B.C. Firm Looks at Sewers to Power Sustainable Energy Shift
by Derrick Penner
October 27, 2013: Vancouver - Lynn Mueller, head of International Wastewater Systems, has a keen interest in sewers.  More specifically, he is obsessed with the hot water people flush down their drains and figuring out ways to recycle all that heat, to be used again as energy for building systems — heating, air conditioning and hot water.  “A lot of people probably dream about other things than (sewage heat recovery), but I’ve been thinking about it for a long time,” Mueller told The Sun.
Recycling energy from buildings is becoming de rigueur in sustainable construction.  In Vancouver, the Olympic Village project — now known as The Village on False Creek — was a pioneer with its heating system that sources its energy from city sewer lines.  Downtown, the Telus Garden development will earn environmental points, with a planned system that will sop up the waste heat from banks of computer servers.
After a 20-year career in the geothermal heat-pump sales, Mueller started his company 3 years ago to manufacture turnkey systems that can act as sources of environmentally sustainable energy for clients, in projects ranging from condo complexes to convention centers.
To date, the company has installed 3 of its patented SHARC (which stands for sewer heat recovery) systems in Metro Vancouver — one in a 60-unit North Vancouver condo complex, one in Richmond’s Gateway Theatre, and one in a 172-unit condominium project near the University of B.C.
The Burnaby-based firm is working on another 5 projects in Metro Vancouver, Mueller added.  It is looking to secure up to another 40 across the United States, with interest cropping up outside North America.
“It’s been a phenomenal 3 years,” he added.  “We went from an idea that we patented to distribution all over the world in 3 years.”  Mueller estimates International Wastewater’s sales could reach $10 million to $20 million next year.
International Wastewater’s SHARC system consists of a filter, which separates solids from sewage, a pump, which moves the water through a heat exchanger, and heat pumps that take heat from the exchanger for use in either building heating or hot water or both, along with a computer control unit.
The system can be used to cool a building, Mueller added.  In that case, the pumps extract heat from the building (there is always a separation between the sewer water and a building’s interior) and transfer it through the exchanger into the sewer water.
At the end of the cycle, the clear sewer water picks up the solids that were extracted at the start and flushes them back into the municipal sewer system.
Mueller said municipal sewage typically starts out at a temperature of 21-23°C, which he refers to as a “ubiquitous, readily accessible” source of energy — though it carries a few negative connotations.
For the electricity that is used to run a SHARC system, International Wastewater claims it can pump out the equivalent of 6 times the amount of energy to heat a building — or 5 times the amount, if it is being used to make new hot water.
Mueller said that capital costs run from about $250,000, for a system like the one installed in the developer Adera’s 172-unit Sail condominium building near UBC, into the millions.  He added that IWS has been shortlisted in the competition to provide a system for Seattle’s new arena project, a deal that would be worth about $3 million.
Such building-discrete energy recovery systems are fast becoming an effective way for city residents to reduce energy use and their environmental impact, according to Roger Bayley, program director for Smartforme, a Metro Vancouver company selling a different type of technology that recovers waste heat out of the ambient atmosphere around buildings.
Bayley was a consultant to the Olympic Village project.  He added that the building-level technologies being used now weren’t available 3 or 4 years ago and “in terms of energy delivered per dollar of capital cost, are considerably more cost effective.”
Smartforme’s centerpiece project at the moment is a system being installed in Intracorp’s 2-tower, 556-unit MC2 project adjacent to the Marine Gateway Canada Line station.  However Bayley added that a component of their work is still in educating the segments of the building chain — the developers, the contractors, the consultants and buyers — about the potential for such systems.
“We’re all pushing along at the front edge of this,” Bayley said.  “We’re seeing a lot of interest in what we’ve been doing.  Developers recognize it’s allowing them to take a more responsible position in the marketplace without a financial penalty to themselves.”
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