
COMMERCIAL BUILDING ENERGY COMMERCIAL BUILDING ENERGY 
BENCHMARKING + BUILDING BENCHMARKING + BUILDING 
PERFORMANCE STANDARDSPERFORMANCE STANDARDS
Improve energy efficiency in commercial buildings by tracking energy use Improve energy efficiency in commercial buildings by tracking energy use 
and updating minimum requirements in existing buildings. and updating minimum requirements in existing buildings. 

 △ Executive Center – Better Building Challenge.  
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
In the past 10 years, Milwaukee has experienced 
an exciting surge of major commercial building 
developments (for example, the Fiserv Forum 
and the Northwestern Mutual tower). In addition, 
many of the City’s older commercial and industrial 
buildings have been repurposed and converted 
into residential apartments. Commercial buildings 
consume approximately 18% of the total energy 
consumption in the United States, and according 
to the 2018 City of Milwaukee Community 
Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Inventory, commercial 
building energy use accounted for 23% of total 
GHG emissions. Reducing energy use in existing 
commercial buildings and multi-family properties, 
while improving the buildings’ indoor air quality, is 
important to continue reducing GHGs in the City 
of Milwaukee. For the purposes of this section, 
commercial buildings are divided into new 
building developments and existing buildings. 
This includes multi-family apartment buildings 
with 4 or more units. 

New Buildings

Commercial buildings must adhere to established 
building codes, which set regulations for design, 
construction, alteration, and maintenance. 
Building codes include energy codes, which 
specify regulations for the energy efficiency of a 
building and its systems. The State of Wisconsin 
Department of Safety and Professional Services 
establishes the building code for the entire State. 
Per Wisconsin law, municipalities are not allowed 
to set higher energy efficiency requirements 
in local building codes, something that other 
municipalities across the U.S. are allowed to 
do.  As of September 2022, the minimum energy 
efficiency requirements of the Wisconsin building 
code have not kept pace with international 
standards. 

Construction of a new building typically follows a 
building code that lists the minimum requirements 
of energy conservation. These are related to the 
minimum insulation, window properties, efficiency 
requirements for mechanical equipment (heating, 
cooling, water supply), and more. According to 

the U.S. Department of Energy, as of 2022, the 
energy conservation chapter of the Wisconsin 
commercial building code is equivalent to 
ASHRAE Standard 90.1 2010, released 12 years 
ago. The Wisconsin commercial building council 
is in the process of proposing a newer code that 
is equivalent to ASHRAE Standard 90.1 2019. 
Adopting the new code will reduce the energy use 
of new commercial buildings by approximately 
19% compared to a building built following the 
current code. 

It is important to highlight that the code and 
standards released by ASHRAE (American Society 
of Heating, Ventilation, Refrigeration, and Air- 
Conditioning Engineers), or the IECC (International 
Energy Conservation Code) define minimum 
requirements only. Builders are permitted to build 
to higher energy efficiency standards, as long as 
the base code is being met. These standards and 
codes are updated every three years with the aim 
of reducing building energy use in each release. 
When new energy conservation standards 
are released, the Pacific Northwest National 
Laboratory (PNNL) quantifies the impact of the 
building code on energy cost savings and job 
creation. The PNNL has demonstrated through 
many of their analyses that states adopting newer 
energy conservation standards for new buildings 
and existing buildings not only save energy, but 
also create jobs. Read more about a 2013 case 
study in neighboring Minnesota titled “Potential 
Job Creation in Minnesota as a Result of Adopting 
New Residential Building Energy Codes”. More 
specifically

• Local jobs are created through new building 
construction or upgrading existing buildings to 
make them more energy efficient, and

• Jobs are created by the increase in disposable 
income that is returned to the local economy, 
thanks to the reduction in monthly utility bills.

https://www.pnnl.gov/main/publications/external/technical_reports/PNNL-21538.pdf
https://www.pnnl.gov/main/publications/external/technical_reports/PNNL-21538.pdf
https://www.pnnl.gov/main/publications/external/technical_reports/PNNL-21538.pdf
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 ▽Graphic by GRAEF.

“Energy inefficient buildings that lack the 
necessary green space to support outdoor 
learning and engagement are a huge problem 
throughout Milwaukee.”

“By reducing our demand for energy, we help 
to clear the air and lower the rate of respiratory 
and other diseases.” 

