
 

Energize Denver Task Force Recommendations 

Draft Summary for Public Comment, 5-5-16 

Public comment process 

This document summarizes the discussions and recommendations of the Energize Denver Task Force. For 

information on past and upcoming task force meetings, visit www.energizedenver.org.  The task force includes a 

balanced group of property managers, owners, and investors from commercial and multi-family buildings, 

efficiency service providers, affordable housing advocates, large institutional owners, hotels, state government, 

Xcel Energy, and other interests.   

The recommendations are not final as comments from the public are reviewed integrated. Public comment is 

essential as the task force prepares to provide a firm set of recommendations by June 30th. 

The Energize Denver Task Force will accept written comments on this draft through May 12, 2016.  Comments 

received after that date will be considered at the discretion of the task force.  Written comments should be 

addressed to the Denver Department of Environmental Health and emailed to EnergizeDenver@denvergov.org.  

High-Level Overview: 

This document reflects the Energize Denver Task Force’s discussion to date on recommendations for how 

Denver can achieve a key goal: to reduce energy consumption of commercial and multifamily buildings by 10 

percent by the end of 2020 and double that in the following decade. These recommendations will be used by 

City & County of Denver (City) as a basis for a related ordinance, resulting rules, and guidelines. The following 

graphic shows what the Energize Denver goal means in actual energy savings: 

 

 

http://www.energizedenver.org/
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A more-efficient Denver will benefit the 

economy. Investing an estimated $340 million 

to improve building energy efficiency in Denver 

would result in $1.3 billion in energy savings 

over 10 years. In turn, these energy savings 

would result in the creation of 340 permanent, 

new, local jobs in clean energy. 1 

Building owners benefit from energy efficiency investments through lower operating costs that increase net 

operating income and result in a more valuable asset.  Local businesses will experience the equivalent of a 

roughly 50 percent discount in rent per square foot by being in an energy efficiency building. 2 Denver will 

continue to attract top-rate businesses that want to operate in sustainable buildings. Energy efficiency can also 

help keep housing costs affordable in Denver and could especially help low-income residents, as research has 

shown that energy efficient buildings are 35 percent more efficient than the average building3, putting money in 

families’ pockets and enabling affordable housing owners to attract and retain tenants. 

Summary of Recommendations 

The task force recommendations aim to help Denver’s buildings overcome market barriers currently impeding 

cost-effective investments in energy efficiency by providing information and resources that will better align the 

interests of different actors in the market4. The task force is proposing a policy in which, over a two-year phase-

in period, all buildings over 25,000 square feet would be required to benchmark their energy performance 

annually using the free ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager tool. 

This tool results in a 1-100 performance score (where 50 is the national average) or an energy use intensity (EUI) 

for the building. Building owners would then be required to report that score to the City each year.  The City 

would use the scores as the basis of outreach and education to building owners on opportunities to improve 

buildings’ energy efficiency. The scores would be made public each year to drive further market awareness of 

energy efficiency.   

Low-performing buildings would be required to make periodic cost-effective, quick-payback, incremental, 

improvements to their energy efficiency. Any building in the top quartile of buildings would be exempt from 

additional requirements and will be celebrated as top performers. Buildings that are not exempt, starting in 

2019, and every five years thereafter, would pick among three flexible performance-based or prescriptive-based 

options for how they want to become more energy efficient.   

Proposed Policy Details: 

                                                           
1 “United States Building Energy Efficiency Retrofits: Market Sizing and Financing Models.”  Rockefeller Foundation and Deutsche Bank 
Group.  March 2012.  Numbers scaled to City and County of Denver. 
2 $0.50 per-square-foot lower cost was calculated by looking up average energy costs per square foot in Denver. $1.50 per 
square foot is average according to Xcel Energy.  One third of that is $0.50 per-square-foot lower cost to be in an energy-
efficient building since efficient buildings are 35% more efficient than average buildings. 
3 https://www.energystar.gov/ia/partners/publications/pubdocs/C+I_brochure.pdf?442a-1e83  
4 One barrier in tenant occupied buildings is the split incentive, where owners pay for improvements that would increase a 
building’s energy efficiency, but tenants see the savings when they pay the energy bill.  A critical barrier in owner occupied 
buildings is that upgrades are usually paid out of the capital budget, but energy savings will be seen in the operating 
budget, and often decisions about these two budgets are made separately.   

https://www.energystar.gov/buildings/facility-owners-and-managers/existing-buildings/use-portfolio-manager
https://www.energystar.gov/ia/partners/publications/pubdocs/C+I_brochure.pdf?442a-1e83


 

A description of each policy component follows. For details on when each policy would phase in for different 

types and sizes of buildings, see the Summary Schedule and Timeline at the end. 

