
In Northern Texas, there’s one place companies turn to
for their geothermal needs: Century Mechanical Con-
tractors. After nearly 35 years in the HVAC, plumbing,

and pipe fitting business, this contractor moved into geot-
hermal in 1995 with a vision to improve the way the process
rolled out.

Themove turned out to be a smart one, as geothermal is
Century’s fastest growing business segment. In the beginning,
the company did only one or two projects a year. Fourteen
years later, that number has grown exponentially. Part of the
growth comes fromCentury’s decision to build an infrastruc-
ture that ensures each geothermal project is handled with the
kind of expertise clients have come to expect.

After completing its first geothermal project, the company saw
a chance to improve a process that at the time was spearhead-
ed primarily by well drillers. “Since we do hydronic piping for

a living, we knewwe could do the piping for geothermal proj-
ects as well,” said Rodney Campbell, president. “We looked at
the completed project and decided we could build a better
mousetrap than what the contract documents specified.”

With each geothermal project, there is a large amount of dirt
work outside the building envelope. Century’s excavation
techniques, coupled with its inhouse pre-fabrication abilities,
ensures projects exceed customer expec-
tations. By developing a geothermal fab
shop, the company has better quality
control of geothermal systems going out
into the field and can turn projects
around faster.

“We have also come up with ways to
purge the systems better thanmost,”
Campbell said. “One of the most
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important elements of a geothermal system is setting the
system up clean and free of air.”

Century builds its own purge carts, which are essentially hold-
ing tanks with stainless steel piping, filters, and pumps. For
each project, the purge cart or trailer enables the company to
purge the geothermal system underground and above ground
to rid the project of debris and air in the system.

“A geothermal system is closed once the project is finished,
so it’s important to clean it well during the construction
process,” said Campbell. “A lot of companies install these
systems and don’t clean them properly, so customers end up
having problems with their heat exchangers, or their equip-
ment doesn’t work after a period of time.”

Teaching the trade
Another reasonCentury has seen tremendous growth in its
geothermal business is in the efficiencies inherent to such
projects. Geothermal heating and air conditioning is, by

nature, one of themost energy efficient, environmentally
clean, and cost effective systems available. These characteristics
fit well with Century’s customer base, which includes school
districts and hospitals.

“School districts have a lot of real estate to work with, and
geothermal heating and air conditioning saves those districts
money on their utilities,” said Campbell. “We did quite a bit
of school work beforemoving into geothermal, but we do a
lot more now.”

Century also has a long history with the components that
make up a geothermal installation, including pumping equip-
ment and hydronic systems, but it handles more of the piping
process thanmost contractors. In addition to pre-fabricating
the system pieces, Century details every geothermal project
through its drafting department.

“If you can do themajority of your joints in a conditioned
space under controlled conditions, the job will turn out
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better,” said Campbell. “We ship everything to our office,
build up the projects, and ship them out in a timely manner
without losing quality control.”

The company has also expanded its inhouse training program
to ensure each of its technicians, which are recertified each
year, are qualified and fully trained. Century looks for qualified
people to bring into the fold, but with an industry-wide skill
shortage, inside training is more important now than ever.

“Geothermal requires the skills that a lot of our men already
have, but we also take new employees and train them from
the ground up,” said Campbell. “Even after the public
thinks a technician is certified, once he works with Century,
he’ll go throughmore training to make sure hemeets our
standards.”

One of the greatest challenges Century faces today is edu-
cating potential customers on the dangers of working with
contractors that aren’t fully qualified to handle a geother-

mal system.With the economic downturn, companies lean
toward lower-priced bids without considering the backlash of
going with price over quality.

“Geothermal systems are simple installations if done right,
but they can be very complex if done wrong,” said Campbell.
“We strive to get the information out there so customers
knowwhat to look for.”

Some of Century’s competitors have started slashing prices to
stay ahead, but Campbell said that is not and will never be
his company’s stance. Bymaintaining strong relationships
with its vendors, never undercutting its customers, and build-
ing its workforce to ensure quality control, Century doesn’t
have to lower its standards to remain competitive and viable
in themarketplace.

“We give a good price up front,” he said. “We don’t need
anymore practice.We stand by our reputation.”�

—Amanda Gaines
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Since we do hydronic piping for a

living, we knew we could do the

piping for geothermal projects.


