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Abstract: Given the substantial energy use for space cooling in buildings, integrating energy-efficient
and sustainable cooling systems into buildings has become increasingly more important. Even
though the cooling potential of a near-surface earth-to-air heat exchanger (EAHE) with grass cover
was demonstrated in previous studies, the energy savings and environmental benefits resulting
from using the EAHE have not yet been quantified. Therefore, in this study, we quantify the energy
savings resulting from using a near-surface earth-to-air heat exchanger (EAHE) with grass-covered
ground as a precooling unit in hot desert climates. The outlet air conditions of the EAHE during
9 months of the year (March to November), where space cooling is required, are predicted using a
3D transient CFD model, which is validated against field measurements. The EAHE is fabricated
from a 1 mm thick aluminum tube with a diameter of 0.15 m and a length of 21.5 m, buried 0.4 m
deep. The results showed that the EAHE can cool ambient air by up to 8.5 ◦C at an air flow rate of
607 m3/h, corresponding to a cooling capacity of 1700 W and a COP of 17. The daily average cooling
capacity of the EAHE is about 560 W for an average operation period of 15.1 h per day. When used
as a precooling unit for conventional cooling systems, the highest estimated monthly energy savings
is 115 kWh, and the estimated annual savings is 741 kWh.

Keywords: energy savings; electricity savings; precooling; ground cooling; computational fluid
dynamics (CFD); transient simulations

1. Introduction

The built environment accounts for a considerable portion of the worldwide energy
use and greenhouse gas emissions, with a significant increase every year [1]. For example,
between 1990 and 2016, the worldwide energy consumption for space cooling in build-
ings more than tripled [2]. Of the total electricity use in buildings, cooling accounts for
approximately 15% in the United States [3] and 19% in the world [2]. Given the substan-
tial contribution of space cooling in buildings to global energy consumption, integrating
energy-efficient and sustainable cooling systems into buildings has become increasingly
more important.

In hot desert climates, one energy-efficient approach is using the ground as a heat
sink to lower the ambient air temperature for space cooling [4,5]. The soil temperature at
a considerable depth, a few meters, is substantially different from the ambient air and is
nearly equal to the mean annual ambient air temperature [6]. Therefore, in ground cooling
systems, ambient air is passed through tubes buried under the ground, where heat transfer
occurs between the soil and the air in the tubes, and according to the season and time of the
day, the air temperature could increase (during winter) or decrease (during summer) [7,8].
A number of recent studies have investigated ambient air cooling using earth-to-air heat
exchangers (EAHE), including numerical [9–12] and experimental examples [13–16], with
the burial depth of the EAHE ranging from 1.5 to 5 m.

In a numerical study by Wei et al. [9], the performance of a buoyancy-driven EAHE
was investigated when employed in a building located in Chongqing, China. The EAHE
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was 40 m long and 0.5 m in diameter and buried 4 m deep. It was estimated that the
maximum daily cooling capacity of the EAHE was 56.3 kWh, while the maximum heating
capacity was 111.1 kWh. Wang et al. [10] developed a regression model to predict the
outlet temperature of an EAHE used in livestock building. CFD simulations and statistical
techniques were used to develop the regression model. A depth of 2 m was selected for the
EAHE. The effect of various operational and geometrical parameters on the performance
of the EAHE was investigated using the developed model. Congedo et al. [11] investigated
the use of an EAHE coupled with an air-source heat pump in a building located in Turin,
Italy. The performance of the EAHE was modeled using TRNSYS 17 for multiple lengths,
flow rates, and soil types. The results showed that coupling the EAHE to the air-source
heat pump improved its performance. In a study by Zhou et al. [12], the performance
of an EAHE integrated with phase change material was investigated using a 3D CFD
model. The operational conditions of the simulations corresponded to Chongqing, China.
The results showed that integrating the phase change material to the EAHE improved its
cooling performance. On average, the air temperature was cooled by an extra 1.67 ◦C.

