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The Occupant’s Role in Conserving Energy

By Bill Holmes, P.E. April 9, 2012 02:52:44 pm

When I signed my first contract to manage the energy systems in a mental health hospital, it was 1979.

The energy crisis had been around for about five years and most people were very aware and

interested. Tremendous increases in utility costs in a very short time were threatening jobs as well as

the very existence of some organizations. I had high hopes for something that made so much sense;

save energy and money. Reduce the amount of money paid to the utility company each month, pay me

a percentage of the actual, documented savings for creating them, and put the rest in the owner’s

pocket.

Like my partner John Rumple had said when we first talked about his getting involved with my

business, “Do you realize what you have? You have a money machine. You are paying people to allow

you to work in their building. You are taking 100% of the risk. They have everything to gain and nothing to

lose. I don’t know how any building owner or manager could say no to this.” And John was a pretty

sharp guy. An Indiana farm boy and Vietnam veteran, he had worked his way through Harvard Law

School. He also had an MBA, with an emphasis on entrepreneurship from the Indiana University School

of Business, and he owned a number of successful businesses. It made a lot of sense to us both at

the time.

But I was really naïve, like so many people out there today who want to do what they think is the right

thing; just clearly explain the opportunity and everyone will want to jump on the bandwagon, do their

part. I had this impossible dream that others would be as interested as I was in conserving energy,

saving money and perhaps even their jobs by making the building run as efficiently as possible.

I wasn’t sure what the occupants could actually do but it sure seemed like a good idea to get them

involved, to have their support. I wanted to do something similar to what the “Green Teams” are doing

these days; to put together an Energy Conservation Team to work together to save energy in the

building.

My only fee was a percentage of actual dollars saved. So I had to produce savings to stay in business. I

have been asked more than once how I was able to do this; get others involved and trained to help me

do what was necessary. The answer is, I didn’t. I couldn’t find a way. No matter how many meetings we

had to explain what I was doing, no matter how interested the owners and occupants of buildings were,

I essentially ended up doing everything myself (along with the employees I had by then).

Although I was only hired to be the building “energy manager,” I discovered that to manage and reduce

energy costs I had to assume the responsibility for, and control of, every significant energy user. I had to

take over the control, the operation and the management of all of the maintenance. I could have

everything working perfectly and efficiently one day and the next day find all kinds of expensive

surprises. After many years of doing this in many buildings, I estimated that at least one-third of my time

each day was spent undoing things that others did the day before that undermined the savings that had

been achieved.

Servicemen would come in, use a jumper wire or bypass an automatic switch to turn something on to

service it and then leave it that way. A janitor would get a complaint of a hot or cold room and adjust a

control trying to solve the problem. I quickly learned that the most important function of the “Energy

Team” was to recognize a problem or a potential problem and call me. When I read today about the

Green Teams, I hope they can be organized and trained to be effective. I was always an outside

contractor and had limited influence with the occupants of a facility. Even if the top management
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provided an incentive for the occupants to help me, which they normally didn’t, I was on my own.

But remember, most of the energy in larger buildings is consumed in mechanical and electrical rooms.

And most of the occupants have never even been in those rooms. They really shouldn’t be. What can

they do, anyway? Without thorough training and complete understanding of complex systems, you don’t

really want them messing with them. They could get hurt. They could really screw something up. It’s not

as easy as it is at home where most of us still manage to screw things up on a regular basis. It’s not

as easy as it might seem on the surface or as you might read in the paper.

I have read that a popular approach these days is for somebody, perhaps an energy manager, CSO or

whatever fancy title they have, to have a comprehensive plan for everyone in the facility. What the

occupants can and need to do and what they shouldn’t. But let’s be realistic here. If you have just hired

a new brain surgeon or rocket scientist, you just want them to stick to their specialty. In an industrial

plant only designated and trained people are allowed to operate the production equipment and other

major systems. And that’s a good thing. You don’t want someone from accounting who had been

reading all of the articles in the company newsletter about how it was every employee’s job to save

energy, after seeing the latest electric bill, decide to go out onto the factory floor and turn off a melting

furnace right before a pour.

Utilities are basically just a pain, an overhead expense that no one really wants to deal with. Employees

just need to be comfortable and for everything to work right so they can do their jobs and be productive.

As wonderful as it sounds in theory for everyone to do their part to save the world, in practice, that

doesn’t really work very well. Sure, awareness can help and many people want to feel that they are

involved, are contributing, but the energy manager needs to concentrate on the systems that actually

use the energy and the people directly involved with those systems, the building operating and

maintenance staff, outside contractors, control companies, etc. Plus there has to be a way to monitor all

of the actions and the results on a continuing basis. You can’t just do something once and assume it

will stay that way; there are people involved. Energy management is a continuing process, not a

onetime project. 

My friends in various businesses tell me, and we all know it’s true from personal experience, that with

all of the cutbacks during the past several years, the people remaining are spread very thin. They may

be working long hours doing what two or three people used to do in the past, and making less money.

If another duty is added to their already too long list, they have to make choices, figure out how to set

priorities and mange their time. They have a lot to do before they have a heart attack or go to work one

morning and get escorted by a security guard to their desk to pick up their things after being downsized.

Unless the CEO moves energy conservation way up on their priority list, it may not get done, no matter

how much they care. Like my good friend Tom Bonnell told me, when he was in charge of all energy

conservation worldwide for a Fortune 500 company, when the right people with the right training and the

right incentives disappear, so will the savings. And he knew from experience; he had watched his

successful program, the one that he had put together working side-by-side with the very supportive

long-time CEO, the energy conservation program that was generating tremendous savings every year

completely disappeared after a new CEO came in and decided to get rid of all of the energy managers

to save money. The new CEO decided that the energy manager’s duties could just be added to those of

the maintenance staff; a decision that cost the company a bundle.

I wonder what that new CEO would have thought if, the next time he boarded the corporate jet, he saw

the guy who fueled it and drove the little tractor that pushed it out of the hanger take off his jumpsuit and

climb into the pilot’s seat to assume his new, added duty. Maybe the CEO wouldn’t have noticed. He

might have been lost in thinking about how much his bonuses and stock options were going to

increase after firing all of those expensive pilots, as he was hurtling to his death.
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