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CITY OF CAMBRIDGE

Community Development Department



MEMORANDUM

To:
Robert W. Healy, City Manager

From:  Beth Rubenstein, Assistant City Manager, Community Development Department

Date:
December 16, 2009

Re:
City Council Order O-13, New York City Cool Roofs Program

The New York City Cool Roofs program is a collaboration between the office of Mayor Michael Bloomberg, the Community Environmental Center (CEC)--a statewide nonprofit organization that provides weatherization--and other partners.  The initiative, announced by New York City in September 2009, was a pilot program aimed at coating approximately 100,000 square feet of rooftops.  Essentially, the program is a voluntary effort aimed at applying white roof coatings to buildings throughout New York City for the purposes of reducing the urban heat island effect and energy consumption in buildings.  The program relies on building owners to volunteer their sites and on volunteers who go out in teams to apply the coatings.  The coating material was donated.  

Based on a conversation with the CEC program director, the following information was gathered:

· About 200 volunteers were recruited for the pilot project.

· A request for proposals was issued for the coating product, which led to the donation of a white roof coating called APOC.  The APOC roof coating is certified by the federal Energy Star program.

· The coating costs about 28 cents/square foot.

· In the case of APOC, the warranty period is 7 years.  Some products require the application to be performed by a certified contractor in order to avoid voiding the warranty.  But CEC felt this could be negotiated when volunteers are being used.  CEC felt that building owners should understand that they may need to apply refresher coatings 7 to 10 years in the future.

· Training of volunteers was done on the first day of the application.  The main goal was to show volunteers how to apply the proper thickness.

· CEC found that they could cover about 500 square feet of roof per volunteer.

· Safety was a concern.  For the pilot project, only roofs with parapet walls were treated.  In most cases, the roofs were accessible by stairs and did not require volunteers to climb ladders.

· Liability was an issue.  Building owners would not take on any liability.  Therefore, CEC was forced to accept liability.  CEC, as a major weatherization agency carries liability insurance.

· CEC is assessing whether to continue with the program and if resources are available to do so.

A common question that comes up regarding reflective roofs is whether the energy savings gained in warmer months by reducing cooling needs would be offset by the need to use more fuel for heating in the colder months.  According to Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory the amount of sunlight hitting a roof in December is 1/12th of the sunlight that hits a roof on a day in June (for a city at the latitude of New York City).  So while there is a “winter penalty,” the summer savings on cooling costs will exceed the additional winter heating costs by a factor of at least 3 to 1.  Also, in New England buildings often have white snow cover which would have the same effect as a white roof.

There would be a number of challenges in implementing a similar project in Cambridge.  In addition to finding interested property owners, obtaining coating material and supplies, and recruiting, training, and deploying volunteers, there are other issues that would need to be addressed.  It would be prudent to further investigate the coatings that are available on the market in terms of cost, durability, application requirements, and maintenance requirements.  Regarding implementation, an organization willing to assume liability would need to be identified.  There are community organizations in Cambridge, such as HEET or the Cambridge Energy Alliance, that might be suited for this kind of project, but they do not carry this type of liability insurance.  A significant time commitment would be required for an organization to implement a voluntary white roof coating project.  In addition, many roofs in Cambridge, particularly on commercial buildings, have significant amounts of equipment, which would complicate the application of coatings by volunteers.

We note that the Green Building/Zoning Task Force has recommended to the City Manager the adoption of zoning amendments to require all new construction and other projects requiring special permits over 25,000 square feet to be certifiable under the LEED green building standards.  These recommendations will be considered by the City Council early in the new year. Under LEED, projects can earn credits for white roofs.  Therefore we expect to see more white roofs on new construction if the amendments are approved.  It is also the practice of the Public Works Department to install white roofs when roofs on existing buildings are replaced.  The City’s new construction and major renovation projects have also generally included white roofs.

It has been demonstrated that white roofs provide energy saving benefits.  Therefore we do not recommend conducting a pilot program solely for the purpose of demonstrating feasibility. It would be useful to find a way to scale up a program to a larger scale, in order to coat a significant number of roofs. Some of this larger scale should be accomplished if LEED standards become part of the zoning ordinance. In addition, the Community Development Department will contact some community organizations to assess if there is interest and capacity to implement a volunteer cool roofs project in Cambridge.
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