In an experimental study, Vaz et al. [13] investigated the thermal potential of us-
ing an EAHE in the south of Brazil. The results showed that the best heating perfor-
mance was obtained in February, while the best cooling performance was obtained in
May. Sakhri et al. [14] investigated the performance of an EAHE that was 66 m in length,
0.11 m in diameter, and buried 1.5 m deep. No fan was connected to the EAHE, which was
installed in the southwest of Algeria. The results showed that the performance of the EAHE
was strongly dependent on the weather conditions. In an experimental study, Hsu et al. [15]
investigated the performance of an EAHE connected to a cafeteria building in Nantou,
Taiwan. The EAHE included seven parallel tubes 50 m in length, 0.25 m in diameter, and
3.5 in depth. It was reported that using an EAHE is feasible for providing thermal comfort
with the annual COP reaching 27.2. Díaz-Hernández et al. [16] experimentally investigated
the performance of an EAHE in Mexico from August to January. The EAHE was 6 m in
length and about 0.1 in diameter and was buried at a depth of 2.5 m. The results showed
that the best cooling performance of the EAHE was in August, while the best heating
performance was in January.

Li et al. [17] experimentally investigated the ventilation and cooling performance of
a combined solar chimney and EAHE, which consisted of a 30 m long PVC pipe with
a diameter of 0.3 m buried at 3 m deep. Using the EAHE, the ambient air temperature
was lowered by about 12.5 ◦C corresponding to a cooling capacity of about 1398 W. In an
experimental study by Wei et al. [18], an EAHE system, consisting of a 40 m long PVC
pipe 0.16 in diameter and buried 3 m deep, was integrated to a building to provide space
cooling and heating. It was shown the EAHE can lower the outdoor air temperature by
about 9.1 ◦C in cooling mode and increase the outdoor air temperature by about 5.5 ◦C in
heating mode. It was concluded that integrating the EAHE to a building would reduce
its cooling load by 55.4 W/m2 and reduce its heating load by 40.4 W/m2. The maximum
cooling capacity of the EAHE was about 1273 W, while the average was about 774 W.

In these studies, considerable cooling potential was demonstrated; however, due to
the complexity and high initial cost of burying tubes at a great depth, it is not economical
to use deep buried EAHE for small cooling systems, for example, in residential buildings.

The topsoil layer of a bare or exposed ground gets heated to temperatures significantly
higher than the ambient air temperature [19], mainly due to the incident solar radiation.
While the topsoil temperature of a ground with vegetation or plant cover is substantially
lower than that of a bare ground [20,21]. By lowering evaporation from the top layer of the
soil, the vegetation cover prevents the soil temperature from becoming higher than that of
the ambient air.

A near-surface EAHE with vegetation or plant ground cover is a system that enables
cooling the ambient air temperature without the need to bury the system deep below
the ground surface [22]. In this approach, heat is rejected from the hot ambient air pass-
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ing through the EAHE tubes to the relatively cooler topsoil, therefore simplifying the
installation and lowering the initial cost.

It was shown in previous studies that using the near-surface EAHE for space cooling
can save energy and protect the environment; however, the energy savings and environ-
mental benefits resulting from using the EAHE have not yet been quantified. Therefore, the
objective of this study is to quantify the energy savings resulting from using a near-surface
EAHE with grass-covered ground as a precooling unit in Doha, Qatar, which has a hot
desert climate according to the Köppen climate classification. The performance of the EAHE
during 9 months of the year (March to November) was predicted using three-dimensional
(3D) transient computational fluid dynamics (CFD) simulations. The boundary conditions
of the simulations were defined according to measured air temperature, relative humidity,
and soil temperatures at various depths during the year. The CFD model was validated
against experimental measurements of a near-surface EAHE.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The experimental setup is
outlined in Section 2.1. Section 2.2 presents the details of the CFD simulations. In Section 3,
the results are presented and discussed. The main conclusions of this study are listed in
Section 4.

