This contractor thrives on controversy

From taking on the Texas Public Utility Commission and Houston Lighting
and Power, to sizing coils without automatically reverting to ARI ratings,

this contractor makes a specialty of swimming against the current. You

may not agree with him, but David Debien has some strong opinions
on the future of hvac systems.

BY GENE CHURCH SCHULZ

HOUSTON David Debien, presi-
dent of Central City Air, thrives on con-
troversy stemmung [rom his unconven-
tional approach to solving air condition-
ing probloms

Controversial? Debien took on the
Texas Public Utility Commission over
Houston Lighting and Power's rebate
program, arguing Lthat their standard
wis based on average weather conditions
natiocnwide, rather than the onigue com-
binatiwon of heat and humidity that char-
actenize Houston.

Instead of accepting the cotl-sizing stan-
dards of the indostry, Dehien sizes ‘cuils
basod on sensible heat ratio, ruther than ARI
ratings. For him, that's the kev to humidity
removil.

Problem-solving = Debeen's forte; humd-
ity control and [IAG are mecurming themes.

A caller may say, “Tve had five different
hvac compames cut here, and nobody can
solve the o

“That's when I come to attention; my
blood and adrenaline fow,” sayvs Debeen. “]
want to get in there and find the answer.

“If | have to walk away from a prob-
lem, | fioe] dizszatisfied.”

Houstonians hear him on Tom Tynan's
Saturday radio program. Tynan responds
to callers’ queries about home repair.
Debien fields complaints about a'c and
humidity problems=.

During redio segments, Debien hoars
all kinds of complaintz and gains valu-
able troubleshooting experience.

“That's how people hear about truth n
air conditioning. We're doing a job today
for a customer who put in a new a'c sys-
tem several years ago. The installing con-
tractor convinced the awner that the
house, not the a’c. caused high humidity.”

The equipment was nol taking the
humidity out correctly, Debien says,
because it was sized based on general con-
ditions rather than specific conditions in
Houston.

“We resized the coil to remove the excess
humidity. We solved the problems, but dam-
age to the house had been extensive.

Repairs, including
sheelrock, were costiy.

Humidity problems cause
extensive damage. Debien
recalls a threc-year-nld wator-
front house on Tiki Island near
Galvesion. There's nol & lot of heat
load there, but plenty of humidity.

Mold had saturated every gar-
menl in & winler slorage closel

ew

Shoes had turmed green. A leather
coat was crumbiing.
Other evidence included

warped floors and rotting win-
dows: heat pomps were removing
dry hest. nol wel heal.

The solution: Replace heat
pumps with a strmight-heat,
straight-cooling svslem. A
down-sized cooling coil removes
heat aggrossivoly,

RESIDENTIAL FOCUS:
CLEANEST AIR POSSIBLE
Central City's focus on regiden-
Lial applieations is a system that
delivers the deanest air possible
Debiien savs he feels manalactur-
ers defeat the purpose with

matched systems desagned to oer-

tein SEER levels — in Houston, at
leaast
*Those SEER levels are

impossible here because we
dont live in the environment
they were designed for.”

An article in The Journal of
the American Medical Associa-

tion noted that people are living
longer and atiributed part of
that longevily to better a'c and

heating systems. “However,
we're regressing by going aller
the wrong focus.”

At a party six years ago, he
smelled mold in the house, He
arranged {o see the owner the
next day

“Are yvou comfortable in this
house,” Debien inguired.

*T've never been comfortable
here.” The owner was sweating
when Lhe Lthermostal was set
at 68°F.

“*Has anyone in the family
beeq il

*My wife has been in the hos-

pital twice with pneumonia.”
When Debien opened the afc
syatem, he found about YV, in. of
mold growing on the duct sys-
tem, It was unbeliovahle.”
No wonder he's controversial
Debien  tells the truth,
"Would you snort this up your
nose like a drug? That's what
you're doing.”

