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Abstract: The energy consumption of a heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) system
represents a large amount of the total for a commercial or civic building. In order to optimize the
system performance and to increase the comfort of people living or working in a building, it is
necessary to monitor the relevant parameters of the circulating air flux. To this end, an array of
sensors (i.e., temperature, humidity, and CO2 percentage sensors) is usually deployed along the
aeraulic ducts and/or in various rooms. Generally, these sensors are powered by wires or batteries,
but both methods have some drawbacks. In this paper, a possible solution to these drawbacks is
proposed. It presents a wireless sensor node powered by an Energy Harvesting (EH) device acted on
by the air flux itself. The collected data are transmitted to a central unit via a LoRa radio channel. The
EH device can be placed in air ducts or close to air outlets.

Keywords: powering HVAC systems; battery-less air monitoring; air flux; wind energy harvesting;
autonomous wireless sensor networks

1. Introduction

The proliferation of energy consumption and CO2 emissions in the built environ-
ment has made energy efficiency and savings strategies a priority objective for energy
policies in most countries. A clear example of this is the European Energy Performance of
Buildings Directive (EPBD) [1]. Especially important has been the intensification of energy
consumption in heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) systems, which has
now become almost essential in parallel to the spread of the demand for thermal comfort,
considered a luxury not long ago. It is the largest energy end-use both in the residential and
non-residential sectors: for dwellings, it represents about half of the energy consumption,
more than doubling that for DHW (Domestic Hot Water) [2]. For non-domestic buildings,
European government agencies estimate HVAC energy consumption to be around 48%,
still lower than the 57% in the USA and similar to figures from other sources [3]. Regarding
inside comfort, it is now clear that insufficient ventilation causes human-produced carbon
dioxide to build up indoors, decreasing employee well-being and productivity substantially.
With accurate CO2 measurements, both energy efficiency and employee well-being can be
achieved simultaneously. The Federation of European Heating, Ventilation and Air Condi-
tioning (REHVA) states that decreased ventilation lowers productivity, for example, typing
speed, by 10%. The US Green Building Council commenced a meta-study in 2003 and con-
cluded that the delivery of fresh air and reduced levels of pollutants improve productivity
by 11%. Furthermore, the correct values of temperature, humidity, and CO2 percentage
have been found to be crucial for the well-being of people working or living inside.

Air pollution is monitored by measuring the concentrations of different contaminants
at a fixed site by employing precise but pricey equipment. Then, to monitor the number of
pollutants and CO2 concentration, battery-operated or wired sensors are placed in different
rooms or in strategic points of the HVAC plant (i.e., aeraulic ducts) that are difficult to
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access. Thus, the use of self-powered devices is the key element for effective and reliable
pollution monitoring [4]. On this basis, a new trend has emerged in the use of readily
available, portable sensors [5] that operate similarly to traditional battery-operated or
wired sensors. In this framework, energy harvesters can provide the necessary power
for these air quality monitoring devices, which must run continuously without human
intervention [6–17]. This will meet a few goals of the United National 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, such as “Goals 7—Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable
and modern energy for all”; “Goals 11—Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe,
resilient and sustainable”; and “Goals 12—Ensure sustainable consumption and production
patterns” [18].

The data provided by the sensors are then stored and transmitted to the cloud via
in-place Wireless Sensor Networks (WSNs). These WSNs are generally more and more
employed for the monitoring of the natural environment, transportation vehicles, industrial
plants, and smart cities. Again, the feasibility of these WNS nodes is related to the possibility
of enabling energy-autonomous systems. Even if the power demand from each node is
low, usually in the range from µW to tens of mW, WSNs can contain a large number of
nodes (e.g., hundreds) distributed over a wide area, making the node wiring complex,
expensive, or completely impractical; moreover, disposable batteries are characterized by a
high environmental impact and high maintenance costs.

In recent years, Energy Harvesting (EH) devices that are able to locally convert into
electricity otherwise wasted forms of energy available in the surrounding environment
have been widely investigated: sun, wind, vibrations, rainfalls, electromagnetic fields, and
temperature gradients have been considered useful energy sources. EH devices can be
applied in many contexts, like environmental monitoring [14–17], industrial plants [19],
smart cities [20], and smart agriculture [21].