Policy 1:  Benchmarking  

All buildings over 25,000 square feet would be required to benchmark each year using ENERGY STAR Portfolio 

Manager and report the ENERGY STAR score, energy use intensity (EUI), and select additional information to the 

City.  ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager enables an apples–to-apples comparison of buildings of different sizes, 

ages, and locations by adjusting a building’s energy performance score for statistically significant factors for a 

given building type. The tool makes adjustments for items such as occupancy in office buildings and number of 

bedrooms in multi-family housing, and compares buildings to a national data set of similar buildings. While 

tenant energy usage cannot be controlled by the owner in multi-family housing, this is true of all multi-family 

housing in the data set and is accounted for in the building’s final score. Hotels are only compared to hotels, 

hospitals only to other hospitals, and so on. 

Portfolio Manager is a free tool. Four to eight hours of staff time would be required to set up an account, and 

then one to two hours of staff time will be required to enter data each year. Annual data entry may be less than 

one to two hours since Xcel Energy will now automatically upload a building’s energy data to its Portfolio 

Manager account5. At the time building ownership is transferred, the seller shall provide to the buyer all 

information necessary for the buyer to benchmark and report for the entire year.   

Exemptions from benchmarking and reporting should be put in place for: 

- A building that was not occupied and did not have a Certificate of Occupancy or temporary 
Certificate of Occupancy for all 12 months of the calendar year required to be benchmarked; or 

- An entire building that was not occupied, due to renovation, for all 12 months of the calendar year 
required to be benchmarked; or 

- A demolition permit for the entire building has been issued and that demolition work has 
commenced on or before the date the Benchmarking Report is due; or 

- A building owner who is unable to obtain tenant consent to customer data in a building that does 
not quality for whole building aggregated data under the PUC data privacy rules.  

- The building is presently experiencing qualifying financial distress, as defined by any of the 
following: (1) the building is the subject of a qualified tax lien sale or public auction due to property 
tax arrearages, (2) the building is controlled by a court appointed receiver, or (3) the building has 
been acquired by a deed in lieu of foreclosure. 

- The building had average physical occupancy of less than 60 percent throughout the calendar year 
for which benchmarking is required. 

- Buildings in which there are primarily industrial and agricultural processes in place are eligible to 
opt-out.  This would include any industrial manufacturing facility or marijuana grow house. 

 

Data verification of benchmarking information will be required before the building’s first compliance deadline 

for the benchmarking requirement; the building’s first compliance deadline for Policies 3, 4, or 5; and every five 

years thereafter. The owner of a covered building shall ensure that reported benchmarking information for that 

year is verified by a licensed professional. Such verification shall be in a form of a stamped and signed statement 

by a licensed professional attesting to the accuracy of the information. The City may exempt from the 

                                                           
5 https://www.xcelenergy.com/staticfiles/xe/PDF/Marketing/Bus-Solutions-Benchmark-User-Guide.pdf  

https://www.xcelenergy.com/staticfiles/xe/PDF/Marketing/Bus-Solutions-Benchmark-User-Guide.pdf


 

verification requirement the owner of a covered building who submits documentation establishing that 

compliance with this section will cause undue financial hardship.  

The City shall provide clear notification regarding compliance deadlines, how to comply, and the time likely 

needed to complete compliance. The City and partners shall provide training and help center support on how to 

benchmark with ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager. The City shall provide score cards to building owners annually 

comparing their performance to other buildings of similar size, class (if possible), and sub-market. In addition, 

score cards should make a clear financial case for improving the building’s efficiency by giving numbers 

estimating the dollars that an owner could save with investments in energy efficiency and specific information 

about incentives available from Xcel Energy to help them improve. Penalties for non-compliance shall be an 

annual fee slightly higher than typical costs to pay a contractor to benchmark a building. 

The City shall report aggregate progress regularly toward the goal of reducing energy consumption in 

commercial and multi-family buildings 10 percent by 2020 and double that in the following decade. 

Policy 2:  Transparency 

ENERGY STAR Portfolio Manager scores for every building over 25,000 square feet shall be published publically 

each year in a searchable database and clickable map. A notes field will be available next to the score so the 

owner can explain the score if they wish, and past scores will be shown so that improvements can be easily 

seen. The data will not be downloadable as a whole data set. The City will be allowed to share the data set with 

Xcel Energy for the purpose of targeting its Demand Side Management programs, as well as other individual 

entities as necessary. 

