Capacity ratings of marine air conditioners

“Lies, damn lies, and statistics” Mark Twain

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Q – How can I be sure that a 16,000 Btu air conditioner from Brand X actually produces 16,000 Btu of cooling and heating?

A – To be blunt, you can’t! If it was a residential or commercial unit you’d be assured of the rating as there are strict standards in these industries, but not in the marine business. A marine manufacturer can label his system as whatever takes his fancy, which is usually dictated by marketing strategies. There are no agreed standards for marine air conditioning and no controlling body to enforce them even if they existed. Unfortunately, there is no simple “Btu Meter” to assess performance.

Q – But surely there must be a base-line for a prospective buyer to be able to assess one manufacturer’s system against another’s.

A – Yes there is, the compressor. Every compression system has a compressor, and every compressor manufacturer publishes performance data for their individual models. Many marine air conditioning manufacturers simply take the compressor rating at certain conditions and label the complete air conditioner accordingly. That’s a simple solution, but there are many other components in a system besides the compressor, and the quality and effectiveness of these other parts, plus significant differences in the way it is all put together, will greatly effect the performance of the finished product. The difference usually manifests itself in the price, but with no “Btu Meter” there is no simple way of telling if one product is more efficient and/or powerful than another.

Q – So why can’t the marine industry come up with a standard like the ones in use in the residential and commercial fields?

A – The easy part would be to come up with the standard. The real challenge would be the testing, compliance, and enforcement. It is a complicated and expensive process to gain performance data for an air conditioner. It is not as simple as, say, a water pump where you can measure how much water is pumped in at a certain time. Many marine air conditioning manufacturers don’t have the facility for accurate in-house capacity testing at specified conditions.

Q – What are the conditions Climma uses for its testing?

A – Climma tests their complete systems in-house using conditions based on average water and air temperatures, and the results of these tests are published on the spec sheet for each Compact unit. Also shown on the spec sheet is the rating for the compressor, as specified by the standards of the American Boat and Yacht Council (ABYC). These are the only standards available in the marine air conditioning industry, and although they relate solely to the compressor and not the complete system (see above), at least it is a basis for comparison. If you are comparing Climma to other manufacturers, look to see if others publish compressor capacity as stipulated by the ABYC, which is at 45 F evaporating and 100 F condensing temperatures. 
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