This paper focuses on a particular application of an EH device acted on by an air flux.
In particular, the target is the monitoring of the air flux in an HVAC plant. The paper
is organized as follows: In Section 2, the EH device is described. Then, in Section 3, the
measurement results are reported. Finally, in Section 4, the conclusions are drawn.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. The Energy Harvesting Device

The EH device introduced in this paper is a Fluttering Energy Harvester for Au-
tonomous Powering built with Magnetic suspension (named FLEHAPMag hereafter). It is
an updated version of the Fluttering Energy Harvester that restores force via elastomers or
springs (with elastomeric suspension) presented in [22,23].

FLEHAPMag is schematically presented in Figure 1. It consists of a rigid rectangular
U-shaped structure (2) hinged at one end to a frame (1). This structure features an axis
around which a transparent foil wing (3) can freely rotate, a small permanent magnet
(5), and two coils (on the left 4l and on the right 4r). The frame (1) houses two series of
permanent magnets (on the left 6l and on the right 6r) facing the coils and two auxiliary
magnets (on the top 7t and on the bottom 7b) with opposite polarization with respect to the
small one (5). When wind (or, more generally, a gas in motion) impacts the device, part of
the kinetic energy of the fluid is transferred to the wing, which exerts a fluid dynamic force
on (2). The magnetic system (7t–5–7b) is adjusted to provide a restoring nonlinear force for
the system, allowing the trigger of periodic oscillations of (2) to be activated: as a result, a
current is induced in the coils moving in front of the permanent magnets (6l and 6r) due to
Faraday’s effect.

The device is based on a well-known fluid dynamic effect named “flutter”, a dynamic
instability of an elastic structure in a fluid flow, caused by positive feedback between the
body’s deflection and the force exerted by the fluid flow. Structures exposed to aerody-
namic forces—including wings and airfoils, but also chimneys and bridges—are designed
carefully within known parameters to avoid flutter, but in the present case, it is exploited
to harvest energy.
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magnets. (b) Equivalent model of its electric circuit: the three components of each coil are connected 
in series and add up as follows: L 20 mH, R 300 Ω. 
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Figure 1. (a) A schematic view of the FLEHAPMag device: (1) main plastic structure; (2) oscillating
plastic frame; (3) transparent foil wig; (4) coil; (5) moving magnet; (6) lateral magnets; (7) suspension
magnets. (b) Equivalent model of its electric circuit: the three components of each coil are connected
in series and add up as follows: L = 20 mH, RC = 300 Ω.

An equivalent model of the electrical part of the harvester is depicted in Figure 1b.
Vemf is the electromotive force generated by the coils, L is the inductance of the two coils;
Rc is their parasitic resistance, and Vcoils = Vcoils+ − Vcoils− is the differential output of
the harvester (which in the case of no load, is equal to Vemf).

A detailed analysis of the forces acting on the device is reported in [22]; only the main
features of the problem are reported in the following:

• The resulting force is the sum of Fw + Ff + Fel + FEC, where Fw is the weight of the
system, Ff is the fluid force due to the air flux, Fel is the elastic restoring force, and FEC
is the force due to the electromagnetic coupling. These forces have a corresponding
resulting momentum acting on the frame.

• FEC represents the coupling between the mechanical and the electric parts. The current
I in the coils obeys the following equation:

L
.
I + (RC + RL)I = Vemf

where RL is the load resistance. Notice that the electromotive force Vemf can be written
as Vemf = −Φydot, where Φ is the magnetic flux across the coils, and ydot is the vertical
velocity of the coils.

