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HOW SPF AND HVAC
CONTRACTORS SHOULD
WORK TOGETHER
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here’s an old joke about the way HVAC contractors once

sized equipment before an installation: If they stood
100 feet from the house and held up their fingers, a structure
that could be blocked from view by three digits would take
a three-ton system, and one that required four digits would
take a four-ton system.

That might work out now and again, but the reality is that
choosing the right size HVAC is a more complicated process—
and when that process isn't properly followed, problems such
as odors can be the unfortunate result.

“I believe—and espouse in each of my training presenta-
tions—that every spray foam contractor should be joined at
the hip with an HVAC contractor,” said Mac Sheldon, industry
veteran and founder of Sheldon Consulting. “They need to
work together, and they need to make sure the homes they're
responsible for are done well, done right.”

At the close of 2016, members of the Spray Polyurethane
Foam Alliance (SPFA) met with members of Air Conditioning
Contractors of America (ACCA). The informal gathering
served to discuss common challenges and build relation-
ships going forward.

“There were no particular issues that precipitated the
meeting,” said Rick Duncan, SPFA technical director. “But a
common complaint we get about spray foam is the odor issue.
It doesn’t happen a lot; a small percentage of the jobs result
in odors related to the foam, and it is often due to improper
or inadequate ventilation.”

In some cases when spray foam is used to insulate a house,
Duncan said, it seals the house up so well that it prevents
the natural air exchange needed for maintaining air quality.

“The odors from hundreds of thousands of products in the
house will accumulate: carpeting, paint, and one of the biggest
culprits, furniture,” Duncan said. “If you have a leaky house,
and it’s not very air efficient, the natural air movement in the
house will remove odors. But with spray foam, you don't have
significant natural ventilation.”

To make matters worse, an HVAC contractor who sizes a
system for a house insulated traditionally with fiberglass or
cellulose will often oversize, perhaps not recognizing that
spray foam can save 25-30 percent of heating and cooling
energy. Whether new construction or retrofit, the HVAC con-
tractor should be aware spray foam will be used—and should
plan accordingly.

Barton James, senior vice president of government relations
for Air Conditioning Contractors of America, attended the meet-
ing last year. The overarching issue for ACCA is the recognition
of quality installation to ensure energy savings, comfort, air
quality and safety. A study by NIST, the National Institute of
Standards and Technology, showed that most homes in the
U.S. used 30 percent more energy than they should, because
their HVAC systems were not properly installed.

“There are 6 million residential HVAC sales in the country
each year,” James said. “So this is big business. The rule of
thumb for homes is that generally they have equipment that’s
twice the size it needs to be, and their ducts are half the size
they need to be. This equals a 14 SEER system is operating
at 8-10 SEER. When you add into the mix all the wonder-
ful properties of spray foam insulation, resulting in tighter
homes, the oversized HVAC and undersized and leaky ducts
are only compounded.”

As aresult, he said, it’s critical for HVAC-R contractors and
spray foam contractors to coordinate on projects to ensure
happy and safe customers.

“It’s really important that we work together, and have
knowledgeable people on both ends, from the insulation
side and the HVAC side,” he said. Associations like ACCA and
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SPFA often are a great place to find those
quality contractors. That’s not to say
someone who isn't part of an associa-
tion doesn’t do quality, reputable work;
they may simply not have joined yet.
ACCA has over 4,000 member compa-
nies, and those companies do about half
of the work in the U.S. each year, so it
certainly is a great place for the con-
sumer to start. “Otherwise,” he said, “the
consumer is really risking their invest-
ment, when they blindly hire one of the
650,000 people the U.S. Department
of Energy estimates are employed in
HVAC-R industry.”

Those part of the association, James
said, tend to be focused on improv-
ing the industry as a whole; heating
and air conditioning equipment is the

largest consumer of energy nationwide,
accounting for roughly 50 percent of
a home’s total energy consumption,
S0 ensuring proper sizing and instal-
lation can have a significant impact.
This equipment is also the single larg-
est home investment, with a lifespan
of 10-15 years, so getting the installa-
tion correct is essential to maximizing
the investment.

