
 
DEL-022  

Cinema article May 09  

 

Cinema air-conditioning: Much more than just a lot of hot air? 
 
Maintaining a great brand image for cinemas is essential. Visitor comfort plays a large part in this 

as no one wants to sit in a draught, or overheat. Both are sure fire ways to receiving requests for 

refunds or reducing attendance. 
 

BG Controls specialises in designing and installing automated building control solutions for cin-

ema applications throughout the UK - including Vue and Odeon. On behalf of its exhibitor clients, 

BG ensures visitor comfort is assured through the installation of flexible and energy efficient air-

conditioning systems.  

 

Director of BG Controls, Duncan Biggins, explains why air-conditioning in cinemas is so important 

and that the key to getting it right is through the implementation of energy saving initiatives and 

control strategies. 

 

“The cinema environment is unlike any other,” says Duncan. “Occupants remain static for long 

periods of time and are therefore more likely to notice any changes in temperature. 

 

“Also, cinema auditoriums are big spaces which can mean large temperature differentials be-

tween the ceiling and the ground. Add to that the fact that some audience members may be wear-

ing layered clothing and others just a t-shirt, then the challenges are great.” 

 

Taking all these factors into account, BG believes that exhibitors should outsource the manage-

ment of their heating, ventilation and air-conditioning (HVAC) to external contractors. In turn they 

will benefit from a system that is properly maintained, achieves maximum energy and cost sav-

ings, as well as allowing cinema staff to focus on their primary job responsibilities. 

 



BG Controls’ most recent cinema installations use equipment provided by world leading devel-

oper and manufacturer of native BACnetTM building automation systems, Delta Controls Inc. 

These systems utilise the ISO certified BACnetTM communication protocol to integrate the various 

building technologies. 
 

The sophisticated, BACnetTM based, automated building controls system delivers optimum tem-

perature comfort levels for cinema visitors. In addition, the system is also capable of delivering 

significant energy savings and financial returns. There are several control strategies that can be 

deployed via the system to ensure these objectives are achieved. Duncan suggests the following: 

 

“There needs to be air movement within the auditorium. This is because the temperature must be 

given every chance to spread itself around and so reduce the amount of potential hot or cold 

spots. The temperature sensors that control the air-conditioning ensure the correct flow of air 

movement. Therefore it is vital that these are strategically positioned at various heights within 

each auditorium to facilitate this. 

 

“Also, it may be surprising to know that internal temperatures should be relatively cool in winter. 

This is because winter cinema goers wear more layers when watching the film and may have a 

tendency to overheat if the temperature setting is too high.” 

 

In addition, to ensure that maximum energy and cost savings are also achieved, BG maintains 

that every auditorium within each cinema should be automatically controlled in accordance with 

changing screen times.  

 

This is achieved using BACnetTM protocols over a corporate Wide Area Network (WAN) on stan-

dard IT equipment. BG Controls uses this technology to connect to and remotely monitor cinema 

sites across the country from its central service bureau. The bureau facility means that trained BG 

engineers can monitor and control the individual cinema environments as well as diagnosing any 

faults when necessary. 

 

To take full advantage of the bureau service, exhibitors submit a weekly ‘Occupancy Table’ to bu-

reau technicians for each cinema. This lists the screenings for the coming week and means that 

technicians can programme the building controls for each screen and within the public areas. As 

a result, energy consumption is correlated to fluctuating occupancy levels, which means valuable 

energy is only being used when necessary and not wasted on unoccupied space. 

 

 



Traditional air-conditioning systems usually only allow on-site managers to make local adjust-

ments to temperature settings. When there is a need for more warmth there may be a tendency to 

up the setpoint from 21oC to 29oC in an attempt to heat the area quicker. When inevitably, this 

becomes too hot, the temperature is turned back down again. To get back to 21oC, the system 

will switch off the heating system and start to pump in fresh air. As well as being an inefficient use 

of energy, this invariably leads to static occupants experiencing unwelcome draughts.  

 

However, the Delta system affords centralised control from BG’s remote bureau. This eliminates 

the need for local user adjustment and ensures temperatures can be varied but properly con-

trolled at all times. What’s more if there is a problem, cinemas only need to make one telephone 

call to the bureau and this can be quickly rectified without any further input from cinema staff. 

 

Energy is also conserved via optimum start / stop programming strategies so that the heating 

plant starts just in time to get the building up to the right temperature, and falls gradually, but im-

perceptibly, well before occupancy comes to an end. 

 

Similarly, the system can also be automatically programmed to switch off for a couple of hours 

during the middle of the day. The inertia of the building fabric will contain the warmth so a drop in 

temperature won’t be noticeable and further energy and cost savings are being made. 

 

“These strategies go above and beyond the normal thermostat control found in typical building 

management systems. What’s more they could potentially save around £10,000 per cinema in 

electricity consumption alone,” continues Duncan. 

 

“Properly controlled air-conditioning systems also require less maintenance and can cost less to 

run as a result. This is because mechanical plant equipment such as fans, pumps and condens-

ers do not need to work as hard. The result is less wear and tear and reduced maintenance costs. 

 

“In short, customer comfort will always be an exhibitor’s top priority but added commercial bene-

fits can be obtained through fully automated air-conditioning systems with energy saving control 

strategies.” 

 