• The current I flowing in the coils induces a counteracting force on the frame FEC = k·I,
where k is a constant depending on the strength of the permanent magnets and on the
dimensions of the coils.
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The magnet system (7t–5–7b) provides a nonlinear pullback force, the intensity of
which can be easily adjusted by varying the balance distance between the central magnet
(5) and magnet pair (7t and 7b). In this way, it is possible to adjust the rate at which the
system oscillations are triggered, adapting the device to different operating conditions. As
an example, Figure 2 shows the result of a simulation obtained with Femm 4.2 software [24].
At y = 0 mm, the magnet (5 whose size length is 6 mm and outer diameter is 2 mm) is
in equilibrium with respect to the two magnets (7b,t of size 5 × 5 × 5 mm3 each) spaced
12 mm apart. These values are quite similar to those of the actual arrangement. As an
example, considering the distance between the central magnet (5) and the top magnet
(7t) as the latter decreases, the pullback force increases following a cubic law, as shown
in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Simulation results for the pullback force as a function of the gap between the magnets 5
and 7t at each mm (blue circles) and best fitting curve value (red line).

The fluttering effect is characterized by having a trigger fluid velocity, which depends
on the elasto-mechanical characteristics of the system. In the present configuration, the
system starts to oscillate when the flux velocity is around 2.7 m/s and stops at 6 m/s. With
respect to the system reported in [22], the current configuration is more robust and versatile,
reducing the probability of failure and therefore increasing the lifetime of the device.

The supporting structures (1 and 2 in Figure 1) were made using a 3D printer (Sharebot 43),
typically in PLA or ABS. The overall dimensions of the device are around
10 cm × 10 cm × 12 cm. The wing is a polyethylene foil with a chord of 30 mm and a
span length of 95 mm (thickness 0.1 mm). The magnets were made in neodymium (NdFeB)
with a disc or block shape [25]. Each coil has an external diameter of 9 mm, internal
diameter of 5 mm, and height of 5 mm.

When the system is activated with no load (open circuit), the voltage across the coils
appears as depicted in Figure 3. The oscillation typically features a frequency of around
13 Hz and a peak-to-peak value of around 9 V with an air speed of 3 m/s. These values
depend not only on the airspeed but also on the mechanical properties of the device, like
the mass distribution, wing area, and magnetic spring strength. Therefore, it is easy to tune
the electrical output to meet the specific conditions of the ambiance where the device is
deployed. In fact, the airspeed in an HVAC plant can be different in different parts of the
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system. The amount of power that can be extracted in the practical case is in the range of
a few tens of milliwatts, more than enough to provide sufficient energy for the Wireless
Sensor Node, as is demonstrated below.
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In the scientific literature, many devices based on the interaction between the air flux
inside the ducts of an HVAC plant and an aeroelastic structure are described [26–28], mainly
based on a piezoelectric cantilever. The device explored in this paper has comparable
performance in terms of power output, especially at low flow rates, and the advantage of
little disturbance of the airflow, allowing several devices to be used in series.

2.2. Architecture of the Sensor Node

When designing the architecture of the sensor node, one important point to observe is
that, when the EH is connected to a load, an electromagnetic brake effect occurs due to the
currents flowing in the coils [29,30]. Consequently, the maximum power attainable depends
on the combination of three aspects: the wind speed, the electrical source impedance, and
the load current. Consequently, proper MPPT techniques have to be adopted for this
purpose. However, one has to carefully design the node architecture to limit as much as
possible the power consumption for both acquiring and transmitting sensory data.

The first point concerns the choice of radio protocol to adopt: it is worth noting
that ours is simply an implementation example, and certainly, other solutions can be
considered [31]. In particular, the main competitors seem to be LoRa [32] and Mioty [33],
while the LoraWAN network was discarded because its handshaking protocol between the
node and the gateway needs several seconds to be completed, resulting in excessive energy
requirements [34]. As a result, the LoRa technology has been chosen., also because of its
ability to operate in difficult scenarios, such as long-distance or out-of-line-of-sight links,
with little energy requirements [32]. Notice that also Mioty represents a possible alternative
and can be considered for future implementation.

The conditioning of the signal produced by the EH device (FLEHAPMag) is entrusted
to an integrated specialized energy management IC (E-peas AEM30940 [35]), which uses
an MPPT algorithm to charge a 15 mF capacitor used as an energy reservoir.