2. Methods
2.1. Experiments

The EAHE was fabricated from a 1 mm thick aluminum tube with a diameter of 0.15 m
(6 in) and a total length of 21.5 m. The burial depth of the tube was 0.4 m (Figure 1a).
As shown in Figure 1b, a 100 W fan was used to drive air through the EAHE. The fan
power was determined from the specifications as provided by the manufacturer.

During April and May 2019, the EAHE was tested in the Aspire turf development
farm in Doha, Qatar. The ground was covered with short grass, and the soil was a mixture
of 90% sand and 10% compost. During the experiments, the EAHE was run continuously
24 h a day. As shown in Figure 1c,d, the temperature of the air entering and leaving and
along the EAHE was measured by means of data loggers (Temperature and Humidity Data
Logger, iButtonLink). The temperature measurements were recorded every 10 min with an
accuracy of ±0.5 ◦C. The average air velocity through the EAHE was measured using a hot
wire probe (velocity probe 0635 1535, Testo) with an accuracy of ±0.03 m/s. The average
air velocity was 9.24 m/s, which corresponded to a flow rate of 607 m3/h. More details
about the experiments can be found in [22].

The cooling capacity, Pcooling, of the EAHE is determined by the following equation:

Pcooling = ρVCp(Tin − Tout) (1)

where ρ (1.13 kg/m3) is the density of air, V (0.169 m3/s) is the air volume flow rate,
Cp (1047 J/kg K) is the specific heat of air, Tin is the inlet air temperature, and Tout is the
outlet air temperature.

The coefficient of performance (COP) of the EAHE is determined using the follow-
ing equation:

COP =
Pcooling

Pfan
(2)

where Pfan (W) is the EAHE fan power.
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Figure 1. (a) Picture of the trench where the EAHE tube was buried. (b) Picture of the assembled
EAHE. (c) Schematics of the top view and (d) side view of the EAHE showing the measurement
configuration.

2.2. CFD Model

The commercial CFD code Ansys Fluent 18 was used to model the EAHE. The solved
equations to predict the EAHE outlet air conditions include the 3D unsteady Reynolds-
averaged Navier–Stokes (RANS) equations, energy conservation equation, and species
conservation equation. The standard k–ε turbulence model was used for closure. The fol-
lowing assumptions are made to simplify the governing equations. The soil and tube
thermal conductivity and heat capacity are isotropic and constant.

The SIMPLE algorithm was used for pressure–velocity coupling. Second-order dis-
cretization was used for all the terms in the governing equations. The iterations were
stopped, and convergence was assumed to be reached when all the scaled residuals, as
defined in the Ansys Fluent 18 user guide, have leveled off and reached a minimum value
of 10−5 for x, y, and z velocity; 10−4 for continuity, k, and ε; and 10−6 for energy and species.

2.2.1. Computational Domain and Boundary Conditions

The domain consisted of two parts, the soil block and the air inside the EAHE tube
(Figure 2), while the thin layer of the aluminum tube was modeled using the shell conduc-
tion model. For the tube walls, the standard wall functions by Launder and Spalding [23]
were used. As shown in Figure 2a,b, the distance between the tube and the outer bound-
aries of the soil block, 0.5 m, was selected according to experimental results of a previous
study [22], since it was shown that the temperature of the soil at this distance is not affected
by the heat transfer from the EAHE. Measured dry-bulb air temperature, relative humidity,
and soil temperature at various depths during the day were inputs to the model. The tem-
peratures of the side boundaries of the soil block were set to change with time and depth
according to measured soil temperatures at depths of 55, 140, 225, and 320 mm; no further
variation in soil temperature was considered after a depth of 320 mm. The top boundary of
the soil block represented a distance of 55 mm under the ground, and its temperature was
set using measured soil data. On the other hand, the temperature of the bottom boundary
of the soil block was set using temperature measurements at a depth of 320 mm. A uniform
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thermal conductivity of 1.5 W/m K was assumed for the soil. The density and specific
heat of the soil were set to 1742 kg/m3 and 1175 J/kg K, respectively [24]. The material
properties of the EAHE tube were set as follows: density of 2719 kg/m3, specific heat of
871 J/kg K, and thermal conductivity of 202.4 W/m K. The inlet boundary of the EAHE was
set as a velocity inlet (9.24 m/s), and at the outlet, zero static gauge pressure was applied.
To match the field measurements, a time step of 10 min was selected for the simulations.

