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My Generation

In those dark old days of January and February of this year when a regular, if any at all, electricity supply was a luxury we no longer had, as a result of the major fire in the power station, a lot of us looked to find a back-up supply in the form of generators.  The market in the sale of generators grew enormously in a few weeks.

Were we properly advised or were we sold an inadequate product by a ‘here today gone tomorrow’ so called ‘specialist’?

Generators have again come back into their own with the onset of the seasonal summer power cuts, some lasting hours but sometimes all day.  So I thought it appropriate to relay some facts in respect of the various types available and their proper use and connection.  

Like anything, you get what you pay for, but sadly some people have paid well over the odds for a lesser quality product. In deciding on a generator you must first decide for what purpose it is required, from providing power to light up the house, to providing a replacement power supply for all your domestic needs.

If your need is just to illuminate the house, then one of the ‘suitcase’ style generators should prove adequate for your needs, the quality and power generated vary but they all provide a power output in the region of 800 - 1200 watts.  You then have to decide on quality – a cheap ‘made in China’ product or a more sophisticated generator with a Honda or similar four stroke engine with an electric start and proper regulator features.  A step up from this type is the large generator, usually set in a tubular steel frame, these generally provide a power output of 1.2 to 3.5 KVA, the larger size just about adequate to satisfactorily power a domestic household.  The next type of generator, usually provides around 6.5 KVA and would normally be set in an acoustic shield box, this would certainly keep the house going and more.

Other considerations to take on board when making a decision is whether you need a manual start or an electric start and whether you have a petrol or diesel powered unit. All these factors are important when deciding on the specification of your installation.

On the subject of installation - many people take their life into their own hands and use a ‘back to back’ installation using an extension lead with two plugs, one for the generator and one for the ringmain.  This is not recommended, if you get it wrong you can easily electrocute yourself - and people have!  Also the circuits powered up do not benefit from the protection provided by a consumer unit.

The safe and simplest form of installation is a Mechanical Electrical Interlock system, this allows for the safe switching from mains to generator power, with it being physically impossible to get both sources together.  This type of installation will work with both petrol and diesel generators but involves having to manually start the generator and of course stopping it when the mains power is resumed.  A small control box with a warning lamp notifies when mains power is again available.

The most sophisticated installation is an AMF (Auto Mains Failure) system.  The installation has auto-trips with a controller and monitors the incoming mains supply, when the mains supply ceases it will automatically disconnect the incoming supply and will start the generator and allow power to now be sourced from it.  The AMF unit will constantly monitor both the generated power and mains power, once the mains power has resumed it will switch back over, although there is a scheduled time period to allow the mains supply to settle down avoiding the damaging power spikes often associated with mains power resumption.  This type of installation will only run with a diesel generator as it is fully automatic, sadly petrol generators require some manual adjustment of the carburettor on starting and as a result cannot be automatic.

Other matters to take account of in respect of the interruption of the mains power supply – if a lesser quality generator is being used you will find that its purpose is for recreational use only and should not be run in excess of three hours at a time, this is because they are not properly regulated and as a result your electrical equipment could be seriously damaged and beyond repair.

Whether you have a generator or not, as and when there is a power failure it is prudent to switch off your supply at the mains and not reinstate it until at least five minutes after the power has been resumed – this will probably mean checking on neighbouring houses to see if the lights are back on – but it will in the longer term at a minimum save on those light bulbs that don’t appear to last long and could well save damage to more expensive electrical equipment like hi-fi’s, fridge/freezers, computers etc., as the damaging spikes in voltage in the returning electricity supply will be avoided.

Further protection can be considered at minimal cost with the provision of a UPS (Uninterrupted Power Supply) to computers or other sensitive equipment.  Surge protected sockets can also be a help but may not react quickly enough to the speed of spikes associated with power resumption.

I cannot claim to be an expert on all things and must thank Mike from M&M Generators (tel. 0533 846 1677) for the valuable information he gave me.

[image: image1.jpg]


 

[image: image2.jpg]




�





Petrol driven ‘suitcase’ type generator
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Automatic Mains Failure unit








