PRESS ARTICLE
SUSTAINABILITY IN REFRIGERATION CONTRACTS

BACKGROUND
Feeding the British population depends upon an efficient cold chain, and this is mainly achieved via the major supermarket chains who are not only profitable but pursue an environmental agenda.  Supporting the retailers are the refrigeration contracting companies and their craftsmen on site, who are central to the reliability of the cooling systems and their environmental impact.

In other words, the refrigeration contractor is a significant partner in the supermarket’s attempts to save energy, reduce emissions, minimise the carbon footprint, yet still offer safe and attractive foodstuffs in an economical manner.

The recession appears to have placed increased emphasis on economies, at the expense of sustainability.  Sustainability is not restricted purely to green topics such as carbon emissions, but also encompasses the long term availability of refrigeration companies to provide and maintain the essential systems that retailers depend upon.

Punitive contracts that place the refrigeration contractor at unfair disadvantage, and thereby risk the viability of the business, will undermine the whole supply chain supporting supermarket clients.  It is inconceivable that this is a desired outcome.

PRINCIPLES OF CONTRACT
A good contract provides the customer with value for money, while allowing the contractor to make a reasonable profit.  In the refrigeration sector, that profit also has to fund the training of qualified personnel and satisfy other legislative requirements placed on the industry.

It contains agreed and reasonable targets along with achievable performance measures.  Onerous requirements that place an excessive risk on the contractor, merely create an adversarial relationship, rather one of mutually, supportive partnership.

A teamwork contract will contribute to quality of work, improved installation standards, inter-dependence and repeat arrangements.  By working with contractors in preparing a 
tender, the client will benefit from their expertise and create expectations that are achievable and affordable.  Developing a contract in isolation could prove to be overbearing 
and impractical, leading to conflict rather than collaboration through an overwhelming imbalance in favour of the client.

CONCEPTUAL ERRORS
Any system of procurement that merely seeks lowest cost is inviting disaster – both for the client who will not receive his expected service, and the contractor who may be penalised to an extent that destroys the business.
Refrigeration systems are considerable investments for medium to long term benefit to the supermarket, and should be installed and maintained to a high standard by qualified craftsmen.  Their work should not be undervalued and will never come cheap.  They are in short supply.

While a priority will be to keep all systems running efficiently as often as possible, failures in electro-mechanical devices are inevitable, unpredictable and unavoidable.  Many can be prevented by sensible and planned inspection and servicing regimes, but accidents will happen.

Numbers of “acceptable” failures, “essential” response times and penalty payments can all be easily invented – often without justifiable data to support the chosen figure.  They are simpler to state than to identify the really important targets, which benefit the retail business and protect environmental reputation.

Such targets should be based upon energy efficiency, limiting power consumption, reducing refrigerant emissions and complying with regulations.  And, as in many other industries, meeting those targets should be incentivised to encourage innovation and solid workmanship.

SUMMARY
Contracts are commercial arrangements and extend across all elements of the commercial refrigeration supply chain.  As such, they should be designed to ensure a viable future for all companies involved in the essential business of feeding the nation.
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