The fact of using a capacitor makes it possible not to use rechargeable batteries and con-
sequently lowers both the construction and the management costs of the system. The charge
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stored in the capacitor feeds a Texas Instruments TPS63900 high-efficiency synchronous
buck-boost converter [36], which provides the power supply to an Adafruit Feather M0
RFM96 LoRa Radio (433 MHz) [37]. The latter is equipped with an ATSAMD21G18 ARM
Cortex M0 MCU [38] and an SX1276 LoRa transceiver [39]. The Arduino IDE [40] was
used to develop the firmware. The operational management of the overall system relies
on a Texas Instruments TPL5110 Nano-Power System Timer [41]. It is enabled by the
AEM30940 when the voltage on Cstorage exceeds 3.8 V. In this condition, the timer enables
the activation of the TPS63900 converter and the Feather module at one-minute intervals,
and this is more than sufficient for HVAC control application.

The MCU then runs a short program that reads the data from the temperature and
humidity sensors, prepares the radio packet, activates the transceiver for the RF transmis-
sion, and finally resets the timer. When the “done” signal is sent by the MCU to the timer,
the latter de-activates the DC/DC converter, so the Feather module is turned off, and the
power consumption is reduced to be lower than 500 nA, due to the timer and the resistive
divider used for detecting the voltage across the Cstorage.

In Figure 4, a simplified block diagram of the overall circuit is reported where some
synchronization signals are highlighted. The base station was implemented with a com-
panion Adafruit Feather M0 LoRa board connected to a PC.
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2.3. Implementation Insights

The specific goal of this work is to match the FLEHAPMag capabilities in terms of
electric energy production in the specific application case, with the energy budget needs of
the electronics for a reliable level of operation.

The first important aspect concerns the behavior of the various circuits when switched
on. In particular, within the ATSAMD21G18 MCU, the integrated Power-on Reset (POR)
circuitry monitoring the analog supply voltage requires a minimum rise rate [38]. Even if
its value is not specified on the datasheet, the rise time of the TPS63900 converter does not
guarantee a proper power-up sequence [36]. To deal with this issue, the Enable input of
the AP2112K-3.3 LDO [42] (which is used on the Adafruit Feather board to regulate the
3.3 V power line) has been exploited. By default, this input is tightened to the external
voltage input of the board using a 100 kΩ resistor. An additional external resistor of the
same value connected to the ground, with a 47 nF capacitor in parallel, introduces a delay
of an approximate duration of 4 ms between the external supply and the activation of the
LDO (as depicted in Figure 5). It is represented as the “τ” block in Figure 4. The final
behavior that proved effective is illustrated in Figure 6. A short note should also be made
regarding the VCAP monitoring: a voltage divider with a total resistance of 12.2 MΩ was
used to allow this operation with negligible consumption.
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both the MCU and the LoRa transceiver module.

The most important point to consider is limiting of the power consumption as much
as possible and, consequently, the energy requirements, specifically as a function of the
transmission parameters. To this end, it is advisable to shorten the time interval in which
the Adafruit board remains on as much as possible. In this respect, the first important point
is to limit the board startup time once it is powered up. This can be achieved by operating
with the internal clock, instead of using the external (and more precise) 32.768 kHz crystal
clock: in fact, the higher Q of the latter involves a much longer startup time. In the
Arduino environment, this can be accomplished by adding the “DCRYSTALLESS” flag to
the compiler command line [43]. In addition, referring to the application scenario detailed
in the following section, some remarks have been drawn. In fact, considering the LoRa
physical layer [32], two main parameters affect the energy needs: the Spreading Factor
(SF) ranging from 7 to 12 and the output RF power, which, in principle, can span from
+5 dBm to +23 dBm with the adopted transceiver [39]. Anyhow, it should be limited to
a maximum EIRP (Effective Isotropic Radiated Power) of +10 dBm due to the regional
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limitations recommended for Europe [44]. A maximum duty cycle recommendation of 10%
is also given [44]. Notice that in the explored case, the payload length is 6 bytes, carrying
two 12-bit numbers, coded as ASCII characters.

Based on the characteristics of the building in which the experimental validation was
conducted, the frugal combination of SF = 7 and Pout = 5 dBm has been set as the initial
condition. The further parameters Bandwidth and Coding Rate were fixed to 125 kHz and
4/8 for all presented measurement validations. The capacitor was charged to a sufficiently
high voltage level, and the wind was stopped when needed, leaving the electronics working
only thanks to the energy stored in the capacitor.