Benchmarking and transparency requirements have been shown to result in 2%-3% annual energy savings 

because owners who benchmark and report their scores transparently are more likely to invest in some energy 

efficiency upgrades in their buildings6. Transparency is critical to the policy’s success, as demonstrated by 

increased savings in cities that have transparency7. Also, many studies of human behavior show that humans 

improve performance and compliance when someone could be watching. Research on these behavioral trends 

include studies of energy usage habits in dorm rooms,8 as well as studies in areas unrelated to energy. 

Only annual energy usage data would be reported to the City under this ordinance. Annual energy usage data is 

the least-sensitive type of energy data. The City would not receive any real time, interval, or monthly data under 

the ordinance9. The City also would not receive individual tenant or resident data, only whole building energy 

data. An exemption would be granted in the case where a building owner can show that his or her energy 

performance is a confidential business practice. An exemption from transparency would also be included for any 

building whose owner can show that his or her building’s energy performance is a confidential business practice 

that includes trade secrets, privileged or confidential commercial information. The owner shall specifically 

identify such information and provide a statement of the manner in which public disclosure would cause 

substantial harm to the owner's competitive position. Any information submitted without such a statement may 

be disclosed publically. Inefficient energy usage alone will not be considered confidential commercial 

information. 

                                                           
6 http://www.buildingrating.org/graphic/us-commercial-building-policy-comparison-matrix 
7 http://www.buildingrating.org/graphic/us-commercial-building-policy-comparison-matrix  
8 “Saving Power to Conserve Your Reputation? The effectiveness of private versus public information” April 2012. 
9 http://www.imt.org/uploads/resources/files/utility_data_sensitivity_graphic_Feb2013.pdf  

http://www.buildingrating.org/graphic/us-commercial-building-policy-comparison-matrix
http://www.buildingrating.org/graphic/us-commercial-building-policy-comparison-matrix
http://www.buildingrating.org/graphic/us-commercial-building-policy-comparison-matrix
http://www.imt.org/uploads/resources/files/utility_data_sensitivity_graphic_Feb2013.pdf


 

 

Policies 3, 4, and 5: Perform or Improve 

Each year, 20 percent of the buildings shall demonstrate their performance with one of a few certification 

options or shall make improvements to their energy efficiency. Buildings that do not qualify for an exemption via 

certification shall implement their choice of Policy 3, Policy 4, or Policy 5 starting in 2019 or 2020 depending on 

the size of the building (see the Schedule at the end). Those buildings shall then continue to implement their 

choice of Policy 3, Policy 4, or Policy 5 every five years until the point if and when they qualify for an exemption 

or off-ramp.   

Exemption and Off-ramps from Improvement Requirements:  Top performers report performance and are 

celebrated 

Under the following cases, buildings will be exempt from improvement requirements: 

- Any building exempt from Policy 1, benchmarking, in the year of its compliance deadline shall also be 
exempt from further requirements in that performance period.  

- Any building that has earned ENERGY STAR certification, LEED EBOM certification, or a LEED Dynamic 
Plaque in the last year, or two times in the last three years would be exempt from further requirements 
and will be celebrated as a top performer.  In addition, any building type that cannot qualify for ENERGY 
STAR certification could follow the LEED EBOM alternate compliance pathway for energy without getting 
a full LEED EBOM certification.  Cost:  ENERGY STAR certification costs $1,000-$3,000; LEED certification 
costs somewhat more. 

 

Off-ramps from future performance periods will exist for buildings where all energy efficiency improvements 

with less than a three-year payback (low-hanging fruit) are complete. While details are still being worked out by 

the task force, completion of all low-hanging fruit can be demonstrated in the following ways:  

- Owner completes an audit with implementation of all measure with a payback period of three years or 
less are complete and retrocomissioning is complete if the audit indicates it is needed; or 

- The building owner has verified with a licensed professional that he/she has exhausted all energy 
efficiency opportunities with less than a three-year payback, yet the building still maintains an ENERGY 
STAR score below 75; and 

- The ENERGY STAR score of the building doesn’t decline significantly over time. 
 

A review committee formed by the City will be formed to allow a building owner to petition for an exemption for 

other reasons as well.  Such special cases might include: 

- A building is about to be sold and redeveloped; 
- An owner cannot afford upgrades despite the presence of incentives and available financing (non-profit, 

or others similar); 

http://www.usgbc.org/leed
http://www.usgbc.org/leed
http://www.usgbc.org/leed


 

- An owner’s investment plans include efficiency upgrades in the future, but the owner requires more 
time to make other critical investments in the near-term;   

- Major shifts in occupancy and operating hours increase EUI and make it tougher for a building to meet 
the performance pathway, so that building’s baseline and target EUI need to be adjusted for occupancy 
and operating hours. 
 

