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In the contemporary landscape of industrial HVAC and sustainable thermal management, the Lithium Bromide 

(LiBr) absorption chillerrepresents a critical departure from traditional vapor compression cycles. As global

energy prices fluctuate and environmental regulations tighten regarding high-Global Warming Potential (GWP)

refrigerants, absorption technology—specifically systems utilizing waste heat recovery—has emerged as a

cornerstone of energy-efficient infrastructure. This technical analysis explores the intricacies of air-cooled lithium

bromide systems, dissecting their thermodynamic foundations, mechanical configurations, and operational nuances.

The Fundamental Principles of Vapor Absorption Technology

At its core, a Vapor Absorption Machine (VAM) replaces the mechanical compressor of a standard refrigeration 

cycle with a thermal 'compressor' consisting of an absorber and a generator. While traditional chillers use electricity 

to drive a piston or centrifugal compressor, absorption chillers utilize thermal energy—such as steam, hot water, or 

combustion gases—to facilitate the cooling process. This shift from high-grade electrical energy to low-grade 

thermal energy is what makes these systems ideal for waste heat recovery and solar-thermal integration.

The Lithium Bromide-Water Pair

In a LiBr absorption system, water serves as the refrigerant, while lithium bromide acts as the absorbent. Lithium

bromide is a salt with a high affinity for water vapor, characterized by its hygroscopic nature. When a concentrated

solution of LiBr is exposed to water vapor, it absorbs the vapor rapidly, creating a low-pressure environment in the

evaporator. This physical property is the engine that drives the entire cooling cycle. Unlike Ammonia-Water

systems, LiBr-Water systems operate under a deep vacuum, as water must boil at very low temperatures (typically

4°C to 7°C) to provide effective space cooling.

Thermodynamic Cycle Overview

The cycle begins in the evaporator, where the refrigerant (distilled water) is sprayed over tubes containing the 

chilled water loop. Because the shell is under a high vacuum, the water evaporates at a low temperature, extracting 

heat from the loop. The resulting water vapor then migrates to the absorber, where it is 'soaked up' by a 

concentrated LiBr solution. This process is exothermic, requiring a cooling medium (in this case, air or cooling 

water) to remove the heat of absorption. The now-diluted solution is pumped to the generator, where an external 

heat source boils off the water, re-concentrating the LiBr. Finally, the vapor is condensed in the condenserand

returned to the evaporator to repeat the cycle.

Technical Analysis of Air-Cooled vs. Water-Cooled Systems

Historically, lithium bromide chillers have been predominantly water-cooled, utilizing cooling towers to reject heat 

from the absorber and condenser. However, the development of air-cooled absorption chillershas gained

momentum in regions with water scarcity or where the maintenance of cooling towers is prohibited by cost or

regulation. Transitioning to air cooling introduces significant engineering challenges, primarily due to the lower heat



transfer coefficient of air compared to water.



Feature/Metric Water-Cooled LiBr Chiller Air-Cooled LiBr Chiller

Heat Rejection Medium Cooling Tower Water Ambient Air (Fans/Finned Tubes)

Standard COP (Single Effect) 0.7 - 0.75 0.6 - 0.68

Maintenance Complexity High (Water Treatment, Bio-fouling) Low (Cleaning Finned Coils)

Water Consumption Significant (Evaporative Loss) Zero

Crystallization Risk Moderate High (Requires strict control at high 
ambient)

Footprint Moderate (Requires external tower) Large (Requires large coil surface 
area)

Engineering the Air-Cooled Heat Exchanger

The primary design hurdle for an air-cooled LiBr chiller is the absorber. In a water-cooled unit, the heat of

absorption is easily managed by a shell-and-tube heat exchanger. In an air-cooled unit, the absorber must be

designed as a finned-tube heat exchanger. This requires a massive surface area and high airflow rates to prevent

the internal temperature of the LiBr solution from rising too high. If the temperature in the absorber rises

significantly, the vapor pressure of the solution increases, which in turn reduces the pressure differential between

the evaporator and the absorber, effectively killing the cooling capacity.

Core Mechanics and Step-by-Step Workflow

To understand the operational efficiency of an air-cooled LiBr system, one must analyze the internal mass and 

energy balance. The system typically operates through a sequence of automated stages controlled by a 

microprocessor to prevent crystallization—a phenomenon where the LiBr salt precipitates out of the liquid

solution, potentially clogging the machine.

1. The Evaporation Stage

Liquid refrigerant (water) enters the evaporator through a spray header. The internal pressure is maintained at

approximately 0.8 to 1.0 kPa (absolute). At this pressure, water boils at roughly 4°C. As it evaporates, it absorbs

latent heat from the secondary chilled water circuit, cooling the building’s air conditioning loop from 12°C down to

7°C.

2. The Absorption and Heat Rejection Stage

The vapor travels to the absorber section. Concentrated LiBr solution is sprayed over the air-cooled finned tubes.

As the vapor is absorbed into the liquid film, heat is generated. High-velocity fans pull ambient air across the fins to

dissipate this heat. In air-cooled units, the temperature of the solution in the absorber is often 10-15°C higher than

the ambient air temperature.

3. The Concentration/Generation Stage

The diluted solution is pumped through a Heat Exchanger (HX), where it recovers heat from the hot concentrated

solution returning from the generator. In the generator, an external heat source (such as a gas burner or waste heat

stream) raises the temperature of the solution to approximately 90°C to 105°C for single-effect machines. This boils

the refrigerant out of the solution.



