RISK RESILIENT
Air Conditioners:
Dealing with a Heat Wave

Around the globe, rising temperatures
are making heat waves a more
common occurrence, even in
northern climates like Canada.
In fact, Health Canada expects that
over the next 30 years, there will be
more than twice as many extremely hot
days in a year in some parts of the country.1

What is a heat wave?
A heat wave, or extreme heat event, is a period of unusually high heat that typically lasts two or
more days, outside the historical averages of a given area. Scientists believe climate change is
making heat waves longer, more extreme, and more frequent.2
In a heat wave, people increasingly rely on air conditioners to keep their homes and workplaces
cool, so they can stay comfortable and help prevent heat-related health issues. Since heat waves
can push air conditioners and power grids to their limits, it is essential to keep air conditioners
properly maintained and ensure they are used efficiently.

Know the Risks
To understand what can go awry with air conditioners, it’s important to first understand the science
behind how air conditioners work, as well as the different types of units. An air conditioner is not a
unit that simply sends in cold air: It extracts heat from the air and then releases it outside in a
process similar to the way a refrigerator works.
There are many types of air conditioners for commercial and home settings.
Some common ones include:

1

Central Air Conditioner
Also known as a ducted system, a central AC unit uses a split system that regulates air
through ducts. Although central AC is ideal for homes, they’re also common in small commercial settings.
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2

Ductless Mini-Split
This is a combination of an outdoor unit comprising a compressor and a condenser that comes
along with one or more indoor units. These indoor units are mounted on a wall and equipped
with air blowers.

3

Multi-Split System
This is similar to a single-split system, except it allows users to connect multiple interior units
to a single outside unit. These are common in restaurants, businesses and offices.

4

Other larger commercial air conditioning units include:
Variable refrigerant flow (VRF): which uses a heat pump and heat recovery system,
allowing different parts of a building to be different temperatures.
Chillers: which pump chilled water through a piping system that runs throughout a building
to absorb heat in the air.3

Whatever type it may be, the primary role of an AC unit is heat transfer. This is carried out
in four phases by means of the system’s components:

1

Compressor

2

Condenser

3

Expander (or regulator)

4

Evaporator

There are many reasons air conditioners can break down, including:
• faulty fuse
• circuit breaker or electrical wiring
• refrigerant leak
• frozen coils
• overtaxed system
• faulty thermostat
• moisture & corrosion.4
Such breakdowns can negatively impact a business’s operations, for example, having to
temporarily cease operations, and bottom line, for example, through costly repairs or
replacement charges. As with any equipment, preventative maintenance is essential to keep
air conditioners running efficiently and preventing breakdowns.
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Be Prepared
The following tips will help ensure air conditioners are properly cleaned and maintained, so they
can run efficiently and smoothly in the summer months and during extreme heat events:

Clean and Change Filters Regularly
On an AC unit, there is one object between the hot humid air and the coil
filled with refrigerant: the filter. If the filter is clogged up with debris or
dust, the hot air from indoors will not effectively be evacuated outside. A
clean filter makes the unit run optimally by not overworking it, which can
also save power. It’s recommended that in commercial buildings, filters
should be cleaned out at least once a month.5

Clean the Ducts
Central air conditioners use a duct system that moves air around an
indoor setting. Over time, a buildup of dust, hair and other debris can
settle in these ducts, which inhibits airflow. Although there is no consensus on the benefits of duct cleaning, many homeowners and business
owners enlist air duct cleaning companies to clear away dirt and debris
when needed.

Clean the Coils
Coils in an indoor unit remove heat from indoor air and the coils outside
release the hot air. Dirt, dust, debris and other pollutants can build up on
the coil surfaces. Over time, this buildup reduces the system’s ability to
transfer heat. In turn, this can reduce the system’s ability to provide
cooling, or in worse cases, make the system work harder than intended,
which can result in a shorter life for the AC unit or costly repairs.6 Coils
can be cleaned by running a damp cloth around them to remove accumulated dust and oils, or by gently washing them with a hose when the
power is turned off.
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Schedule Preventative Maintenance
Although business owners can take steps to maintain their AC units, it’s
encouraged to use professionals for more thorough maintenance and
servicing of their entire HVAC system. Professionals can provide a range of
tasks, including system diagnostic checks, identifying leaks, inspecting and
cleaning components, and identifying any damage.
Energy Star recommends scheduling a professional pre-season
service and maintenance twice per year: in summer and winter.7

AC System Replacement
Experts suggest replacing AC units every 10 to 15 years, as older systems
can drive up energy bills and are more prone to breaking down. Not only
do today’s high-efficiency systems use less electricity compared to older
units, they also typically have improved components such as air purifiers
and filters that kill bacteria, as well as more tech-focused features such as
remote operations and smart temperature controls.8 In addition, older units
used different types of refrigerants that are bad for the environment, and
the newer ones used today are better for the ozone layer.

In Summary
Air conditioning has many health and wellness benefits, but it is not without cautions,
especially during extreme heat events. A properly maintained AC unit will keep costs down,
and keep everyone in the workplace safe and cool when they need this most.

Visit sovereigninsurance.ca to learn more.
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