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‘Commissioning’ Is A TAB Opportunity!

By A. Lee Chichester

Systems commissioning is in its infancy. A definition: “Whole building commissioning” is testing a building’s entire system performance and all co-systems synchronization to ensure they meet the building’s intended use.


NEMI, in a detailed study on this growth market, trained a microscope on whole building commissioning as a potential growth market. The study concludes that whole building commissioning is not the direction to go for SMWIA/SMACNA members. NEMI’s researchers deemed it too risky. 


But there are possibilities in their offered alternative strategy.

Blueprint: An Ideal World

Ideally, whole building commissioning begins in construction’s design phase, involving engineers, architects, and installers. The building’s design and intended use should be thoroughly documented. Systems contractors would provide design input, putting to work their knowledge of the HVAC systems’ integration into the building’s ultimate use.


During construction, whole building commissioning occurs at varying stages, as systems are installed – when problems revealed through commissioning can easily be solved on the spot. 


In this ideal world, SMWIA members and SMACNA contractors would have lots of work. Early in the construction project cycle we would work closely with engineers to make sure all the HVAC, IAQ, climate control, and related systems are designed to work together smoothly. 


Before the doors open, the whole building commissioner would deliver to the owner documentation of test results, tests and synchronization schedules, proof that the building meets the designer’s intent, and evidence that the systems installed meet building codes, A&E specifications, and user comfort requirements. 

But In The Real World . . . 

Here comes the reality check.


1. Owners neither understand what commissioning is all about nor what the benefits of whole building commissioning might be.


2. Pricing for commissioning projects seems to scare owners away. It’s generally computed at either 0.5% to 1.5% of new construction total cost, or $0.70 per square foot -- as an add-on expense. Perhaps that’s why less than 5% of new construction is commissioned. 


3. The equipment vendor is the preferred commissioning agent of choice (with the TAB contractor being second in line).


4. Technical advances among control equipment, as well as work/equipment warranted by manufacturer and/or installer, could make commissioning obsolete over time.


5. A market-wide increase in design/build projects is likely to limit outside participation in the entire process (which, in our ideal world scenario, would include those with HVAC expertise – those in the SMWIA and SMACNA universe – from day one. 

The Best Approach

Conclusions in the NEMI report include possibilities such as taking advantage of the infancy of the market and “getting in on the ground floor” to help design standards, create a certification for commissioning, and educating the consumer in this emerging marketplace. But NEMI sees this as an overly ambitious approach, due to the real fact of potential quick shrinkage for this start-up market, possibly caused by controls technology, design/build, and equipment warranties.


What’s the best approach? Split up the “whole building” aspect of the commissioning process, NEMI suggests – and have members of the SMWIA-SMACNA team sell the advantages of piecemeal commissioning of systems. This would help the organized sheet metal industry grab a larger portion of the market segment we’re able to do – in some cases, already doing: TAB.


SMWIA and SMACNA already have worked together to create experienced TAB installers and contractors; they can be the foundation of this potential specialist marketplace. Owners say that finding experienced providers for commissioning systems is a top priority. TAB experience is already significant among SMWIA/SMACNA members. 


Meanwhile, since TAB is already viewed as an acceptable alternative to whole building commissioning, obstacles and resistance to getting “a foot in the door” are much less than in whole building systems commissioning.


If this becomes the strategy, what tactics would follow? The investment for SMWIA and SMACNA would primarily be to educate building owners on the value of the TAB contractor and trained technicians – the advantages they offer in making a new building ready for occupancy. This could be done through an educational campaign in trade journals, as well as getting to know architects and engineers who might recommend TAB as a commissioning alternative. 


An integral step toward developing this strategy into a viable growth market for all SMWIA/SMACNA members is to have existing TAB contractors and workers help educate others who might want to enter the field. The full study can be viewed as a PDF file at http://www.tabbcertified.org/pdfs/1_buildingCommissioning.pdf. 

