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Understanding your 
electricity tariffs  
is the key to taking 
action to reduce 
electricity costs
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Electricity tariffs in South Africa are determined either by 

Eskom, or by the local authority. Consequently, there are 

thousands of tariff structures, which make the understanding of 

electricity costs across the country somewhat tricky. 

Electricity tariffs can be extremely complex and an under
standing of the various components is necessary in order to 
evaluate potential energy cost saving measures. Most tariffs have 
three components to them. A basic charge, a variable kWh rate, 
and a demand charge are all common across commercial and 
industrial customers. First, a brief explanation between energy 
(kWh) and power (kW). 

Power is the instantaneous load the equipment places on the 
electrical network. A geyser for example may draw 3kW of power 
when the element is on. If the geyser is on for four hours, it will 
have used 3X4 = 12 kilowatthours (kWh) of energy. 

The demand charge is calculated by measuring the maximum 
demand, or power draw, that a facility uses over any 30minute 
period during the monthly billing period. And this maximum 
demand charge is then applied across the billing period. This 
power draw is measured in kilowatts (kW). However, the 
electricity tariff is billed in kilovolt Amps (kVA). 

The difference between the two is beyond the scope of this 
article, but in short, kVA is the power that the municipality needs 
to supply in order to provide your power requirements. Installing 
power factor correction equipment can reduce this difference, 
but kVA will always be greater than the kW.

Another form of demand charge is the Notified Maximum 
Demand charge. This is a punitive tariff that is applied by some 
municipalities for exceeding a specified maximum demand and 
can be the cause of skyrocketing electricity bills.

Another complication is the introduction of variable kWh 
charges. This is known as Time of Use (TOU) pricing. The strategy 
behind TOU pricing is that there is a financial incentive for 
consumers to shift loads out of peak times. Currently in South 
Africa, the peak times when our national grid is constrained 
is in the morning and evening, particularly during the winter 
months. TOU tariffs reflect this in the higher prices charged for 
energy use during these peak times. This schedule, depicting 
the time of use times, is shown in the diagram. Low season refers 
to September through to May. High season refers to June, July, 
and August. 

This variation in cost of electrical energy allows for consumers 
to shift loads from expensive peak time periods to standard 
or offpeak time periods. This is known as demand side 
management. Peak energy rates are set to rise considerably 
and are already up to eight times more expensive in some 
municipalities in the winter months. 

Successful case studies in retail have demonstrated 
considerable savings by shifting nonessential loads through, for 
example, the use of timers on geysers, with Return on Investment 
often measured in months. Despatch Superspar in the Eastern 
Cape, successfully reduced their bakery electricity costs by 35% 
by reorganising baking shifts around the peak times.

Another example of using time of use tariffs is running aircon 
at the coldest setting during low night time tariffs, to cool down 
a store’s bricks and mortar and using the thermal lag so they 
do not have to run it as hard during the more expensive daytime 
tariffs. SR
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Quality electronic commuted cabinet fans 
(EC fans) save power. This in the long 

run will pay for the extra cost.
However, there is perhaps a more potent 

argument to pay the premium and that is the 
Total Cost of Ownership to the buyer during 
their time of ownership.

In recent years, tightening budget 
constraints and increased pressure from 
supermarkets for lower prices has led 
to cabinet manufacturers using cheaper 
components, simply to ensure their products 
remain competitive. However, this short
term perspective is not as cost effective as 
supermarkets would like to believe. 

In addition to being less energy efficient, 
cheaper, basic fans reduce the life and 
performance of the components in the display 
cabinets. Quality EC fans can last 5 to 10 
times longer, decreasing maintenance costs 
and the risk of equipment failure. 

Here we explore some of the costs 
associated with poorer quality fans.

Repair cost
If a single fan within a cabinet fails, the unit 
won’t be able to maintain a low enough 
ambient temperature. The workload placed 
on the remaining fans often proves too much 
and the unit will be turned off until it can be 
repaired. The average price for a technician 
callout can be up to R2 500 per visit. Many 
supermarkets have predetermined fees in 
place with service companies, who get the 
RDC back up and running. Technicians often 
need to make repeat visits. With this, the 
cost for repairs and replacement fans starts 
to escalate. These costs are not accounted for 
when purchasing the RDC, however they can 
be avoided all together. 

Loss of produce 
Whether it is a café or a major retailer, cash
flow is king, and eliminating stock wastage is 
a key element for all managers. Dependant on 
products in it, a cabinet could hold on average 
R15 000 worth of stock; with individual 
product prices ranging from as little as R12 up 
to R450. When a cabinet fails, stock will need 
to be disposed of due to health and safety 

economic dilemma. Suddenly, a cabinet 
failure becomes a growing financial burden.

About EC Fans
EC motors are brushless DC motors, powered 
by AC mains. EC fans use permanent magnet 
motors, running on high voltage direct 
current (DC) electricity, with built in AC to DC 
conversions, allowing them to run direct from 
single phase or three phase main supplies. 
They incorporate speed control and a longlife 
expectancy in a product which is the same 
size as the old, power hungry AC versions they 
replace. 

The payback period seen through switching 
from AC to EC* fans for their energy efficency 
alone, however, is compelling as these fans 
quickly pay for themselves. 

This information was provided by EBM-Papst 
a leading manufacturer of EC fans

standards, unless the cabinet is emptied 
within 20 minutes. In the initial procurement 
process, it appears that the risk of disposing 
of R15 000 worth of stock is not accounted 
for when choosing new cabinets. The price 
difference between an inferior quality fan and 
a quality EC* axial fan in the cabinet could 
equate to roughly R230 – or a lamb roast.

Trading loss
When a cabinet fails, the produce stocked 
within it is removed and the cabinet is out of 
action. This merchandising space and the sales 
are then lost.

Public liability 
When a cabinet fails, the condensation from 
the unit can cause flooding onto the aisle 
floor; which is a health and safety hazard. 
The risk of a customer slipping on the wet 
floor and injuring themselves is a moral and 

The real cost of refrigerated 
display cabinet fan failure

SR

Tightening budget constraints and 
increased pressure from supermarkets 

for lower prices has led to cabinet 
manufacturers using cheaper components

This shortterm perspective is not as cost effective  
as supermarkets would like to believe



For more information:  www.ebmpapst.co.za
Johannesburg 011 794 3434  |  Cape Town 021 555 4547  |  Durban 031 569 1963

At ebm-papst, we develop fans for refrigerated display cases.  
Not only do they keep your frozen pizza fresh, they also use  
up to 70 % less energy. And they’re particularly quiet as well. 
You can’t see it. But you can feel it! 

Christopher Pragassa, quality manager at ebm-papst

Discover ebm-papst.
Energy-saving refrigeration solutions  
at discover.ebmpapst.com/refrigeration_technology


