nemi research report: 

Energy Retrofits: Tough Nut To Crack 

By A. Lee Chichester

In February of this year, the National Energy Management Institute (NEMI), jointly funded by SMWIA and SMACNA, trained its magnifying glass on the growth potential of the Energy Retrofit market for sheet metal workers and their employer contractors. The lengthy study looks at the market’s history and current status, then suggest strategies for expansion of SMWIA/SMACNA market share. 


Energy crunches during the 1970s brought about the retrofitting and replacing of existing systems for energy cost savings. When fuel was expensive, lots of folks looked for ways to cut energy costs. They found good equipment with energy-saving technology on the market, and the requests for installers was significant.


That was then. 


NEMI estimates that now, only about 10% of the existing North American HVAC work involves energy retrofits. Cheap energy = low demand for energy-efficient technology.


Add to that some slightly bad news: If SMWIA/SMACNA members mount an exhaustive marketing campaign to improve this situation, that expenditure of time and money might result in annual growth of . . . all of 1%. 


A preliminary conclusion: Touting the benefits of retrofitting existing systems for the purpose of energy savings will not sway building owners to jump on the phone and call their nearest SMACNA or signatory contractor.

The Good News

There is good news, too: Sheet metal workers and contractors currently conduct the majority of dry retrofit work (fans, duct, blowers, etc.). At the same time, TAB-trained workers also put their skills to work in energy retrofits, spotting problems and ways to increase system efficiencies. 


An obvious question is, “How do we get more?”


Before discounting energy retrofits as a non-starter for growth, NEMI says, “Consider that a significant number of HVAC systems continue to fail every year [2001 estimates at $23 billion in the United States and $2 billion (Canadian dollars) in Canada], that could be avoided or prolonged following a few simple energy management techniques, of which retrofitting is one.”


Another spot of good news is that retrofit work is heavily equipment-intensive (bought upfront by the building owner), leaving only about a third of the direct costs of this work in the labor column. That means it’s relatively cost-effective work to get into, for a contractor who has never done it before.


Why do owners request energy-minded retrofits? Equipment failure tops the list. Another main driver is energy audit – which identifies high usage and cost-sensitive alternatives that appeal to the owner. 


As noted elsewhere in this issue, it’s not “sheet metal” that comes to mind first among the owners. The HVAC contractor is viewed by the owner as the first choice for retrofit work.

NEMI suggests several routes for SMWIA and SMACNA members to make headway here: 


Partnering with utilities to target high energy users, approaching them with retrofit suggestions for energy dollar savings, and becoming the installers of choice is one strategy. 


Another approach is for SMWIA, SMACNA, and signatory contractors to ally directly with manufacturers. This would involve selling “brand equity” to building owners – on the strength not only of the Trane or York or Carrier name, but also on the SMWIA/SMACNA. The deal would include a free 3- or 5-year audit on the installed systems, to assure an owner of quality over time. Certainly, the investment in this approach is greater, as members will have to commit to the future “free” labor costs of the audit “guarantee.”


Finally, NEMI suggests SMWIA/SMACNA members develop a relationship with and support their local audit firms, so that post-audit recommendations of SMWIA/SMACNA members could be made to the owner by the audit firm, a friendly, trusted, energy-savings ally.


Several of these approaches are no doubt already used by SMWIA and SMACNA around the country. Perhaps the NEMI report will stimulate these, and others, to look to enhancing these tactics – so they include energy retrofits in their strategy to grow market share.


The complete study can be viewed in PDF file format at: http://www.tabbcertified.org/pdfs/2_retroCommissioning.pdf.  

