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In the modern industrial landscape, compressed air is often referred to as the \"fourth utility.\"
Behind electricity, water, and gas, compressed air powers everything from precision pneumatic
actuators in pharmaceutical cleanrooms to heavy-duty machining tools in automotive assembly
lines. However, the generation of compressed air is inherently energy-intensive. Traditional
fixed-speed compressors operate on a binary load/unload cycle that frequently leads to significant
energy wastage. This technical analysis explores the evolution of Variable Speed Drive (VSD)
technology, specifically focusing on the engineering benchmarks set by the Atlas Copco GA
series, including the GA 11 VSD and the GA 15-37 VSD+ range.

The Fundamental Mechanics of Oil-Injected Screw Compressors

To understand the advantages of VSD technology, one must first master the mechanics of the
rotary screw air end. The core of an Atlas Copco GA compressor consists of two intermeshing
rotors: a male rotor and a female rotor. As these rotors spin, they draw in ambient air, which is then
trapped between the lobes and the stator housing.

As the rotors continue to rotate, the volume between the lobes decreases, compressing the air. In
oil-injected screw compressors, oil is injected into the compression chamber for three primary
reasons:

- Sealing: The oil creates a thin film between the rotors and the housing, preventing air from
leaking back to the intake side (internal leakage).

- Lubrication: It minimizes friction between moving parts, although the rotors do not actually
touch in a properly maintained unit.

- Cooling: The compression of air generates significant heat. The oil absorbs this thermal
energy, which is later dissipated via an oil cooler.

The VSD Paradigm Shift

Traditional compressors operate at a constant speed. When demand drops, the compressor
\"unloads,\" meaning the motor continues to run at full speed, but the intake valve is closed. While
this prevents constant starting and stopping of the motor, it consumes approximately 20-30% of
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full-load power while producing zero air. Variable Speed Drive (VSD) technology eliminates this
inefficiency by utilizing an integrated frequency inverter. This device adjusts the motor's speed
(RPM) to match the exact air demand in real-time.

Technical Analysis: The Physics of Energy Efficiency

The relationship between motor speed, air flow, and power consumption is governed by the affinity
laws for positive displacement machines. For a screw compressor, the flow (Q) is directly
proportional to the rotational speed (N). The power consumption (P) is related to the pressure (p)
and the flow rate.

The Specific Energy Requirement (SER) is a critical metric for evaluating compressor efficiency.
It is defined as the energy required to produce a specific volume of air at a specific pressure:

SER=P/Q
Where:P = Power input (kW)Q = Free Air Delivery (m3/min)

In a VSD system, the SER remains relatively flat across a wide operating range, whereas in
fixed-speed units, the SER skyrockets during periods of low demand due to the energy consumed
during unloading cycles.

Mathematical Comparison of Energy Consumption
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Operating Parameter

Full Load Power

Unload Power

Average Energy Savings
Starting Current

Pressure Stability

Fixed Speed (GA 30)
30 kW

7.5 kW (25%)
0% (Baseline)
2-3x Running Current

+/- 0.5 bar
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VSD+ (GA 30 VSD+)
30 kW
N/A (System stops or slows)
Up to 50%
Soft Start (Low Impact)

+/- 0.1 bar



TECHNICAL GUIDE | TECHNICAL PAPER

The GA 15-37 VSD+ Engineering Architecture

The GA 15-37 VSD+ range represents a significant leap in compressor design, shifting from a
horizontal layout to a vertical, compact footprint. This redesign was not merely aesthetic but driven
by thermodynamic and mechanical efficiency.

iIPM (Internal Permanent Magnet) Motors

Unlike standard induction motors found in older VSD models (like the original GA 11 VSD), the
VSD+ series utilizes iPM motors. These motors do not have a cooling fan; they are oil-cooled.
This allows the motor to maintain high efficiency even at very low speeds. The lack of a motor fan
also contributes to a lower decibel rating (typically between 62 and 67 dB(A)).

The Elektronikon® Control System

The \"brain\" of the Atlas Copco compressor is the Elektronikon® controller. This industrial-grade
microprocessor monitors dozens of data points simultaneously, including:

Element outlet temperature (critical for preventing oil carbonization).

Ambient temperature and humidity (to calculate the dew point).

Inlet and outlet pressure.

Running hours and service intervals.

The Elektronikon® uses advanced algorithms to predict air demand and adjust the frequency
inverter output. It also features a Delayed Second Stop (DSS) function, which stops the motor as
soon as possible during periods of no demand, rather than letting it run in unload mode.

Maintenance and Preventive Care Protocols

Reliability in high-performance screw compressors is directly tied to the adherence to the Preventi
ve Maintenance Schedule outlined in the Atlas Copco Instruction Book. Using genuine parts and
lubricants is not a suggestion; it is a mechanical necessity for the longevity of the air end.

