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Abstract: The cooling of spaces in tropical regions, such as Southeast Asia, consumes a lot of
energy. Additionally, rapid population and economic growth are resulting in an increasing demand
for space cooling. The ground-source heat pump has been proven a reliable, cost-effective, safe,
and environmentally-friendly alternative for cooling and heating spaces in various countries.
In tropical countries, the presumption that the ground-source heat pump may not provide better
thermal performance than the normal air-source heat pump arises because the difference between
ground and atmospheric temperatures is essentially low. This paper reports the potential use of a
ground-source heat pump with horizontal heat exchangers in a tropical country—Thailand. Daily
operational data of two ground-source heat pumps and an air-source heat pump during a two-month
operation are analyzed and compared. Life cycle cost analysis and CO2 emission estimation are
adopted to evaluate the economic value of ground-source heat pump investment and potential
CO2 reduction through the use of ground-source heat pumps, in comparison with the case for
air-source heat pumps. It was found that the ground-source heat pumps consume 17.1% and 18.4%
less electricity than the air-source heat pump during this period. Local production of heat pumps
and heat exchangers, as well as rapid regional economic growth, can be positive factors for future
ground-source heat pump application, not only in Thailand but also southeast Asian countries.

Keywords: ground source heat pump; tropical climate; horizontal heat exchanger

1. Introduction

Southeast Asian countries have experienced rapid economic growth, at an average rate of 5.2%
per year since 2000. The rapid growth has been followed by an increase in the energy demand. In 2016,
the total primary energy consumption in the region reached 643 million tons of oil equivalent. While
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Southeast Asian countries may not be considered a major global CO2 contributor, the CO2 emissions
of those countries rose from 711 MT in 2000 to 1288 MT in 2015 [1,2]. The total generation of electricity
in the region increased from 370 TWh in 2000 to 868 TWh in 2015. By 2015, 83.4% of electricity was
generated by burning fossil fuels (i.e., coal, natural gas, and oil). Serious action must therefore be taken
immediately, in order to reduce the fossil fuel dependency [3].

Thailand accounts for 21.7% of the primary energy demand in Southeast Asia [1]. By 2015,
the national primary energy consumption and total electricity generation were respectively 135 million
tons of oil equivalent and 178 TWh, with fossil fuel accounting for 80.7% and 91.6%, respectively.
In 2017, the generation of electricity emitted 96.035 MT of CO2 [2]. Air conditioners consume much
of a household’s electricity demand. According to a report published by The Japan Refrigeration
and Air Conditioning Industry Association, Thailand’s domestic total air conditioner demand in 2016
was 1.56 million units, the third largest demand in southeast Asia after Indonesia and Vietnam [4].
Data published by the Ministry of Energy of Thailand suggest that the residential sector consumed
20.4% of national electricity, 46% and 17% of which were used for air conditioning and refrigeration,
respectively [2]. These sectors have high potential energy savings [2,5,6]. Governments of Southeast
Asian countries are aware of this problem, and are thus considering several actions that promote the
higher efficiency of air conditioners in this region [7,8]. The residential energy growth in Thailand is
greatly determined by the increasing number of households, as well as an increasing income per capita.
The use of energy-efficient products is an important way of restraining the household energy demand.
However, the market prices of energy-efficient products, such as five-star-rated energy-saving air
conditioners, tend to be higher than those of regular products [9,10].

Meanwhile, it has been shown that the increase in the energy demand in Thailand accelerate
climate change and the urban heat island (UHI) phenomena [11–13]. Arifwidodo and Chandrasiri
have estimated that the annual increase of average temperature in an urban area (Bangkok) and a
sub-urban area (Pathumthani) are increasing as a result of UHI. The UHI severity index has been
found to be higher than those of other major cities in the world, such as Shanghai, San Diego, and San
Francisco, and within a similar range as Tokyo [13]. On the other hand, other studies have found
possible countermeasures of UHI in the Tokyo area by utilizing a district heating-cooling system and
ground-source heat pumps (GSHPs) [14,15].

The government of Thailand begun to improve the energy efficiency of air conditioners in the
1990s, and started labeling the ratings of air conditioners by the mid-1990s. End consumers are thus
supposed to be well aware of the labeling system. The efficiency of air conditioners was improved
by the introduction of an inverter, although its market penetration rate and market share remain low.
Meanwhile, the high demand for air conditioning units has offset efficiency improvements [6].

