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Preface	  

This Friends Of Benchmarking White Paper provides an overview of issues central to 
public discussion of New York City’s new energy benchmarking resource.  The White Paper 
first reviews issues that affect acceptance and use of the data and then turns to 
recommendations for what effective public use might look like and how it could be 
promoted.  The White Paper is offered as part of, what we trust, will be a continuing 
dialogue around the understanding, deployment and refinement of building performance 
energy data in New York.  We hope it can usefully complement the City's first 
Benchmarking Annual Report, which contains a wealth of data and analysis that sheds 
great light on the issues raised by the White Paper. 
 
Our work is based in part on early discussions of the Friends of Benchmarking (FOB) 
group, convened by the Sallan Foundation and the Newman Real Estate Institute at 
Baruch College.  Acknowledgement and thanks are due to Nancy Anderson and Jack 
Nyman, directors of these two organizations, respectively, and to members of the FOB 
who reviewed and commented on the draft White Paper:  Andrew Burr, Christopher 
Garvin, Adam Hinge, Cullen Howe, Daniella Leifer, Richard Leigh, Cliff Majersik, Jeffrey 
Perlman, and Tom Scarola.  Opinions and errors of commission or omission nevertheless 
remain the responsibility of the author. 

1.	  INTRODUCTION:	  	  WHY	  DOES	  BENCHMARKING	  NEED	  FRIENDS?	  

NYC Local Law 84, part of the NYC “Greater Greener Buildings” legislative package, 
established the mandatory annual filing for all buildings over 50,000 square feet in size 
(10,000 square feet for municipal buildings) of an energy benchmark report, using the 
EnergyStar Portfolio Manager on-line tool. The report must be filed with the NYC 
Department of Finance by May 1 of each year. The law also requires a Benchmarking 
Annual Report (BAR) to be prepared by the city, for at least the first three years of the 
program. The goal of this White Paper is to consider concepts and challenges of 
benchmarking that can become areas of on- going attention for the BAR. 
 
1.1	  First	  year	  success.  The first year of compliance was a rousing success.  Although 
the first filing deadline was extended by seven months, to December 31, 2011, more 
than twelve thousand (12,000) buildings ultimately filed. This compliance rate of over 
75% is very high for an initial roll-out of a new local law.  It is even more impressive 
when one considers that the required benchmarking procedure was a new technical 
process unfamiliar to most owners and requiring acquisition of data from at least one 
and often two parties – Con Edison for electricity and a fuel supplier – as well as other 
building data to which many owners may not have had ready access. 
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With its legislation and first year compliance result, NYC has become a national and 
international leader and a model for others seeking to implement public energy 
disclosure and 
benchmarking.  NYC’s 
process provides a US 
example that is on par 
with global 
developments, led by 
European Union 
public disclosure 
laws.1  Although 
arrived at 
independently, the 
steps and phases of 
the law’s roll out 
reflect policy guidance 
from the International 
Energy Agency (see table at right). 
 
The absolute number of buildings filing is far greater than has been achieved by any of 
the other US cities that have instituted similar energy-use public disclosure laws or 
voluntary programs. Implementation across the country is tracked by the Institute for 
Market Transformation (IMT).2 
 
The absolute number of buildings also greatly exceeds the total number of buildings in 
the CBECS (Commercial Buildings Energy Consumption Survey) database, maintained 
by the U.S. Department of Energy’s Energy Information Administration and used as the 
basis for percentile ranking by the EnergyStar Portfolio Manager system. This has led 
some to considerations that NYC data could be made into a statistical database of its 
own and then used as the basis for a city-specific rating system. 

 

If off to such a resounding start, one might ask “why does Benchmarking need friends?” 

 
By virtue of its very success and national leadership, NYC energy benchmarking needs 

                                                
1 International Energy Agency Policy Pathway report “Energy Performance Certification of Buildings: a policy 
tool to improve energy efficiency” 2010 
2 IMT’s report “Building Energy Transparency” (July 2011) and other resources are available at 
http://www.imt.org/uploads/resources/files/IMT-Building_Energy_Transparency_Report.pdf 
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friends. As a valuable, albeit nascent, public resource it needs and deserves support by 
civic organizations and foundations.  Even with its successful start, the process is not 
without pitfalls that need careful attention. W e will discuss these in further detail 
below. 
 
Moreover, the potential productive use of any “new thing” is not fully understood at 
first. Business and scientific cases show repeatedly that once data becomes available, 
market participants will turn it into actionable, valuable information in ways not 
previously anticipated. Market revolutions in genetic engineering and in tradable 
securities have developed this way. Presently the financial sector is pointing at a large 
investment opportunity in energy efficiency that is not being efficiently tapped because 
of the lack of data and information.3 
 
1.2	  Challenges	  to	  the	  first	  year	  data	  are	  likely. The first year’s data are subject to 
challenges that can broadly be considered to fall under the category of Data Quality. 
 
Data quality will improve over time, to a certain extent through natural processes of 
repetition and learning.  But some aspects of data quality may not be so tractable and 
will require specific kinds of attention.  Criticism of the rating system based on bad and 
questionable data can undermine the whole process. Early problems with the data 
need to be identified and faced squarely, lest the baby be thrown out with the 
bathwater. 
 