The energy consumption signals corresponding to a single-packet transmission are
shown in Figure 7. The initial voltage on the capacitor is VCAP(0) = 4.24 V, which corre-
sponds to a stored energy of 134.9 mJ. At the end of the transmission, VCAP(0.18) = 3.98 V,
which corresponds to a stored energy of 118.6 mJ. The energy supplied by the capacitor is
consequently 16.4 mJ. This needs to be compared with the energy delivered to the Adafruit
board, depicted in Figure 7b. In this figure, the power is obtained by multiplying the
current in Figure 7a by the operating voltage of 3.6 V generated by the TPS63900E board,
and the energy is determined by integrating the power over time. The interval ranging
from 0 to about 142 ms corresponds to the sequence of tasks operated by the board, namely,
the setup, transceiver configuration, sensor reading, and packet preparation. The energy
needed for such operations sums up to about 7.6 mJ. The interval from 142 to 180 ms
corresponds to the RF transmission. The current increases up to over 50 mA, the power
exceeds 180 mW, and the energy consumption approximates 7.5 mJ, leading to a total of
about 15.1 mJ. Considering the 16.4 mJ supplied by the capacitor, the derived efficiency of
the power supply based on the TPS63900E chip reaches about 92%, which can be considered
very satisfying and corresponds to the specification on its datasheet [36].

It is worth considering the possible extension to different application scenarios, such
as in wider buildings and different propagation conditions, which may require more robust
RF communication configurations. An extensive study of all the possible configurations
does not fall within the scope of this article: only a few examples and some considerations
and suggestions have been presented. First, let us consider the possibility of changing
the transmitting power. By repeating the same experiment in Figure 7 with different
values, the curve represented in Figure 8a has been obtained. The second aspect to high-
light is the dependence of the energy requirement on the Spreading Factor: Figure 8b
reports the results of some experiments; it is worth noting that the case SF = 12 is not
reported because there is not enough energy available to transmit even a single packet. It
is worth considering the possible extension to different application scenarios, such as in
wider buildings and different propagation conditions, which may require more robust RF
communication configurations.

An extensive study of all the possible configurations does not fall within the scope
of this article: only a few examples and some considerations and suggestions have been
presented. First, let us consider the possibility of changing the transmitting power. By
repeating the same experiment in Figure 7 with different values, the curve represented in
Figure 8a has been obtained. The second aspect to highlight is the dependence of the energy
requirement on the Spreading Factor: Figure 8b reports the results of some experiments; it
is worth noting that the case SF = 12 is not reported because there is not enough energy
available to transmit even a single packet.

To define how much energy is effectively available in the capacitor the minimum
operating voltage of the timer and the buck/boost devices (that is 1.8 V) should be con-
sidered. This level should not be reached during normal operation; otherwise, the power
supply system will fail. Consequently, considering a maximum voltage reachable at the
capacitor of VCAP = 5 V (which corresponds to 187.5 mJ in the current implementation) and
the energy stored at 1.8 V of 24.3 mJ, the maximum energy budget available is 163 mJ. For
example, the ability to transmit about ten packets on a single charge, which can be useful
for the warning of any malfunction of the fan assembly has been set. The actual number
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of packets that can be transmitted with a single charge in the absence of airflow varies
with the parameter configuration: for each use case, a tradeoff should be found among
the storage capacitance, the payload length, the interval between transmissions, the LoRa
parameter configuration, and the number of packets to be delivered with a single charge
without wind.
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3. Measurement Results

To demonstrate the soundness of the approach, a system with off-the-shelf components
has been built. In particular, the 2AAAEM30940C0015 Evaluation Board from e-Peas and
the TPS63900EVM Evaluation Module from Texas Instruments has been used.

