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December 29, 2008

President-elect Obama

Washington, DC 

Dear President-elect Obama:

The Sheet Metal Workers’ International Association (SMWIA) represents more than 150,000 skilled men and women employed in the construction, manufacturing, service, railroad and shipyard industries. The Sheet Metal and Air Conditioning Contractors' National Association (SMACNA) is supported by more than 5,000 construction firms engaged in industrial, commercial, residential, architectural and specialty sheet metal and air conditioning construction in public and private markets throughout the United States. SMWIA / SMACNA members can be found on a wide variety of projects across the nation in urban and suburban areas. We specialize in heating, ventilating and air conditioning; architectural sheet metal; industrial sheet metal; kitchen equipment; specialty stainless steel work; manufacturing; siding and decking; testing and balancing; service; and energy management and maintenance. On behalf of SMWIA / SMACNA, we would like to extend our congratulations and best wishes for your administration and offer to assist in policy and informational roles in the years ahead, especially to support your effort in stimulating the contracting economy as well as immediately addressing our nation’s energy efficiency challenges. 

Our associations are most proud to represent a unique group of specialty workers and contractors featuring a highly trained workforce promoting innovative energy efficiency measures central to a green, sustainable economy. We were honored that one of our members, The McKinstry Company of Seattle, WA was lauded by you in your 30 – minute national television program on October 29 and in your Time Magazine interview before the election. The McKinstry Company joins many other SMACNA firms in utilizing a highly skilled workforce in retrofitting schools and office buildings to make them highly energy efficient, creating green jobs, saving energy resources and money for customers as well as reducing carbon emissions and helping to end our over dependence on foreign oil. In your remarks on more than one occasion you emphasized your support for our role in the green economy envisioned by your administration. 

According to the Department of Energy Building Energy Data Book, HVACR utilizes approximately 60 percent of total building energy consumption and approximately $150 billion was spent to heat and cool both residential and commercial buildings in 2006. With this substantial expense in mind and the extraordinary efficiency gains available in newer technology and HVACR design and installation techniques, it merits your highest consideration for the stimulus package. Further, the fact that 60 percent of residential heating systems are more than a decade old with just 30 percent of commercial heating and approximately one-third of cooling equipment replaced in the last two decades, energy efficiency offers huge and immediate economic benefits as well as energy savings. Additional benefits of the immediate investment in higher efficiency HVACR technology in public and private facilities are the obvious and extraordinary efficiency gains and environmental improvement for our planet.

SMWIA and SMACNA have long urged Congress to enact aggressive tax incentives, green building grant programs and a federal procurement policy that encourages far greater energy efficiency in commercial, residential and public buildings and their components. Further, SMACNA firms have led in the construction and policy efforts to create green schools with far improved HVAC systems providing major advancements to indoor air quality (IAQ). Without question, a wide range of state, county, local and federal buildings have been assessed and can quickly respond to the federal grants and partnership incentives now being considered by your transition team for inclusion in the forthcoming stimulus packages for 2009 and beyond.

As leading associations specializing in the green building movement we would suggest considering a number of policy initiatives introduced during the 110th Congress to support your legislative goal of rapidly creating a legislative package for a sustainable, green economy that best serves building owners, our environment and our nation’s energy future. These include the following:

1. “The Smart Buildings Act,” (HR 4574 / S 1407). Legislation to amend the Internal Revenue Service Code to sharply reduce the depreciation period for energy efficient mechanical equipment for heating, ventilating and air conditioning (HVAC) to twenty years from the current thirty-nine year depreciation period installed in private structures. Reducing the depreciation period for green HVAC technology would create a valuable incentive to upgrade commercial buildings with readily available technology using 30-40 percent less energy upon installation. This bipartisan proposal has received growing support in Congress and would quickly achieve greater energy efficiency and improved environmental quality on a significant scale in private buildings. While many policy makers suggest that an even shorter (10-15 year) HVAC mechanical equipment depreciation period could be combined with a significant tax credit for high efficiency HVAC systems to save even more energy, this legislation would go far in encouraging building owners to retrofit their properties now with higher efficiency, chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) free technology.

