
What You Need to Know About 
Mechanical Systems (Air Conditioning) 

 
‘Generally the two 
most important 
factors that influence 
the direction of the 
design of a 
mechanical system 
are the client’s 
budget and the 
client’s sustainability 
goals.’ 

WHAT IS IT? 

COSTS AND EFFICIENCY 
The biggest issues to address when examining different types of 
mechanical systems are upfront costs and ongoing costs. The upfront 
costs are related to the type of system that can be installed for your 
initial budget. The ongoing costs are mostly related to energy costs 
and the efficiency of the system. 

Like most things, you can’t have your cake and eat it too. If you have a 
restricted budget, you cannot get the best system and, conversely, if 
you want the most energy efficient system it will cost more initially. 

Air conditioning is defined in the Building Code of Australia (BCA) 
as any service, which actively cools or heats a space. This included 
any form of cooling or heating, including evaporative cooling and 
gas or solid fuel heating. 

To comply with BCA minimum requirements, whenever air 
conditioning is running, sufficient fresh air ventilation must be 
provided to the occupants of the room. 
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 The two most 
important factors in 
choosing a 
mechanical system 
are upfront costs and 
ongoing costs 

 Upfront costs, or you 
budget, will dictate 
what type of system 
can be designed and 
installed 

 Ongoing costs will 
be dictated by 
energy costs and 
how efficient your 
system is 

 The most efficient 
systems will cost 
more initially but 
result in lower 
ongoing costs 

Key Points 
AVAILABLE SYSTEMS 
Evaporative Cooling – One of the cheapest forms of cooling, it is 
also one of the most energy efficient but it uses a significant 
amount of water. Its limitation and that it can only be used in 
relatively dry climate and it provides no heating. 

Basic Split Systems – The most basic refrigerated air conditioning 
system generally uses wall-mounted split units. These can be cost 
effective but require outdoor space for the multiple condensers 
and require a separate ventilation system to provide fresh air to the 
occupants. Without the ventilation system, they are non-compliant. 

Split Ducted Systems – These refrigerated systems provide a more 
aesthetically pleasing solution and incorporate the ventilation into 
the same system. More work is required in the design phase to 
ensure it fits with the limitations of the building. For larger spaces a 
similar solution is a standard rooftop packaged unit. 

Variable Refrigerant Flow System (VRF) – A more energy-efficient 
system than a basic split system. The more advanced systems will 
connect many indoor units to a single outdoor unit, saving space, 
and will allow the indoor units to be on cooling or heating 
independent of one another. To boost energy efficiency, energy 
recovery ventilation (ERV) can be used to precondition the 
ventilation air and recover energy from the air in the room. This 
may add initial cost but significantly reduced ongoing running 
costs. (Separate information sheet available). 

INDICATIVE BUDGET COSTS 
These are very approximate square metre rate costs for each 
system. By multiplying the rate by your building floor area you will 
be able to estimate the total cost of the mechanical system for your 
building. 

System Type    Installation cost/m2 Running 
cost/m2/year* 
Evaporative Cooling    $150  $8 
Wall Split System    $250  $30 
Ducted Split (standard package)  $300  $30 
VRF      $350  $25 
VRF with ERV package   $400  $19 
Specialist     $400-$500 Variable 

• Running cost based on 2500 hours per year operation at 
60% load and electricity cost of $0.25/kWh 

The information in this face sheet is general in nature and does not address specific issues involved in any 
job. For a more detailed assessment for your requirements, contact the team at Clarence Consultants. 

WHAT YOU NEED 
TO CONSIDER 
If a contractor tells you they 
can supply a system for 
significantly less than the 
estimates above, you 
should be wary of what they 
are offering and look closely 
at the inclusions and 
exclusions. Certain 
exclusions may render the 
system non-compliant with 
the BCA, while others will 
simply mean the system 
cannot perform at a 
satisfactory standard. 

 

  

 


