Benefits of Building Commissioning

Commercial buildings are complicated networks of lighting, cooling, heating, ventilation and control systems. In many new building projects, no one person knows how everything is supposed to function. A lack of coordination, communication, and quality assurance during construction leaves many buildings with operating problems starting the day they open. Problems include: comfort complaints, missing or malfunctioning equipment, malfunctioning controls, unexpected equipment failures, and excessive energy costs.

Commissioning in a new building is a quality-assurance process that involves the owner, designers, and contractors to ensure that the building performs reliably and efficiently as intended. The first logical step, which is often partially neglected, is for the owner to make expectations about the building performance clear to the design team. Ideally, commissioning commences with design, where any errors, omissions, and conflicts are discovered in the plans. Commissioning can begin, with less benefit however, during construction or even when the mechanical equipment is first started. Successful commissioning during design reduces change orders, contractor call-backs, and requests for information from the contractor to the designers, that add unnecessary cost to the typical project. 

Many owners don’t understand the commissioning process or its benefits, and believe that it will add unnecessary cost. Commissioning does add cost at the design phase, around 0.5% to 3.0% of the building’s total cost, but often returns its entire investment during construction and startup. Many contractors favor commissioning because it helps them avoid conflicts with the owner and designers. Owners appreciate commissioning because it typically results in 10-20% lower annual operating costs. Employees may be more comfortable and thus more productive in a commissioned building. Customers are more satisfied with a better building, and generate return business, which ultimately benefits the owner.

Commissioning accomplishes the following:

· Finds errors, omissions, and conflicts in design and specification

· Tests equipment and controls for functioning as designed

· Assembles as-built plans and specifications, needed for training the building’s operators and for informing maintenance and repair contractors

· Ensures building operators are trained on equipment operation, control systems, maintenance schedules, and emergency protocols

Engineering companies not associated with the building design often serve as commissioning providers (also known as agents or supervisors). On large projects, the owner’s project manager may act as the commissioning provider.

Quality assurance should be a part of every project. Commissioning is an excellent process for verifying that all systems function as intended. Commissioning is common in new buildings with over 100,000 square feet of floor space or complex mechanical and electrical systems, but all building projects can benefit from better communication and cooperation between contractors, designers, and owners.

Commissioning success has been well documented. Visit the California Commissioning Collaborative, www.cacx.org/resources/commissioning.php or the Building Commissioning Association www.bcxa.org for case studies and tools.

If you have questions about commissioning or other commercial building efficiency topics, contact your utility representative, Western’s toll-free technical assistance hotline, Power Line at 1-800-POWERLN (769-3756) or visit Western’s Energy Services website at www.wapa.gov/es/.     
Additional resources: 
· US DOE EERE Building Technologies Program - http://www.eere.energy.gov/buildings/info/operate/buildingcommissioning.html
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