Among various alternative energy sources, the ground-source heat pump (GSHP), which utilizes
a relatively constant ground temperature, is widely applied for the cooling and heating of spaces.
Instead of exchanging heat with the outdoor environment, as in the case of a normal air-source heat
pump (ASHP), the GSHP uses the ground as a heat sink (for the cooling of spaces) and a heat source
(for the heating of spaces).

GSHP systems are generally classified as open-loop and closed-loop systems. Closed-loop systems
can be further classified into systems having vertical and horizontal arrangements of the ground heat
exchanger (GHE). The vertical closed-loop system has higher thermal efficiency, and the heat transfer
rate can be further improved through the convective heat transfer of groundwater flow. Although the
required site area for this system is small, the system has a high initial cost for drilling and installation
of the GHE. Meanwhile, the horizontal (shallow) closed-loop system is relatively inexpensive, as it
requires no vertical borehole and just shallow trenches that can be dug through manual (human) labor
or mechanical means, such as the use of a mini-excavator [16–18]. However, this system requires a
larger footprint for installation. The drilling cost of a vertical GHE in Japan is USD 6700 for a 50 m
borehole, while the same borehole costs USD 3000 in Thailand. In Thailand, meanwhile, the average
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wage for manual (human) labor is around USD 13 per day. The horizontal system thus has a great
advantage in terms of the initial cost.

In most cases, however, the thermal performance of the horizontal closed system is lower than
that of the vertical closed system, as the soil temperature at a shallow depth fluctuates and is strongly
affected by the ambient temperature and near-surface heat flux [18]. Thus, for a high cooling load
demand, such as in the case of the central cooling of an office or public building with a GSHP,
a horizontal heat exchanger may not be adequate.

The horizontal closed system is increasingly being studied. Several studies have compared shallow
linear, helical, and slinky GHEs in numerical simulation, and have found that the helical configuration
has the best performance [16,17,19]. They have also found that the thermal conductivity surrounding
a GHE and the flowrate of the heat transfer fluids are the most important parameters. Fujii et al.
performed numerical simulations of slinky GHEs installed at different depths, simplifying the GHEs as
thin flat plates [20]. Their simulation results agreed well with experimental data. In subsequent work,
they presented the results of a slinky GHE field test during heating (winter) and numerical simulations
of double- and single-layer arrangements, and found that the double layer has a lower energy cost
per unit of site area, owing to its better performance [21]. Recent studies have also remarked the
importance of soil properties, moisture content, environmental parameters, and installation design to
heat-pump performance [22–26].

Recent research on GSHPs also has focused on the hybrid system. The GSHP hybrid
system incorporates another thermal system, i.e., a desiccant or solar thermal energy. The hybrid
GSHP–desiccant system allows better and more effective means of controlling space humidity and
air temperature [27–29]. By taking direct solar heat energy, the efficiency of a GSHP during heating
can be significantly improved. The hybrid GSHP–solar system offers higher thermal performance for
applications, such as water heating, heat storage, or drying [30–33].

Unlike the case of most GSHP applications in a four-season climate, the cooling load is
predominant in a tropical climate. The application of the GSHP in a tropical climate thus uses
the ground mainly as a heat sink to remove heat from a building. Furthermore, the difference between
ground and air temperatures is negligible.

To the extent of our knowledge, only few studies have focused on the application of the
GSHP in tropical climates. One study showed that GSHP are expected to replace underperforming
air-cooled condensers in Singapore [34]. Permchart and Tanatvanit used the ground as a heat sink
for direct-expansion GSHP, by directly burying the refrigerant piping exiting the compressor of
the heat pump [35]. Yasukawa et al. identified regional variation in the subsurface temperature
by investigating the vertical temperature variation in several observation wells around the Chao
Phraya Plain in Thailand and the Red River Plain in Vietnam [36]. In several areas, they observed
subsurface temperatures lower than the monthly mean air temperature, while in other areas, subsurface
temperatures were higher, but still lower than the monthly maximum air temperature. Furthermore,
the authors emphasized that the application of GSHPs in these areas could take advantage of advective
heat transfer due to groundwater flow. Following their study, a GSHP system was installed in
Kamphaengphet, Thailand [37]. The system uses a single 56 m borehole with a double U-tube
GHE. Long-term performance results show that an average coefficient of performance (CoP) of 3
can be achieved. Additionally, during successive operation, the borehole temperature increased,
but recovered to its initial temperature after a week, and there was no long-term increase in the
subsurface temperature after more than a year of operation. Uchida et al. conducted subsurface
groundwater surveys and a stable isotope evaluation on the Chao Phraya Plain [38]. Their results
show differences in the subsurface thermal gradient between lower and upper plains, due to thermal
conduction by regional groundwater flow. Furthermore, they remarked that GSHPs installed in
areas with different groundwater thermal conduction characteristics may have different performance
efficiencies. The most recently published research on the application of GSHPs in Bangkok with
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vertical boreholes and a single U-tube configuration showed advantages in terms of energy savings
compared with a normal ASHP [39].

