Environmental Report Details Heat’s Costly Escape Through Elevator Shafts
by Lisa W. Foderaro
March 17, 2015 - It is a common winter phenomenon in New York City: as you try to pull open a lobby door, it seems soldered shut.  Wrestle it open, and you are greeted by a shrill whistle and a blast of air.
That is the sound of heat — and money — escaping.
“It’s hard to open doors in winter because there’s negative pressure,” said Russell Unger, executive director of Urban Green Council, the New York chapter of the United States Green Building Council.  It released a study Tuesday night about preventing heat loss in city buildings.  “Doors don’t naturally whistle.  It’s a sign of a building leaking a lot of heat.”
The science is simple: heat is continuously being lost through leaks in buildings, especially out of the tops of elevator shafts.  Then, as a lobby door is opened, cold air rushes in and must be heated.  The process repeats each time the door is opened.
According to the study, the amount of warm air lost in winter through the elevator shafts of the city’s 4,000 multifamily buildings that are at least 10 stories tall could fill 29,000 Empire State Buildings.
Retrofitting the buildings, at a cost of $500 to $15,000 per building, would save owners across the city at least $11 million a year in energy costs and would cut CO2 emissions by 30,000 metric tons, said Urban Green, which prepared the study with Steven Winter Associates, an architectural and engineering consulting firm.
The recommendations made in the report come months after Mayor Bill de Blasio set the goal of reducing the city’s greenhouse gas emissions 80% by 2050.  In its own report, “One City: Built to Last,” the city outlined steps to achieve that target, focusing on buildings.
Nearly 3/4 of the city’s emissions come from powering, heating and cooling its 1 million buildings.  City officials have placed particular emphasis on energy efficiency.
Last month, Mr. de Blasio appointed a technical working group, made up of representatives from the real estate industry, as well as architects, engineers, labor officials and environmental advocates, to look at new policies and programs that could help that city achieve its interim goal — a 30% reduction in building-based emissions by 2025.
The city’s building code requires that 1/3 of a building’s vents be kept open at all times, in order to allow smoke to escape during a fire.  But many owners are unaware of the arcane code and simply leave all the vents open.
A recent change to the code allows for the sealing of elevator vents, which are responsible for much of the heat loss, the report says.  The code change, for the first time, lets building owners use motorized louvers to keep those vents closed, except in the event of a fire.
On Roosevelt Island, Urban American Management, an owner of a 1,003-unit rental building called Roosevelt Landings, recently instituted changes to make the structure more energy efficient, including sealing the elevator shaft vents.
Joshua Eisenberg, executive vice president of Urban American, which owns and manages 8,000 apartments in the New York region, said he expected the recent improvements — including better insulation, new boilers and digital thermostats in addition to the elevator fix — to reduce Roosevelt Landings’s annual $3.2 million electricity bill by $700,000.  “This building consists of 4 towers, each 21 stories high,” Mr. Eisenberg said.  He added that the 40-year-old structure used electric heat, the most expensive.  “You have 9 sets of elevators and, as a result, a lot of air and ventilation issues.”
Urban American also recently formed a separate company to carry out building upgrades.  “Sealing the holes, cracks and vents is critical, because the biggest problem is air leakage from buildings,” said David Davenport, principal of Urban Greenfit, which is not related to the nonprofit group Urban Green that wrote the report.
At the top of Roosevelt Landings, with its unobstructed view of the Manhattan skyline, an elevator room now features a glass panel covering a large vent.  (A screen covers a smaller vent, which is open to comply with the building code.)  In addition, a hole in the ceiling directly above the elevator shaft was covered.
Grant Salmon, deputy director of multifamily energy services for Steven Winter Associates, said that as a result of leaking elevator shafts, many rooftops in the city were balmy, even on cold days.  “When I say low-hanging fruit, I mean you shouldn’t be heating your roof,” he said.
The study also serves as a primer for building owners and managers, showing the potential for heat and cost savings with simple formulas that factor in the number of floors, the square footage of vent areas and the source of heat — oil, gas, electricity or steam.
Mr. Unger, of Urban Green, said that a typical 15-story building could achieve $3,000 to $6,500 a year in energy savings, just by sealing the vents in elevator shafts.
Mr. Eisenberg, of Urban American, said he was certainly motivated by the cost savings.  (He estimates that he will recoup his investment in the various energy efficiencies in less than 5 years.)  But concern for the environment was also a factor.  “You have to think responsibly down the line, in terms of our contribution to emissions and climate change,” he said.  “We have a role to play.”
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