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Building Commissioning: 
The Key to Meeting Performance Expectations
Commissioning is one of the hottest topics in green building design, and 
for good reason. There are few activities that can address so many issues: 
energy costs, indoor air quality, thermal comfort, and equipment longevity. 

Early in the commissioning process, mechanical design reviews ensure that 
proven and appropriate technologies are properly employed and long-term 
operating and maintenance costs reduced. These reviews identify design 
problems before they make it to the construction site and require change 
orders to correct. 

Construction reviews ensure that mechanical equipment is installed in 
accordance with quality construction practices. Commissioning agents work 
closely with contractors to resolve installation deficiencies in a timely and 
cost effective manner. Commissioning agents help contractors understand 
new technologies and installation procedures, and provide enhanced 
equipment installation and start-up checklists. 

A thorough verification of mechanical equipment operation is conducted 
from a systems perspective, and is not just a start-up of individual pieces 
of equipment. Correct functioning is confirmed under all operating modes: 
start-up, normal, emergency, set-back, and shutdown. Improper equipment 
operation is often identified during the non-standard operating modes.   

A commissioning agent must have extensive design and field experience 
with mechanical systems and equipment, and an ability to communicate 
effectively with professionals, contractors, trades, and equipment 
manufacturers. With 25 years of experience in commissioning green building 
systems, Enermodal is one of Canada’s leading commissioning authorities.
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The ENMAX Conservatory at the Calgary Zoo promises to be one of Canada’s 
most exciting green education projects. The building incorporates many 
earth-friendly technologies: photovoltaic and thermal solar systems, 
cogeneration (using a Stirling engine), ground source heat pumps, a wind 
turbine, and rainwater cisterns. LEED Gold targeted. Gibbs Gage Architects.
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Interpretive Centres: A Natural Fit
 

Interpretive centres may be the most appropriate setting for implementing 
green building strategies. When the purpose is to nurture environmental 
stewardship – whether it’s a conservation center or an ecology lab – the 
building itself should exemplify the principles of resource conservation. 
Clients in the “business” of conservation are often more willling to look 
beyond capital cost to the environmental benefits of new technologies. 

Many interpretive centres are located in areas where there are no municipal 
services. Site planning needs to incorporate environmentally-appropriate 
alternatives such as biofiltration systems for wastewater, and swales, 
constructed wetlands or temporary ponds for stormwater management. 
When electricity is the only source of energy available, ground source heat 
pump systems are an effective way to meet heating and cooling demands. 

Observation centres or conservatories have large glazing areas to provide 
light for growing plants or views to the outdoors. These large glazing 
areas can present a challenge with respect to glare and energy efficiency. 
Solutions include shading by properly selected and positioned vegetation or 
architectural/mechanical shading devices integrated with the building design. 
Stack ventilation is a strategy in which the building itself acts as a chimney to 
promote the natural movement of cool air throughout the interior space. 

Enermodal takes every opportunity to make green building technologies 
accessible to the public, both physically and intellectually. This can be 
as simple as providing a viewing window into the mechanical room 
or exposing technologies, such as cisterns, that are normally hidden. 
Our communications strategies include include signage, tours, printed 
materials, exhibits, and hands-on demonstrations. Our popular interactive 
computer kiosks are custom-designed for each building project, and provide 
information on green building features.  
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Ball’s Falls Centre for Conservation uses technologies well suited 
to a rural site: rainwater cisterns, a ground source heat pump system, and 
wastewater biofiltration.