Various economic analyses can be applied to assess the economic value of GSHPs—e.g.,
present value (PV) analysis, internal rate-of-return analysis, net-benefit analysis, payback analysis,
and benefit-to-cost ratio analysis [40]. Noorollahi et al. performed a numerical simulation and
economic evaluation using the PV for the application of GSHPs to the energy supply of greenhouses in
Iran [41]. The annual cost has been used to evaluate the feasibility of GSHP application in Turkey [42];
it was concluded that the GSHP system is economically preferable to the ASHP system for cooling
purposes. Esen et al. [43] conducted a techno-economic assessment of GSHPs for heating in Turkey.
Go et al. [44] evaluated the economic feasibility of various configurations of the shallow spiral coil
loop heat exchanger, using the PV, internal rate of return, and savings-to-investment ratio. Zu et al.
analyzed the economic application of GSHPs in hot and humid climates using the PV [45].

Owing to aforementioned concerns, the objectives of present work are (i) to demonstrate
the applicability of GSHPs, using shallow heat exchangers compared to the ASHP, through the
experimental results in the hot tropical climate of Thailand; and (ii) to highlight important financial
considerations by analyzing the prevailing factors that must be considered in order to make GSHP
application in Thailand and other Southeast Asian countries economically attractive.

2. Climate of Thailand

Located in a tropical area, Thailand has a topography that can be divided into five areas and
two regions. The upper (higher latitude) region is comprised of northern, northeastern, central,
and eastern areas, while the lower region is comprised of the southern area. According to the
Koppen climate classification, the upper region has a tropical monsoon climate, while the lower
region has a tropical savanna/wet climate, with an equatorial climate in a small part of southern
Thailand. The year is divided into three seasons. The rainy season of the southwest monsoon is from
mid-May to mid-October, with the rainfall being highest from August to September. Winter of the
northeast monsoon is from mid-October to mid-February. The summer or pre-monsoon season is from
mid-February to mid-May.

In contrast with the upper region, which has high temperatures and a long warm period, the lower
region has milder temperatures and higher humidity, as well as less diurnal and seasonal temperature
variation [46]. Figure 1 shows the daily average, minimum and maximum temperatures, and average
relative humidity recorded in 2017 at two measuring stations located in Bangkok (13◦45’09” N) and
Lopburi (14◦48’00” N), ±150 km northeast of Bangkok. The recordings indicate that there are only
small seasonal temperature variations, with the temperatures being highest during April–May. Note
that Bangkok has slightly lower annual temperatures but higher humidity than Lopburi, as Bangkok is
located at a lower latitude and close to the Gulf of Thailand. The green shading in the figure indicates
average underground temperatures recorded in observation wells [36]. It is also important to note
that there is almost no difference between the annual average temperature and ground temperature.
However, Bangkok has a slightly higher underground temperatures with a wider range compared
with Lopburi.
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Figure 1. Annual temperature (upper) and relative humidity (bottom) variations measured in Bangkok
and Lopburi Province (2017). Green shading shows the average shallow ground temperature at depths
of 0–100 m [36].

3. Configuration of the Heat Pump System

3.1. Shallow Ground Heat Exchanger

Shallow horizontal heat exchangers were installed at the Saraburi Campus of Chulalongkorn
University. The campus (14◦31′17.4′ ′N 101◦1′07.1′ ′E) is located in Saraburi province, northeast
of Bangkok, as shown in Figure 2. The upper soil is comprised of mainly volcanic-derived,
clayey-sandy soil.
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Figure 2. Location showing the installation site of ground-source heat pump (GSHP) systems at the
Saraburi campus of Chulalongkorn University, Saraburi Province.

