-front, but you
can savour the big energy savings in the long term.

COLD
WATER IN

KILLER COMBO

Combinat ion boi ler /water heaters are per{ect  {or  new homes, or

when buying a new high-e{f ic iency water-based boi ler .  Essent ia l -

ly ,  a hot-water storage tank (known as an indirect  water heater)

is connected to the furnace via a large heat exchanger that

heats up water quicker than convent ional  tanks.  And because

excess heat gets recycled back into the boi ler ,  i t  doesn' t  suf fer

the t remendous heat loss nrost  dedicated tanks exper ience

lrrc i i rect  systems can be f i red by oi l  ($6,000 to $8,000),  gas

1S4,O0O), electr ic 1S4,000),  or  solar (S8,000).  Gas users grab the

biggest ef f ic iency gain,  wi th 40 to 50 percent in energy savings.

Combinat ion systems have a minimum EF of  0.83, wi th a few

models reaching 0.96, but they wi l l  cost  you about three t imes

as much.
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GO TANKLESS
Tankless heaters are only the size of a large suitcase, but blast water J
with up to six t imes more heat than conventional water heaters-and I
only when you need i t .  For the average two-person home, tankless 

I
heaters can chop 25 to 35 percent off  your energy bi l l ,  compared to
a conventional water heater. With a family of four, savings range from
eight to 1 5 percent of your energy costs.

The downside is that  on-demand gas systems (averaging $2,500
instal led,  wi th a minimum EF of  0.82) can only supply two appl icat ions
(such as a dishwasher, washing machine or shower) at a t ime, and
electr ic (wi th an EF of  0.95) only one. So i f  your three teenagers l ike to
take 20-minute showers, for example, one unit wi l l  not be enough. You

can ask your contractor to instal l  two, or look at a system with a small
30-l i tre backup tank. And hot water takes longer to get to f ixtures
through long runs of piping, so ensure units are central ly located
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SUPER SOLI\R
While the heat is free, solar hot water systems are pricey
($6,000 to $8,000, instal led), but generous grant Programs
in some regions make these, i f  not  economical ,  at  least  more
accessible for the green-minded homeowner. Solar preheat-
ing cuts water-heating bi l ls by 50 to 70 Percent and has a
payback of four to six years.

Homeowners should ensure that their  space is big enougl-
to instal l  a solar preheat ing tank (at  least  150 l i t res {or two
solar panels)  a longside their  exist ing water tank,  and that
they have a south-facing roof (or a maximum of 25 degrees
off due south). For retrof i ts, the contractor should check that
the roo{ can support  the weight o{ the solar panels
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JustVenting
Unlike its electric or oil brethren, gas-fired hot water heaters require
a vent to let air enter for combustion and igniting. There are a few
different styles available.

\J

I  rol lo* the manufac-
turer 's recommenda-
t ions for monthly and
annual maintenance,
and have an annual
inspection per-
formed by a certified
tradesperson.

f,l lf your tank is over
10 years old, ask your
contractor to replace
the shut-off valve with a
bal l  valve ($15), as the
gaskets and materials
dry out and cause leak-
ing when i t 's turned off.

O VERTICAL VENTS
The cheapest and easiest option when
performing a retrof i t  is to keep the vent-
ing system intact. In older homes, this
is usual ly done through a t i led masonry
chimney or dedicated B-vent pipe stack.
Make sure to ask your contractor about
municipal regulat ions governing heat
vent ing systems inside chimneys- in
some regions, new rules st ipulate that
older chimneys must be brought up to
code by repair ing or l ining them when
replacing hot water tank vents.

G DIRECT VENTS
In some homes, both the furnace and
hot water tank vent out the side o{ the
house through a direct-vented pipe. Most
direct-vent models ($1,000 to $1,500
for a 125-l i tre tank, instal led) need to be
located within six feet of the system on
an exterior wall  away from gas and hydro
meters and AC units.

G POWER-DIRECTED VENTS
The most f lexible-and expensive-op-
t ion ($1 ,200 to $1,600, {or a 125- l i t re
tank, instal ied), these hot water tanks use
a mechanical ly-operated blower to vent
the exhaust, so they require an eleclr i-
cal  hook-up and have higher instal lat ion
costs. Their advantage? They can be up
to 40 feet from an exterior wall .  Their
disadvantage? l f  the power goes out, so
does your hot water. Also, in the winter
the intake vents can get blocked by
snow and ice, depriving the system of
adequate oxygen, so keep an eye out to
keep the vents clear.

ETurn shut-off valves
on and off every six
months to keep them
lubricated.

@ sprrng a leak?
Get i t  looked at r ight
away by a plumber or
the rental provider-
otherwise i t  wi l l  only
get bigger, and more
expensive, to f ix.

I

B Ask your. contract-
or to instal l  a vacuum
breaker ($14) onto the
cold water feed-dur-
ing a breakdown, this
prevents hot water fron''
mixing with cold water
in the tank.

I

UpkeepAdvice
Got an older tank and can't afford an upgrade? We've got maintenance tips to keep your water
heater in tip-top shape, from Barry Nash, manager at Kitchener Utilities in Kitchener, Ont. t;
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