There are also problems inherent in comparing and ranking unique cases. While 
buildings obviously share common dimensions for comparison, each one is unique. It 
has often been noted that due to the nature of buildings and the design-and-
construction process, there is less commonality among buildings than among 
manufactured products such as automobiles.4   On the other hand, the health industry 
is making huge strides in the use of information; even though each person’s genetic 
code is unique, many diagnoses and treatments are common to unique individuals. 
 
Ranking of buildings along any dimension in an intensely competitive market, such as 
real estate, is economically charged.  Is the ranking system really fair? Are some kinds 
of property being unfairly penalized (i.e. – receiving a low ranking compared to their 
peers, the competition) by factors that are not properly accounted for in the system? 

                                                
3 See, e.g., Bloomberg New Energy Finance, “The Missing Link: Energy Efficiency Data and the Capital 
Markets” Conference, New York City, May 23, 2012.  Hereafter referenced as  “Bloomberg NEF 5-23-12.” 
4 New Buildings Institute, “My Car is Smarter than Your Building”. Also see comments by James Freihaut at 
the International Conference on Enhanced Building Operations (ICEBO), 2012, Brooklyn, NY. 
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Are fair comparisons made? Will the public and users of the rating system understand 
what is represented? These are discussions that could – and should – take place.  
Friends are needed to help facilitate them. 
 
1.3	  Enduring	  public	  leadership	  is	  needed.  Benchmarking further needs friends to 
help assure that there will be civic leadership making the case that the data is useful -- 
for individual users, for the marketplace, and as a cornerstone of public policy. The BAR 
provides a key focal point for such leadership. It is easy to accept the accolades coming 
fro outside the city, but the administration must also be prepared for negative feedback 
from within the city boundaries. The number of calls to the NYC Benchmarking Help 
Center skyrocketed to record highs immediately following the issuance in early April of 
violation notices for non-compliance (failure to file). 5  Negatives should be expected 
and accepted as important feedback for the program's on-going improvement. 
 
Might enforcement of this law wane in the future? It is certainly possible unless the 
case is made strongly and publicly that “Greener Greater Buildings,” of which 
benchmarking is a keystone, brings value to the city as a whole and to individual 
property owners.  Making this case depends on being able to show the value and 
usefulness of the benchmark score.  We will make the case, below, that showing such 
value should be a key feature of a Public Information Campaign. 
 
Part of good governance is visibility and transparency.  NYC has embraced “sunshine 
laws” with the enactment of Local Law 11 of 2012, requiring consistent and accessible 
posting of agency information.  The city will need to clarify the status of benchmarking 
data under this new law.  While the data is in the public record, given that it is filed with 
the Department of Finance, the data does not refer to NYC agency operation, other 
than the benchmark data for municipal buildings.  At present, only limited data for a 
building (percentile score where available, source and site EUI, water usage, carbon 
emissions) will be posted publicly, even though the full dataset recorded in Portfolio 
Manager is captured in the report filing.6  Issues of ownership and privacy surround this 
data.  However, San Francisco has recently taken a more aggressively open position, 
using NYC-based start-up Honest Buildings as a platform for public release of more 
extensive individual building information, drawn in part from its energy public 

                                                
5 Records of the NYC Benchmarking HelpCenter, operated by the CUNY Building Performance Lab, 2011.  
6 Comment by L. Kerr, H. Beber of the Mayor’s Office at public conferences, respectively: NY Academy of 
Sciences  (NYSAS) “Implications of a Data-driven Built Environment” May 30, 2012 and the Northeast 
Energy Efficiency Partnerships 2012 Summit Stamford, CT, June 13-14, 2012.  The NYAS conference 
included extensive and specific discussions of NYC benchmarking as is referred to hereafter as “NYAS 5-30-
12” 

http://www.nyas.org//Events/Detail.aspx?cid=cd652336-51dd-4f57-a389-885a06ade5f6
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disclosure program.7   The current and future administrations will have to determine 
what and how energy data will be accessible, perhaps based on legal arguments and 
decisions. 
 
1.4	  Building	  on	  initial	  success. What should the city do to build upon its first year 
success and advance our knowledge and skills around building performance?  We 
suggest answers to this question in the sections that follow.  We suggest that a public, 
not-for-profit role is needed as a civic watchdog over evolution in the coming years. 

2.	  DATA	  QU	  ALITY	  

Since the energy benchmarks are intended to be public information, owners may well be 
concerned that the ranking may be taken to reflect upon the quality and desirability of 
their property. This, of course, is part of the hoped-for impact.  But if poor rankings are 
based on faulty data or faulty analytical methods, complaints will be registered.  A poor 
ranking resulting from flaws in the ranking method is a legitimate complaint. The city must 
engage with such reasonable complaints and work to show how data quality will improve 
over time. 
 
The city has recognized this issue and taken sound initial steps to understand the data 
issues. Analysis of the data by university-based researchers (David Hsu, University of 
Pennsylvania and Constantine Kontokostas, NYU) has been commissioned by the Mayor’s 
Office and should be available in the near future.  Errors and misunderstandings leading 
to poor data quality should certainly be anticipated in a new procedure but can be 
expected to decline with repeated annual filings. 