There were four groups of heat exchangers, as shown in Figure 3. Two types of heat exchanger
were used, namely sheet-type (carpet-type) and high-density polyethylene (HDPE) pipe GHEs. The
carpet-type heat exchanger had overall dimensions of 5.6 m × 0.9 m and is comprised of 117 small
HDPE tubes (with an outer diameter of 6 mm), as shown in Figure 4. HDPE pipes with a diameter
of 3.2 cm and thickness of 2.4 mm were used in both slinky and helical arrangements, as shown in
Figures 5 and 6. In total, 500 m of HDPE pipe and two carpet-type heat exchangers were installed
over a footprint of 73.8 m2. The ground heat exchangers were not influenced by the groundwater. The
detailed setups of GHEs were as follows.
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In Group 1, two layers of 100 m of HDPE slinky pipes were installed in the bottom of a trench
having dimensions of 14 m × 2 m × 1.5 m (depth), with a vertical separation of 50 cm. Figure 5 shows
the preparation and installation of the Group 1 heat exchanger.

In Group 2, two layers of 50 m of HDPE slinky pipes were installed in the bottom of a trench
having dimensions of 4 m × 2 m × 1.5 m (depth), with a separation of 50 cm.

In Group 3, two layers of GHEs were installed in the bottom of a trench having dimensions of
20 m × 2 m × 0.8 m (depth). The bottom layer was comprised of two carpet-type heat exchangers
connected in a series, while a slinky-pipe heat exchanger was installed 0.3 m above the bottom layer.
Figure 4 shows the installation of the carpet-type heat exchanger.

Lastly, in Group 4, two 50-m HDPE pipes in a helical configuration were installed in the bottom
of two trenches having dimensions of 3 m × 1.3 m × 2 m (depth). The two pipes were connected in a
series. Figure 6 shows the installation of this heat exchanger.

3.2. Room Cooling Experiment

An experimental room (having dimensions of 3 m × 8 m × 2 m) in Building 1 of the Center
of Fuels and Energy was used for an operational cooling test. The material of the building’s
wall was fiber cement board having thermal conductivity of λ = 0.14 Wm−1K−1 and heat capacity
C = 600 Jkg−1K−1 [47]. Three fan coil units (FCUs)—one ASHP and two GSHP (GSHP 1 and GSHP 2)
systems—were installed. Both GSHPs use antifreeze solution (40% propylene glycol) as ground heat
transfer fluid. The antifreeze solution was used in order to reduce the risk of corrosion. GSHP 1 was a
Japanese GSHP with reversible functions for cooling and heating. GSHP 2 was an ASHP, modified
by changing the original heat exchanger with a plate heat exchanger (Kaori-K050X22, 7.03 kW) to
allow heat exchange between the R410A refrigerant fluid and ground-loop circulation fluid. Figure 7
shows the heat exchanger replacement work of the modified GSHP. Specifications for each system
are presented in Table 1. Both GSHPs were connected in a series to GHEs, as shown in Figure 3.
A Graphtec GL240 logger recorded data from the power meter and thermocouples that measured the
outdoor, indoor, and circulation-fluid inlet and outlet temperatures at 10-min intervals. For the ASHP,
only the power consumption and outdoor and indoor temperatures were recorded. The thermocouples
used for measurements are described in Table 2.

Table 1. Technical specifications of the heat pumps used in the present study.

Heat Pump Cooling
Capacity (kW)

Heating
Capacity (kW) Inverter Refrigerant Energy

Rating1 Remarks

GSHP 1 4 5 Yes R410a - Imported
from Japan

GSHP 2 N/A2 - No R410a N/A3

Replaced
with 7.03 kW
Water-R410A

plate heat
exchanger

ASHP 3.5 - Yes R410a 5 stars -
1 Certification standard issued by Electricity Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT); 2 the original Cooling
capacity was 3.6kW; 3 the original energy rating was five stars (2011 standard certification).

Table 2. Temperature sensor specifications.

Sensor Location Sensor Type Accuracy

Indoor air temp. T type thermocouple +/−0.5 ◦C
Atmospheric air temp. T type thermocouple +/−0.5 ◦C
Heat transfer fluid inlet Pt100 platinum resistance +/−0.2 ◦C

Heat transfer fluid outlet Pt-100 platinum resistance +/−0.2 ◦C
Ground Temperatures NTC thermistor +/−0.2 ◦C
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Figure 3. Schematic diagram of the connection of heat pumps and GHEs; the number in the circle
represents the grouping of the ground heat exchangers.

