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SUBJECT:   Home Energy Assessment (HES) Model Ordinance Policy Review, Version 2 

 

Actions Taken 
At the May 7, 2024 and June 4, 2024 Community Advisory Workgroup (CAW) meetings, the CAW 
members reviewed an earlier version of this memorandum. By the end of the June meeting, the CAW 
had reached consensus with all Staff Team recommendations included in this memorandum. 

Following those CAW meetings, and utilizing better and more recent data, this memorandum has been 
updated. 
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Home Energy Assessment (HES) Model Ordinance 
Policy Review and Recommendations 
A review of policy considerations for a residential home energy assessment and disclosure 
policy to support the implementation of the Thurston Climate Mitigation Plan and 2024 
Thurston Climate Mitigation Collaborative Regional Initiative.  
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1. BACKGROUND 
Purpose 
Energy use in residential buildings accounts for 32 percent of inventoried greenhouse gas emissions in 
the Thurston region (TRPC, 2022). While recent updates to the Washington State Building code 
significantly increase energy performance requirements for new residential development, these 
requirements do not address existing homes, many of which were built to less efficient standards. More 
than 50% of the homes in Thurston County were built before 1990, with nearly 20% built at least 50 
years ago (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates). The large 
proportion of older homes in the region suggests that many would benefit from energy- and cost-saving 
retrofits. Additionally, more than two-thirds of the housing units that will exist in 2050 already exist 
today, so retrofitting existing homes to improve energy efficiency is a key strategy to meet regional 
climate mitigation goals (TRPC, 2020). 

One of the barriers to improving the energy efficiency of existing housing units is lack of homeowner 
awareness and information on the energy performance of their properties. Without this information, it 
is challenging for consumers to prioritize energy efficiency in home purchasing and improvement 
decisions. To address this challenge, several cities and states have developed residential home energy 
assessment and disclosure policies/programs. These policies and supporting programs provide 
homebuyers and occupants with an assessment of home energy performance, expected energy costs, 
and recommendations for cost-effective improvements to reduce energy use and cost.  

A home energy assessment and disclosure program provides homeowners and homebuyers with an 
assessment of home energy performance, expected energy costs, and cost-effective improvements to 
reduce energy use and costs. Similar to vehicle mile-per-gallon ratings and home appliance energy guide 
labels, the home energy label provides a consistent metric to easily compare the energy efficiency of 
multiple homes. Homeowners and homebuyers can use this information to estimate energy use and 
costs and identify energy efficiency upgrades to make their homes more comfortable and affordable. By 
making energy costs transparent to consumers, these types of home energy labeling programs also 
provide a mechanism for the real estate market to value both energy performance and home energy 
improvements that reduce the total cost of home ownership.  

Long-standing home energy assessment policies have shown that mandatory disclosure successfully 
encourages investments in energy efficiency and that the policy increases investments made by both 
sellers and homebuyers (Myers, Puller, & West, 2019). These existing programs and policies provide a 
valuable foundation for designing and implementing a local disclosure policy in Thurston County (Table 
1). The policy research and recommendations included within this report aim to build upon the success 
of existing programs through the U.S., to design an effective model ordinance for home energy 
assessments in Thurston County.  

  



Home Energy Score Model Ordinance Policy Review (updated October 17, 2024) 4 

Table 1. Review of existing home energy score disclosure policies and programs in the United States.  

City/State 
Disclosure 
Policy Energy Label Used Notes 

Fort Collins, CO 
(electric utility) 

Voluntary Epic Certificate Provided by electric utility 

State of Connecticut Voluntary HES  

State of 
Massachusetts 

Voluntary Home MPG  

State of Missouri Voluntary Home Energy 
Certification 

 

Columbia, MO 
(electric utility) 

Voluntary Efficiency Score Provided by electric utility 

State of Oregon Voluntary HES  

Association of Bay 
Area Governments 
(through BAYREN) 

Voluntary HES Program is offered across 9 counties in 
the Bay Area 

Eugene, OR Voluntary HES  

Berkeley, CA Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

HES Sellers may defer the assessment 
requirement to the buyer or complete 
an energy efficiency or electrification 
update for alternative compliance 

Portland, OR Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

HES  

Minneapolis, MN Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

Energy Disclosure 
Report 

Combines both energy and water 
consumption 

Austin, TX Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

Energy Disclosure 
Report 

Program is offered through Austin 
Energy Utility 

Chicago, IL Mandatory, 
Time of Sale 

Utility Bills Program is available to homeowners 
and renters 

Montgomery 
County, MD 

Mandatory, 
Time of Sale 

Utility Bills  

State of Kansas Mandatory, 
Time of Sale 

Energy Checklist Only for new construction. 

State of South 
Dakota 

Mandatory, 
Time of Sale 

Energy Checklist Only for new construction. 

Hillsboro, OR Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

HES  

Milwaukie, OR Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

HES  

Bend, OR Mandatory, 
Time of Listing 

HES  
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Key Terms 
Home Energy Score (HES): a rating of home energy efficiency developed by the U.S. Department of 
Energy (US DOE) that is based on physical inspection of the home or design documents used for the 
home’s construction. The HES is an asset rating, which quantifies the energy efficiency of a building 
based on the home’s physical assets rather than occupant behavior. 

HES Assessor: a qualified professional who collects information about a home and then utilizes the US 
DOE Home Energy Score energy modeling software to estimate the annual energy use of the home 
based on standard methodology and operations as well as local weather patterns. The US DOE certifies 
Assessors utilizing existing credentials, a simulation, exam, and mentored scoring. Those who have 
completed the DOE certification are called referred to as a HES Certified Assessor.  

Home Energy Performance Report: the report prepared by a Certified home energy Assessor using 
either the US DOE reporting template or a regionally created custom reporting template.  