2. “The High Performance Green Buildings Act” (S 506 / S 489 / HR 121). Legislation to implement a high efficiency building strategy for federal facilities addressing energy, water and material resources as well as waste generation in a comprehensive approach including indoor and outdoor air quality impacts.

3. “The Greening the Healthcare Workforce Act” (S 3587) Legislation to direct the Environmental Protection Agency to provide grants  to hospitals, and nonprofit health care institutions for use in improving building maintenance as well as engage in environmentally sustainable practices.

4. “The 21st Century Green High-Performing Public School Facilities Act” (HR 3021/H Rpt 110-623 / “Investing for Tomorrow’s Schools Act” S 1542 / HR 2573) Legislation to make state grants and establish education infrastructure banks for the repair, modernization and renovation of mechanical, structural, architectural and electrical systems.

5. Local, state, and federal grant programs for the high efficiency retrofitting of large scale HVAC mechanical systems in public buildings will also make a rapid, if not immediate impact on energy usage, operating costs and reduce the carbon “footprint” of major structures in every community. Qualified energy conservation bond and clean renewable energy bond programs could fund projects to reduce greenhouse gases and finance efficiency facilities that generate renewable energy from biomass, wind, etc. 

6. “The Community Building Code Administration Grant Act” (S 2458 / HR 4461) Legislation to promote and enhance the operation of local building code enforcement administration across the country to increase staffing and provide training and increased staff competence as well as professional qualifications to accommodate the large scale infrastructure investment assumed by the stimulus package.

7.  Support significantly enhanced tax incentives as well as far shorter depreciation periods, where appropriate, for all energy consuming HVAC systems and major appliances in residential buildings from single family to multi family structures. In addition, loan, grant and related incentive programs to stimulate a quick consumer response should be included in any energy efficiency stimulus package. We would support the call by the Business Roundtable to reinstitute the investment tax credit of 10 percent as applied to equipment purchases by business until 1986. This valuable provision was enacted as part of the Kennedy Administration’s tax stimulus package to increase needed equipment investments for capital intensive businesses such as manufacturers and construction / HVAC fabricators commonly found in the sheet metal and air conditioning industry. Further, we endorse efforts to extent the 50 percent bonus depreciation and increased Section 179 expensing levels to $250,000 both of which expire on January 1, 2009.

8. “The Contractors and Federal Spending Accountability Act” (S 2904 / HR 3033 / H Rpt 110-596 /  Sec 872 PL 110-417) Now law, this statute awaits the regulatory implementation process to provide a federal database for greater scrutiny of contractor integrity and performance in federal agency awards and to strengthen accountability of the government-wide suspension and debarment system. While it is expected that the federal contactor integrity and performance database will be issued in final regulatory form in 2009, it would be of great value for selecting the thousands of firms that will be required to implement the ambitious infrastructure stimulus program in throughout 2009.

9. Department of Labor and Other Construction Related Federal Agency Enforcement will be tested on such a wide ranging public construction effort and therefore those departments responsible for the implementation and enforcement of the prevailing wage and project labor agreements should receive immediate attention in the staffing and appointment process.

10. Passage early in the 111th Congress of your bill, “The Independent Contractor Proper Classification Act” (S 2044) Legislation to amend the Revenue Act of 1978 to require employers to treat workers misclassified as independent contractors as employees for employment tax purposes among other reforms long over due to prevent employment tax fraud and unfair competition against firms properly classifying their workforce as employees. This reform is important to make sure the billions in construction contracts assumed under the economic stimulus package go to construction and related firms in legal compliance with the tax and employment laws for employee classification.

We enthusiastically support and endorse this wide ranging policy package of long overdue public and private building initiatives to improve energy system efficiency and stimulate energy efficient investment throughout the United States construction market. Most importantly, we endorse your expedited call for a bold, thoughtful and comprehensive public investment and private tax incentive package of historic size to address national infrastructure needs as the cornerstone of the economic stimulus legislation soon to reach your desk.

Sincerely, 
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Michael J. Sullivan, President

The Sheet Metal Workers’ International Association (SMWIA)

 1750 NY Ave. NW 20006 (202)783-5880
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John Ilten, President

The Sheet Metal and Air Conditioning Contractors’ National Association (SMACNA) 

305 4th St. NE Washington, DC 20002 (202)547-8202
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