4. Data Analysis

The CoP is the ratio of heat removed from the room (see Figure 8) to the work required:

CoP =
QC
WT

(1)

Here, Qc (in W) is the rate of heat removed from the building and WT (in W) is the total electrical
power consumption, calculated as

WT = WC + WF + WP (2)

where WC, WF, and WP are the electrical power for the compressor, fan, and circulation pump,
respectively.
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As the heat pump performance data record the temperature and flowrate of GHE fluid inlet and
outlet from the GSHP, Equation (1) can be rewritten as

CoP =
QC
WT

=
QH −WC

WT
(3)

Here, QH (in W) is the rate of heat rejection into the ground, expressed as

QH = (Tout − Tin)ρcVm (4)

where Tout and Tin (in C) are, respectively, the heat exchange fluid temperatures at the GSHP outlet and
inlet, while ρ (kg/m3), c (J/(kgC), and Vm (m3/s) are, respectively, the density, specific heat capacity,
and flowrate of the heat exchange fluid.

The variation of data within the operational period of each heat pump is quantified in simple
standard deviation analysis as

σ =

√
∑N

i=1(xi − x)2

N − 1
, (5)

where xi is the observed value, x is the average value, and N is the number of data points.Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 22 
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Figure 8. Illustration of energy flow during cooling.

5. Results and Discussion

5.1. Experiment and Analysis

The heat pump performance data presented in this paper were recorded during May–June 2018.
The heat pumps were used for intermittent cooling during the operational period.

Figure 9 shows that the temperature was highest in April, while May and June are among the
hottest months of the year. Meanwhile, the rainfall and humidity were highest in September. This
suggests that the thermal loads of heat pumps vary through the year. There was a high sensible cooling
load around April, and a high latent cooling load around September.

From May to June 2018, GSHP 1, GSHP 2, and the ASHP respectively, operated for 19, 18,
and 17 days, with the daily average operational period being 9.6 hours; it should be noted that the
start–stop schedule was not fixed at an exact time. The experiment was conducted on a daily basis
during weekdays and sometimes during the weekend, in case the experimental room was being used.
Apart from the automated logging system, personnel who turned the heat pumps on and off wrote
down the start/stop time, as well as the analog energy meter readings in a logbook. The data gathered
from the data logger were then cross-validated against the logbook data. The room temperature was
set at a constant 25 ◦C for all heat pumps. The average heat exchange circulation flowrate of GSHP
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2 was 11.56 L/min (= 1.92 × 10−4 m3/s), owing to the low-capacity circulation pump, in contrast
to 22.27 L/min (= 3.71 × 10−4 m3/s) for GSHP 1. Figure 10 shows the variation in the outdoor
temperature during the operational time. Average operational temperatures were 32.4 and 31.9 ◦C for
May and June, respectively.
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The logged temperatures and power consumption during the operation of GSHP 1, GSHP 2,
and the ASHP are presented in Figures 11–13. In addition to ASHP data, calculations of the CoP and
heat rejection rate are shown. A comparison of the performances of GSHP 1 and GSHP 2 reveals that
even though the circulation flow rate of GSHP 1 was half that of GSHP 2, there was no appreciable
difference in the heat rejection rate—i.e., 4.26 kW for GSHP 1 versus 4.29 kW for GSHP 2. This is
attributed to differences in the inlet and outlet temperatures of the GSHPs.

Further analysis indicates that for two months of operation, during which GSHPs were used
for 37 days, there was no increase in the daily final inlet temperature. This suggests that there was
no long-term rise in the background temperature, at least during the experimental period. Different
inlet and outlet temperatures on GSHP operational days were simply due to different cooling loads
resulting from variations in the outdoor temperature.

GSHP 1 and the ASHP showed scattered (wide range) values of power consumption, compared
with steady values for GSHP 2. This was due to the ability of the inverter to regulate the compressor
speed and precisely control the evaporator outlet temperature [48]. The variations can be explained
by evaluating the standard deviations of the room temperature, power consumption, and heat
rejection rate.

Figure 14 compares the performances of all heat pumps. Each error bar represents the standard
deviation of data. The standard deviations of the power consumptions of GSHP 1 and the ASHP were
larger, indicating larger variations, while the temperature data of GSHP 1 and the ASHP had smaller
standard deviations in comparison with the standard deviations for GSHP 2. A comparison of the
average electrical consumption shows that the GSHPs required less electrical input than the ASHP. The
average electrical consumptions of GSHP 1 and GSHP 2 were 658.7 and 648.6 W, respectively, being
17.1% and 18.4% less, respectively, than the electrical consumption of 795.5 W for the ASHP.
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Figure 14. Performance comparison of the GSHPs and ASHP; the coefficient of performance (CoP) of
the ASHP is calculated assuming an average cooling load similar to that of GSHP 1 and GSHP 2.