 
2.1	  Issues. While research will provide more specifics, there is general understanding 
of common sources of data quality error within the Energy Star Portfolio Manager and its 
NYC application, including the following: 
 

(a)	  Gross	  Square	  Footage.   Surprisingly, many buildings do not have this number 
on hand.  It differs from “rentable square footage” and also from NYC tax records 
by 10% or more (for example, NYC tax records to not include basements).  Its 
computation requires recourse to plans or measuring-up of the building and in 
some cases can be challenging.  Consistency across the data set and accuracy in 
any given case is unknown. Yet, as the denominator of the basic measure of 
Energy Use Intensity (BTU/square foot), it is critical to the entire calculation 

                                                
7 Seattle has also begun to use Honest Buildings to post its public disclosure information. See 
http://www.honestbuildings.com 
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(b)	  Tenant	  Data.  Default values were allowed during the first compliance year. W 
e do not as yet know how much tenant data may have been entered using default 
values and what the accuracy of default values is for typical NYC cases.  Actual 
data could be acquired from Con Edison but the report could be conf using and 
require extensive manipulation for entry in Portfolio Manager, introducing another 
source of potential error. Error in this area can be very influential as tenant energy 
(primarily electricity) ranges from 30-60% of total building energy use. 

(c)	  Occupancy	  and	  Schedule.  Since NYC office buildings are used very 
intensively, the normalization applied by the ranking tool may be questioned. 
Factors such as overtime hours, occupant density and vacancy become critical and 
may not be treated consistently between buildings or with respect to the underlying 
national sample. In fact, the NYC database of commercial buildings is now larger 
than the national sample (CBECS) against which normalizations are based. 

(d)	  Energy-‐Intensive	  Areas Treatment of energy-intensive areas such as data 
centers and trading floors can significantly impact a building's EUI and score.  
Portfolio Manager has rules for defining and treating such areas, by sub-metered 
exclusion or default value.  The use of default values, however, is being eliminated. 
(See Appendix A for further discussion of this topic.)  How various areas, especially 
tenant facilities, are treated is subject to judgment and interpretation and may 
affect comparability between buildings. It has already become an area for criticism 
of the benchmarking system; owners of "high-tech" facilities suggest that their 
scores do not properly reflect their energy efficiency in light of the process loads of 
the kind of work conducted in the building. 8 

(e)	  Steam	  Units	  Error. Con Edison bills for steam in “Mlbs” where “M” = 1,000.  
Portfolio Manager uses Mlbs for steam data entry where “M” = 1,000,000.  A 
property manager not knowing this could directly enter the “Mlbs” from Con Edison 
bills into Portfolio Manager, resulting in an error of three orders of magnitude, 
probably well sufficient to result in a “0” percentile ranking. The “source 
conversion factor” for district steam has also been a matter of concern and 
discussion; see Appendix A. 

2.2	  Recommendations	  for	  Data	  Quality	  improvement.  Given appreciation of 
these areas for data quality problems, it is not difficult to begin conceiving steps that 
can be taken to mitigate data quality concerns.  Ultimately a set of guidelines for data 
practices could be assembled. The Mayor’s Office and the NYC Department of Buildings 
may remain on-point for such an effort, but voluntary civic leadership can be important 

                                                
8 For example, remarks by John Gilbert at NYAS 5-30-12  
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here. The model of working groups employed in the Building Code revision and in the 
subsequent Green Codes Task Force, organized by the Urban Green Council, suggests 
itself.  Recommendations to improve data quality include working groups around topics 
and leading to actions such as the following: 
	  

(a)	  Annual	  random	  sampling:  Check for accuracy in floor area, types of spaces, 
completeness of energy data, etc. as part of an on-going annual program. This 
programmatic practice will not only improve insight into the program’s data quality 
but will also provide an incentive f or filers to improve their own quality control. 

(b)	  Procedures	  for	  obtaining	  tenant	  energy: Understand better how much 
default value was used in the first year.  It should be noted that the requirement 
for actual tenant data is tightened for the upcoming second filing and it should be 
anticipated that support for filers will be needed.  Comments at FOB meetings and 
call experience of the Benchmarking Help Center indicate that use of the tenant 
report was among the more challenging steps in filing preparation.  Collaboration 
with Con Edison will be critical and the company has already initiated work to 
improve the tenant reporting process. 9 

(c)	  Guidelines	  for	  treating	  data	  centers	  and	  other	  energy-‐intensive	  areas:  
Review how data centers are defined and treated in the first year’s data set.  
Convene a working group to assure long-term consistency of treatment.  
Incorporate tenant sub- metering of data centers and other energy intensive 
technology areas as part of Green Lease terms. 