 

Policy Goals 
By working together to design and propose a regional home energy assessment and disclosure policy for 
consideration by the Thurston Climate Mitigation Collaborative (TCMC) Jurisdiction Parties, the TCMC 
aims to achieve the following goals: 

• Develop and adopt a regionally consistent policy for the assessment and disclosure of residential 
energy performance ratings and reports. Note: this initiative only includes the development of a 
model ordinance. The Jurisdiction Parties (Lacey, Olympia, Tumwater, and Thurston County) 
may individually consider adoption of the proposed policy in early 2025. 

• Provide a framework for Thurston residents residing in single-family, duplexes, triplexes, 
courtyard apartments, and townhomes to learn about their home energy performance, 
expected energy costs, and cost-effective improvements to reduce energy consumption and the 
cost of home ownership/occupancy. 

• Connect single-family, duplex, triplex, courtyard apartment, and townhome  
homeowners/occupants to existing and forthcoming resources, guidance, and incentives to 
simplify energy efficiency retrofits.  

• Capitalize on the unprecedented federal and state funding available to make energy efficient 
home improvements. 

• Support energy equity and housing affordability by providing subsidized home energy 
assessments and additional resources for low- and moderate-income homeowners.  

• Increase implementation of home energy efficiency and electrification upgrades and retrofits. 

• Develop a monitoring and reporting system to track implementation of home energy 
assessments and energy efficiency upgrades. 

• Provide a mechanism for the real estate market to value both home energy performance and 
home energy improvements that reduce the cost of homeownership/occupancy.  

It is important to acknowledge that no single policy or program can achieve all necessary reductions in 
residential energy use. The proposed home energy assessment and disclosure policy is one of many 
strategies that can assist with reducing energy use and greenhouse gas emissions from residential 
buildings. 



Home Energy Score Model Ordinance Policy Review (updated October 17, 2024) 6 

2. POLICY CONCEPTS  
Key considerations for the design of a home energy score policy include the type of information that is 
disclosed, the timing of disclosure, suitable use cases and exclusions, and any provisions for low-income 
subsidies. This section describes options and staff recommendations for these policy parameters. A 
summary of key policy concepts and recommended approaches is provided in Table 2, followed by a 
description of each policy option in the sections below.  

Background and recommendations for the design of this policy were informed by resources from the 
“Home Energy Labeling Partnership” developed by Rocky Mountain Institute and Earth Advantage, the 
Urban Sustainability Directors Network, as well as conversations with staff from local governments 
(Portland, OR, Milwaukie, OR, Ann Arbor, MI, Beaverton, OR, Ashland, OR) and partner organizations 
(Earth Advantage, Washington State Housing Finance Commission) experienced in home energy labeling 
programs. 

Table 2. Key policy concepts and recommendations for a Home Energy Score model ordinance.  

Policy Concept Recommendation  

This section summarizes the staff recommendations for key policy concepts associated with a home 
energy assessment and disclosure policy.  

Regional 
Coordination   

• To provide consistent standards across jurisdictions and ensure that energy 
performance information is easily comparable across the Thurston region, 
partner jurisdictions should prioritize the development of a regionally 
coordinated home energy score policy and program.  

Assessment Type  

• Asset Ratings: To provide consistent and objective energy performance 

information that can be easily compared across multiple homes, energy 

performance information should be disclosed in the form of asset ratings.  

• DOE Home Energy Score (HES): To provide the most affordable and easily 

implemented energy assessment, home energy performance should be 

assessed using the US Department of Energy’s Home Energy Score (HES).  

Energy 
Performance 
Reports 

• Custom Energy Reports: To maximize the potential for implementation of 

identified cost-effective improvements, the Thurston Region should design 

and standardize the use of a custom Energy Report (example Appendix C) 

that goes above and beyond the US DOE standard Energy Performance 

Report (Appendix B). Additional information that could be included on the 

Custom Energy Reports include the carbon footprint of the home, indoor air 

quality or resilience improvements, and information about local, state, and 

federal incentive programs to facilitate some of the cost-saving measures 

and/or electrification options.  

• Energy Report Disclosure: To provide prospective buyers with a high level 

of access to home energy and cost savings information, HES reports should 

be made widely available. HES reports should be disclosed through the 
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multiple listing service (MLS)1, included on real estate listings (printed 

advertisements, internet postings, and third-party listing services) via listing 

marketing remarks, and provided to real estate agents and prospective 

buyers as a supplement. 

Trigger Event 

• Time of Listing: To ensure prospective buyers can compare the energy 
efficiency of all homes and integrate energy efficiency upgrades within 
home financing, home energy information should be disclosed at the time 
of listing. 

Compliance  

• Mandatory Disclosure: To ensure widespread adoption of the home energy 
score, staff recommend adopting a mandatory disclosure policy, with a non-
compliance penalty of $500 or greater.  

• Non-Compliance Warning: To ensure that all homes disclose a home energy 
score before being purchased by a new buyer, warning letters for non-
compliant listings should be sent as soon as possible after listing. The 
frequency with which staff can provide warnings will depend on staff 
workload and capacity.  

• Non-Compliance Timeline: Given that the time to sell a house in Thurston 
County is between 35 and 47, the timeline to trigger non-compliance 
penalties should be no longer than 30 days of receiving a written warning.   

Applicability and 
Exemptions 

 

Note: Assumes 
use of DOE Home 
Energy Score. 
Suitable use cases 
may vary for 
different energy 
assessment tools.  

• Suitable Housing Types: To ensure energy performance information is 

widely available, the policy should be applied to all suitable existing homes. 