Other resources include the likes
of RESNET (the Residential Energy
Services Network), and BPI (Building
Performance Institute). RESNET auditors,
for example, will work with insulation
contractors and HVAC contractors to
do proper testing and make appropri-
ate best practice recommendations, in
addition to measuring home energy

[ believe—and espouse in each of my
training presentations—that every

spray foam contractor should be joined at
the hip with an HVAC contractor,” said
Mac Sheldon, industry veteran and founder

of Sheldon Consulting.”
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efficiency through the Home Energy
Rating System (HERS) Index.

“As a best practice, we recommend
contractors work with someone who
knows how to diagnose a house,” Duncan
said. “What we don't like to see is a con-
tractor installing spray foam in an existing
home without knowing the air exchange
in the home before and after the installa-
tion. This can lead to odor or ventilation
problems that may need to be corrected.”

As for consumers, they often have no
idea what’s needed—with either spray
foam or an HVAC system.

“Ninety percent of HVAC replace-
ments happen at the point of break-
down,” James said. They're also usually
in the hottest—or coldest—parts of the
year. “That lends itself to consum-
ers making bad decisions.” They may
assume they need the same size system
as the one they’re replacing—even if
conditions have changed, such as the
addition of a new roof, replacement win-
dows or spray foam. Then there’s the
“guy factor,” as James puts it, where big-
ger and stronger is always better—even
if it's really not.

As a result, ACCA also pushes for
onboard diagnostic equipment to be rule
of thumb—among other requirements.

continued on page 28
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continued from page 26

ACCA’s HVAC Quality Installation
Specification (ANSI/ACCA 5 QI-2015),
based on manufacturer recommenda-
tions, covers proper sizing, load calcula-
tions, duct leakage, airflow delivery and
refrigerant charges.

Then there’s Manual J, also known as
Heat Load Calculation or Cooling Load
Calculation, a protocol for sizing equip-
ment that has been used by profession-
als for decades.

Sheldon, for example, who was a
heating and air contractor for 15 years,
was one of the first in his area to use

Manual J calculations, and said he
learned early on how insulation and
HVAC impact each other.

“So we would run a Manual J cal-
culation, and builders would say, ‘Oh,
yeah, we've got great insulation. I'm
going to have R-30." Or R-40, or what-
ever they were proposing. And we’'d
calculate our equipment and ducts
accordingly, but sometimes it wouldn't
work well. We’d have hot rooms, cold
rooms and just generally undersized
systems, and I was perplexed. Even
though it was the last thing [ wanted
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to do, we too started oversizing sys-
tems to make sure they would actually
work. Once we got infrared cameras
and other forensic analysis tools, we
were able to find areas the insulation
wasn't there. It was simply missing in
places, or it was in poor condition and
the house was leaking like a sieve. The
HVAC system and the insulation and
air sealing systems are dependent on
each other and neither can provide the
intended comfort, energy efficiency and
durability without the other.”

Of all the elements of HVAC, it's the
“V” or ventilation that concerns Sheldon
the most.

“Heating and air guys have better
tools now, and can properly analyze the
house and house plan to determine the
equipment size needed. If we do our
job, we can make sure the heated or
cooled air stays in the house, but if we
do a great job insulating and air sealing,
and they don’t do the ventilation part
of HVAC, people could be hurt. It's not
healthy, it’s not comfortable, and dura-
bility suffers when we under-ventilate.
It’s also the root cause of many odor-
related problems we hear about with
spray foam. Odors are not necessarily
the fault of the foam, but of poor ven-
tilation in the house causing the cus-
tomer complaint.”

Spray foam workers partnering with
HVAC contractors should work together
to calculate proper equipment size and
an appropriate ventilation strategy. If the
HVAC contractor is not engineering and
installing ventilation, Sheldon said, he's
in violation of the building code.

“Unfortunately, code officials in
some areas don’t know the ventilation
requirement in the code even exists,”
he said. Code officials do the best they
can to keep houses safe, but there are a
multitude of codes to keep up with and
some inspectors aren’t well versed in
mechanical ventilation requirements.

“It’s up to us as an industry, and by
‘us’ I mean HVAC and insulation and air-
sealing contractors, to understand the
durability enhancement we're respon-
sible for, the indoor air quality we're
responsible for, and the general health of
the building and its occupants we affect
when we install our building envelope
and climate control systems.” 0O
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