Figure 2. Schematic of the EAHE computational domain: (a) front view, (b) top view, and (c) perspective view.

Figure 3 shows the boundary conditions for the case used to validate the CFD model,
which corresponds to 5 May 2019. The figure shows the variation of air temperature,
relative humidity, and soil temperature at depths of 55, 140, 225, and 320 mm during
the day. On the other hand, Figure 4 shows the soil block boundary conditions for the
rest of the simulations that include representative days of the 9 months (March through
November) where space cooling is required in Doha, Qatar. As shown in the figure, the
soil temperature reaches its highest value in August. The inlet air temperature boundary
conditions are shown along with the results of the simulations in Section 3.3. Given the
fluctuating nature of ambient air relative humidity, the corresponding boundary conditions
are not shown as a figure and are provided as Supplementary Materials.

Figure 3. Boundary conditions for the validation of the CFD simulation. Experimental measure-
ments of air temperature, relative humidity, and soil temperature on 5 May 2019. T = temperature,
RH = relative humidity.
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Figure 4. Soil temperature boundary conditions from March to November at depths of 55 mm (top surface), 140 mm,
225 mm, and 320 mm (bottom surface).

2.2.2. Grid Sensitivity

Figure 5a shows an isometric view of the computational grid, and Figure 5b shows a
close-up view of the mesh near the inlet of the EAHE. The computational grid is a hybrid
of a structured and an unstructured mesh. The EAHE mesh was created by extruding the
face mesh shown in Figure 5b along the length of the tube. Smaller elements are used close
to the wall of the EAHE to better capture the expected large variations of air temperature
and velocity.

Figure 5. (a) Isometric view of the computational grid near the inlet of the EAHE. (b) Close-up view
of the face mesh near the EAHE’s inlet.
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To ensure the grid independence of the simulation results, a grid sensitivity analysis
was performed. By increasing the number of elements along the length of the tube and soil
block and the perimeter of the tube diameter, a coarse grid of 157,404 elements was refined
twice by a factor of about 2 to 323,879 elements (basic grid) and 645,151 elements (fine gird).
The obtained outlet temperatures of the EAHE using the 3 girds during the day are shown
in Figure 6. As shown in the figure, there is no significant difference between the 3 grid
results, except for the prediction by the coarse grid at the peak of the plot, where lower
temperatures are estimated compared with the other 2 grids. The maximum difference
between the 3 grids is about 0.3% (0.1 ◦C). It was verified that the basic grid provided grid-
independent results; therefore, it was used in performing the other simulations. The height
of the wall-adjacent cells is about 0.5 mm, and y+ is about 10.

Figure 6. The CFD predicted outlet temperature of the EAHE during the day using the coarse, basic,
and fine girds.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. CFD Validation

To assess the validity of the CFD model, its predictions of the outlet temperature of the
EAHE were compared with the measured outlet air temperatures on 5 May 2019. Figure 7
compares the predictions of the CFD model and the measurements of the EAHE outlet
temperature during the day. The model predictions matched the measurements within
the uncertainty of the measurements (±0.5 ◦C), which is indicated as a shaded band in
the figure.

