
and fine tuning, this becomes a 
robust approach which helps ensure 
that buildings deliver on their  
design intent.  

A successful approach to an  
energy performance guarantee is 
currently making its way from 
Australia to the UK and Ireland. It 
takes the form of an upfront bond 
provided by the contractor to the 
client and withheld until the 
intended energy performance is 
achieved. This is typically expected  
to be after 12 months of occupancy. 
This encourages an “energy in use” 
approach rather than predicted 
energy and has been found to be  
a much more effective way of 
delivering actual performance.

The energy performance method 
used in Australia is National 
Australian Built Environment  
Rating System (NABERS) and has 
been a success since its introduction 
in 2010.  This method has proven 
that “what gets measured gets 
managed” and has reduced  
energy consumption on average  
by 30% to 40% since its  
introduction 10 years ago. 

In addition to saving energy, the 
NABERS method has stimulated 
market demand, facilitated 
progressive policy development,  

and ultimately delivered better 
buildings for the occupants and 
investors.  

I was fortunate to have experience 
of this approach while working for 
Brisbane-based commissioning and 
consultancy engineering firms during 
my four years of working in Australia. 
It was a great experience to be the 
pivotal link between detailed  
energy modelling, system selection/
sizing, commissioning, fine tuning 
and energy monitoring. This is the 
normal approach in all Australian 
buildings and I believe this is 
something Ireland and the UK  
needs to improve on.

An initiative to close the performance 
gap of dwellings is arriving in the 
form of Smart Readiness which will 
integrate the Internet of Things  
(IoT) control, tariff monitoring  
and usage management within a 
property. This opens a huge amount 
of opportunities by enabling the 
measurement and reporting of 
usage patterns and spikes to help 
minimise consumption, while also 
having capabilities to optimise 
community energy consumption.  
The viability of renewables, district 
heating, demand response measures, 
car charging etc will take a holistic 
approach to relieve the increasing 

pressure on utility infrastructure 
while “greening” the grid.

On an international scale we are 
seeing funders requiring assurances 
in terms of investment assets from 
developers to ensure that ethical 
and sustainable developments are 
procured. Referred to as corporate 
Environmental Social & Governance 
(ESG) or Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR), this additional requirement 
increases the significance of building 
performance and rating a building 
to give the asset some additional 
security for investors. This will become 
increasingly more important in  
the future.

The utilisation of these various 
efforts to close the performance  
gap will take time and significant 
collaboration across many industries. 
At Lawler Sustainability we are 
optimistic that increased ethical and 
sustainability awareness, along with 
the positive impact on asset values, 
will drive down building energy 
consumption and close the gap. n
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Since its foundation in 2016, Noel 
Lawler Green Energy Solutions 

– now Lawler Sustainability, see  
page 2, this issue – has been helping 
clients to improve the energy 
performance of their property 
portfolios. These efforts are being 
hampered by the following key issues: 

• Design-for-compliance culture, i.e.  
 energy performance is theoretical  
 and not measured;

• An operational performance that  
 is invisible to the market, most  
 especially investors and occupiers;

• Actual energy performance is not  
 easily acquired and can prove  
 challenging to define;

• Oversimplified mandatory rating  
 systems such as Display Energy  
 Certificates (DECs).

The 2019 Climate Action plan  
fails to commit to resolving these 
issues. However, there is a lot that 
policy makers could learn from 
international voluntary schemes such 
as LEED (Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design) and, more 

recently, Design for Performance in 
UK Offices. These schemes give us 
the pathway to transform buildings 
into high-performing assets.

Today, the efficiency of building 
operations increasingly impacts 
private and public organisations. 
When their energy costs go up,  
their ability to fund workforce 
development and innovation goes 

down. By supporting businesses  
to reduce energy consumption, 
optimising energy supplies and 
managing on-site production and 
storage, it will help the whole 
organisation to perform better. 

There is significant untapped 
potential by incorporating detailed 
energy modelling to help yield further 
energy, carbon and cost savings.  
Also known as a digital twin, this  
has significant value to the user and 
client by enabling building energy 
targets to be measured against 
actual usage, ultimately tracking  
the “performance gap”. By tracking 
targets versus actual usage we  
can use this information to drive 
improvements. Supplemented  
with cost-effective commissioning 

Right: The Australian NABERS energy 
performance method has proved that 
“what gets measured gets managed”.

Why aren’t we 
closing the gap?    
Why are buildings typically consuming 
two to five times more energy than 
at design stage? Why is the industry 
letting this happen? James Duggan, 
Senior Sustainability Engineer, Lawler 
Sustainability, probes for the answers.

Dublin City Council’s Sports & Fitness Centre in Ballymun, Dublin where the performance 
gap has been successfully closed. 

Design aspiration and reality 

James Duggan is a Senior 
Sustainability Engineer with Lawler 
Sustainability. His work focuses on 
optimising building fabric, MEP 
systems and renewables for all types 
of buildings. His particular interest 
lies in assessing the gap between 
the estimated and actual energy 
consumption of buildings.


