In London and Looking to Cool Down?  Consider a Heat Pump
by Will Mathis
July 19, 2022 – For British homeowners struggling to keep cool during unprecedented high temperatures this summer, it’s ironically one of the best times to consider installing a new heating system.
As the UK aims to cut greenhouse gas emissions that are warming the planet, the government has tried to encourage Britons to switch their heating system from a boiler that burns natural gas to an electric unit known as a heat pump.  Up until recently, the government provided subsidies for the devices if they generated only heat.  Now, homeowners can apply for funds to install heat pumps that produce cool air as well.
The technology is one of the few examples of a single solution that can both mitigate the cause of climate change and adapt to its increasingly dangerous impacts.
Traditionally mild British summers mean few homes in the country have cooling.  A government report from last year cited a study that found a maximum of 3% of households had any sort of air conditioning, and the vast majority of those are portable units that serve a single room.  Rather than buy a separate device for cooling, Britons could get both kinds of temperature control in one efficient device.
“Typically in the UK, we’ve been very focused on keeping warm, but not so focused on cooling,” said Craig Dolan, vice chair of the UK’s Heat Pump Association.  “But with the climate changing, that’s likely to change.”
The current heat wave in England could saw temperatures on Tuesday break above 40°C (104°F) for the 1st time.  As continued reliance on fossil fuels heats up the atmosphere, temperatures that high will become an increasingly common occurrence in Britain. 
Dolan likens the potential shift in home cooling to what previously happened with cars.  At one point, air conditioning was an expensive add-on.  Then it became a selling point.  Now it’s an expected feature that comes standard in new vehicles. 
For homeowners who have already made the shift, the recent heat wave has probably been a bit more bearable.  Last December, Jesse Bryce, 31, paid about £2,000 to replace his gas-fired heating system with a heat pump.  His main motivation was to ditch fossil fuels in his home in Luton, about 30 miles north of London.  But the cooling benefit was a plus. 
“It’s mainly for heating,” Bryce said in a phone interview last week. “But 1 or 2 days a year, I might want it to be cooling.”
Earlier this year, the UK phased out a subsidy program known as the Renewable Heat Incentive, which paid people to use renewable heat sources, including heat pumps.  But there were restrictions, including a prohibition on the subsidy being applied to units capable of cooling.  That meant Britons who bought heat pumps had to have a mechanism installed that forced them to only operate as heaters. 
That program was replaced with a new incentive that’s more flexible, opening up an opportunity for people in the UK to cut their home emissions and get refreshing cool air through their homes during heat waves.  The government will pay as much as £5,000 off the cost and installation of an air source heat pump under the so-called Boiler Upgrade Scheme.  The aim is to boost installations to at least 600,000 systems per year by 2028, up from 27,000 installations in 2018. 
A shift en masse won’t be easy.  Britain has some of the oldest and least energy-efficient housing stock in Europe.  To install a heat pump often requires home renovations to increase insulation.  Cooling adds an extra layer of complexity, as the pipes need to be insulated to prevent the cool water inside from producing condensation that could potentially damage floors.
Some heat pumps, like the one Bryce uses, are what’s known as air-to-air heat pumps.  They require new vents to pump out the cool or warm air.  That’s relatively unusual in the UK.  Most people who buy heat pumps opt for models that push water through pipes to heat the home either from under the floors or with radiators, similar to how a gas-fired boiler works.  Heat pumps can cool with underfloor systems, but not with existing radiators. 
Instead, the system would require a new radiator-like device, such as the one from UK company Jaga Heating Products Ltd.  The unit blows air over cool water, into a room.  The effect is sort of like what you would get by placing a bowl of ice water in front of a standard fan.
While cooling might become a necessary expense for Britons in the summer, it’s worth noting that heat pumps may add extra costs to customers’ bills in the winter as well.  In the UK, electric resistance heating is more expensive than using gas directly.
To be sure, an increase in cooling will also lead to a new source of electricity demand in the summer.  But heat pumps are so much more energy efficient than gas boilers, that their adoption would still likely represent a net-energy saving on an annual basis.
“It will lead to additional electricity demand.  But if the alternative is having those individual mobile AC units, then the heat pump is a better choice,” said Jan Rosenow, Europe director at Regulatory Assistance Project, a multinational organization that works on energy decarbonization policy.  “There will be demand for cooling in the UK if temperatures go up, whether we like it or not.”
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