Figure 7. Comparison between measured and numerically predicted outlet temperature of the EAHE.
The gray shading indicates the uncertainty of the measurements (±0.5 ◦C).
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3.2. Weather Data

Figure 8 shows measured daily air temperature along the year in Doha, Qatar. During
the year, the daily average air temperature ranges between 10.8 and 40.8 ◦C, the minimum
daily air temperature ranges between 5.6 and 34.4 ◦C, and the maximum daily air tem-
perature ranges between 13.4 and 48.9 ◦C. In this study, it is assumed that when the daily
average air temperature is above 22 ◦C, space cooling in buildings is required. Therefore,
as shown in the figure, during the three winter months of the year (December, January,
and February) space cooling is not required. Therefore, the performance of the EAHE is
simulated for the remaining 9 months of the year.

Figure 8. Measured daily air temperature in Doha, Qatar. The black line represents the average daily
temperature, and the red and blue shaded areas are bounded by the maximum and minimum daily
temperatures, respectively.

3.3. The Performance of the EAHE

Using the transient CFD model, the performance of the EAHE from March to Novem-
ber was modeled. The air flow rate (607 m3/h) and length (21.5 m) of the EAHE corre-
sponded to the experimental setup. The outlet temperature of the EAHE during typical
days of March to November is shown in Figure 9. The highest maximum temperature
difference between the inlet and outlet air occurs in April, with the outlet air temperature
being approximately 8.5 ◦C below the inlet air temperature. The reason for this is the large
difference between the ambient air and soil temperature. Even though the air temperature
has increased significantly in April relative to March, the soil temperature due to its high
thermal mass has not increased at the same rate. On the other hand, the smallest maximum
temperature difference, which is approximately 3.3 ◦C, occurs in November. During the
summer months (June to August), the highest daily temperature difference between the
inlet and outlet air ranges between 5.2 and 6.8 ◦C.

Using the temperature change between the inlet air and outlet air (Figure 9), the
cooling capacity of the EAHE during 9 months of the year is calculated using Equation (1).
The cooling capacity of the EAHE during typical days of the spring months (March to May)
is shown in Figure 10a. As shown in the figure, during these 3 months, the highest cooling
capacity is obtained in April, reaching a maximum of 1700 W (0.5 tons of refrigeration),
while the average cooling capacity during the day (operation hours) is approximately 690 W
(0.2 tons of refrigeration). The daily average cooling capacity during May is approximately
the same, 680 W, while during March, it is considerably lower, 359 W.
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Figure 10b shows the cooling capacity during the day in the summer months (June to
August). During this period, the maximum cooling capacity is about 1360 W, and the
daily average cooling capacities during June, July, and August are 662, 509, and 547 W,
respectively.

As shown in Figure 10c, during the fall (September, October, and November), the
highest cooling capacity is 1212 W. The daily average cooling capacity is 540 W in September
and 664 W in October, while the lowest is in November, 390 W. Overall, during these
9 months, the daily average cooling capacity of the EAHE is about 560 W (0.16 tons
of refrigeration).

Figure 9. Predicted outlet temperature of the EAHE during typical days of March to November using experimentally
measured ambient air temperature and soil temperature (320 mm deep).
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Figure 10. The calculated cooling capacity (W) of the EAHE during typical days of (a) March, April, and May; (b) June, July,
and August; and (c) September, October, and November.

3.4. EAHE Energy Savings

In this section, a basic analysis is performed, in which it is assumed that the near-
surface EAHE is used as a precooling system for a conventional air-conditioning sys-
tem. The cooling capacity provided by the EAHE is calculated on an hourly basis using
Equation (1), where measured ambient air temperature data are used as the inlet air tem-
perature, and the CFD model is used to determine the outlet temperature of the EAHE
over the period of 9 months, March through November.

By assuming that the conventional air conditioning system has a COP of 2, the required
electricity by the conventional air conditioning system to provide the same amount of
cooling power as the EAHE is calculated by dividing Pcooling by a COP of 2. The electricity
savings is then calculated by subtracting the fan power from the consumed power by the
conventional air-conditioning system. Integrating the electricity savings over the operating
time period of the EAHE gives the overall electricity savings.