The current HES tool can be applied to the following housing types: 

detached single dwelling units and any attached single dwelling unit, where 

the unit extends from foundation to roof, such as row house, attached 

house, duplex, or townhouse. Housing types not suitable for the HES tool, 

including mobile homes, manufactured homes, or floating homes, and units 

in a stacked configuration should be exempt.  

• New Construction: To increase consumer awareness of energy performance 

and better allow comparison of multiple homes, staff recommend that 

newly constructed homes also be required to disclose a home energy score.  

• Exemptions for Certified High-Efficiency Homes: Homes already certified to 

a high-efficiency standard may be exempt2. These standards will need to be 

explicitly defined.  

 

1 The Staff Team received feedback from a CAW member with experience in real estate that the HES score should 
be added as a voluntary green field within the Northwest Multiple Listing Services (NWMLS). There should be a 
Yes/No checkbox to state if there is a HES score, the date in which the score was obtained, and an entry for the 
score. Additional access to the HES Performance Report could be requested by a buyer. 

2 What standards would be accepted still needs to be determined.  
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• Exemptions for Distressed Sales: Certain distressed sale situations should 

be exempt from the energy disclosure policy. These exemptions will need to 

be explicitly defined.  

• Low-Income Sellers: Rather than exempting low-income households, 

jurisdictions should subsidize the cost of obtaining a home energy score for 

low-income sellers.  

Low-Income 
Assistance 

• To ensure energy performance assessments are not overly burdensome to 
low-income sellers, staff recommend contracting with a community 
partner, to provide free home energy assessments for income-qualified 
sellers (and/or identifying other mechanisms to prevent barriers for low-
income households).  

Effective Date 

• The Staff Team recommends that the model ordinance include an effective 

date one calendar year from the date the ordinance is passed by any 

jurisdiction. A one-year delay would provide sufficient time for stakeholder 

outreach to inform community members of the upcoming requirement and 

ensure the availability of certified energy assessment providers.  

 

 

Regional Coordination  

Regional Coordination Options 
A residential energy performance rating disclosure policy could be developed and adopted by individual 
jurisdictions or as a regionally coordinated policy across all partner jurisdictions.  

• Individual jurisdictions develop and adopt unique home energy score policies. Individual 
jurisdictions may choose to develop their own energy score policy, with unique policy 
requirements, exceptions, and procedures, or opt out entirely. While this approach would allow 
jurisdictions to develop custom policies that best suit their individual needs or goals, the local 
housing market is not constrained to individual jurisdictions. Inconsistent policies and 
requirements would likely it would likely result in substantial confusion for local home buyers, 
sellers, realtors, and energy assessors.  

• All TCMC partners develop and adopt a consistent home energy score policy. A unified 
approach would provide consistent requirements that are easy to understand, and ensure that 
energy performance information is widely available and easily comparable across jurisdictions. A 
large regional program would also support the development of a robust energy assessor market 
to provide the required home energy score assessment.  

Several regions have implemented regionally coordinated Home Energy Score disclosure 
programs. For example, the Bay Area Regional Energy Network (BayREN) has developed a 
voluntary HES program, which includes a $200 rebate. BayREN is a regional collaborative serving 
the nine counties across California’s Bay Area. The BayREN collaborative is funded by utility 
ratepayer funds through the California Public Utilities Commission and is intended to fill service 
gaps for “hard to reach” customers that the investor-owned utility does not intend to reach or 
isn’t currently reaching. 
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While not initially coordinated as a regional effort, Portland, OR and two of its suburbs (Hillsboro 
and Milwaukie) have all adopted similar HES policies. After the City of Portland’s early success 
with HES, the neighboring City of Milwaukie adopted its own ordinance in January 2020. The 
City of Hillsboro adopted its own ordinance in 2021. The three jurisdictions all use HES as their 
standard rating system, use similar and in many cases identical Ordinance language, and 
subsidizes HES assessments for income qualified households through the same nonprofit 
community partner. 

 

Staff Recommendation 

• To provide consistent standards across jurisdictions and ensure that energy performance 
information is easily comparable across the Thurston region, partner jurisdictions should 
prioritize the development of a regionally coordinated home energy score policy and program. 

 

Assessment Type  

Energy Disclosure Options 
Home energy performance can be evaluated and reported as operational data or asset ratings.  

• Operational data use the home’s past utility bills as an indication of home energy use and 
costs. Although operational data is often simple to provide and may be more familiar to 
consumers, it is heavily dependent on occupant behavior and therefore a poor predictor of 
future energy costs. Operational data also does not include recommendations for cost-effective 
energy improvements.  

• Asset ratings quantify the energy efficiency of a building based on the home’s physical assets 
(e.g., size, envelope, and heating/cooling equipment). Asset ratings are typically completed by 
professional energy assessors through on-site evaluations. This approach provides objective 
energy efficiency information that is independent of occupant behavior. An asset score allows 
prospective buyers and homeowners to compare the energy performance of multiple homes 
based on their assets, rather than how they are operated by current occupants. Asset ratings are 
generally considered to be a more effective representation of home energy performance but 
require developing a trained assessor workforce to ensure effective service delivery.  

 

Asset Rating Tool Options 
If home energy performance is disclosed in the form of asset ratings, a consistent rating tool must be 
selected. The two most common rating tools are the Home Energy Score (HES) and the Home Energy 
Rating System (HERS) Index.  

• Home Energy Score (HES) is a nationally standardized home energy rating tool geared towards 
existing homes, administered by the US Department of Energy. HES assessments typically take 1 
hour and cost about $150-$300 per assessment.  

• Home Energy Rating System (HERS) is a nationally standardized home energy rating tool geared 
towards new homes, administered by the Residential Energy Services Network. HERS 
assessments typically take 2-4 hours and cost about $500-$1,000. While commonly used for new 
construction, the HERS system can be challenging and expensive to implement in older homes.  