In order to have a point of reference to characterize the behavior of the system, the
EH device with its signal conditioning circuit (without any load) has been firstly inserted
in an open-end wind tunnel. The airspeed was set to 3 m/s, a typical value for an HVAC
plant. The voltage on the storage capacitor VCAP and the output of the MPTT circuit VMPPT
as a function of time have been measured (Figure 9). VCAP increased roughly linearly,
reaching 3.8 V after 90 s and the maximum value of 4.5 V after 115 s. Since C = 15 mF, the
average power harvested was 1.1 mW. The MPPT algorithm stops when VCAP = 4.5 V. In
the same conditions, it is possible to seek the optimal resistive load as described in [45]:
with the reported setup, it was found to be RLOAD = 1 kΩ. The corresponding maximum
power yielded by the EH was 1.4 mW. So, the average efficiency shown by the e-Peas IC
until reaching the maximum output voltage was around 80%. By connecting the DC/DC
converter and the LoRa card to the capacitor, data collection and transmission can begin:
with each data reading and transmission, part of the energy stored in the capacitor is used,
as shown in Figure 10. In this example, for demonstration purposes, a low-cost temperature
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sensor (model MCP9700A [46]) was used. The MCU reads the sensor output voltage, and
VCAP codes both as a three-digit HEX number, composes the final payload by adding a
2-byte node identifier, represents the three fields via ASCII characters, and transmits the
data every 60 s. Each reading/transmission featured an energy cost of around 15 mJ, setting
the radio transmitter power at 5 dBm. This power was verified to be sufficient to cover a
range of about 40 m inside a building, with walls, doors, etc.
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Figure 10. Voltage on the storage capacitor VCAP (in blue) and the input voltage on the MCU VMCU

(in orange). In the inset, a test message is shown, as it appears at the base station: it includes a rough
message containing the node identifier (“XX”), the voltages of the storage capacitor (named here
VBAT), the temperature reading in degree Celsius, the RSSI detected by the receiver, and the time
stamp added by the PC.
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After a transmission, VCAP returned to its maximum value approximately in 25 s,
thus enabling a shorter transmission rate or possibly a higher power consumption, e.g.,
increasing radio power or using more sensors.

After the characterization of the wind tunnel, the system has been placed in an
operating HVAC plant serving a gym. The device was placed in the exhaust part of the
aeraulic ducts (Figure 11). The airspeed fluctuated around 2.7 m/s, and it was characterized
by large turbulence, as expected.
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Figure 11. The EH device with electronics in an HVAC plant.

The EH device worked well in real conditions, as shown in Figure 12. It is shown
that the system started from an initial condition of VCAP = 2.4 V, which is not sufficient to
activate the operation. As VCAP reached 3.8 V, it began to work. After this point, the VCAP
time behavior is similar to that reported in Figure 9. The main effect of the turbulence and
of the fluctuating airspeed is a less regular oscillation of the EH device, causing a longer
time to charge the capacitor from zero and a longer recovery time after data transmission.
After 400 s, the air flux was stopped, but the energy in the capacitor was sufficient to allow
two more transmissions before the system entered the quiescent state.
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Figure 12. Voltage on the storage capacitor VCAP versus time recorded in the operating HVAC plant.
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

The FLEHAPMag device acted on by air flux can be conveniently used to monitor
the air parameter in an HVAC plant has been demonstrated. Due to its versatility, the EH
device can be placed in many different sectors of an HVAC plant (i.e., positioned on the
output of a fan coil). Since the device is not based on rotating blades, as usual in large
wind turbines, the air flux is poorly disturbed at the exit; thus, it is possible to place two
or more devices in close contact to obtain more power if needed. The time needed to
completely charge the super-capacitor is around 115 s (with an air speed of 3 m/s), and
each transmission of the sensor data (temperature) requires only 5% of the accumulated
charge. In a real environment, this rate is probably not necessary: in a more realistic
situation, a data refreshing rate close to 300 s could be obtained under the same conditions
with a capacitor of the order of 40 mF. With these numbers, the energy available would
be around 400 mJ for a cycle, and then more energetically demanding sensors could be
powered using a single FLEHAPMag device. Finally, the turbulence inside a real aeraulic
duct slightly deteriorates the performance of the device. However, this is not a critical issue:
a different cage hosting the device and lowering the turbulence can be easily built (i.e., it
can be inserted at the front side an array of cylindrical tubes to regularize the air flux).

Future work will be devoted to integrating the electronics into a smaller volume,
adding more sensors (e.g., for CO2 concentration), and possibly further improving the
efficiency of the system.
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