The resulting electricity savings in kilowatt hour from using the EAHE to precool the
air entering a conventional air-conditioning system is shown in Figure 11a on a monthly
basis, which yields an annual electricity savings of 741 kWh. Over this period, the pre-
dicted average monthly electricity savings is 82 kWh, with a minimum of 31 kWh and a
maximum of 115 kWh. Most of the electricity savings occurs during April to June, which
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is approximately 44% of the total savings. On average, over the period of 9 months, the
electricity consumption could be reduced by about 64% to provide the same cooling power
using the near-surface EAHE compared with a conventional air-conditioning system.

The predicted daily hours of precooling provided by the EAHE from March to Novem-
ber is shown in Figure 11b. As shown in the figure, the EAHE operates between 10.8 and
18.5 h a day, with an average of 15.1 h a day. The operating hours of the EAHE are defined
as the hours at which the soil temperature is lower than the ambient air temperature, that
is, when the EAHE can provide cooling.

Figure 11. (a) Predicted electricity savings resulting from using the EAHE as a precooler. (b) Average daily operating hours
of the EAHE.

3.5. CO2 Emissions Reduction

All of Qatar’s electricity is generated by natural gas, which is relatively cleaner than
coal and fuel oil in terms of the emitted air pollutants. According to the most recent figures
from the International Energy Agency [25], in 2018, the total electricity generated in Qatar
was 47,913 GWh. The electricity consumed by the residential sector represented about
42.27% (20,252 GWh) of the total consumption. The total CO2 emission was 86.99 megatons,
of which approximately 26.44% (23 megatons) was due to electricity generation. Therefore,
about 480 g of CO2 is emitted per kWh of electricity generated. Considering annual energy
savings of about 741 kWh of electricity, the use of the near-surface EAHE for precooling
can avert 355.68 kg of CO2 from being released into the atmosphere per year.

3.6. COP of EAHE

The average and maximum COP of the EAHE over the period of March to November
is shown in Figure 12. The COP was calculated using Equation (2) (Pcooling divided by Pfan).
The average COP ranges between 3.6 and 6.9, while the maximum COP ranges between 6.3
and 17, which is considerably higher than that of a conventional air-conditioning system.
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Figure 12. Predicted average and maximum COP of the EAHE during March to November.

3.7. Simple Payback Period

In order to determine the payback period of using the EAHE as a precooling unit, a
simple financial analysis is performed. It is assumed that the EAHE is integrated into a
building that has grass-covered ground; therefore, the cost of planting and maintaining the
grass is not considered in the calculations.

For an electricity cost of USD 0.07/kWh, the cost savings of using the EAHE as a
precooling unit will be about USD 51.87 per year. Given that the initial cost of the EAHE is
about USD 130 (USD 55 for the fan, USD 50 for the tubes, and USD 25 for labor), the simple
payback period of the EAHE is 2.5 years.

4. Conclusions and Summary

In this study, we quantified the energy savings resulting from using a near-surface
EAHE with grass-covered ground as a precooling unit in hot desert climates. The outlet
air conditions of the EAHE throughout March to November were predicted using a 3D
transient CFD model. The main conclusions of this study are as follows:

• For an air flow rate of 607 m3/h and a tube length of 21.5 m, the EAHE can cool
ambient air temperature by as much as 8.5 ◦C.

• During August, where the soil temperature reaches its maximum value, the highest
obtainable drop of ambient air temperature is about 5.2 ◦C.

• The highest daily average cooling capacity of the EAHE is 690 W, in April, while the
lowest is 359 W, in March.

• The maximum cooling capacity of the EAHE is approximately 1700 W (0.5 tons
of refrigeration).

• By using the EAHE as a precooling unit for a conventional air-conditioning system
with a COP of 2, the highest monthly energy savings is 115 kWh, in April, and the
lowest is 31 kWh, in November.

• The daily average COP of the EAHE ranges between 3.6 and 6.9, while the daily
maximum COP ranges between 6.3 and 17.

Supplementary Materials: The following is available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/
10.3390/en14238044/s1, File S1: Relative Humidity Boundary Conditions.
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