(d)	  Tenant	  Data.  Assure correct handling and entry of tenant data from the utility 
and from sub-meter data.  Comparative rankings may change as the use of default 
values for tenant energy, allowed in the first filing, are no longer allowed. Master-
metered buildings with sub-metering did not have to use sub-meter data in their 
reporting but such data would be extremely valuable in understanding the detail of 
building energy use across the city. Tenant data about operating hours and office 
equipment will also be increasingly important in understanding energy use; we 
have already heard major office owner/managers pointing out that EnergyStar 
scores appear to vary significantly based on tenant work processes that are not 
captured in the Portfolio Manager system. 10 

(e)	  Consultants.  Create uniformity in consultant procedures.  A small number of 
consultants played a major role in the first year’s filing – fewer than thirty 

                                                
9 Verbal communication with Jason Prue, Con Edison  
10  For example, John Gilbert, Rudin Management at NYAS 5-30-12 



Friends	  of	  Benchmarking	  White	  Paper,	  August	  2012	  

An ongoing project of the Newman Real Estate Institute and the Sallan Foundation 9/9 

completing 50% of the submissions -- and are likely to continue to act on behalf of 
many owners, making it much easier to review data and procedure for large 
numbers of buildings.11 

3.	  KEEPING	  UP	  WITH	  PROGRAM	  CHANGES	  

Program changes are in the offing and users will need to be educated.  Program update 
bulletins will have to be issued.  We are currently aware of three areas of program change 
that will need to be addressed: 

 
3.1	  Water. Water usage will be a mandatory part of the next (second) filing.  Originally 
considered to be an automatic transfer of data from NYC DEP to NYC Finance, it now 
appears that the owner or owner-agent will need to play a role.  Exactly how data can be 
accessed and transferred will have to be explained. 
 
3.2	  Tenant	  Data.  Use of actual tenant data, rather than default values, is now 
mandatory in the filing.  Con Edison has been revising its report format for this data.  
Instructions for how to obtain and use the Con Edison report will be necessary.  In the 
first year Con Edison made instructions available and these were supplemented by a 
guide posted on the Benchmarking Help Center website.  Based on records and 
feedback at the Help Center, this was one of the most difficult aspects of the reporting 
process.  Continued support is likely to be necessary. 
 
3.3	  Changes	  to	  Portfolio	  Manager. The Portfolio Manager tool is in the later 
stages of a three-year revision to a platform that will introduce what are suggested will 
be significant changes.12  A new learning process will be involved for all those who 
must use it. 
 
3.4	  Help	  Center.  In the first filing period, support with procedures was provided by 
the NYC Benchmarking Help Center, operated by the CUNY Building Performance Lab.  
A call-in service was available with information also provided on a website.  This was 
originally conceived as a one-time educational platform for first-time users that were 
new to Portfolio Manager and the filing process. With on-going changes in reporting 
requirements and the systems for data collection and entry, such as those mentioned 
above, there may be need for such a function on an on-going basis. 
 

                                                
11  Comments by L. Kerr and C. Kontokostas at NYAS 5-30-12 
12  NYAS 5-30-12 
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4.	  DATA	  USEFULNESS	  

On one hand, data usefulness will be a function of access to the data and its usability – 
the kind of data that is made public and how it can be viewed.  As noted above, initial 
data release will follow the letter of the law, making public a limited set of data for 
individual buildings: source EUI, percentile score as available (this is currently unavailable 
for multifamily buildings), water data, and carbon emissions. It is not clear how this data 
will be available from the city’s website f or viewing, abstract or download. These factors 
impact the usability of the data. Rules determining benchmark data access, type, and 
format will have to be developed over time, perhaps coordinated with NYC Local Law 12 
of 2011.  Issues of ownership of the data and privacy will have to be resolved.  These will 
be critical and thorny issues that need to be tracked and reported on in the BAR. 
 
On the other hand, data usefulness will be a function of how well potential users 
understand how to use it to realize value.  Ultimately, the Benchmarking Program will be 
judged based on its usefulness to first-order users (i.e. property owners and managers) 
and to broader second- order users – tenants and the general public in one direction and 
policy-makers and sector specialists in another direction. 
 
To an unknown extent, market forces will use the data and make it valuable.  For 
example, there is much current discussion in the financial community about needing data 
to make sound judgments about energy efficiency investments.13  Data is greatly 
appreciated at the higher levels of policy-making and decision-making.  At the lower levels, 
however, more active public support is necessary for the potential value-in-use of the 
energy data to be understood and appreciated. The program must be seen as having at 
its base a mission to educate the public. 
 
What	  are	  owners	  and	  managers	  learning	  when	  they	  benchmark? In 
benchmarking, owners are actually taking a huge first step in energy management, which 
has not previously been practiced by most of them.  The very act of compiling energy data 
into one place, perhaps for the first time ever, is a fundamental step in the energy 
management process.  It is the starting point for the next step of an energy audit. The law, 
in effect, initiates an important best management practice. 
 
This best practice has increasingly been shown to have significant economic value, 
directly in energy savings and indirectly in other aspects of real estate profitability.  At a 
general cost of $2-$5 per square foot, 14 energy costs do not at first blush appear to be a 
                                                
13 Bloomberg NEF 5-23-12.  See also Palmer, et al “Borrowing to Save Energy” Resources for the Future, 
http://www.rff.org/RFF/Documents/RFF-Rpt-Palmeretal%20EEFinancing.pdf 
14 BOMA Experience Exchange, data for NYC 
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very large portion of a total lease (which generally cost $30 - $60/sf in NYC commercial 
office properties), but they are among the largest of controllable costs, albeit complicated 
by split incentives based in lease terms for operating expense recovery (ie – sub-metering 
and pass-through of energy costs). Add to this a role in achieving tenant satisfaction, 
contributing to lease renewals, new lease-ups and incremental rent and energy 
management starts to have a valuable position in competitive property management.15 

The connection of energy efficiency to real estate value needs to be communicated to 
owners in a systematic manner. 
 
