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ABSTRACT 

In 2008, the District of Columbia became one of 

the few jurisdictions to adopt the IECC 2006 code 

with ñ30% Solutionò amendments for residential 

construction and ASHRAE 90.1-2007 for com-

mercial construction. Along with a series of code 

requirements that address water quality and water 

conservation, the DC energy codes are now on the 

cutting edge.   

ISSUE 

DCôs out-of-date energy code conflicted with city 

priorities, and city staff and agency directors did 

not initially grasp the importance of timely up-

dates. For years, updating the code was a bureau-

cratic process with little impact on energy per-

formance. Through the leadership of key govern-

ment representatives and extensive input from 

leading DC developers, builders, engineers, archi-

tects and other local experts and stakeholders, a 

consensus was reached targeting DC building 

codes as a critical opportunity for achieving 

greater energy efficiency. 

BACKGROUND  

In the early 2000s, the national model energy 

codes could not claim significant energy effi-

ciency improvements from one version to the 

next, and overall interest in energy efficiency was 

minimal. Even states and local jurisdictions com-

mitted to staying abreast of code updates faced 

bureaucratic processes and delays. Model energy 

codes were often in place nationally for years be-

fore they were adopted locally or statewide. Like 

most states and many metropolitan areas, the Dis-

trict of Columbia energy code lagged far behind 

the national model code for energy. Outdated 

code was in place for both commercial and resi-

dential buildings, meaning that buildings were not 

constructed to meet national minimum energy 

performance standards.  

In 2003, the District of Columbia updated the 

residential energy code, but adopted a code 

roughly equivalent to the 2000 IECC, a code that 

had been published and available for adoption 

since mid-2000. Upgrading to the 2000 IECC 

yielded an energy efficiency gain of approxi-

mately 6% for residential buildings over the prior 

code, but the ICC published its newest edition 

(the 2003 IECC) later that year. As a result, DC 

still lagged a full three years behind the national 

model code. The commercial code was also sig-

nificantly out of date. Prior to the Cityôs code up-

date in 2008, the code for commercial buildings 

was the ASHRAE 90.1-2001, several code cycles 

behind the national model code.  

Out-of-date code with adoption years behind pub-

lished national code might have been the defining 
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feature of DCôs energy code if it had not been for 

the efforts of a group of committed advocates and 

DC government employees.  

Mayor Adrian Fenty took office in January 2007 

with a strong environmental agenda. Shortly after 

becoming Mayor of DC, he joined with other 

mayors across the nation to highlight the impor-

tance of addressing climate change by signing on 

to the US Conference of Mayors Climate Com-

mitment. He also supported the Conference of 

Mayors Resolution 54 endorsing the 30% Solu-

tion, unanimously adopted in June 2008. The 30% 

Solution made the link between climate change 

and energy use of buildings clear and provided a 

mechanism, through national model code im-

provements, for addressing these issues simulta-

neously. Mayor Fentyôs support for the 30% Solu-

tion provided an unassailable demonstration of the 

Cityôs interest in addressing energy use of build-

ings. In addition, one member of the DC City 

Council, Mary Cheh, took a keen interest in im-

proving the Cityôs management of energy re-

sources. Her support and leadership ensured that 

bureaucratic obstacles were addressed and re-

solved.    

By 2006, the City was overdue for an energy code 

update. The DC Green Building Advisory Council 

(chaired by DC's Department of the Environment) 

worked with designers, developers, engineers, the 

DC Building Industries Association (DCBIA), 

government officials and other stakeholders to 

prepare recommendations for green building code 

amendments that were based on national best 

practices.  The recommendations were included in 

the proposed DC Construction Code Supplement 

of 2008 that was submitted to the City Council on 

June 26, 2008 by the agency responsible for im-

plementing the building codeðthe Department of 

Consumer and Regulatory Affairs (DCRA). 

OUTCOME  

The new codes became effective immediately, but 

a one-year transition period was provided that al-

lowed building permit applications to use either 

the new or existing codes.  The new codes in-

cluded many of the Green Building Advisory 

Councilôs (GBAC) recommended greening 

amendments, most importantly: 

Energy Star cool roofs for all but low-rise resi-

dential buildings 

On-site retention of storm water 

Commercial and residential low-flow plumbing 

fixtures 

Improved commercial energy efficiency 

(ASHRAE 90.1 2007, which provided an en-

ergy efficiency improvement of 20% over DCôs 

previous code) 

Greatly improved residential energy efficiency 

(ñThe 30% Solution,ò which produced about 

30% more efficiency than the standards in place 

in neighboring states Maryland and Virginia) 
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Moreover, the new building codes permitted 

green piping materials and waterless urinals 

(previously waivers were needed and codes offi-

cials often resisted these products). The new green 

codes also allowed for greater flexibility in setting 

outdoor-air ventilation rates based on software 

modeling of the building. 

PROBLEM  

The DC commercial code was not as advanced as 

advocates had hoped for. Based on a broad con-

sensus, the GBAC recommended adoption of the 

energy efficiency section of ASHRAE Standard 

189.1 for commercial buildingsðestimated to 

yield a 30% increase in energy efficiency. After 

months of debate, proposals, and counter-

proposals, this recommendation did not receive 

support from DCRA. Due to delays in publication 

of the 189.1 Standard, code officials at DCRA 

were reluctant to adopt it.  

The GBAC responded to DCRAôs concerns re-

garding the validity of an unpublished code by 

recommending that the energy section of the 

189.1 Standard be cut and pasted into DCôs codes 

without actually adopting the entire Standard. An-

other suggestion was that DC adopt ASHRAE 

189.1, or the energy section alone, but postpone 

the effective date until one year after official pub-

lication of the Standard. The code officials, 

though, voiced concerns about whether the Stan-

dard had flaws that would not be identified except 

through the publishing process. Another concern 

was that the 189.1 Standard (which is broader 

than energy alone) was perhaps incompatible with 

other recommendations and that 189.1 was de-

signed to be incorporated as a whole. 

In the end, none of the recommended approaches 

for adopting or including energy provisions of 

189.1 were acceptable to DCRA. Instead, DC 

adopted the national model code for commercial 

buildings, ASHRAE 90.1-2007, which still 

yielded an impressive 20% efficiency improve-

ment for DCôs commercial buildings. 

D.C. Residential Code Loophole 

A complication with DCôs current energy code 

pertains to residential building requirements. Cur-

rently, the DC energy code for single family 

homes can be met with either the newly adopted 

IECC (with 30% Solution amendments) or the 

IRC. The IRC energy chapter complicates code 

enforcement by potentially providing a loophole 

through which builders might avoid compliance 

with the energy efficiency requirements stipulated 

in the IECC/30% Solution amendments. The City 

of DC needs to amend the IRC to close this loop-

hole and simplify compliance using a technical 

correction. DC could strike the IRC energy effi-

ciency sections and clarify that the IECC, as 

amended, is required for all residential buildings 

by inserting the following language: 

Delete IRC Sections N1101, N1102 and N1103 in 

their entirety and substitute as follows:  

SECTION N1101 

N1101.1 General. Residential buildings shall comply 

with the D.C. Energy Conservation Code. 
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