Table 3. Comparison of home energy assessment asset rating tools.  

https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/home-energy-score
https://www.hersindex.com/hers-index/what-is-the-hers-index/
https://www.hersindex.com/hers-index/what-is-the-hers-index/
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Asset Rating 
System 

Time to Complete 
Assessment 

Typical Cost Type of Home Administered by 

HES ~ 1 hour $150 - $300 Existing US Department of Energy 
(DOE) 

HERS 2 – 4 hours $500 - $1,000 New 
Construction  

Residential Energy Services 
Network (RESNET) 

 

The HES system is the most commonly utilized asset rating for local government home energy 

assessment and disclosure policies in the United States (Table 1). Virtually all municipal-level, mandatory 

home energy disclosure programs that are carried out by local governments (as opposed to an energy 

utility) utilize HES. Two anomalies exist: Chicago and Minneapolis. Minneapolis, MN created a report 

that integrates water conservation with energy conservation. Chicago opted to disclose operational data 

(energy bills) as opposed to an asset rating. Most voluntary programs at the municipal level also utilized 

HES. For more details about what elements are considered in an HES assessment3, please see Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: Components included in the HES model. 
Source: U.S. Department of Energy 

 

Staff Recommendation 

• To provide consistent and objective energy performance information that can be easily 
compared across multiple homes, energy performance information should be disclosed in the 
form of asset ratings.  

• Staff recommend that the model ordinance utilize the US DOE HES rating tool, which is an asset-
based rating system. HES is the most commonly used rating system in local government energy 

 

3 To review the full methodology utilized in calculating a Home Energy Score see Home Energy Score Scoring 
Methodology (2021).  

https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/Home_Energy_Score_Methodology_Paper.pdf
https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/sites/default/files/attachments/Home_Energy_Score_Methodology_Paper.pdf
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assessment and disclosure policies, can be easily applied to existing homes, and has a lower cost 
than other assessment types. Furthermore, the 2024 Regional Initiative selected by the TCMC 
explicitly identified the Home Energy Score (HES) as the preferred assessment tool.  

• To ensure consistency with state legislative efforts, Staff further recommend the US DOE HES 
rating tool. In both the 2023 and 2024 Legislative Sessions, bills have been introduced to 
designate HES as the statewide home energy assessment tool for any local policy.   

 

Energy Performance Report  

Report Options 
The Home Energy Performance Report can be documented using the standard DOE HES Report or a 
custom-designed Report.  

• Standard DOE Report Template. The Standard US DOE Home Energy Performance Report (see 
Appendix B) includes: 

o An energy efficiency score based on the home’s envelope; 

o A total energy use estimate and estimates by fuel type; 

o Recommendations for cost-effective improvements and associated annual cost savings 

estimates (estimated at a 10-year payback period); and 

o A “score with improvements” reflecting the home’s expected score if cost-effective 

improvements are implemented. 

• Custom Report Template. Most jurisdictions with HES ordinances have created improved 
custom report templates which meet and exceed the standard US DOE required information. 
Additional information included in these custom report templates include recommended 
improvements linked to local utility program incentives, the carbon footprint of a home, and 
follow-up steps or resource links. Custom reports may be able to factor in the cost-savings of 
local, utility, state, and federal incentives into determining cost-effective improvements, which 
the Standard DOE Report Template does not currently consider. See Appendix C for an example 
of a customized HES report.  

 
In most examples, printed and electronic Home Energy Performance Reports expire eight years from the 
date of the assessment. Additionally, Home Energy Performance Reports are void and invalid after an 
alteration or remodel of the home that affects the heated square footage, the quality and type of 
windows, insulation, HVAC equipment, or remodeled spaces such as basement or attic, or other changes 
that are reasonably expected to impact the HES and associated estimates of energy use. 
 
Once a Home Energy Performance Report has been completed, in the case of Portland, Bend, 
Milwaukie, and Hillsboro, the HES Performance Report must be publicly disclosed on the Green Building 
Registry website and then it is the responsibility of the seller to ensure the listing agent also includes the 
Home Energy Performance Report in the real estate listing. Through efforts by the Northwest Energy 
Efficiency Alliance, the Greater Puget Sound region’s Northwest MLS includes green fields, including 
those for inputting various energy scores. Requiring both the disclosure on the Green Building Registry 
website and in all real estate listings ensures that even if the seller is non-compliant with including the 
information on the real estate listing, the Home Energy Performance Report is still publicly available 
should a prospective buyer search for the address. Additionally, disclosure on the website also allows 

https://s3.us-west-2.amazonaws.com/thurstoncountywa.gov.if-us-west-2/s3fs-public/2024-01/TCMC_EC_20240108%20Att%203%20Regional%20Initiatives%20Memo.pdf
http://wwww.greenbuildingregistry.com/portland
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future tenants of any property that has undergone the HES process to also access that information 
regardless of ownership. 
 

Staff Recommendation  

• The Staff Team recommends that the TCMC develop a report template unique to Thurston 
County which includes a carbon footprint calculation and incentive/rebate information in 
addition to all required US DOE information. Incentive/Rebate information would include 
national, utility, and local incentives.  

• Staff recommend that any report should have an expiration date of 8 years, unless a remodel or 
alteration has taken place on any elements included in the HES assessment (see Figure 1).  

• To provide prospective buyers with a high level of access to home energy and cost savings 
information, HES reports should be made widely available. HES reports should be disclosed 
through the multiple listing service (MLS), included on real estate listings (printed 
advertisements, internet postings, and third-party listing services), and provided to real estate 
agents and prospective buyers.  

 

Trigger Event 

Tigger Event Options 
Trigger events refer to the time at which disclosure of home energy information is required. Trigger 
events are typically at time of listing or time of sale.  