It should be noted that roughly two-thirds of the properties filing are multifamily apartment 
buildings, generally with at least fifty apartments. Many larger apartment buildings have, 
over the years, considered energy upgrades, generally with consultants and NYSERDA 
support. NYSERDA offered a targeted and attractive incentive program for integrating 
benchmarking with an energy audit, helping push management further in their planning 
process. Where consultants have been engaged, the learning challenge should be seen 
as less in developing the benchmarking itself than in integrating the benchmarking 
information into operations, planning, and decision-making to institutionalize and 
implement energy management. 
 
4.1	  What	  do	  I	  do	  with	  my	  score?	  	  Helping	  Owner/Managers	  with	  
interpretation.  Although the idea of scoring and ranking is meant to facilitate 
comparisons, interpretation is not without difficulties and pitfalls.  Experienced 
consultants will know what to do with the data, but novice users will need guidance.  
Certainly the public will not understand what the data means.  A simple guidance 
document would seem to be indicated.  Guidance should cover areas such as 
 

(a)	  Scores	  and	  Ranking. The initial percentile score is an appealing shorthand 
result from the benchmarking process. People love to know where they stand with 
respect to others. Research shows that it is the comparison to others that strongly 
motivates decisions to act.16  This whetting of the appetite encourages looking 
deeper into sources of energy use and how they might be curtailed. It sets off what 
might be thought of as a virtuous cycle of competition for bragging rights, which we 
might consider an “initial scoring benefit.” 

                                                
15  Incremental real estate value has been identified from EnergyStar and LEED labels, after controlling for 
other variables. See for example, Pivo, et.al. 2009 “Investment Returns from Responsible Property 
Investments: Energy Efficient, Transit-oriented and Urban Regeneration Office Properties in the US from 1998-
2008” Working Paper of the Responsible Property Investing Center, Boston College and University of Arizona. 
16 See papers of the bi-annual Energy and Behavior conference, Pi Energy Center, Stanford University and 
the ACEEE. See also findings reported by O-Power, NYAS 5-30-12 and on their website. 

http://opower.com
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Multifamily buildings do not at this time receive a percentile score; only the EUI is 
available. For this population to realize the “initial scoring benefit,” they need to 
have additional information supplied:  where their EUI places them on the 
continuum of all multifamily properties reporting. Without this additional 
information, the EUI will be a meaningless measure to most owners and managers.  
NYC may need to provide this from its own data. 

While in general a poor score (low percentile or high EUI) indicates opportunity for 
energy savings, it is also important to understand that comparison to apparent 
peers may be deceptive.  There are multiple drivers of relative performance.  Once 
one starts to look for the causes behind comparative results, the need for 
additional data quickly becomes apparent. 

(b)	  Informing	  Comparisons.  Buildings that appear similar may not actually be so.  
For example, two apartment buildings of similar size and age may have had very 
different equipment replacement histories or have very different tenancies.  
Comparing their energy use may be informative but it is not exactly like-to-like. 
Finer detail about system types is not available in the Portfolio Manager system 
and therefore awaits other databases that can be brought to bear to refine 
comparisons so that they can yield better interpretation. 

One such example is California's “action-oriented benchmarking” which 
incorporates detailed building information.  California was able to create such a 
system for its public buildings because the state had in place an asset management 
database with this information.17  Such a broadening of the data set and 
connecting with other data sets is key to better use of energy data.18  NYC is 
beginning to create such a system via data collection associated with energy audits 
under Local Law 87, but this will take ten years to build out fully via completion of 
the audit cycle for the full population of buildings.  In the interim, until fully granular 
comparisons are possible, the city should consider a guidance document that will 
help owners make useful comparisons and interpret them appropriately. 

(c)	  Year-‐to-‐year	  trending.  An important aspect of energy management is that it is 

                                                
17 Mills, E. et.al “Benchmarking” Energy Engineering winter 2010.  Such data-based “asset management” 
systems are increasingly common for large property portfolios and commercial products are available to 
support this application. 
18 The U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Building Technologies (US DOE-BT) is presently engaged in an 
industry collaborative process developing a comprehensive “Building Performance Database,” compiled 
from other available databases. As one might imagine, there are major challenges in this process in the 
absence of a common taxonomy or database structure. A cloud-based platform has been created into which 
organizations may upload their data. Information per Christopher Lohman, US DOE-BT at Bloomberg NEF 5-
23-12. 
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a continuous improvement process that must be viewed over time. The benchmark 
supports and encourages this process by providing a way to track one’s own 
performance from year to year. A building’s own performance over time is at least 
as important as comparison to others. The benchmark score provides a handy, 
easy-to-remember single number to track.  However, the score is comparison to a 
moving target, as energy use in other buildings (and the database background 
sample) is also changing.  Consequently, the Energy Use Index (EUI, in BTU/sf) itself 
is a better number for tracking one’s performance over time – think of it as one’s 
absolute weight in starting and tracking a diet.  Keep in mind, though, that use of 
the EUI for year-to-year comparison requires an adjustment for annual weather 
conditions, usually quantified as degree-days (heating and cooling), tenancy 
(vacancy), operating hours and other changes in use. Thus education and training 
are necessary for users to understand how to make effective use of the 
benchmarking data. 

