
HEAT: GETTinG THE BiG PicTurE

It’s no secret that heat or elevated temperatures are an indicator of potential 
problems with lubrication or reliability issues. To that end, almost all reliability 
personnel from the lubricator to the engineer have an infrared thermometer for 
taking spot temperatures. However, it is difficult to get the total picture with regard 
to what is going on by looking at spot temperatures with an infrared thermometer. 
The infrared camera is a great tool for getting the big picture, and many facilities 
have one that has been used for years to do hotspot inspections of electrical 
switchgear. The following three examples illustrate the value of the infrared 
camera and the big picture with respect lubrication.

1. WHErE’s THE HoT sPoT?

In this example, it was determined with a spot thermometer that a worm gear 
drive had experienced a significant increase in operating temperature, and the 
maintenance group naturally assumed that the worm gear was in distress. They 
took emergency action by adding an oil-cooling kidney loop circuit to attempt 
to bring the temperature down. However, investigation with an infrared camera 
revealed the source of the heat was in the large journal bearing due to operating 
conditions causing excessive loading in the bearing. Once the operating 
conditions were corrected, the operating temperature returned to normal.
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2. WHy is THE PumP runninG HoT? 

Using a spot thermometer, it was noticed that a supply pump on a lube oil reservoir  
was operating at the same temperature as the return oil, even though the oil should  
have somewhat cooled while in the reservoir. Using an infrared camera, it was 
determined that the pump suction was located on the same side of an internal baffle 
in the reservoir, thereby short circuiting the dwell time for cooling in the reservoir.

3. WHAT is THE floW PATH?

Inspection of an operating system with infrared photography revealed the system 
pressure was being controlled with the pump relief valve instead of the system 
control valve. This undesired condition is not obvious using spot temperature 
measurement. Operationally this presents problems because the device intended 
to protect the system from excessive pressure is now being used as a control 
device. Also, this generates unnecessary heat in the system.
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Do you get the big picture now? Spot thermometers are good as an initial warning 
signal, but infrared cameras can give you the full picture of possible issues heating 
up at your plant. Be sure to talk to your reliability team today about the benefits 
of infrared cameras, and what you can do to help increase your equipment’s 
reliability.
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