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Introducti on
There is some debate on whether shutti  ng down an oil-
fi red burner during the summer and installing an electric 
water heater is a viable opti on to save energy and money.  
The answer depends on the size of the tanks and how wa-
ter is used in the home.

Cost analysis
A straightf orward calculati on comparing the cost to heat 
water using electricity versus oil shows that it is more ex-
pensive to use electricity on a cost-per-BTU basis.  A BTU 
(Briti sh Thermal Unit) is the amount of energy needed to 
raise the temperature of one pound of water one degree 
Fahrenheit.

However, because the boiler is sized to be able to provide a 
lot of heat when it is really cold in the winter, it is not very 
effi  cient at heati ng a small quanti ty of water in the sum-
mer.  As an example, if a conventi onal Weil-McClain boiler 
burns about 140 gallons of fuel oil during the four months 
of summer, then at $4.50 per gallon of fuel oil, that’s about 
$630 per summer.  Note that this boiler heats the house 
using baseboard hot water and heats domesti c hot water 
in a storage tank using a coil in the boiler.  It uses a total of 
about 1200 gallons of fuel oil per year if not using a wood-
stove as a supplemental heat source.

The average household requires about 45 to 65 gallons of 
hot water per day, less in the summer.  Assuming 40 gal-
lons per day, 122 days of summer, a Golden Valley Electric 
Associati on price of 22 cents per kilowatt -hour, and a 90% 

effi  cient water heater, it would cost about $235 to provide 
hot water for the summer.  That would suggest a savings of 
$395 per summer.

However, the boiler is also providing some heat on cooler 
days and nights even in the summer.  To account for the dif-
ference, assume that one cord of wood, at a cost of about 
$250, would provide necessary summer heat; then the net 
savings would be about $145.  A 50-gallon electric water 
heater would cost about $600 to install, so it would be paid 
back in about 4 years if the price of fuel oil remains the 
same.  

Therefore, when using a conventi onal oil-fi red boiler and a 
modest amount of hot water, it may pay to install an elec-
tric water heater, thus allowing the boiler to be shut down 
for four months in the summer.  A smaller, self-installed 
tank, aided by a wood stove is the best possible scenario. 
However, an already effi  cient boiler combined with only a 
small amount of hot water usage would yield marginal re-
sults.  Many homes already have an electric water heater 
in additi on to a burner, so installati on costs can be omitt ed.  
Overall, each house requires individual and careful evalu-
ati on.

Insulati on
No matt er how much water is used in the summer, or the 
size of the house, insulati ng the tank is one of the simplest 
and cheapest ways to save energy.  Insulati ng a tank involves 
wrapping it with some form of covering.  Typical hardware 
stores sell blankets for the average 50 gallon tank.  When 
insulati ng, make sure the covering does not interfere with 
the pressure or temperature valves, and leave an opening 
for electric heati ng outlets.  
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