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1. BACKGROUND 

 

1.1 Company profile 

Unilever South Africa (Pty Ltd) is one of the largest FMCG companies in South Africa. In 2007, 

Unilever South Africa Home and Personal Care and Unilever South Africa Foods were merged 

together to form Unilever South Africa Pty Ltd. Unilever operates in nine product categories – 

laundry, savoury and dressings, skin care and cleansing, margarine, deodorants, household care, 

tea, hair care and ice cream – and is the market leader in seven of these categories.  

 

1.2 Plant profile 

The Unilever Maydon Wharf plant, in particular, focuses on the manufacturing and distribution of 

soaps and personal care products.  The site has been actively working with the National Cleaner 

Production Center (NCPC-SA) and the Industrial Energy Efficiency Project since 2014 to reduce 

their resource usage in the areas of energy, water and waste.  

 

 



    2 

1.3 Nature of the challenges  

In light of rising energy and resource costs, the Maydon Wharf plant commissioned a Resource 

Efficiency, and Cleaner Production (RECP) assessment that was undertaken by the NCPC-SA in 2015 

and this assessment also revealed Compressed Air to be a significant energy user within the plant. 

The site had also experienced some recurring issues with low system pressure with the compressed 

air network and recognised the potential for system optimisation as a long-term solution. A 

comprehensive compressed air system optimization assessment under the auspices of UNIDO and 

the Industrial Energy Efficiency Project, through the NCPC-SA, was carried out in 2016 and led to 

various gaps being highlighted between Unilever's compressed air system practices and energy 

efficient industry best practice. The assessment resulted in the identification and quantification of 

several opportunities for energy performance improvement.  

 

1.4 IEE capacity building programme  

Unilever South Africa through their various different plants have participated in the IEE Project 

across several different sites and have utilized the training offerings to upskill their personnel in the 

areas of energy systems optimization and energy management. The Maydon Wharf site personnel 

have attended several advanced end-user workshops such as compressed air and energy 

management systems. The organization as a whole has derived great benefit from this by 

empowering and capacitating those individuals who are responsible for executing and managing 

sustainability  

 

KEY ACHIEVEMENTS  

Key findings table  

 

Implementation Period  2016-2018 

Total Number of projects (2014-2017) 2 

Monetary savings in ZAR  629 008 

Energy savings in kWh 873 622 

Total Investment Made between 2015 

and 2017 in ZAR 

191 128 

Total Savings from no cost interventions 0 

GHG Emission Reduction (ton CO2)1  911 
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2. IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES  

• One of the biggest challenges when dealing with energy and cost reduction on compressed 

air systems is the widely accepted misconception that compressed air is free.  If something 

has no cost, then there is no incentive to make any cost reduction on related systems.  

Compressed air is, in fact, a highly inefficient way to transfer power and as such is typically a 

very expensive power source when compared to energy costs of other means to do similar 

work.  After working with various teams on-site and explaining the true costs of compressed 

air, cooperation increased dramatically.   

• There is also a need for designated personnel to follow through on some of the projects.  

For example, a Leak Management System needs to be firmly established for reporting, 

following through in rectification and capturing of the possible savings. To do this effectively, 

a leak detector needs to be purchased and used by internal staff (alternatively this can be 

contracted out to ensure savings are achieved and maintained). 

• High staff turnover resulted in some of the projects not being implemented timeously or ideas 

from the assessment reports not being communicated to the new technical staff. 

 

3.  HIGHLIGHTS OF OPERATIONAL/ESO INTERVENTIONS   

3.1 Summary of all interventions (2016-2018) 

Energy uses/users 
Energy 

Sources 
Intervention 

Utility 

Saving  

Period 

Investment 

(ZAR) 

Cumulative 

Savings 

(ZAR) 

Utility 

Saving  

(kWh) 

 

GHG 

Emission 

Reduction 

(tonnes 

CO2) 

Compressed air Electricity 

Operational 

Control and 

Compressor 

Scheduling                                   

May 

2016-Apr 

2018 

 

0 

629 008 873 622 911 

Compressed air Electricity 

Compressed Air 

Leak 

Rectification 

191 128 

TOTAL 191 128 629 008 873 622 911 

 

 

3.2 Details of highlights  

Operational Control and Compressor Scheduling: 

Opportunity Identified:  

The plant was found to be utilizing only variable speed drive (VSD) compressors and in effect, 

more compressors than necessary were in operation, although some were only operating in the 

40-50% range.  
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This effectively highlighted the ability to shift some of the compressor load onto the other 

compressors). Even though there are two separate compressor houses, for redundancy purposes 

there was a tie in point between the two compressed air networks in case one or more 

compressors failed in either section of the plant. 

Action Taken:  

In Week 34 of 2016, the action was taken to open the isolation valve that separated the two 

systems, thereby allowing for one combined system where the excess compressed air from the PW 

plant could bleed over to the PP plant. This allowed the PP plant to be able to switch off one of 

the compressors. 

Results:  

With the excess compressed air from the PW plant, one of the compressors was able to be 

switched off once the tie-in was done. This not only saved energy but also reduced the 

maintenance costs of the compressed air system by ±R175000 per annum due to less running 

hours being accumulated. 

Compressed Air Leaks: 

Opportunity Identified:  

446 compressed air leaks were identified and tagged on site during the CASO assessment.  

Action Taken: 

A project was initiated to fix as many compressed air leaks as possible within a set timeframe of 3 

months. 

Results:  

Approximately 53% of the identified leaks were repaired during the implementation period (this 

was recorded by the company and compared to the initial leak audit). It is an ongoing process of 

finding and reporting leaks. This is done through a “tagging” process that includes all repairs to the 

equipment. These tags are then prioritized according to severity every day.  
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4. BENEFITS AND LESSONS LEARNED 

1.1. Benefits  

• One of the obvious benefits is the good savings achieved through the implementation of a 

few projects. This should highlight the necessity to focus on other projects that could yield a 

much large energy savings potential. 

1.2. Lessons  

• Some savings acquired can easily be lost if there is no “system” in place. In the case of a leak 

repair, where key personnel are shifted to other responsibilities or leave the organisation. This 

will require additional ongoing training and a formal leak management system 

• The importance of compressed air pipe layout and reticulation. 

• Compressed air is not “free”.  

5. FUTURE PLANS 

Other compressed air energy improvement opportunities that are underway or will be implemented 

in the future are: 

• Establishment of a formalized compressed air leak management system to maintain 

achieved savings and further reduce the amount of compressed air being wasted. This will 

also improve the system pressure profile across the plant. Leak management requires 

constant attention if savings are to be maintained.  

• Further training of on-site personnel to refresh the real cost of producing and wasting 

compressed air through inappropriate uses. To change the current mindset might be difficult 

but if some other items like blowers or additional signage or training could be given, then 

there is an additional opportunity to save energy. 

• Some of the other projects mentioned in the initial assessment were to reduce the air 

consumption of the Cap Unscramblers. This involved the refurbishment of the Halbach 

blowers (these were blowers that were originally installed on the Unscramblers but later 

replaced with compressed air). These have been refurbished but not installed. Further 

planning is required before installation.  

• The installation of a designated compressor at the Effluent Plant is still planned, but with no 

specific date. 

 

By systematically implementing and maintaining the above recommendations proposed in the 

above points will yield a large energy saving potential and a much more stable compressed air 

system. 

 

 

 