• Disclosure at time of sale requires energy information to be disclosed to the expected home 
buyer at or before time of closing. Providing energy information at the time of closing (i.e., 
beginning of a new homeownership cycle) can increase the likelihood of a new homeowner 
investing energy efficiency upgrades. However, a time of sale disclosure is too late in the real 
estate transaction to include energy improvements in mortgage products. It is also too late to 
allow prospective buyers to compare homes and make informed decisions. Time of sale 
disclosure policies may also complicate or delay real estate closings. 

• Disclosure at time of listing requires energy information to be disclosed at the earliest possible 
stage in the real estate transaction process, making the information more actionable for 
prospective buyers and the market. Early disclosure allows buyers to compare the energy 
performance, expected energy costs, and recommended efficiency upgrades for all prospective 
homes. The disclosure should be available to any interested buyers as a supplement to the 
listing. With early access to home energy scores, buyers can finance recommended energy 
improvements as a part of a new mortgage with Fannie, Freddie, and FHA products. By 
disclosing energy information as soon as possible, this approach provides a direct link to home 
valuation and market transformation, and will not interfere with or delay closings.  

Staff Recommendation 

• To ensure prospective buyers can compare the energy efficiency of all homes and integrate 
energy efficiency upgrades within home financing, staff recommend that home energy 
information should be disclosed at the time of listing.  
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Compliance  

Compliance Options 
Energy information may be disclosed through voluntary or mandatory policies and programs.  

• Voluntary disclosure programs can offer energy reports at any time for voluntary use in the 
real estate market, but may be targeted towards specific trigger events. Voluntary programs 
generally achieve significantly lower levels of market adoption than mandatory policies and 
require significant incentives, subsidies, and marketing to drive demand. Historically, no 
jurisdiction has been fully successful at creating a functioning voluntary market based only on 
consumer demand for energy labels.  

• Mandatory disclosure policies require home energy information to be provided and specify 
what information, when, and to whom it must be disclosed. Mandatory programs generally 
achieve much higher levels of market adoption and better support market transformation by 
making home energy information widely available. Mandatory programs are also typically less 
expensive to administer if customers pay for the cost of the energy labels.    

Non-compliance Penalty Options 
Mandatory home energy labeling policies typically include non-compliance fines or penalties. Important 
considerations for determining non-compliance penalties include the local housing market and average 
cost of home energy score assessments.  

• Non-compliance penalties should be strong enough to encourage compliance (i.e., greater 
than the cost of obtaining the assessment), but not overly burden low- to moderate-income 
households. The most common approach is to set a standard rate, typically about $500 (Table 
2). This is about twice the cost of typical home energy score assessments ($150-$300). Non-
compliance fines can also be set as a percentage of the home listing price. This approach may 
help encourage compliance for all sellers, while reducing the burden on lower-income sellers, 
but can complicate program design and enforcement.  

• The timeline to trigger non-compliance penalties should be determined based on market 
trends (i.e., average days on market). Listed homes in Thurston County remain on the market 
between 35 and 47 days, depending on the location, so a short timeline is critical to ensure 
compliance before homes are purchased by a new buyer. Warning notices for non-compliant 
homes should be sent as soon as possible so sellers have time to act and disclose a score to 
prospective buyers.  

Staff Recommendation 

• To ensure widespread adoption of the home energy score, staff recommend adopting a 
mandatory disclosure policy, with a non-compliance penalty of $500.  

• To ensure that all homes disclose a home energy score before being purchased by a new buyer, 
warning letters for non-compliant listings should be sent as soon as possible after listing. The 
frequency with which staff can provide warnings will depend on staff workload and capacity.  

• Given that the average number of days from listing a home for sale and entering contract is 35 
days, the timeline to trigger non-compliance penalties should be no longer than 30 days of 
receiving a written warning.   
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• Staff recommend that the ordinance also grant discretion to the jurisdiction’s Authorizing 
Official (such as a City/County Manager or Planning Director) to adjust the penalty in the event 
of extenuating circumstances (e.g., availability of HES Assessors).  

 

 

Table 4. Examples of non-compliance fines and disclosure requirements for jurisdictions with mandatory 
home energy scoring policies.  

Jurisdiction 
Trigger 
Event 

Non-compliance 
Fines 

Time to trigger 
penalties 

Disclosed information 

Austin, TX 
Time of 

sale 
$500 - $2,000 By time of sale 

Audit of home conditions that 
influence energy performance, not a 
Home Energy Score or asset rating.  

Berkeley, CA 
Time of 
listing 

$110 fee to defer 
to buyer and $85 

late fee 

If deferred, buyer 
has 6 months to 
complete energy 

assessment. 

Custom Energy Score Report based 
on the DOE Home Energy Score.   

Portland, OR 
Time of 
listing 

$500 
90 days from 

written warning 
Custom Energy Score Report based 

on the DOE Home Energy Score.   

Milwaukie, 
OR 

Time of 
listing  

$500 
30 days from 

written warning 
Custom Energy Score Report based 

on the DOE Home Energy Score.   

 

Applicability and Exemptions  

Applicability and Exemption Options  
Energy score requirements typically apply to most homes able to be scored with the selected home 
energy rating tool. Certain homes may be exempted from an energy score policy due to the suitability of 
the energy rating tool, previous certification of high energy efficiency, or distressed sale situations.  

• Considerations for exemption of certain home types. The recommended HES rating tool is 
suitable for detached single-dwelling units and attached dwelling units that extend from 
foundation to roof (e.g., duplex, rowhouse, or townhome). The tool is not suitable for homes in 
a stacked configuration with other units above or below. It is also not suitable for mobile, 
manufactured, or floating homes.  