4.2	  Targeting	  Recognition	  and	  Incentives.  Virtually all buildings can save energy, 
but the opportunity is much larger among the worst-performing buildings.  It’s great for 
the top 25% of energy performers to get an EnergyStar plaque, but improvements in 
the lowest percentiles is where the most energy can be saved.  Buildings that have no 
chance of making it into the top quartile should be motivated rather than frustrated.  
Percentage improvement should be publicly recognized, not just the final level 
achieved.  A suitable public award should be created.  Incentives should be targeted for 
the worst performers as a matter of public policy. 
 
4.3	  Working	  with	  the	  benchmarking	  consultants.  Approximately 100 
consultants represented customers in over 50% of filings.  Just twenty of these 
consultants performed 45% of the total of filings. Of these twenty consultants, most 
had median results consistent with the total population but several showed portfolio 
results suggested “high” or “low” biases.19  Consultants obviously have a large role to 
play in 

(a) assuring data quality in the reporting; 

(b) providing aggregated sources of data for groups of buildings; and 

(c) informing owners and managers about the meaning of their data. 
 
The consultants have been identified as key players for the city and, accordingly, 
brought together for discussion. Although competitive concerns will keep them 
separate with proprietary offerings, they also share common interests in the tools, 

                                                
19 David Hsu at NYAS 5-30-12 
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procedures and overall data pool. They will quite probably lead the way in developing 
more granular linked data sets, data-mining and other useful applications.20  
Development of information and insight from this segment must be a high priority f or 
the advancement of public programming and should be a regular focus of the BAR. 

 
4.4	  Tenant	  Involvement. The importance of involving tenants is being recognized, 
especially in commercial office buildings.  Effectively involving tenants in the process 
leads them to consider their own benchmarks and undertake their own 
improvements.21  The past several years have seen an emerging dialogue around 
Green Leases as a vehicle for owner/tenant collaboration in greening buildings.  
Sharing of information, adjustment of lease terms, and covenants to undertake 
improvements have all been part of this dialogue, in which NRDC has recently taken a 
strong leadership role.  Understanding the role of energy benchmarking is a significant 
element; the concept of a “Tenant Star” label has been suggested to embody it.22 
 
4.5	  Use	  in	  the	  Financial	  Sector. The financial sector is at present engaged in trying 
to understand the variability of energy use and in the outcome of various retrofits.  
Energy efficiency is presently viewed as highly under-invested,23 inhibited and 
constrained by presently unanswered questions about performance risk. The emergent 
databases, including but not limited to NYC's,24 are seen by experts in the financial 
sector as key resources for understanding and opening up investment opportunity in 
the sector.  However, to achieve the financial sector’s goal will require databases that 
are much more granular than the present EnergyStar Portfolio Manager. It will require 
an ability to delve much more deeply into drivers of energy use that lie below the whole-
building level.  Linkage of detailed system-level data, such as contained in property 
asset management databases will be necessary to perform the kinds of regression 
studies needed.25 
 

                                                
20 Consultants have already created various proprietary tools that use benchmark and other data to 
supplement and enhance benchmark scores. Bright Power’s “Energy Scorecard” is a leading example. 
21 Vornado Real Estate Trust has a leading program in this vein, based on sub-meter data made available 
on-line.  Comments b y Sukyana Paciorek at NYAS 5-30-12 
22 Comments of Greg Hale at Sallan Foundation/NY Institute of Technology “Market Makers: Making Green 
History by Doing It” 11.15.11 and at NYAS 5-30-12 
23  Bloomberg NEF 5-23-12. Also see papers on energy resources by McKinsey. 
24 US DOE op.cit. see note 10 
25 California’s “Action-Oriented Benchmarking” using the state’s CEUS database is the model of this kind of 
detailed information resource. NYC data sub mission rules under Local La w 87, requiring energy audits, is a 
conscious attempt to create this kind of resource for NYC. 

 

http://brightpower.com/energyscorecards
http://marketmakersnyc.sallan.org/marketmakersnyc_2.php
http://www.mckinsey.com/client_service/electric_power_and_natural_gas
http://marketmakersnyc.sallan.org/marketmakersnyc_2.php
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5.	  PUBLIC	  INFORMATION	  CAMPAIGNING	  

The social benefits of public programs, investment, and mandates should be made 
visible.  NYC government has made a point of developing metrics for quality of life results 
from programming. These are posted online for those who are interested.  Much more 
powerful are programs that reach out directly to the public with messaging about activities 
and benefits. 
 
The MTA Capital program is an excellent example of this principle. Its use of advertising 
space in subway cars and on platforms for its informational campaign is very effective – 

reaching the specific audience who both pay for 
the programs through fares and receive the 
benefits of improved service.  The campaign is 
concrete and specific, showing examples of 
improvements. While some may view such a 
campaign as self-serving, it nevertheless makes 
an impact on the public consciousness. 
 
The NYC Department of Environmental 
Protection (DEP) water program provides 
another example. It distributes periodic water 

quality reports based on on-going monitoring and testing.  More closely analogous to 
energy use benchmarking is the DEP’s use of water meter data. Used for billing to building 
owners, usage trends are provided on each quarterly bill. 
Water leakage from dripping faucets and – even worse – 
internally leaking toilets can be invisible to owners.  The 
trended usage on the bill can be one of the first tip-offs of 
such operating conditions. 
 