““““COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES
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Existing Buildings

Milwaukee’s existing building stock comprises 
buildings of different sizes and ages. Buildings 
constructed during different years means many 
buildings were built according to older and less 
energy efficient building codes than today’s 
standards. The first building energy conservation 
standards were developed in the 1970s as part of 
the Energy Policy and Conservation Act (EPCA) as 
a response to the 1973 oil crisis. Some buildings 
have been repurposed, some were upgraded to be 
more energy efficient, and others deteriorated due 
to poor maintenance or lack of maintenance at all. 

In Milwaukee, there are a number of programs 
in place through the statewide Focus on Energy 
program and We Energies to address energy 
efficiency in existing, older buildings. Offerings 
include specialized energy advisors to help building 
owners and managers identify ways to reduce 
energy use in commercial buildings. Through its 
Better Buildings Challenge voluntary leadership 
program and Property Assessed Clean Energy 
(PACE) financing program, the City of Milwaukee 

has worked to make it easier for willing building 
owners to make energy efficiency improvements. 
These programs provide a solid base framework, 
but need more depth and resources to meet 
the carbon reduction goals for the commercial 
building sector. For the City to meet the moment on 
climate action, these voluntary programs may no 
longer be sufficient. Cities across the country are 
establishing new policies through law to reduce 
carbon emissions from commercial buildings and 
Milwaukee must follow suit.

 △“Status of State Energy Code Adoption” commercial code map by the Office of Energy Efficiency & Renewable Energy. 
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Equity

New building developments and upgrades to 
existing buildings create a variety of new jobs in the 
fields of construction, HVAC (heating, ventilation 
and air conditioning), plumbing, electrical, and 
engineering. Transforming the City of Milwaukee to 
a sustainable city with high-performance buildings 
will require a larger workforce than currently 
exists. The goals and strategies within this Big 
Idea will support creation of energy efficiency 
jobs to advance social equity through inclusive 
citizen engagement with training programs and 
other resources. Moreover, improving the energy 
efficiency of multi-family apartment buildings 
(with more than four residential units) can provide 
more comfortable, healthier living environments 
with lower energy bills for tenants, freeing up 
funds to be used for other vital needs such as 
rent, food, or healthcare.

An equitable workforce plan that engages 
training providers, employers, and government 
agencies is critical to this overall strategy. Local 
educational organizations, including the University 
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee and the Milwaukee 

Area Technical College (MATC), as well as local 
chapters of organizations like ASHRAE and the 
USGBC (U.S. Green Building Council), can provide 
the technical expertise and resources necessary 
for training and development.

Resiliency

Building owners can improve the resilience of their 
buildings as part of broader projects. For example, 
Wisconsin state law that governs PACE financing 
programs was updated in 2022 to include green 
infrastructure for stormwater management, 
resiliency projects including improvements 
intended to improve storm and wind durability or 
wind resistance, or to assist in fire suppression 
or mitigation of damage from flooding. In 
addition, Milwaukee’s PACE program can finance 
energy efficiency or reliability improvements. 
These include energy storage or backup power 
generation improvements or improvements that 
facilitate participation in a microgrid. These 
projects can make Milwaukee’s buildings more 
resilient to extreme storms and associated area 
power outages.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE
Since 2012, the City of Milwaukee has 
championed the U.S. Department of 
Energy’s “Better Building Challenge”. 
This initiative features the participation 
of 133 buildings in the city, with the 
goal of improving energy efficiency 
of commercial, public, industrial, and 
residential buildings by at least 20% over 
ten years. 

In Milwaukee, the Better Building 
Challenge established a voluntary 
benchmarking program that provided 
free energy assessments and 
benchmarking and offered property 
assessed clean energy (PACE) financing. 
Also through this program the City of 
Milwaukee provided training, technology 
transfer, and workforce development 

with the help of local organizations 
such as the Milwaukee Area Technical 
College (MATC) and the Midwest Energy 
Research Consortium (MWERC). The 
City of Milwaukee’s commitment to 
improve energy efficiency in commercial 
buildings was recognized by the 
U.S. Department of Energy. Through 
the execution of this program, the 
Environmental Collaboration Office 
(ECO) developed the Eco Design 
Guidelines for commercial buildings, a 
document that provides specifications 
of architecture, urban design, and public 
space for all building development 
projects to achieve their sustainability 
goals.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE
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 △Milwaukee City Landscape. Photo courtesy of Pixabay. 
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CITY STRATEGYCITY STRATEGY
Benchmarking Policy + Building 
Performance Standard