• Considerations for exemption of homes already certified to high-efficiency standards. Many 
jurisdictions exempt homes that have already received home energy scores through an 
alternative energy audit or scoring program. For example, Berkeley, CA exempts homes 
participating in the Energy Upgrade California Program, and Portland, OR exempts homes that 
have received an Energy Trust of Oregon Energy performance score.  

Homes may also be exempted if they have already been certified to meet high energy efficiency 
standards through other certification programs. For example, the City of Berkeley’s Building 
Energy Saving Ordinance (BESO), exempts buildings that have completed a verified home energy 
upgrade or rating such as Net Zero Energy or Passive House. In Portland, high-performance 
homes that are certified by other green building programs like LEED, may apply for a waiver for 
two years. 

https://austinenergy.com/ae/energy-efficiency/ecad-ordinance/energy-conservation-audit-and-disclosure-ordinance
https://www.cityofberkeley.info/BESO/
https://www.pdxhes.com/
https://www.milwaukieoregon.gov/sustainability/home-energy-score
https://www.milwaukieoregon.gov/sustainability/home-energy-score
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• Considerations for exemption of new construction. Some home energy score policies may 
exempt new construction under the assumption that new homes are more energy efficient. For 
example, in Austin, TX HES audits are only required for homes that are 10 years old or older. 

However, the purpose of a home energy score is not just to encourage energy efficiency 
improvements, but also to inform prospective buyers of energy performance and expected 
energy costs. Exempting new construction prevents prospective buyers from comparing the 
energy performance and cost of new and existing homes. Most of the home energy score 
policies evaluated for this review also apply to new construction (e.g., Berkeley, Portland, and 
Milwaukie).  

In Portland and Milwaukie, newly constructed (in the current year) identical homes—meaning 
the floor plans, amount and type of insulation, windows, attic fans, heating and cooling systems, 
hot water heaters, and appliances are 100% identical—may use the same Home Energy 
Performance Report. HES for new homes can be obtained pre-construction using construction 
plan sets.   

• Considerations for exemption due to distressed sale situations. Many energy disclosure 
policies include exemptions for distressed sale situations. For example, the cities of Portland and 
Milwaukie exempt the following transactions “trustee’s sales, deed-in-lieu of foreclosure sales, 
and pre-foreclosure sale in which the seller has reached an agreement with the mortgage holder 
to sell the property for an amount less than the amount owed on the mortgage”. Rather than 
providing exemptions for low-income sellers, many jurisdictions subsidize the cost of home 
energy assessments for low-income constituents.  

Staff Recommendation 

• To ensure energy performance information is widely available, staff recommend that the HES 
Policy apply to all suitable building types. This includes all detached single dwelling units and any 
attached single dwelling unit, where the unit extends from foundation to roof, such as row 
house, attached house, duplex, or townhouse.  

• Housing types not suitable for the HES tool, including mobile homes, manufactured homes, or 
floating homes, and units in a stacked configuration should be exempt.  

• Homes already certified to a high-efficiency standard may be exempt. These standards will need 
to be explicitly defined.  

• To increase consumer awareness of energy performance and better allow comparison of 
multiple homes, staff recommend that newly constructed homes also be required to disclose a 
home energy score.  

• Certain distressed sale situations should be exempt from the energy disclosure policy. These 
exemptions will need to be explicitly defined.  

• Rather than exempting low-income households, jurisdictions should subsidize the cost of 
obtaining a home energy score for low-income sellers.  

 

Low-Income Subsidies 
Home energy scores provide energy cost visibility, so that all households, including low-moderate 
income households, are better informed of the total cost of home ownership. This can help prevent 
scenarios where new occupants are unprepared for unaffordable utility bills. To ensure that energy 
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performance information is widely available, and not overly burdensome to obtain, many jurisdictions 
with residential energy performance disclosure policies provide financial assistance for low-income 
residents to obtain a Home Energy Performance Report.   

Subsidy Options 
Options for subsidizing the cost of home energy assessment for low-income households meeting certain 
criteria include: 

• Directly covering the cost of the home energy assessment. In Portland, energy assessments for 
income qualified sellers are completed by authorized Home Energy Assessors under an 
agreement with the Community Energy Project. In the first 30 months of the program, 89 sellers 
applied for this service and 80 met the eligibility requirements, well-below 1% of total homes 
scored in this time-period (City of Portland, Oregon Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, 2020). 

• Encouraging realtors/selling agents to provide financial incentives. Anecdotal evidence from 
Portland suggests that in some cases, real estate agents will obtain the home energy score on 
behalf of their clients.   

• Partnering with a local utility or third-party provider to offer free assessments. In Minneapolis, 
low-income sellers can access a free energy inspection through an existing utility energy audit 
program (this program is already free for low-income households). In the Thurston County 
region, Puget Sound Energy previously offered a home energy assessment program, but it was 
discontinued in July 2020. 
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Table 5. Examples of home energy assessment financial assistance programs for low-income households.  

Jurisdiction Subsidy Program Notes 

BayREN, CA $200 rebate not tied to 
income 

BayREN’s program is voluntary. 

Berkeley, 
CA 

Alternative compliance 
pathway 

Offers compliance with the ordinance if the seller can 
demonstrate participation in income-qualified 
Weatherization Assistance programs, Low-Income 
Home Energy Assistance Programs (LIHEAP), the US 
DOE Weatherization Assistance Program, or utility 
Energy Saving Assistance Programs. 

Portland, 
OR 

Free HES in partnership with 
local non-profit for residents 
with household incomes at 
60% or below area median 
income for the Portland 
metropolitan statistical area 

Subsidy program is entirely managed by a third-party 
non-profit, Community Energy Project, but funded by 
the City of Portland. 