Finding the analogous approach for energy 
benchmarking will take some thinking and creativity but 
will be well worthwhile.  Persuasively articulating the 
benefits will support what we have previously ref erred to 
as the “virtuous race to the top.” The idea behind 
mandatory benchmarking is that public information is 
useful in spurring progress towards socially and 
environmentally desirable goals. The city should be proud of setting the stage in this way 
and should promote public recognition of the process. 
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5.1	  Recognize	  Publicly.  Benchmarking and the energy improvement process26 
mandates broad private sector involvement.  Even though complying with a law, 
recognition and kudos to all owners who complied is a good starting point. This first-tier 
accomplishment of widespread benchmarking is a collective achievement and 
deserves to be publicly recognized as such.   A simple “thanks to all who have 
complied” will lay the foundation of awareness for more complex and sophisticated 
messages.  Like the MTA program, the campaign’s theme should be positive and up-
beat, emphasizing civic pride. 
 
At this first stage of public awareness, praise will be more powerful than “blame and 
shame” for non-compliance. That said, the level of compliance and persistent non-
compliers should be tracked by the BAR.  At minimum the numbers of notices of non-
compliance and fines should be reported. While a downward trend is sought, an 
upward trend would be a key indicator of trouble in the program. 
 
As the program progresses and success stories are discovered, special recognition – 
“profiles in energy progress” – could become part of the landscape of public awareness 
through public service advertising. 
 
5.2	  Encourage	  data	  use.  Public campaigning should not only recognize those who 
are leading in use of the data, but should also use direct communication to support and 
instruct in the value and use of the data, especially for those who seem least able to 
use it.  Buildings and managements with the lowest scores (or highest EUIs) may be 
most in need of such support and, by definition, are properties with the greatest 
savings opportunities.  The benchmarking data can be used to identify properties that 
can be targeted for outreach. 
 
The benchmark data can also be used in conjunction with existing labeling and award 
programs.  The USGBC LEED category for Existing Buildings Operations and 
Maintenance (EBOM) already uses the Portfolio Manager score as a threshold 
(prerequisite) criteria for gaining the label.  The Urban Green Council’s EBIE awards is a 
new national program recognizing energy reduction where benchmark data can be 
used and highlighted as a way to gain public recognition and prestige. 
 
Promote	  Widespread	  Public	  Awareness	  and	  Participation.  At first, benchmarking 
seems like something for owners and property managers, as indeed it is.  But tenants – 
or, better, users of space – quickly become involved.  As we have seen, something on 

                                                
26 This refers to moving beyond benchmarking alone to the other laws in the Greener, Greater Buildings 
Plan, where energy audit, retro-commissioning, and lighting up-grades are mandated. 
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the order of half or more of energy use is typically in the hands of those occupying and 
using office and apartment space. Their awareness, involvement and informed actions 
will ultimately make a substantial difference in energy reduction efforts. There are 
various models for such public education and engagement around energy: 
 

• Con Edison has also utilized subway posters, 
first with a series based on quizzes aimed at making 
people think about simple actions that could affect 
their energy bills (and Con Edison’s peak electrical load) 
and more recently a “knowledge is power” campaign.  
Utilities have also long used bill inserts to reach 
customers with public service announcements and 
special promotions. 
 
• The European Union’s mandatory energy rating 
system that includes labeling for public buildings. The 
posted certificates are highly designed (varying from 
country to country) to show energy usage trends as well as a peer-based measure 
of performance.27 
 
• Publicly located electronic dashboards that 
provide attractive real-time (or near real-time) 
information on a building’s energy performance and 
environmental impacts. 
 
This last approach is deployed in major commercial 
buildings in the “Envision Charlotte” campaign, led 
by Duke Energy and a consortium of Charlotte, 
North Carolina’s major commercial interests 
including Bank of America and Wells-Fargo.28 

 
5.3	  Connect	  to	  the	  City’s	  Civic	  Agenda.	  	  A campaign can make New Yorkers proud 
of their energy efficient lifestyle and encourage its furtherance. Energy efficiency can be 
connected with other aspects of the social agenda.  Complex issues and connections 
can be addressed with humor as an element.  For example, “if we got our energy use 
low enough, could we power ourselves from exercise bikes” touches on several 

                                                
27  IEA op.cit. 
28  In Charlotte, publically accessible energy data is aggregated, not building specific, 
http://www.EnvisionCharlotte.com and http://www.duke-energy.com/smartenergynow/ 
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connected themes currently prominent in public policy and of broad public concern.  
The NYC Department of Health has already initiated a related campaign, connecting 
obesity and use of stairs instead of elevators. 
 
Your Energy Efficient Building: Healthy, Wealthy, and Comfortable. Ultimately, the 
public message about benchmarking is that our 
buildings can function better, contributing to our well-
being while reducing their environmental impacts.  
Comfort conditions in buildings are at the forefront of 
our urban life-experience, and generally rise to 
awareness only when we are too hot or too cold. 
These (dis)comfort conditions are usually associated 
with energy waste.  Imagine a public information 
campaign aimed at them.  Most of us are familiar 
with the taped-over air register, the under-desk 
electric heater (even in summer), and, at home, the 
open window even after the radiator is turned off. What an effort it will take to correct 
these common conditions!  But correcting them is very much on the pathway to a 
greener future that is marked out by energy benchmarks. 
 

