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FULL CIRCLE FOR THE CENTRALISED SOLUTION  
 

Jonathan Tedstone, LZC Product Manager, Baxi Commer cial Division, argues 
that centralised plant and individual control and m etering for homes within 
multi-dwelling residential buildings offers signifi cant benefits for both landlord 
and tenant. 
 
Centralised boiler plant generally provided heating and hot water in the early days of 

high rise living, the cost for which was apportioned across the dwellings and either 

included in the rental charge or in the service charges.  The opportunity for individual 

heating and hot water provision for each dwelling came about with the availability of 

compact wall hung prefabricated domestic gas boilers that ran on relatively 

inexpensive and plentiful North Sea Gas.  Where such installations were possible, 

occupants were able to control their own comfort levels and energy consumption.  

 

More recently, there has been a similar trend in gas boiler development within the 

commercial sector, resulting in high output, high efficiency, lightweight, wall hung 

modular condensing units, suitable for installation either singly, or in series, even as 

part of a packaged system mounted on a skid complete with factory fitted hydraulic 

connections and controls.  

 

These boilers can be sized to meet the heating only requirements, with direct gas-

fired condensing water heaters delivering the hot water services. Separation of the 

loads is a well proven energy efficient system design into which Low/Zero Carbon 

technologies can be integrated reducing still further the energy usage and carbon 

footprint of such buildings. 

 

 Why Change?  

This type of system is geared towards the carbon reduction objectives of 

Government by 2020 to reduce emissions by 20% and meet 20% of demand from 

renewable energy sources.  Compliance is driven by legislation in the form of 

Building Regulations, the Merton Rule for local authorities and the more recently 

introduced Energy Performance Certificates for building owners/landlords.   



 

The diversity of load across multiple dwellings served by centralised plant offers a 

higher base load to support technologies such as ground source heat pumps and 

combined heat and power (CHP) units.  For example, a ground source heat pump 

and CHP unit could support centralised space heating boilers.  The heat pump and 

CHP unit would act as the lead boiler(s) with high efficiency condensing boilers 

providing the additional heat required above the output of the low and zero carbon 

technologies.  The electricity generated by the CHP unit on-site could be used to 

power the ground source heat pump.  Less space is taken up by a centralised plant 

room housing larger output wall hung commercial condensing boilers , minimising 

any loss of income generating space.  

 

There are several drawbacks to having individual boilers installed within each 

dwelling of a block of flats.  First, it would not be practicable to link everyone to an 

LZC energy source and there is the number of individual boiler flues to consider.   

These are unsightly in themselves and can potentially dispense visible plumes 

around the outside of the building.  The strict regulations surrounding the ways in 

which these flues may be installed and the aesthetic appearance from outside the 

building can raise issues in building design and planning consent. 

 

Individual boilers are far more costly to provide, due to the number of appliances 

required, the multiplicity of boiler connections and multiple installation costs.  

Maintenance, as well as being another financial drain in itself, can be magnified by 

access difficulties, requiring numerous return visits by the service engineer, 

sometimes necessitated at evenings or weekends.  It is a legal requirement for 

landlords to ensure all individual boilers in a building are serviced annually.  With a 

centralised system, however, the boiler can be serviced in one visit at the 

convenience of the landlord. This saves time and, although overall service costs per 

boiler will be higher, the number of appliances is significantly less. In addition, mains 

gas being supplied only to plant rooms makes for greater safety and reduces the 

cost of gas installation. 

 

However, with volatile fuel prices and concerns about increasing fuel poverty in 

uncertain economic times, how is it possible for individual households within multi-

dwelling residential buildings to benefit from the energy efficiencies of a centralised 

system whilst retaining the ability to control their fuel consumption and be charged 

accordingly? 

 



The Interface 

To manage the heating and hot water coming into the apartments, from the 

centralised plant room, a ‘heat box’ needs to be installed for each.   This acts as a 

hydraulic interface between the centralised heating and hot water system and the 

dwelling, providing a solution that offers the advantages of both centralised and 

separated systems without any of the drawbacks. There are two options as to how 

the heating and hot water can be supplied to each dwelling. A model can be chosen 

with two heat exchangers, the first providing a hydraulic ‘break’ between the 

centralised plant and the dwelling heating circuit and the second converting the 

centrally produced heating into dwelling hot water. Alternatively the heat box can be 

used for the distribution of hot water for space heating only within the dwelling, 

whereby the hot water is generated within the central plant room by direct-fired water 

heaters supplying hot water direct to the outlets and domestic hot water is generated 

separately in each dwelling using an indirect cylinder. 

 

Benefits for All 

In order for tenants to control their consumption levels, most heat boxes include an 

ingrated heat meter. The direct consumption can be shown via a clear, digital display 

on the heat box, helping to encourage efficient use of heating and hot water. Options 

are also available for additional meters for cold water litre consumption metering and 

billing.   

 

Some technologically advanced heat box models, such as the Sirius SAT from 

Potterton Commercial, have the option of being able to transmit data by wireless, 

allowing the local metering of heating and hot water in each dwelling to take place 

from one single position. This reduces meter reading costs and avoiding possible 

reading mistakes.  The billing company operative does not need access to the 

building; the heat box can be interrogated from outside for data on consumption as 

well as supply status or whether any interruptions to service have occurred. 

 

Landlords are now required by law to provide Energy Performance Certificates 

(EPCs) for dwellings, graded from A to G, with ‘A’ being the most energy efficient 

and a report suggesting ways to further improve efficiency. This has increased 

consumer awareness of the financial benefits that can be derived from the 

installation of LZC technologies and may well encourage them to choose properties 

with a renewable energy source over one utilising only fossil fuels.  Consequently, 

the efforts taken by a landlord to lower energy costs for each resident could greatly 

improve its letting appeal.           /ENDS 
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