The ASHP consumed more electricity than the GSHPs, with most of the data extending within
800 W or more. However, when the average outdoor temperature was low (e.g., see May 1, May 22,
and June 27 in Figures 10 and 13), the ASHP operated with low electric power, owing to the low
cooling load and inverter control. The calculated cooling loads of the two GSHPs had similar values
despite having different standard deviations. Furthermore, supposing that the average cooling load
during the two-month period did not change greatly, the cooling load calculated for a GSHP (3.65 W)
was used to estimate the CoP of the ASHP, as shown in Figure 14.

Figure 15 compares temperature data of GSHP 1 and GSHP 2 for similar operational outdoor
temperatures (see also Figure 10) on May 20 and May 9, respectively. GSHP 1 operated for 8.33 hours,
while GSHP 2 operated for 9 hours. GSHP 2 began operation earlier in the morning, while GSHP 1
stopped operation later in the evening. This can be seen from the low outdoor temperature of GSHP 2
at the beginning of operation, in contrast to the low outdoor temperature of GSHP 1 at the end of
operation. The results reveal that the outlet temperature of GSHP 2 was higher than that of GSHP 1,
although the operating conditions were nearly the same. The inlet and outlet temperatures of the two
systems rose over time, following a similar linear trend. It is interesting that even though the outlet
temperature of GSHP 2 was roughly 5 ◦C higher than that of GSHP 1, the difference in average power
consumption for the two heat pumps was not great. From the current standpoint, bearing in mind that
the current GHE circulation flow rate was low, a higher flow rate may be considered to increase the
performance of GSHP 2.

Figure 16 shows the performance of the ASHP. During operation at a high outdoor temperature,
the ASHP required a power input higher than the average power consumption of GSHP 1 and GSHP 2.
However, as soon as the outdoor temperature dropped below 27.5 ◦C, after about 7 hours of operation,
the power consumption fell below the average value for GSHP 1 and GSHP 2. This temperature range
is a turning point, where one may consider that the application of a GSHP has no advantage over
the application of an ASHP. There is a close relationship between thermal comfort and occupants’
psychological and physical considerations [49–51]. The personal comfort zone may thus be different
from the standard definition of thermal comfort [5,8,51,52]. Studies focusing on indoor thermal comfort
found that people living in the tropics tend to have an acceptable temperature comfort zone higher
than that of ASHRAE standard 55 [5,50,52–56]. Thus, at this temperature, people may require only the
circulation of air through the use of a fan to obtain an acceptable comfort level.
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5.2. Ground Temperature Data

One of the most important parameters that affects the performance of GSHP is the soil temperature.
It fluctuates due to both the heat transfer from/to the heat exchangers and the natural heat transfer
from the surrounding environment [57–62].
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Three ground temperature sensors were installed in the experimental site. Sensor A and B were
installed at depths of 0.7 m and 1.5 m, respectively, in a single vertical hole, close to the end of the Group
1 heat exchanger (see Figure 3), with a 60-min sampling interval. Sensor C was installed 20 meters
away, to measure the background temperature. However, from middle of March 2018 onward, no
data were recorded, due to broken underground wiring. Figure 17 shows the recorded temperatures
between 1 December 2017 and 13 March 2018. During this period, a similar intermittent experimental
pattern was carried out. Broken lines show the daily maximum and minimum temperatures during
the same period. The general trend of the ground temperature could be divided into two periods, i.e.,
the declining ground temperature before January, followed by the increasing temperature after January.
The declining temperature can be observed during December as the average air temperature decreases.
During this month, the ground temperature fluctuations, as can be observed from sensors A and B,
were lower, due to the fact that the thermal load of GSHP was low, resulting in the low heat rejection
rate. It is also clear that the temperatures from all three sensors show that the ground temperatures are
close to those of the maximum daily temperature. Temperature fluctuation could be observed from all
sensors. Fluctuations shown by sensor C indicated that the ground temperature fluctuations at 1 m of
depth, due to the daily variation of air temperatures. A sharp fluctuation pattern can be observed from
sensor B, due to the increasing ground temperature followed by the declining temperature during the
GSHP’s operation cycle. However, positioned further away from heat exchanger, less fluctuation is
observed at position A.
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Figure 17. Ground temperatures and maximum–minimum daily air temperatures.