6.	  CONCLUSION	  

The strong initial success of energy benchmarking in NYC clearly lays a foundation to build 
upon in coming years.  NYC's leadership will need to be continued from the public side 
along with mission-driven not-for-profits and private sector firms with emergent interests. 
The BAR and its annual process is a key opportunity for convening such leadership. We 
have outlined a set of areas to consider for review and measurement of progress. 
 
Data	  Quality.  An on-going process needs to be emphasized, implemented, and 
monitored that will improve the consistency and trustworthiness of the data and the 
perception of the underlying system’s fairness in how it treats specific aspects of energy 
use. 
 
Keep	  Up	  with	  Program	  Changes:  Provisions must be made for notice and instruction on 
new requirements and procedures that impact the program. 
 
Data	  Usability	  and	  Use:  Development of policies and mechanisms that will make the 
data available in appropriate ways and will also support and encourage understanding 
and use of the data.  Some parts of the market will rapidly find use for available data but 
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other important segments will need informational documents and other forms of support 
to develop their understanding and use of benchmarking data. 
 
Public	  Campaigning:  Visible public messaging along with more targeted forms of direct 
communication will be important to communicate leadership commitment, as well as 
promoting widening of public appreciation of and participation in energy efficiency efforts. 
 
NYC has assumed national – and even global – leadership in energy public disclosure. 
With leadership comes responsibility.  Municipal government has its part to play but can 
only do so much.  From the foundation provided by municipal legislation and compliance 
implementation, it is up to the private sector, the mission-driven not-for-profit sector, and, 
ultimately, the public to see that over the coming years continued and progressively fuller 
use of the data resources will be made. 



APPENDIX	  A	  

The	  Impact	  of	  Changes	  to	  Portfolio	  Manager	  on	  Year-‐over-‐Year	  Energy	  
Star	  Rating	  Comparisons	  

Contributed by Harry Etra, CodeGreen Solutions 
 
In order to comply with Local Law 84 and fulfill the annual benchmarking requirement, 
building owners and managers must input their buildings’ space and energy usage 
information into the EPA’s Portfolio Manager Tool. Portfolio Manager is a dynamic tool and is 
updated periodically by the EPA. Beginning in September 2012, the Energy Star Ratings 
reported to the City by May 1, 2012 and annually thereafter will be made publicly available. 
However, the City has not announced any plans to update published ratings based on 
changes to Portfolio Manager that impact historical Energy Star Ratings. 
 
One past and one future change to Portfolio Manager with potential impacts on year-over-
year comparisons of Energy Star Ratings are: 

1.  The March 2011 revised conversion factor for district steam 
2.  The June 2013 elimination of “IT Energy is not currently metered at this facility- 
Apply Estimates” option for Data Center meters 

Revised	  Source	  Conversion	  Factor	  for	  District	  Steam	  (2011)	  

In Portfolio Manager, a building’s Energy Star Rating is determined based on its source 
energy consumption, which is defined as “the energy that is consumed at the site in addition 
to the energy used in generation and transmission.” 29 In March 2011, the conversion f 
actors used to convert site to source energy were updated for district steam from 1.45 to 
1.21 due to the increase in efficient steam generation systems (i.e. combined heat and 
power). 30 
 
As a result, Energy Star Ratings for NYC buildings that use district steam for heating and/or 
cooling improved by approximately 1 to 3 points. Any future revisions in the source 
conversion factors will limit the value of a direct year-over-year comparison of a building’s 
published Energy Star Rating. 
 

                                                
29 “ENERGY STAR® Performance Ratings Technical Methodology,” available at 
http://www.energystar.gov/ia/business/evaluate_performance/General_Overview_tech_methodology.pdf 
30 Con Ed, “Fall 2011 Steam Seminar,” available at http://www.coned.com/steam/PDF/FALL%20MASTER.pdf 
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Elimination	  of	  “Apply	  Estimates”	  Option	  for	  Data	  Center	  Calculations	  (2013)	  

Data centers are one of the 17 recognized space types in Portfolio Manager. The EPA defines 
a data center as:  
 

spaces specifically designed and equipped to meet the needs of high density 
computing equipment such as server racks, used for data storage and processing. 
Typically these facilities require dedicated uninterruptible power supplies and cooling 
systems. 31 

 
High energy consuming tenants such as bank/financial institutions or law firms often have 
areas within their offices that meet the above definition. Yet, many of these spaces do not 
have uninterruptible power source (UPS) meters recognized by the EPA as an “IT Energy” 
meter. In June 2013, building owners and managers will need to categorize these data 
center spaces as office spaces if these approved “IT meters” are not present. 
 
The elimination of the “IT Energy is not currently metered at this facility- Apply Estimates” 
option for data center spaces may earn buildings with large non-metered data center spaces 
lower Energy Star ratings. 
 

                                                
31 Space Type definitions. Available at 
http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=eligibility.bus_portfoliomanager_space_types#data_center 
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