November 2, 2006

Re: Recent irregularities in the PTCS spec review/revision process; and a request for action on an item that may have fallen off the table somewhere

AB Boe, Central Electric Coop

The NW Heat Pump Start-Up form that was developed by Bob Davis, reviewed/revised through the RTF process, and used in regional trainings during the early start period of the BPA CRC program has been changed with no opportunity for public review and comment.  The new form apparently has become the official PTCS compliance document, and is posted on the PTCSNW website.

During the development and review of Bob’s form there was broad recognition that 1) many people in construction are very competent at technical tasks but are extremely challenged by paperwork. I think we all realized that every additional paperwork item we added to the program would make the program more difficult for the participants. However, there was also broad agreement, based on research, that 2) certain commissioning steps at the point of heat pump installation could markedly increase chances that the system would deliver the expected energy  performance. Those aspects were control of auxiliary heat, air flow, and refrigerant charge.  So, with Bob in the lead, we attempted to codify in a form, a start-up procedure that would address critical items of concern. However, in light of item 1 above, we also tried to make the form as simple to complete as possible. To do that, we restricted the form to items that the installer could complete on site. We actually deleted items in early drafts that would have required the installer to do homework back at the office before the form could be completed. By keeping things as simple as possible, we knew installers would have a better chance of completing the form correctly. In addition, in the fall of 2005, along with a “paper” QA option, a “call-in” QA option was on the table. Simplicity worked better for both approaches.  And, we realized that “simple and as short as possible” were hugely important objectives to getting the new form accepted and competed correctly by industry. 

The form developed through the RTF review process was used in PTCS heat pump commissioning trainings throughout the region during the early start period.  In our own efforts to get the form accepted we went out with technicians and helped them go through the form before they went to PTCS training. By the time people in our program went to Bob’s training they had already worked with the commissioning form at least once. They were beginning to develop some familiarity with it. 

All of a sudden in September, our contractors received an email from Energy Star Homes that said, ‘Here is a new “PTCS™” heat pump form.  Use this form to commission heat pumps in Energy Star homes.’ Our contractors called us. We knew nothing about a new form.  They were trained to use Bob’s form. Here was another one. Both are called PTCS. Which one were they supposed to use? The new, un-reviewed form is posted on the PTCSNW website.

The new form added an entire page of new “essential” data that the technician had to send in to get the job certified. So, now heat pump techs, who thought 3 pages were bad enough, were looking at 4 pages. Many of the additions to the new form were items that have no relationship whatsoever to the items of heat pump commissioning we originally intended to monitor: auxiliary heat control, air flow or refrigerant charge. Even worse, many of the new items will not typically be known to an installer and therefore, installers are no longer able to complete the form on site. Now, instead of being doable by an installer on site, someone in addition to the installer, back at the office needs to help complete the form. Heat pump completions have nearly stopped. At a two recent utility meetings in Central Oregon, several utilities reported heat pump contractors in their areas were offering price reductions or discounts if the customer would stay out of the utility heat pump program.

In many respects the items that make the new form more difficult and time consuming to complete are the types of items that we specifically took out of Bob’s form in order to make it doable by one person right on site. We are particularly aggrieved that the new form was developed outside of the RTF process and that it reverses the streamlining we worked to achieve. We ask, “How is it that people outside of the RTF process can make changes to a trademarked program that the RTF owns?” We ask, “How can anyone expect that any heat pump company will continue to participate in a program if publicly developed program documents can be changed, without notice, and without review, anytime someone feels the urge to modify the documents?  What is the process?  Is there a process? If there is a process, is PTCS™ capable of defending itself from capricious, unwarranted, counterproductive changes that decrease the number of heat pump jobs, make it more and more difficult to keep contractors in our programs, and make it impossible to attract new contractors? This kind of capricious, arbitrary change is an impediment to the success of all PTCS based conservation programs. Please consider this a formal request to reinstate Bob’s form as the official NW Heat Pump Start-Up form and post it on the PTCSNW website. 

The eligibility criteria for PTCS duct sealing credit in existing buildings has been changed by BPA without opportunity for public comment. 

Changes in the eligibility criteria for existing ducts in existing homes do not appear in the specifications. They first appeared in a BPA document that is completely unavailable to PTCS contractors, called “Summary of Measure Changes in Salmon Book Supplement” dated August 18, 2006.  When we asked the PTCS service provider if they were aware of the change, they indicated they were not.  Since the changes are not in the spec document, they were not taught in PTCS trainings throughout the region. As far as we know, these changes have not been brought to the RTF for consideration. Do we have a process? What is the process? How can a process defend itself from capricious changes to program standards by unidentified individuals unwilling to have their ideas considered in advance by others who will be affected by them? We propose that the RTF take ownership of this program and insist that changes follow a public review process.  

An item that may have fallen off the table: A discussion/ re-assessment of the PTCS requirement for CO detectors in every home, began in late spring, remains unfinished. 

After due consideration, an RTF subcommittee voted four to two to recommend an “either-or” approach to the CO detector requirement: either do the CAZ test and mediate problems or install a CO detector. Because both approaches afford some protection from heating system induced combustion appliance spillage, there is good reason to accept both  as viable ways to meet program CAZ concerns. Flexibility is good. People can use what works best in given situations. People who are not familiar with CAZ testing can install a CO detector and call it good. People who are familiar with CAZ testing and CAZ pressure relief measures can do that. One way or the other, the safety issue gets addressed. However, in spite of the subcommittee vote, as far as we know, no further action on the subcommittee recommendation has been taken. We are requesting that the RTF consider and act on the recommendation of its subcommittee. If the RTF votes to accept the subcommittee recommendation, the PTCS spec document and forms posted on PTCSNW will need to be revised to reflect the change. 
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