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By Jim Rioux, PMP, Project Manager, 
City of Olympia Public Works  

and  

Joel Davis, MA, MBA,  
Managing Principal,  
Sazan Environmental Services

On May 27, 2019, Governor 
Inslee signed into law the Clean 
Buildings Act (CBA). The CBA 

was part of a suite of clean energy 
bills that were passed during the 2019 
Legislative Session to address the state’s 
energy grid, transportation infrastructure, 
hydrofluorocarbon emissions, and 
emissions from buildings.

While the language of the CBA focuses 
on “covered commercial buildings,” the 
definition does not exclude buildings 
that are publicly owned. Public works 
agencies will need to understand the 
provisions of the law and take steps to stay 
in compliance. The CBA defines covered 
commercial buildings as follows:

 "Covered commercial building" 
means a building where the sum 
of nonresidential, hotel, motel, and 
dormitory floor areas exceeds fifty 
thousand gross square feet, excluding 
the parking garage area.

State Energy Performance Standard
The Clean Buildings program is managed 
by the Washington State Department of 
Commerce (Commerce) and supported by 
utility providers. Performance standards 
are based upon ASHRAE Standard 100. 
The new standards include requirements 
related to:

• Energy management plans, 
• Operation and maintenance, 
• Calculation of a building’s Energy Use 

Intensity, and
• Performance of energy audits. 

Energy Use Intensity and Energy Use 
Intensity Targets are defined in the new 
regulations as follows.

• Energy Use Intensity (EUI): A 
measurement that represents any given 
building's energy use relative to its size. 
"Energy use intensity" is reported as 
a value of a thousand British thermal 

units per square foot, per year. A 
building's EUI is calculated by dividing 
the total net energy consumed in one 
year by the gross floor area of the 
building, excluding any parking garage 
area or non-conditioned spaces. 

• Energy Use Intensity Target (EUIt): 
The net energy use intensity of a 
covered commercial building that has 
been established for the purposes 
of complying with the standard. The 
Department of Commerce developed 
EUIt targets based upon average EUI 
data for building use types in two 
climate zones in Washington: Climate 
Zone 4C and Climate Zone 5B.

The EUI and EUIt establish the 
performance metrics to determine 
compliance. A building’s energy 
performance is calculated in terms of its 
EUI, and that measurement is compared 
to an EUIt benchmark for buildings of 
similar use type. 
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Building Personnel  
Roles and Responsibilities
A critical element of the new standard 
is how they define energy management 
responsibilities for building owners 
and their staff. Specifically, new 
requirements establish energy 
management roles and responsibilities 
and qualification requirements for 
building managers, building operators, 
energy managers, qualified auditors, 
and qualified persons. 

Meeting Compliance Requirements
Compliance with the new regulations 
is the building owner’s responsibility. A 
building’s size determines the date on 
which it should be compliant with the new 
standard, as the following table shows:  

Size of Building Compliance Date

Over 220,000 sf June 1, 2026

90,001–220,000 sf June 1, 2027

50,000–90,000 sf June 1, 2028 

By July 1, 2021, all building owners 
of covered commercial buildings 
can expect to receive notification 
of the initial compliance schedule 
and outline of the regulation’s early 
adopter program. 

The Early Adopter Incentive Program 
applies to non-residential, hotel, motel, 
and dormitory buildings greater than 
50,000 sf. An eligible building owner 
who demonstrates early compliance for 
a facility may receive a one-time base 
incentive payment of $.85 per gross 
square foot of floor area.

The Commerce Clean Building web 
portal provides detailed guidance 
for owners to comply with the new 
regulations as well as details about 
eligibility for the Early Adopter 
Incentive Program. 

While the program can appear 
daunting at first glance, building 
owners may already be doing much of 
what will be required. 

In summary, the steps to achieving 
compliance are: 

1. Get familiar with the new regulations.
2. Establish a written Energy 

Management Plan. 
3. Coordinate with utility providers for 

energy use data.
4. Start documenting your building’s 

energy use.
5. Define the staff responsibilities 

consistent with the new regulations. 
6. Begin calculating your building EUI and 

measuring it against the appropriate EUIt.
7. Document compliance via the 

Department of Commerce Clean 
Buildings web portal. 

Another Opportunity to Contribute  
It might be easy to view these new 
requirements as another load placed on the 
already heavily burdened backs of public 
works staff. It is, however, important to 
keep in mind that the drivers for this new 
law include the very well-documented fact 
that buildings are a significant contributor 
to greenhouse gasses. Compliance with 
these new requirements is intended to 
address that unfortunate reality. 