Bend, OR Free HES in partnership with 
local non-profit for residents 
with household incomes at 
80% or below area median 
income 

Subsidy program entirely managed by a third-party 
non-profit, Neighbor Impact. 

Hillsboro, 
OR 

Free HES in partnership with 
local non-profit for residents 
with household incomes at 
80% or below area median 
income 

This subsidy is available to homeowners at any time 
and is also available to renters, with written landlord 
approval. 

Hillsboro works with the same non-profit that Portland 
does. 

Milwaukie, 
OR 

Free HES in partnership with 
local non-profit for residents 
with household incomes at 
80% or below area median 
income. 

Subsidy program is entirely managed by a third-party 
non-profit, Community Energy Project.  

The non-profit also provides free education 
opportunities, supplies, and home energy upgrades and 
repairs for qualifying residents.  

Milwaukie works with the same non-profit that 
Portland does. 

 
 

Staff Recommendation 

• To ensure energy performance assessments are not overly burdensome to low-income sellers, 
staff recommend contracting with a community partner, to provide free home energy 
assessments for income-qualified sellers (and/or identifying other mechanisms to prevent 
barriers for low-income households).  

• Income qualification scenarios will need to be explicitly defined.  

• Rather than collecting and assessing income information, eligibility for low-income subsidies 
may be determined based on participation in existing programs. Examples of accepted forms of 
eligibility proof may include a copy of the participant/family’s free or reduced lunch letter, 
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DSHS/SNAP/TANF food assistance letter, SSI documentation, DSHS Respite Care documentation, 
Income Verification, or Lifeline Utility bill. 

 

4. EXPECTED IMPACTS 
Expected impacts of the recommended program design were calculated using the Home Energy Labeling 
Program Impact Calculator provided by Rocky Mountain Institute and Earth Advantage.  

Workforce  
HES and Home Energy Performance Reports can only be completed by HES Certified Assessors. To 
become a Certified Assessor, one must: 

1. Hold a relevant credential4; 

2. Complete the HES Simulation training and exam; and 

3. Score their first home with a mentor within six months of passing the simulation and exam. 

Depending on the compliance rate, the number of homes rated annually is expected to range from 
2,4341 to 3,245 and would require 6 to 8 full-time assessors to meet the demand for energy scores.  

While several companies in Thurston County provide home energy assessment services, there is 
currently only one HES Certified Assessor in Washington State5. This is typical for a region without a 
Home Energy Assessment policy or program. Most regions that have implemented HES disclosure 
policies have seen a significant increase in the number of local certified energy assessors, following the 
adoption of a new HES policy or program. Supporting this workforce development is a critical step to 
ensure the success of any new HES policy.  

Most jurisdictions depend on the private sector to respond to the demand for HES Assessors. Thurston 
County’s local workforce development agency, Pacific Mountain Workforce Development, has expressed 
interest in helping grow a workforce to meet this future need. Several local nonprofits, including 
Olympia Community Solar6 and South Puget Sound Habitat for Humanity, are also currently working to 
certify some of their employees for HES assessments.  

Other cities have utilized a public model to provide home energy assessments. For example, the City of 
Ann Arbor, MI has hired two full-time Home Energy Assessors (funded by the City’s climate tax 
revenues) to provide assessment free of charge. Residents of Ann Arbor are also welcome to hire 
outside private Home Energy Assessors if they choose.  

 

 

4 To see a full list of relevant credentials visit https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/home-energy-
score/become-assessor  

5 Puget Sound Energy (PSE) previously provided free home energy assessments to residential utility users; 
however, as of 2024 this program is no longer active. However, PSE has recently launched a Home Electrification 
Assessment program for PSE natural gas customers which results in an energy-saving home improvement plan 
with guidance on how to go electric.  

6 Olympia Community Solar has reported that their cost to become a Home Energy Score Certified Assessor is 
$1,400 per person for training and $12,000 for startup equipment. 

https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/home-energy-score/become-assessor
https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/home-energy-score/become-assessor
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Housing and Climate Impacts 
The number of homes retrofitted each year could range from 367 to 1,468 homes, resulting in up to 
$820,304 in total energy cost savings and 2,933 tons of CO2 emissions avoided. Total energy cost savings 
and greenhouse gas reduction would compound annually as an increasing percentage of homes are 
assessed and retrofitted. Energy performance upgrades would also increase business for local builders 
and home performance contractors. 

Table 6. Expected year 1 results of a home energy disclosure policy. 

 Estimated Value 

Year 1 Results Low Impact Moderate Impact High Impact 

Homes Rated 2,434 2,840 3,245 

Minimum Energy 
Raters Required 

6 7 8 

Homes Retrofitted 243 568 649 

Energy Savings 
(MmBtu) 

2,819 13,157 15,036 

Energy Cost Savings $67,767 $316,339 $361,530 

Carbon Reduction 
(mtCO2) 

126 586 670 

Increased Real Estate 
Value 

$4,965,173 $14,481,754 $19,860,691 

Source: Values estimated using local data with the Home Energy Labeling Impact Calculator provided by Rocky 
Mountain Institute and Earth Advantage. Calculator and sources available upon request.  

The estimated low impact scenario assumes a low retrofit rate (10%), a low energy savings rate (10%), a low value 
increase for retrofitted homes (4%), and low compliance with the regulation (60%).  

The estimated moderate impact scenario assumes a moderate retrofit rate (20%), a moderate energy savings rate 
(20%), a moderate value increase for retrofitted homes (5%), and moderate compliance with the regulation (70%).  

The estimated high impact scenario assumes a high retrofit rate (30%), a high energy savings rate (30%), a high 
value increase for retrofitted homes (6%), and high compliance with the regulation (80%).  

