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soltr panels to buist almosi two
weeks ago. or were the aifecied
solar heating s-vstems not suited to
frost-prone aeas i:r the frst place?

Last week, K'hen black frost hit
parts of Joburg and Pretoria,
scores of solar water heating pm-
els froze andbust, md hows later,
as temperatues rose, lmfueds of
litres of lvater went gushing out of
the dmaged panels, down roofs
md into gtrdens.

So was this an act of natue. in
rvhich case affected homeomers
rnust ciain from thet instrance
companles. pay their excesses md
icse their nc-ciaim bonuses, or
were the systems not fit for pur-
pose, meaning the installing com,
panies need to foot the entiie
replacemeni costs?

Erik Larsen ci Benoni was one
of ih€ ali€cted homeonners. He
paid Teljoy Solar R22600 for his
solal'lvater heating system in
triarch this yed less R4 400 in
terrns of Eskom's subsidy pro-
gramme. He was told it was fltted
\rith a aechanieal anti,freeze
valve, but on the mcrning of June
16 when the erirreme weather hit
the area, components of the peel
froze and ihen burst.
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JUST FOR SHOW: Erik Larsen's recently installed Teljoy Solar water heating panel was among scores which froze and ruptured
during the bitterly cold snap which hit pars of Joburg the week before last.

He 1litial1y conmended Teljoy
Sola for their "fantastic" response
- the compan-v sent oui plmbers
on the public holiday to iiscomect
the system and conneci his geyser
to electricity So lii{e a-11 the other
a-ffected Tetjoy Solar custoners,
he's back to being conpletely
reiiant on electriciiy for hot water
in his home, for now

Larsen presmed that the pmel
Eould be replaced by Teljoy Solar
at no charge. So he was not
ingressed when he receiveC an
e'mail from the compm,v staiing:
"The cimage to the solil pmel
was caused as a result of the
ertreme mii unusual w-.ather con
ditions such as sub zero tempeia-
lLlre, acccmpanied by black frost
and rvind. .a.ccor.lixgiy tie dmage
should be ccveie.l in terfis of l,ou
hcmeoimers insurmce policy."

FIe tcld Consuner Watch:
"Thai's nci acceptabl€ to me.

''When I was looking at
irslalling a solar
panel systen" ihe
sales piich I goi
from.Teljoy lvas that
its sysrem has an
antifreeze valve to
prevent freezing.

"We cordd gei
such e::treme condi
tions during an.v of
our harsh r,inters

ln the panels is heated by solil
energy md then moves into the
tank. But these direct systems
should only be used in reas which
do not har'€ freezing temperatwes,
becanse if the water ln the pmels
freezes, bang goes the panel, as
happened in Joburg last week.

In such frosty areas, ordy ildi-
rect systems should be installed, as
the pmels conian a solution of
aniiaeeze. This heats up and it is
this heat, rather thm the liquid,
.trhich is then trarsferred to the
water in the tank.

'As those cf us who were in the
game in the early years found out,
anti'ireeze valves don't work in
real liie siluations," he said.

"The only reason the SABS has
approved them is because they
test them by putting them in a
ireezer

"In a freezer they will function
just fine, because a freezer cools
very slowly But up on the rool, the
fr€ezing happens incredibly fast,

too fast for the
valve to cope
with."

Asked to com-
ment on the fail-
ure of panels,
Theo Rltstein.
executive chair-
mm of the Teljoy

biiily for the wilrmty
"We wi-ll advise that customers

should merely have noiilied the
insuance compmies of the dam'
age so that they ile aware, il case
there is a va]id claim. The insur-
mce compary should be referred
to us for discussion.

"We will teU the irsumce com'
panies that we are conducthg a
very in-depth invesiigation to
determine the cause of the dam-
age," he said.

In the worst-case scenilio, Rui-
stein said. the company would
have to replace all the a.ffected sys-
tems with indirect systems, a mas
sive cost which the company
would have to betr

"If there is my doubt that ii
falls within ihe ambit of insured
cover, then- they wlll not be
required to pay either the cus'
tomer or oruselves but v/e will
repla€ the dmagedpmels, with a
sultable product, at our cost
entirely

"If, following the thorough inde-
pendent technical evaluation, it
emerges that there is no doubt that
the damage sose from an instred
incident, then, and onl] in those
circmstmces, will we expect the
hsuer to horow their comit-
ment to tl]eir custoilen on the
basis that they have, md continue
to, receive ongoing premims to
cover that fyle of incident," Rut-
siein said.

"I believe that we have been
honowable md wi1l continue to
behave il that way witll allreason-
able customers."

Rutsteln said Teljoy chose not
to go with the irldilect systems
piltly because they were more
expensive and less efncient than
djrect systems.

"Ou pmel supplier advised us
on the appropriate freeze protec-
tion mechanism and the SABS
tested that lt worked to the rele-
vmt national specifications.

"we were advised that freeze
proteciion would be required, but
were assuedby all concerned that
this was a fafly simple matter to
achieve.

"We dld learn that mmy yeils
ago some solar water heating
installers had experienced prob-
lems with mti-fteeze valves. bul

ive were assured by oru paael sup-
pli€rs that the problems had been
overcome md that today's va-lves
were significantly different to the
o1d ones we felt conlident that
there woLld be no problems.