4. The Condensation Stage

The high-pressure refrigerant vapor enters the condenser. Like the absorber, the condenser in an air-cooled unit

uses finned tubes and fans. The vapor rejects its latent heat to the air and returns to a liquid state, passing through

a restriction (expansion valve or orifice) back into the evaporator.

Advanced Calculations and Performance Metrics

The efficiency of an absorption chiller is measured by the Coefficient of Performance (COP). Unlike electric

chillers, where COP can reach 5.0 or higher, absorption chillers have lower COPs because they utilize thermal

energy. However, since the input energy is often 'free' waste heat, the economic COP is frequently superior.

Mathematical Modeling

The COP is defined as the ratio of the cooling capacity ($Q_{evap}$) to the heat input at the generator ($Q_{gen}$)

plus the small amount of work required for the pumps ($W_{pumps}$):

COP = $Q_{evap} / (Q_{gen} + W_{pumps})$

For a single-effect machine, the theoretical maximum COP is limited by the second law of thermodynamics and

typically resides between 0.6 and 0.75. Double-effect machines, which use two generators (one high-temperature

and one low-temperature) to reuse the latent heat of the refrigerant vapor, can achieve COPs of 1.2 to 1.4, though

these are rarely air-cooled due to the high temperatures and pressures involved.

Practical Implementation and Field Guide

Deploying an air-cooled LiBr absorption chiller requires careful site selection and integration. Engineers must 

consider ambient air temperatures, as performance degrades significantly when ambient temperatures exceed

35°C. 

Installation Checklist:

•  Clearance for Airflow: Ensure at least 3 meters of clearance around fan intakes and exhausts to prevent air 

recirculation.

•  Vibration Isolation: While absorption chillers have fewer moving parts than compressors, the high-power fans 

in air-cooled units require robust vibration dampening.

•  Waste Heat Integration: Verify that the waste heat source (e.g., engine jacket water, solar collectors) can 

provide a consistent temperature above 85°C.

•  Vacuum Integrity: Because the system operates under a vacuum, leak testing using helium mass 

spectrometry is recommended during commissioning.

Operational Challenges: The Threat of Crystallization

Crystallization is the most common operational failure in LiBr systems. It occurs when the concentration of LiBr

becomes too high or the temperature becomes too low, causing the salt to solidify. This is particularly dangerous in

air-cooled units during sudden drops in ambient temperature or power outages.

Modern Solutions to Crystallization:

1.  Dilution Cycles: When the chiller is powered down, the pumps continue to run for several minutes to mix the 

concentrated and dilute solutions, lowering the overall concentration below the crystallization point.

2.  Concentration Sensors: Real-time monitoring of solution density and temperature allows the controller to 

adjust the heat input or solution flow rate dynamically.

3.  J-Tube or Heat-Release Valves: Mechanical safety devices that allow hot vapor to bypass directly into the 



concentrated solution line if a blockage is detected, melting any crystals that have formed.

Case Study: Air-Cooled LiBr Performance in Madrid

A notable trial conducted in Madrid (as referenced in technical literature) highlighted the viability of air-cooled

single-effect chillers in Mediterranean climates. During the August 2005 trial, a system was powered by solar-

thermal collectors. Despite ambient temperatures reaching 40°C, the system maintained a chilled water output of

7-9°C. The study concluded that while the COP was slightly lower (0.55-0.6) compared to water-cooled

counterparts, the elimination of the cooling tower and its associated water treatment costs made the system more

economically viable for small-to-medium commercial buildings.

Maintenance and Troubleshooting Protocols

To ensure a service life of 20+ years, LiBr chillers require a specific maintenance regimen. Unlike mechanical 

chillers, the 'health' of an absorption chiller is largely determined by its internal chemistry and vacuum quality.

Weekly and Monthly Tasks

•  Purge System Check: Manually or automatically purge non-condensable gases (hydrogen and air) that 

accumulate inside the shell. Even a small amount of air can stop the absorption process entirely.

•  Solution Analysis: Periodically sample the LiBr solution to check for pH levels and the concentration of 

inhibitors like lithium chromate or lithium molybdate, which prevent internal corrosion.

•  Heat Exchanger Cleaning: In air-cooled units, dust and debris on the fins act as insulation. Monthly pressure 

washing of the coils is essential to maintain heat rejection efficiency.

Common Troubleshooting Scenarios



Symptom Potential Cause Corrective Action

High Chilled Water Temp Low Vacuum / Presence of Air Run purge cycle; check for leaks.

Chiller Trips on 'High Temp' Fouled Condenser Fins Clean the air-cooled coils.

Pump Cavitation Noise Low Solution Level / Crystallization Check sight glass; initiate dilution 
cycle.

Reduced Cooling Capacity Scaling in Generator Tubes Inspect heat source side for scaling/
fouling.

The Future of Absorption Cooling

As the world moves toward Net Zero Energy Buildings (NZEB), the role of air-cooled lithium bromide chillers is

set to expand. Integration with Trigeneration (Combined Cooling, Heating, and Power - CCHP) systems allows for

the utilization of up to 90% of a fuel's energy. Furthermore, the development of 'Triple Effect' cycles and the use of

advanced nano-fluids to improve the thermal conductivity of LiBr solutions are currently at the forefront of

mechanical engineering research.

By leveraging waste heat and eliminating the need for high-GWP refrigerants, these systems provide a sustainable

path forward. While air-cooled units face efficiency hurdles in extreme climates, their independence from water

infrastructure makes them an invaluable tool in the global effort to decarbonize the cooling sector. For engineers

and facility managers, understanding the delicate balance between thermal input, vacuum integrity, and heat

rejection remains the key to unlocking the full potential of vapor absorption technology.
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