 

Mortgage and Tax Benefits 
A HES Home Energy Performance Report can serve as documentation for federal lending products. 
FannieMae’s HomeStyle Energy Mortgage allows borrowers to finance energy efficiency improvements, 
using the Home Energy Performance Report as the basis. Borrowers can also qualify for a stretch on 
their debt-to-income ratios for HomeStyle Energy and other Federal Housing Administration loan 
products. 

The Washington State Housing Finance Commission also offers an “Energy Spark Home Loan” which 
dovetails with the First Time Homebuyer program providing downpayment assistance. Homebuyers 
must have a household income under $180,000 and be purchasing a home that can be upgraded for 
10% energy savings over its current use based on a home energy assessment. 

In 2023 the Internal Revenue Service released guidance on how taxpayers may claim the “Energy 
Efficient Home Improvement Credit” for Home Energy audits, made possible through the Inflation 
Reduction Act. The home energy audit tax credit offers 30% of the cost of a home energy audit, up to 
$150 per year.  HES audits completed by a HES Certified Assessor qualify for this tax credit. Additional 
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rebates and incentives created through the Inflation Reduction Act may help homeowners pay for the 
cost-effective improvements identified through their HES audit. 

Impacts on Home Sales and Loan Delinquency  
Researchers studying the Energy Conservation and Audit and Disclosure ordinance in Austin, Texas, 
which has been in place for more than 10 years, found that mandatory disclosure created a premium for 
energy-efficient homes by daylighting the value of these attributes and lead to higher participation in 
energy efficiency programs (Portland, 2020). Researchers have found that a one-point increase in HES 
was associated with a 0.5% increase in sale price, and likewise higher estimated annual energy bills were 
associated with a decrease in sales price (Pigman, Season, Wallace, et al., 2023).  

A study of Portland, OR’s program between 2018 and 2021 found that buyers are willing to pay more for 
energy efficiency when purchasing a home and that buyers are willing to pay more for energy efficiency 
when the assessment is published in real estate listings (Breshears, 2022).  

Researchers also found that a one-point increase in HES was associated with a 5.5% reduction in the 
odds of a loan going 30 days delinquent if the loan originated after an assessment occurred (Pigman, 
Season, Wallace, et al., 2023). Similarly, researchers found that a $100 decrease in estimated annual 
energy bills was associated with a 2.3% decrease in the odds of a loan going delinquent if it originated 
after the assessment occurred (Pigman, Season, Wallace, et al., 2023).  
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APPENDIX A 
LOCAL HOUSING MARKET 

 

Housing Type, Occupancy, and Ownership  
There are 118,571 housing units across Thurston County (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022).  Most dwelling 
units are detached single-family (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022), and nearly two-thirds of housing units were 
owner-occupied in 2020. The largest owner-occupied housing type in Thurston County is single-family 
detached (87%). Buildings with two or more units, most of which would be excluded from the 
recommended program design, due to limitations of the recommended assessment tool, are almost 
exclusively rented.  

Note: The recommended program design (described in Section 2) would apply only to dwelling units that 
own the space from foundation to attic (i.e., most single-family homes, including attached duplex and 
townhouse-style units). Mobile homes and stacked multifamily homes would be exempt as they are not 
suitable for the recommended DOE Home Energy Score (HES) tool.   

Table A1. Thurston County housing units by building and occupancy type in 2020.  

Building Type 
Number of 

Housing Units 
Percent 

Occupancy Type 

Owner (%) Renter (%) 

Single Family Detached 80,215 68% 86.7% 13.3% 

Single Family Attached 4,705 4% 2.2% 97.8% 

Duplex 2,867 2% 0.5% 99.5% 

Multi-family  21,303 18% 0.7% 99.3% 

Manufactured Homes 9,481 8% 9.9% 90.1% 

Total Occupied Units 109,983 100% 65.8% 34.2% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2022 
 

Housing Age 
More than 50% of the homes in Thurston County were built before 1990, with nearly 20% built at least 
50 years ago (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015-2019 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates). The large 
proportion of older homes in the region suggests that many would benefit from energy- and cost-saving 
retrofits.  

Table A2. Age of Thurston County housing units.  

Home Built Number of Units Percentage of Total Housing Units in Thurston County 

1939 or earlier 5,288 4.5% 

1940 to 1959 8,123 6.9% 

1960 to 1979 25,808 21.8% 

1980 to 1999 37,639 31.7% 

2000 to 2009 23,438 19.8% 
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2010 to 2019 16,569 14.0% 

2020 or later 1,706 1.4% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2022 
 

Energy Source 
The table below shows the number of housing units in Thurston County that utilize each energy source 
for home heating. With the Washington Clean Energy Transformation Act, all electricity will be 100% 
clean and carbon-free by 2045. Transitioning home energy types to electricity will help to reduce future 
greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
Table A3. Energy sources of Thurston County housing units.  

Energy Type Number of Units  Percentage of Total Housing Units in Thurston 
County 

Utility Gas 35,759 30.2% 

Bottled Tank or LP Gas 4,264 3.6% 

Electricity  72,885 61.5% 

Fuel Oil, kerosene 1,005 0.8% 

All other fuels 4,170 3.5% 

No fuel used 488 0.4% 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2022 
 

Home Sale Trends  
During the year 2023, there were 3,377 residential homes sold in Thurston County with another 3,409 
pending. The average price of a residential unit sold in Thurston County in 2023 was $551,127, a 3% 
increase from 2022’s average sale price of $535,016 (Northwest Multiple Listing Service, 2024). 
Depending on the location of the home the average number of days on the market ranged from 35 to 
47. 
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APPENDIX B 
STANDARD HOME ENERGY SCORE REPORT 
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APPENDIX C 
CUSTOM HOME ENERGY SCORE REPORT 
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