Policy 3:  Performance 

A building owner shall improve the weather-normalized Energy Use Intensity of his or her building by 15 percent 

from that building’s 2016 baseline (2017 in the case of buildings 25,000 sq. ft. - 50,000 sq. ft.). In future cycles, a 

building’s baseline will be its Energy Use Intensity (EUI) at the time of its last improvement requirement (from 

five years prior). Savings beyond 15 percent can be banked for future performance periods. For example, a 

building that improves its EUI by 40 percent will be done for 2.5 performance periods. Credit will also be given 

for improvements made prior to the enactment of the ordinance as far back as a date yet to be determined by 

the task force with a petition to the review committee. In order to receive credit for improvements prior to the 

enactment of the ordinance, the owner will need to submit the EUI of the building via Portfolio Manager for a 

past baseline year he or she is petitioning to use.  

 

Energy Savings/Cost/Payback/Incentives:  15 percent savings. Cost varies.  Many Xcel incentives available10. 

 

Policy 4:  Retrocommissioning and Implementation 

A building owner shall complete a retrocommissioning (RcX) study and implement the findings of that study.  

Retrocommissioning (RCx) is a systematic process for identifying less-than-optimal performance in a facility's 

equipment, lighting, and control systems, and making the necessary adjustments. While retrofitting involves 

replacing outdated equipment, RCx focuses on improving the efficiency of what's already in place. Multi-family 

buildings shall perform RcX on base building systems only.  

Standards to ensure quality shall be determined by a working group of experts following on the task force’s 

work. The work group shall determine who is qualified to perform the RcX, what process and steps qualify as 

RcX, and what reports shall be submitted to the City to demonstrate compliance. 

 

                                                           
10 All Xcel Incentives references are in their business programs summary:  
https://www.xcelenergy.com/staticfiles/xe/Marketing/Files/CO-Business-Program-Summary.pdf 

https://www.xcelenergy.com/staticfiles/xe/Marketing/Files/CO-Business-Program-Summary.pdf


 

Energy Savings/Cost/Payback/Incentives:  16 percent average energy savings11. Study and implementation cost 

about $0.75/sq. ft. Owners will see a two -month to two- year payback. Xcel energy incentive programs cover 

75% of the costs, up to $25,000. 

 

Policy 5:  Audit and Upgrade 

A building owner shall complete an audit of base building systems and implement measures with less than 

three- year paybacks, or owner completes other upgrades recommended by the audit to achieve a similar 

amount of energy savings as the savings that would result from implementing all measures with less than a 

three-year payback. The payback of various measures will be determined by the auditing expert, and may 

include financing costs if the owner plans to finance the improvements.  An ASHRAE level 2 audit for buildings 

over 50,000 square feet or ASHRAE level 1 audit for buildings 25,000 square feet to 50,000 square feet would be 

required. Any building owner who believes an ASHRAE level 2 audit is not appropriate for that building due to 

simple controls and simple building systems better served by a simpler audit may apply for an exemption from a 

level 2 audit. 

Standards to ensure quality audits and implementation shall be determined by a working group of experts 

following on the task force’s work. The work group shall determine who is qualified to perform the audit, what 

process and steps qualify as an audit, and what reports shall be submitted to the City to demonstrate 

compliance. 

 

Energy Savings/Cost/Payback/Incentives:  Savings vary by building, roughly similar to Policy 3. Three year 

payback. Many Xcel energy efficiency incentives are available.  Xcel energy efficiency incentives will cover 90% 

of the cost of an ASHRAE level 1 audit. 

Penalties for non-compliance for policies 3, 4, and 5 shall be an annual fee slightly higher than typical costs to 

pay a contractor to perform the required improvements. 

  

                                                           
11 The Retrocommissioning costs and pay-back times come from a national study done by Lawrence Berkley Labs:  
http://cx.lbl.gov/documents/2009-assessment/lbnl-cx-cost-benefit.pdf  

http://www.pnnl.gov/main/publications/external/technical_reports/pnnl-20956.pdf
http://www.pnnl.gov/main/publications/external/technical_reports/pnnl-20956.pdf
http://cx.lbl.gov/documents/2009-assessment/lbnl-cx-cost-benefit.pdf


 

Summary Schedule: 

A draft summary of the schedule for different buildings is below.   

 

A draft timeline showing when policies would phase in is shown below. 

 


