
I n i t  i a t  i v e s
P a r t  n e r s h i p

R e b u i l d   C o n n e c t  i c u t

 
 
 

“Improving Quality of Life in Communities through Energy Solutions”
Issue 31, March 2002
 

 U t i l i t y  S p o n s o r e d  
H V A C  S e m i n a r  t o  b e  
H e l d  i n  M a r c h  
 

 
Connecticut Light & Power Company, Western 
Massachusetts Electric Companies, and The United 
Illuminating Company are co-sponsoring a seminar 
entitled HVAC Equipment Types, Operating 
Techniques & Performance Evaluation Concepts, to 
be presented by the Trane Company. 
 
This one-day seminar will review different types of 
HVAC equipment, technologies and operating 
concepts to reduce the total cost of operation and 
ownership.  It will review how equipment types, 
current technologies, innovative system operation, 
and good maintenance practices can reduce the cost 
of ownership for systems.  The information can be 
applied when evaluating projects and equipment to 
provide solutions with lowest overall operating costs 
with the highest level of comfort. 
 
The program will provide valuable information to 
building owners and operators, engineers, facility 
managers, and Directors of engineering and 
maintenance. 
 
The seminar will be held at three different 
dates/sites, and costs $30 per person.  The dates 
and site locations are as follows: 
 
• Bridgeport, CT - March 19, 2002 
• West Springfield, MA – March 20, 2002 
• Berlin, CT – March 21, 2002. 
 
The deadline for registration is March 15th.  For more 
information, contact Kim Milligan at Northeast Utilities, 
(860) 280-2215 or by email at millika@nu.com   
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Short Answer: Turn them off if you will be gone 
for more than about 7-10 minutes (for details keep 
reading). 

There are a few misconceptions about fluorescent 
lighting that keep too many people from turning 
lights off or installing lighting controls to save 
energy. The first misconception is that it takes more 
energy to start a fluorescent light than it takes to run 
it. The second misconception is that turning a 
fluorescent light off and on will wear it out right 
away. Like many of our myths about energy, there is 
a small amount of truth in the belief. (Special thanks 
to Steve Selkowitz of Lawrence Berkeley National Labs for 
doing the research that this article is based on.) 

Misconception #1: It takes more energy to start a 
fluorescent that it does to run it, so leave the lights 
on all the time to save money on your electric bill.  

Reality: When you turn on a fluorescent light bulb 
(correctly called a "lamp"), there is a very brief jump 
in current when the ballast charges the cathodes and 
causes the lamp to start. This inrush of current can 
be many times greater than the normal operating 
current of the lamp. However, the spike of current 
draw normally lasts no longer than 1/10th of a 
second, and draws the equivalent of about 5 seconds 
of normal operation. So, if you turn your fluorescent 
lamp off and on more frequently than every 5 
seconds, you will use more power than normal. So, 
normal switching of fluorescent lamps has very, very, 
very little effect on a power bill. 
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Misconception #2: Turning fluorescent lamps off 
and on wears them out right away. 

Reality: Electric lights have a published rating for 
expected life. This rating is in the hundreds of hours 
for many incandescent lights, and in the thousands 
of hours for most fluorescents. Fluorescent lights 
have a life rating based on how many hours they are 
left on every time they are turned on. This is usually 
referred to as "burn time", and for fluorescent lights 
the burn time is three hours. 

Every time a fluorescent light is turned on, a tiny 
amount of the coating on the electrodes is burned 
off. Eventually, enough coating is burned off, and 
the lamp fails to start. Most full-size fluorescent 
lamps are rated to last 20,000 hours when left on for 
3 hours every time they are turned on. This means 
that the lamp has roughly 6,667 starts available to 
use up. (20,000/3 = 6,667) 

Longer burns extend lamp life. If you "burn" 
your fluorescent lamps shorter than 3 hours per 
start, you use up your potential starts faster. If you 
"burn" them longer than 3 hours per start, you use 
up your starts more slowly. However, you are paying 
energy costs for the operating time of the lamps, 
and the most efficient lamp is the one that is not on 
when it is not needed. See Table 1 for the effects of 
longer burn time on lamp life. 

But longer burns use more energy. Operating a 
light when it is not needed is simply spending 
money for no purpose. High electric rates mandate 
that every building becomes leaner with energy use 
to control costs. See Table 2 for a comparison of 
operating costs for a typical fixture. 
Find the trade off point. 
There is a point where the amount of money you 
save from turning off the light exceeds the cost of 
reducing lamp life by more frequent starts.  If you 
use a formula published in an article entitled 
"Economics of Switching Fluorescent Lamps", 
[published in the Institute of Electrical and 
Electronics Engineers Transactions on Industry 
Applications Vol. 24, No 3, May/June, 1998], using 
$0.10 KWh, you come up with a time of about 7-10 
minutes for that point.  As energy rates go higher, 
that time becomes shorter. If you pay less than a 
dime per kilowatt hour, your turning-off point 
would be longer. 

The kind of ballast you use may make a difference if 
you turn your fluorescent lights off frequently. 
There are three different kinds of electronic ballasts: 
instant start; rapid start; and programmed start. 
Which one you use can influence your choice of 
how frequently to switch off your fluorescent lights. 
Check with your ballast supplier, or contact a 
lighting specialist for more information on different 
types of ballasts. 
The information in this article was adapted from an 
article by Randal Smith of the Lighting Design Lab in 
Seattle, WA and from an article entitled "Economics of 
Swithcing Fluorescent Lamps", published in the 
Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers 
Tranactions on Industry Applications Vol 24,  No 3, 
May/June, 1998"   
 

 
 

Table 1: Burn hours and Fluorescent Lamp Life 
for a Typical 4-foot Rapid Start Lamp (32W) 

3 hr 6 hr 12 hr 24 hr 
20,000 24,000 28,000 34,000 
 

 
 

Table 2: Comparative annual operating costs for a 
3-lamp T-8 fixture with electronic ballast (94W) 
(@$0.10/kWh) 

Burn Time  
per day 

Annual  
Hours 

Annual  
Cost 

3 hrs 1095 $10.29 
6 hrs 2190 $20.59 
12 hrs 4380 $41.17 
24 hrs 8760 $82.34 
 
 
REBUILD AMERICA is a program that consists of people working as 
partners on a local level to renovate buildings for improved energy 
efficiency.  REBUILD AMERICA partnerships help make communities 
stronger by stimulating economic growth, creating jobs, saving 
money, and improving environmental quality while saving energy. 
 
Rebuild Connecticut Partnership Initiatives is designed to inform 
partners about energy issues and opportunities, and to share 
successes of partner activities.  Contributions for future editions 
can be sent to:  John Ruckes, OPM/Energy, 450 Capitol Avenue, 
MS# 52ENR, Hartford CT  06106-1308; by fax (860) 418-6495; or 
by e-mail: john.ruckes@po.state.ct.us  
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