Business

Getting Certified for Home Energy Audits

by Robert Post
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As the owner of a small remodeling and handyman
company (nearly $1 million annual sales before

the downturn), I've always been careful to stay focused
on our core offerings — bathrooms, kitchens, basements,
and small jobs ranging from two-hour service calls to
week-long “honey do” lists.

Over the years, we've resisted the temptation to take on
larger projects like additions and new homes. We've also
resisted various opportunities to offer specialty products
and services, like replacement windows, siding, and garage
systems. One area that did make sense for us was the reme-
diation work resulting from residential energy audits. I've
always been interested in energy efficiency and the various
problems that stem from air and moisture movement in
homes. And like many others, I've also come to believe that
the shift to sustainable building practices is inevitable.

So recently, prompted by the economic downturn, I
decided to pursue Building Analyst certification from the
Building Performance Institute (BPI) and begin offering
energy audits and home-performance contracting. For us,

entering this niche was a natural move. I already had many
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Here are two sample pages from one of the author’s home-
energy audit reports. The full document is 22 pages long.

years of experience working with home-energy auditors
and performing the follow-up work needed. As a result, our
small field staff has developed a good basic understanding
of the common flaws in residential structures and how to
fix them. We are already accustomed to working in crawl-
spaces and attics and are familiar with the steps needed to
assess a home’s insulation levels and airtightness.

For the most part, remediation projects are similar in
size and scope to the remodeling jobs that make up much
of our sales. They require the same logistical procedures
and cost-accounting, so we didn’t need to change our
business systems to accommodate home-performance

contracting.

Back to School

Gaining certification required a considerable amount
of time. The BPI coursework is offered in various places
and formats; I started by enrolling in a two-month Web-
based program from Saturn Online, which offers “guar-
anteed test prep” for the BPI exam. I spent approximately
four to six hours a week working through the material
and taking a weekly quiz. The time you spend will vary
depending on how much you already know about build-
ing science. The course is based on a textbook and man-
ual, which Saturn sells. This was a valuable program, and
I'would recommend it to anyone on this path.

After completing the online course, I took a week-long
BPI class, which met for eight hours a day in a classroom
setting, with two field trips — one to observe a building
audit and one to run practice tests on several different sys-
tems at an hvac demonstration facility. The class was fairly
intense and conveyed a lot of information. The instructor,
Hap Haven, showed a real mastery of the subject and pre-
sented the material with enthusiasm. The week culminated
with a two-hour 100-question test, which required a score
of 70 percent or higher to pass. This was followed with a
proctored field exam, in which I performed an energy audit
on an actual residence. The field exam was graded pass/
fail; you have to pass both the written and the field exams to

get your certification. Also, you're required to be recertified
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every three years. There are a variety of ways to satisfy this, one of

which is 30 hours of qualified continuing education.

The Financial Investment
Ichose a BPItraining package that covered the cost of the online
course, the week-long class, and both tests. It cost around $1,200;
the textbooks added about $95. As a business owner who spends
roughly half his time in the field — hours that are directly bill-
able — I also needed to count the lost revenue.
The equipmentyou’llneed to perform audits using the BPI pro-
tocol starts at about $7,000 (I split the investment with another
business owner who also performs audits). Here’s a breakdown:
¢ Blower-door kit, used to measure and locate air leakage
e Combustion analyzer, to measure steady-state efficiency of
combustion appliances

o Gas-leak detector, to check all accessible gas lines for leaks

e Moisture meter, either a pin type or noninvasive, suitable for
various materials

¢ Smoke stick, to locate air leaks and assess draft of atmospheri-
cally vented combustion appliances

e Personal CO detector

There are also some tools you may want to consider after you're
comfortable with the basic kit, though they’re not necessary for
meeting BPI standards:

e Digital camera

e Laptop

¢ Infrared camera, used to scan buildings for thermal quality, air
leaks, and other issues

e Pressure pan, used to block a duct register while measuring the
static pressure behind it during a blower-door test

e Anemometer, for measuring wind speed and diagnosing com-
fortissues relating to duct airflow

e Duct blaster, like a small blower door, used to test for duct leaks

¢ Boroscope, for inspecting inside wall cavities or other concealed
areas

¢ Reporting and analysis software such as Treat or REM/Rate, for

home energy modeling

Good Subs Are a Must

Home-performance work requires excellent insulation and
hvac contractors. Fortunately, we had already developed rela-
tionships with high-quality subs accustomed to delivering
on best-practice specifications — extensive air sealing, high
R-value insulation, efficient hvac equipment, and insulated
and sealed ductwork.

Attention to detail and quality control are critical at every

step of the process. With home-performance work, the results
are quantified during “test-out,” which includes, for example,
a final blower-door measurement and combustion tests on the
heating equipment. This means the client knows immediately
how well we've performed. Therefore, having subs who under-
stand the goals and methods of home-performance remediation

is essential.

A Tough Sell

Despite the recent national emphasis on a “green” economy, in
our area the demand for energy audits and home-performance
work is not great. One reason is that the cost of bringing older
homes up to current energy standards can be substantial, yet the
projects lack the emotional appeal of a new kitchen or a finished
basement. Frankly, energy audits can be a really tough sell.

Also, of course, the entire industry is hampered by the eco-
nomic downturn. Home-performance contracting is no excep-
tion, even with the tax incentives. Homeowners still have to
find financing, and lending is tight. With so many people unem-
ployed or insecure about their current job status, our potential
customers are reluctant to spend their savings.

This economic landscape affects all remodeling sales, not
just home-performance jobs. But already I've seen that having
the BPI certification has helped me distinguish myself from the
competition and win projects with good profit margins. On one
occasion, I closed on a substantial sale by offering a complimen-
tary energy audit.

Like any remodeling project, home-performance remedia-
tion requires that we work inside homes where people are liv-
ing. We have to be sensitive to the need for privacy and respect
the routines of family life. In this sense, remodeling has been
good practice for home-performance work, which can be dirty
and disruptive. As remodelers, we've always made the “customer
experience” our highest priority, cleaning the site every day,
maintaining good communication, and making every effort to
achieve a successful outcome. Because we’ve remained focused
on these primary concerns, adding energy auditing and home
performance contracting has enhanced rather than detracted
from our core business.

While I don’t expect any short-term windfalls, the investment
intraining and equipment seems to be a good long-term strategy
for our company and should position us well when energy prices

spike again.

Robert Post is a Philadelphia-based BPI-certified Building Ana-

lyst. He owns Post Remodeling and Handyman Services.
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