When he pointed out that
comflort in 76°, the ownor was
amuzed. The family moved out
for two weeks because of the
wife's allergies. Central City
decontaminated the house,
pulled up carpet, and sanded
and refinished hardwood floors

The entire a/e system was
replaced; the coils were down-
wized. *Now the owner keeps his
house at 77°. His utility bill
dropped by about 50%, and his
wife hasn't been in the hoapital
ginen,”

Another customer who ealled
ufter Debien resized the coil was
clated that she was off heavy
misdication for hives. Her doctor
also ealled. Without mold and
mildew, some health problems
are reversed.

To o doctor, Debien posed this
theory: “Say ves or no; 70% of the
people you see have serious allergy
problems. Medication you pre-
scribe enables them to go home
and live in the environment that
eaused the problem.”

The doctor's response; “I'd
have to agree. We're pretty sure
factors suech as the dog, cat, car-
pet, cleaning fluid and afe sys-
tem contribute to the environ-
maent that makes them sick.”

Debien is empathetic. As a
diabetic for 31 years, he knows
what it is to be ill

LEARNING CURVE

“Here's a problem that ate
my lunch. We put in a great sys-
tem for this customer, Every-
thing worked beautifully, except
that he had o humidity problem.
The humidity wasn't high, but
the grilles were sweating on the
cetling of the second Noer.

“He kept the house at 70°
year-round; the utility bill was
no iasue, We went out there and
changed the eoil, tryving to gel

David Dabien, president of Cenwral City Air, thrves
On controversas| systerm probieims

more humidity out of the house.
The problem didn't go away,

“Later we went out, changed

the coil again for even maore

seive  humidity removal,
Problem still didn®t go away, 5o we
changed to less-aggressive humid-
ity removal. Problem didn't go
awny. Four eoil changes didn't
solve the problem,

“Out of frustration, 1 called
Retrotek, the blower door people,
to test the houso. That test showed
four to five times the maximum
leakage his house should have”

The a'c was pulling in outdoor
air, and humidity was rising 10 the
second floor and causing the grille
o Aweat.

It took nlmost o year Lo solve
the problem. The solution included
over-compensaling with  more
fresh air, "It was frustrating; it
was challoenging, he [the owner)
threatened to sue”

EQUIPMENT
PREFERENCES

Debien likes belt-driven com-
preasors, sealed-combustion fur-
nacer, balanced-port expansion
valves, split cooling coils, and
thermal pane windowas,

He's excited about a niche prod-
uet, “Ultra-Aire” by Therma-Stor,

which corrects humidity problems |

at 707 with high humidity, and no
load on the house,

Debien admits he's spent
about $100,000 making all the
mistakes before things began to
fall into place, Even so, he
shares with Texas contractors.

For Central City, already work-
ing o stall of 26, plans include
manufacturing  two  problem
solvers of Debien's own design:

1. User-mendly dampers that
ure pir-tight and allow customers
to adjust airflow;

2. Cooling coils for two-spead
operations; the [an runs on low
or high; the compressor runs low

or high., The new coil runa low
and high, giving a more bal-
anced approach to comfort in
low-gpead applications,

“We're negotiating now to
eome out with a complete line of
coils nationally that will solve
humidity problems here and in
Georgia, Nashville, California,
Oregon, and other places,”
Debign snya

He calls the air conditioning
gyatem a life-support breoathing
apparatus, His wvision of the
future includes the technology
that will make the apparatus a
reality.

He's looking now to eontrol
humidity down Lo 50%, “At that
level dust mites die, other prob-
lems are reduced.” Keeping
humidity around 49% to 60% rh
creates a much healthier envi-
ronment,

Debien is  pleased {hat
ASHRARE's new standards
address humidity more aggres-
gively than ever. “They found
out is Lthe leading eause of Sick
Building Syndrome and con-
tributes to many viruses.

“I try to stay ahead of the
erowd,” Dobien adds. “That's why
the eml: that's why the combugtion
furnaces, thats why the thermal
g windows. In everything 1 do,
1 look for solutions,

“The solution is always
cheaper in the long run.”

Note: Central City will be
setting up a website and video
goan to promote dehiwmidifica-
tiar, Watch these pages for more
iniformation.