Looking closely at Figures 17 and 18, the temperature pattern of sensor B indicated that the
intermittent use of GSHP and ASHP could provide enough of a period for stabilizing ground
temperature and preventing excessive ground temperature rise, which could eventually lower the
GSHP performance. It is likely that the use of GSHP alone will not provide better thermal performance
compared to its present intermittent use with ASHP.

It is interesting to note that the ground temperature at position A was strongly affected by the
rainfall infiltration. When rain occurred, the temperature at this position (0.7 m depth) started to
decline by about 2–3 ◦C. The declining temperature at this depth was prolonged for 2–4 days after
the rainfall. Figure 18 shows the detail of ground temperatures from February 20–March 3. After
the rain occurred in February 23, the temperature at sensor position A started to decline. However,
the temperature at the background (position C, 1 m depth) seemed to be unaffected by the rain,
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except more rain on February 27, in the morning, when a slight temperature decline was observed.
In relatively dry conditions, the ground temperature at position B (1.5 m depth) increased during the
heat rejection period. In contrast, the soil at position A increased after the heat rejection was finished. A
similar pattern also can be observed during the soil desaturation period after the rainfall (February 28).
During the soil saturation process (February 23–27) following the rainfall, such an occurrence was
not observed.Energies 2019, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 16 of 22 
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Figure 18. Ground temperatures during heat pump operation (February 20–March, 3).

Rainwater is in thermal equilibrium with the atmospheric temperature when it reaches the
ground’s surface. It infiltrates the ground surface at a lower temperature, in contrast to the upper
ground temperature. The heat transfer at shallow depths involves a complex mechanism, including
conduction by soil matrix, convection by liquid water, and sensible and latent heat transfer by water
vapor movement [60,63–65]. However, further analysis on heat and moisture transfers at shallow
depths and their effect on the performance of GSHPs are not discussed in this paper, due to the absence
of the performance data of heat pumps and soil moisture, i.e., soil hydraulic parameters, volumetric
water content, degree of saturation, and pore–water pressure. It has been remarked in previous studies
that soil thermal conductivity is strongly related to soil water saturation [62,66–69]. Go et al. evaluated
the effects of rainfall infiltration on the performance of GSHP, with shallow horizontal heat exchangers
via numerical analysis [69]. Their study remarked on the free convective heat transfer at the upper
region of a shallow heat exchanger during heat rejection, due to both air density and temperature
gradients. They pointed out the relationship between increasing thermal conductivity due to rain
infiltration and GSHP thermal performance. Ground heat exchanger performance prediction accuracy
is significantly affected by soil moisture transfer and properties [62].

5.3. Life-Cycle Cost Analyses of the Potential Annual CO2 Reduction

In order to make GSHP application gain attention among people in southeast Asian countries,
it is important to understand the economic benefits of its application.

The present study conducts a life-cycle cost analysis using the PV. The PV is defined as the current
value of future cash flows:

PVt =
C

(1 + i + j)t t = 1, 2 · · · nT (6)
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The lifetimes of the heat pumps are assumed to be nT = 15 years, and both the interest rate i
and inflation rate j are set at 1.5%. The net present value (NPV) is the total PV for the given period
of investment:

NPV =
nT

∑
t=1

PVt (7)

Heat pumps are assumed to operate on average for 9 h per day and 320 days per year. Further
assumptions are that the land cost can be ignored and that no taxation is imposed. The annual
CO2 emission generated in running the heat pumps is calculated by considering an annual emission
intensity (2017) of 0.471 kg/kWh [2]. Under the aforementioned operating period and experimental
results, the annual CO2 emission is 1078.4 kg CO2/year for the ASHP, and 894.16 and 880 kg CO2/year
for GSHP 1 and GSHP 2, respectively.

The costs used in the life-cycle cost analyses are presented in Table 3. The table shows that the
cost of GSHP 1 is 4.3 times that of the ASHP. This is because the Japanese domestic price is used for
GSHP 1, as it is sold solely in Japan and was imported to Thailand for the purpose of research.

Table 3. Initial and installation costs of each heat pump and heat exchanger.