The Role of Atlas Copco Roto-Inject Fluid

The lubricant in a GA compressor is subjected to extreme pressure and temperature. Roto-Inject
Fluid is specifically formulated to resist oxidation and prevent the formation of sludge. Using
generic hydraulic oil can lead to:

1. Varnish Formation: Coating the rotors and reducing clearances, leading to high-temperature
trips.

2. Poor Air-Oil Separation: Increasing oil carryover into the compressed air lines, which can
damage downstream equipment.
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Bearing Failure: The high RPM of the screw elements requires specific viscosity indices to
maintain the hydrodynamic wedge in the bearings.

Step-by-Step 4,000-Hour Service Checklist

Based on technical manuals for the GA 11-30 VSD series, the 4,000-hour service (or annual

service) should include:

Air Filter Replacement: To prevent dust from entering the screw element. Even small particles
can score the rotor surfaces.

Oil Filter Replacement: To ensure the lubricant remains free of metallic debris and carbon
buildup.

Oil Separator Element Change: This element is responsible for reducing oil carryover to less
than 3 ppm (parts per million).

Thermostatic Valve Inspection: Ensures the oil reaches the correct operating temperature
quickly to prevent water condensation in the oil circuit.

Drain Valve Testing: Electronic water drains (EWD) must be tested to ensure condensate is
being removed from the integrated dryer.

Field Guide: Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Even the most advanced VSD compressors encounter issues in the field. Technical writers and

engineers categorize these failure modes to expedite repairs.

1. High Element Outlet Temperature (EOT)

This is the most common trip code on an Elektronikon® display. Causes include:

Fouled Coolers: Dust buildup on the external fins of the oil cooler.
Low Oil Level: Insufficient thermal mass to absorb the heat of compression.

Failed Thermostatic Valve: The valve remains closed, bypassing the cooler and recirculating
hot oil directly to the element.

2. Oil Carryover in Air Lines

If oil is appearing at the point of use, the primary suspect is the oil separator element. However,

other causes include:

Operating below Pressure: Running a compressor at a much lower pressure than its design
setpoint can increase air velocity through the separator, causing \"pull-through.\"

Foaming Oil: Caused by using incorrect oil types or mixing incompatible lubricants.
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3. Inverter Faults (VSD Units)

Variable Speed Drives are sensitive to power quality. Common issues include:
- Overvoltage/Undervoltage: Transient spikes from the grid can trip the drive.

- Harmonic Distortion: VSDs generate harmonics; ensure proper shielding and grounding as per
the instruction book to avoid interference with other sensitive electronics.

Comparative Performance Matrix

The following table provides a technical comparison of performance metrics for different models
within the GA VSD range, essential for procurement and engineering planning.
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Feature

Max Pressure (bar)
Free Air Delivery (I/s)
Motor Type

Inverter Brand

Drive Train IP Rating

Dimensions (LxWxH) mm

GA 11 VSD (Legacy)
13.0

7.2-30.2
Induction

Atlas Copco Neos
IP55

1235 x 780 x 1501
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GA 15 VSD+
13.0

8.5-45.1

iPM (Oil Cooled)
Atlas Copco Neos
IP66 (Liquid Cooled)

630 x 630 x 1420
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GA 37 VSD+
13.0

12.1-118.5

iPM (Qil Cooled)
Atlas Copco Neos
IP66 (Liquid Cooled)

755 x 1100 x 1920
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Energy Recovery: The Hidden Potential

In a standard screw compressor, approximately 94% of the electrical energy input is converted into
heat. In many industrial settings, this heat is simply exhausted into the atmosphere. However, the
GA VSD+ series can be equipped with an Energy Recovery system. This involves a water-cooled
heat exchanger integrated into the oil circuit.

By circulating water through this exchanger, plants can recover up to 75-80% of the electrical input
as hot water (up to 90°C). This water can be used for:

- Boiler pre-heating.
- Space heating in warehouses.

- Sanitary hot water for industrial cleaning.

When factoring in energy recovery, the total efficiency of a VSD compressor system can exceed
90%, making it one of the most efficient mechanical systems in a modern factory.

The Broader Implications of VSD Technology

The transition from fixed-speed to variable-speed compressed air systems is a cornerstone of the
\"Green Industry\" movement. By reducing energy consumption by up to 50%, a single GA 37
VSD+ unit can reduce a facility's carbon footprint by several tons of CO2 per year. Furthermore,
the stability provided by VSD technology-maintaining a constant system pressure-reduces wear
and tear on pneumatic tools and prevents production rejects caused by pressure drops.

As we move toward Industry 4.0, the integration of compressors into the SMARTLINK ecosystem
allows for remote monitoring and predictive maintenance. No longer do technicians wait for a
machine to falil; instead, the Elektronikon® sends data to the cloud, where machine learning
algorithms identify patterns indicative of bearing wear or filter clogging before they result in
downtime.

The Atlas Copco GA series, through its continuous evolution from basic screw compression to the
sophisticated iPM-driven VSD+ technology, remains a benchmark for industrial engineering. For
the plant manager or maintenance engineer, understanding these technical nuances is the key to
achieving operational excellence, minimizing the total cost of ownership, and ensuring the reliability
of the facility's most vital utility.
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