Since 2015, the City of Milwaukee has encouraged 
commercial building owners to voluntarily set 
energy efficiency goals and track and report 
their energy usage as part of the Better Buildings 
Challenge Program. The Climate and Equity 
Plan recommends the City establish a new 
benchmarking ordinance that would require large 
commercial buildings to annually report their 
energy use in the free Energy Star Performance 
Manager software. By reporting their energy use, 
large commercial building managers will start 
the process of tracking their buildings’ energy 
performance, a practice which can inspire action 
for making energy efficiency improvements. Cities 
that have implemented benchmarking policies 
report a 2.4% average annual energy saving 
improvement for the next 3 years for a total of 
7.2%. Based on the 2018 GHG emissions inventory 
for Milwaukee, this could mean an approximate 
decrease of 54,536 tons of GHG emissions 
annually. 

Commercial building benchmarking policies 
are a market-based strategy built on the theory 
that a market works best when performance is 
transparent and easily comparable. Chicago, 
Columbus, Indianapolis, Des Moines, Kansas City, 
and Ann Arbor are among other Midwestern cities 
that have implemented building benchmarking 
policies. Benchmarking ordinances are a common 
first step to more impactful strategies. 

In addition to creating and enacting a 
benchmarking ordinance, City will develop a 
stakeholder engagement process and plan to 
phase  a Building Performance Standard (BPS) 
or related policies to support energy efficiency 
in commercial buildings. In January of 2022, 
Milwaukee Mayor Cavalier Johnson and the 
Environmental Collaboration Office signed 
up Milwaukee for the National BPS Coalition 
(nationalBPScoalition.org), which was led by the 
White House Council on Environmental Quality. 
According the National BPS Coalition, “building 
performance standards are state and local laws 

that require existing buildings to achieve minimum 
levels of energy or climate performance. Working 
in tandem with new construction energy codes, 
these policies empower state and local leaders to 
deliver on their energy, and equity goals through 
accelerated retrofits.” Alternatively, the City could 
consider other policies such as building tune-up 
policies to spur energy efficiency improvements at 
relatively low cost to commercial building owners.

In implementing a Commercial Building 
Benchmarking Strategy and other commercial 
building policies, the City will:

• Engage with affected stakeholders, including 
commercial building managers and front-
line communities, to inclusively design and 
implement equitable Building Performance 
Standards and complementary programs and 
policies. 

• Implement strategies for advocacy and 
education to socialize the new building 
ordinance. 

• Develop a plan for phasing in the BPS over 
time to allow property owners a chance to 
benchmark their properties and plan for the 
ordinance. 

• Implement the benchmarking ordinance and 
BPS through ECO, with collaboration of the 
following partners for critical success:

• The Institute for Market Transformation (IMT):, 
a non-profit organization with the experience 
and knowledge to develop and implement 
a building performance ordinance focusing 
on health, equity, inclusion and economic 
opportunity.

• ASHRAE: a non-profit organization that 
develops all the standards used nation-wide for 
high-performance buildings moving towards 
zero energy.

• The Milwaukee Area Technical College (MATC): 
to provide training, technology transfer, and 
workforce development.
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• Establish a Call Center resource to help 
building owners understand the requirements 
of the new policies. If possible, this call center 
should be established in conjunction with other 
communities who are implementing similar 
policies as a way to share costs. 

• Provide continuous programs that advertise, 
educate,, and report successes. These are key 
activities to socialize and guarantee acceptance 
of the new ordinances in the City. 

• Provide educational symposiums for the 
community to address the issues of climate 
change, how the new ordinances would work, 
and how the community would benefit. 

• Meet with building owners to understand their 
concerns and receive feedback on the new 
ordinances.

• Advance legislation for state, local, or tribal 
BPS and complementary policies, with a goal of 
adoption by Earth Day, April 22, 2024.

The City of Milwaukee and interested stakeholders should continue to advocate through the 
Wisconsin Local Governments Climate Coalition (WLGCC) for the State of Wisconsin to update 
commercial and residential building codes to the latest International Energy Conservation Code 
(IECC) and ASHRAE Standards 90.1 without amendments. Code advocacy work should be 
ongoing to help ensure Wisconsin is a leader in centering energy efficiency in the building code.  
The City is also supportive of the recently reconstituted Wisconsin Advisory Council on Building 
Sustainability to inform changes to the building code.  Locally, the City should ensure that the 
energy building code is adequately enforced. 

SECONDARY STRATEGY: 
ADVOCATE FOR STRONGER STATEWIDE BUILDING ENERGY CODE