Heat Pump Life-Cycle Cost Cost1

GSHP 1 Total cost 5700
GSHP 2 Total cost 900

Ground Heat Exchanger Material cost 225
Installation cost 360

ASHP Unit cost 630
Installation cost 90

Others Electricity cost 0.1352

1 All costs are in USD; 2 Electricity cost is in USD/kWh.

Figure 19 presents the NPV of each heat pump when considering power reductions of 17.1%
and 18.4% for GSHP 1 and GSHP 2, respectively, as a base case. The figure reveals that the NPV
period for GSHP 2 is equal to that of the ASHP after 15 years, when all systems reach their assumed
maximum lifespans. From an economic perspective, GSHP 2 has no advantages over the ASHP in
terms of cooling spaces. The calculated lifetime CO2 emissions for the ASHP, GSHP 1, and GSHP 2 are,
respectively, 16, 170, 13,412, and 13,200 kg CO2.
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Figure 19. The net present value (NPV) of the heat pumps (in the base case scenario).
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Figure 20 presents the calculated NPVs, assuming that an annual power reduction of 40% can
be achieved for both GSHPs through the optimization of the systems. In such a case, the annual CO2

emission is 647.04 kg CO2/year for each of the GSHPs. It has been observed that the NPV periods
for GSHP 2 reach the same value as that for the ASHP after 6.3 years of operation. At the end of its
lifespan, GSHP 2 has a 14% cost reduction. The lifetime CO2 emission for each GSHP is 9705 kg CO2.
However, it is noted that in both scenarios, the cost of GSHP 1 is too high, owing to the high system
cost, making the GSHP 1 system unfavorable from an economic point of view, unless the heat pump
cost is significantly lowered. Beside the aforementioned cost analyses, to evaluate the actual long-term
sustainability of GSHP application, life cycle assessment can be adopted to assess the environmental
effects of the GSHP [15,70–72]. Furthermore, long-term data (i.e., year-round experimental data) are
required, such that an annual evaluation and comparison of heat pump systems can be carried out.
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Figure 20. NPV of the heat pumps assuming the GSHP uses 40% less power than the ASHP.

Comparing both GSHPs, it is important to note that the major cost difference relies on the heat
pump cost, since both systems used similar ground heat exchangers. The ratio of the heat exchanger
and installation cost to the heat pump cost were 10% and 60% for GSHP 1 and GSHP 2, respectively.
That is to say, GSHP 1 costs six times more than GSHP 2. Thus, it is necessary to lower the heat
pump cost in order to make GSHP application in southeast Asian countries become economically
attractive. Cost reduction can be achieved in several ways, such as local manufacturing of GSHP
systems, including the heat exchangers, and considering several factors, such as those outlined below:

• Thailand and other southeast Asian countries are experiencing rapid economic and industrial
growth [73].

• The ground-source heat pump is a relatively mature technology.
• A single-function heat pump (only for cooling) is less complicated than those with reversible

functions (cooling and heating).
• Labor cost is relatively low; installation cost can be further reduced by a proper arrangement

and design.

5.4. Future Study

Despite the present study providing early insight into the application of GSHPs in a hot and
humid climate, critical analyses are not possible owing to the limited data. Improvements, mainly
concerning the data acquisition, thus need to be considered in the future.

Long-term analyses must be conducted for a full year, to clarify the effects of climatic variation
on the performance of a heat pump. It is interesting that recent research on GSHP applications in
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Bangkok, using the vertical borehole exchanger, showed that an electricity reduction of 30% or more
can be achieved [39].

All the aforementioned considerations support the optimization of GSHP in terms of the
compressor and heat exchanger capacity, GHE length, size, and separation, while taking into account
the building cooling load characteristics and ground conditions.

6. Conclusions

This study presented the application of GSHP in a tropical country (i.e., Thailand) using shallow
horizontal heat exchangers. The performances of the two GSHPs were compared to the ASHP in a
two-month experiment. The results demonstrate that during the hot season in Thailand, GSHPs with
shallow heat exchangers perform better than ASHPs. GSHP 1 and 2 consumed 17.1% and 18.4% less
electricity, respectively, than ASHPs. Likewise, the CO2 emissions could be reduced at a similar rate.
During the GSHPs’ operational period, the ground temperatures were higher compared to the average
daily air temperatures. A significant ground temperature increment was observed at the position near
to the heat exchanger, as a result of heat rejection during the GSHPs’ operation. Intermittent use of a
GSHP and an ASHP provide enough time for the ground to dissipate heat. In addition, cost evaluation
revealed that, considering a lifetime of 15 years, investment in GSHPs had no economic advantage
over investment in ASHPs. The realization of economic benefit requires a reduction of capital cost.
One alternative to achieve this goal is by local manufacturing of the GSHPs.

Further study will focus on long-term performance while upgrading data acquisition, so that
other crucial data can be obtained for advance analyses.
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