"The truth at the moment is
thai no one hrows whether the
valves failed or what the real cause
of the damage was..." he said

Regrcling the coments made
by my mnmed local solar water
heatjng system industry veierm,
Rutstein said that as a Teljoy com-
petitor, "he obviously has a con'
flicting interesi".

But Herman Weber of Kwikhot,
which closed dorn its solil water
heating division in the 1980s after
several thousand direct systems
failed over the cours-o of is! to
three years, told Consumer \l'atch
that his company had repearedly
warned Teljo-t- Energy's techlical
mmager James Verneulen not to
install direct systems with mti
freeze valves in
frost areas.

dle the sudden temperature drop."
Dylan Tudor-Jones of Solar

Heat Exchmgers, which has oper"
ated in the industry for 23 yeils,
said: "l'{any suppliers have kied to
re-invent the wheel wiih what they
see as nelv ways to prevent frost
dmage - all this to save a few rmd
on going the indirect heating
route.

"The fact is, only indirect flat
plate collector.systems have stood
ihe test ol tine in Souih Africa
and bea'herpd al of the seathe:
extremes our country experi-
ences."

I nietl se-. eral times wiLhotlt
success to contact ihe SABS's man-
ager of "mechanical, fluid md
pipes", Hermm Strauss, whos€
relr- is resporsible Io: I?srinB Lhe

arti-freeze valves.
Hoiverer ker icdustrl sou:ie:

told me thai Strauss had
responded io que.iions around llre
raiidiri of [he flcezer tesr method

by saying that the
test was an inierna-
tionaL standard
nhich the S]\BS rvas
obliged to perform.

A working group
has appmently been
appointed to revise
ali current solar
heating stmdards.

Since South
Africans embraced

solar watei heatjng some three
years ago, the number of compa'
nies installing these
systems have grown from just
15 to about 500, many of which, I m
told. are installing dtect systems.

I encomtered a geaeral reluc'
tance on the part of the key state-
holders ir the industi-y - Eskom,
the sABS and the Suslainable
Energtr' Sociery of Souttrern Africa
(Sessa) - to comment on behalf of
these orgmisations, such is the
sensitivity of the issue.

For consmers the lesson in all
of this is s jmple.

If you lile in an trea which
erperiences frost and tempera-
tures below 5'C in winter (lt could
be a pocket within m area - a val-
l€y or the cold side of a hil1, per-
haps) and you want to insta.ll solil
waterheatirg, you safest bet is m
indirect svstem.

We tried to make
it work - all our

anti-frost
mechanisms failed

know that those
valves don t
work. nci mder
those conlitions.*'fi;;;;; 

an indirect system
alternatine to the ':: '' -

''I don t umL
to ge: caughr.in a lf VOU liVe in anmangle - l lusr

area that has frost,
your safest bet is

dfect sysiem at
the time,' ff'eber said.

'And b:lieve me, we tried e!€ry-
thhg tc nalie it work - all ou anti-
fuost mechanisms failed.

"lve lorit millions replacjng pm'
els vrhen they burst during High'
veld cold snaps - often we'd repLace
a pmel, and then have to replace
that one two weeks latex"

Responding, Rutsiein acknowl'
edged that such discussions had
taken place.

"However, ou wderstanding
was that back then they did not
ha\€ an-v freeze protection at all
we were independently advised
that the addition of freeze protec
tion va-lves would ciicmvent this
problem.''

As for the SABS test protocol,
Weber concured with my souce
that a freezer couldn't simulate
real weather conditions.

"Those valves simply can'thm-

I don i want a system Ehich has to
be replaced every yeai Clearly
there are s-vstems -!.'hich can itith-
siand such extrene $'eather, so the
excuse ihat the burst was caused
b-v extrene weather conditions
does noL hold raten and T \r been
reliably inforrned thai my insu-
mce $'ould reject m_v claim," he
told Consmer Watch.

B.lofp conla.tlap leljoy Soltr I
asked one ol Souih Alrica s soLtr
!./ater heating pioneers - who
aslied not to be nmed to com'
menr on whl a 5ysrom uilh m
anti freeze valve lvould still freeze
md blust.

Snrpll pui. he re\eal"d whai
mosr Scurh African consumers
aren't aware of: there are two
kinds of solr wd,er heaLhg qys-

iems: direct and ildirect.
The former is cheaper and

slightly more efflcient - the water

l:, Group of compa-
nies, saidhis com-

pan-v's sola water heating system
was 'fully tested" by the SABS and
lvas Eskom conplimt, "so this
was as unexpected m occurence
to us as it was to our cusiomers".

And Teijoy Solar apparenUy
wasn't the on-1y company which
had this problem on that day

An industry source put the
numbei at more thm 100.

Having paid for plumbe:s lo
visit each affected customer and
i=olaie $eir geysers from their
soltr pilels. Rurstein said. the
company consulted tJre pmel mm-
uiacturers in Brazil. the anti-
freeze valve manufacturer in
Chi(ago md the SABS md CSIR ir.
order to "obiain cleity on exactly
w-hai caused the failue".

This malysis could tale util
the end of JulJ-{ Rutstein said,
slre.sing Lhat the compmy was
noL aRempring to evadF responsi-
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