
Community Planning and Economic Development 
105 Fifth Ave. S. - Room 200 

Minneapolis, MN 55401 
TEL  612.673.5009 

 
 

 

 
 

Report Background 

There is overwhelming scientific consensus that climate change is a real and major threat to human 
civilization primarily caused by the combustion of fossil fuels. Climate change disproportionately impacts 
Black, Indigenous, People of Color and Immigrant (BIPOCI) communities and low wealth communities. 
Buildings are the city’s single largest source of greenhouse gas emissions contributing to climate change. 
They account for 71% of greenhouse gas emissions in Minneapolis because of the fossil gas that is used for 
heating most buildings in Minneapolis. 

The Minneapolis Climate Action Plan was adopted in 2013 and provides a road map toward reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions with targets of 15% by 2015 and 30% by 2025. In 2014, Minneapolis passed an 
80% reduction goal by 2050 and formed the Clean Energy Partnership with Xcel Energy and CenterPoint 
Energy. Minneapolis has met its 2015 goal of a 15% reduction in emissions. 

The City contracted with TE Studio, Ltd., doing business as Intep - Integrated Planning, to assist with the 
development of a report to support the implementation of a Sustainability Policy for one to 20 unit homes. 
The purpose of the attached report is to clarify the differences between higher efficiency certification 
standards and existing standards for single-family home design and applicable costs associated with each 
change. The results of this work has assisted the City of Minneapolis in making programmatic changes to 
support its continued interest in sustainable housing development in the city as it moves toward an 80% 
reduction goal by 2050. The specific task of the report is to analyze the following performance targets in 
comparison: 

• Minnesota Overlay for Enterprise Green Communities Criteria (“Green Communities”) – baseline 
• Department of Energy Zero Energy Ready Home (“ZERH”) 
• Certified Passive House (“Passive”) 

 
Study Findings 
 
As the City evaluated methods toward reducing carbon emissions by 80% through these efforts, it became 
clear that increasing City sustainable design requirements is a critical component to achieving that goal 
under existing conditions. As a step toward that goal, all one to 20-unit housing development projects 
financed through the City’s Minneapolis Homes Financing will be required to meet the ZERH program 
requirements. The City evaluated an increase to the Passive House standard, which is a step above ZERH, 
and concluded that it cannot make the jump to a Passive House requirement at this time.  However, staff 
believes it is important to support development of a passive home to foster education, technology and 
supply chain improvements in support of ultra-efficient housing in Minneapolis.   
 
As evidenced by the study, the market is not fully developed to raise building design minimums to Passive 
House standards and the affordable housing crisis grows increasingly worse. The study involved a bid 
solicitation process for the construction of a home designed to be Passive. The bidding timeline had to be 
extended and of the four bids received three were incomplete and the variation in pricing far exceeded 
industry standards. As demonstrated in the report, the cost of Passive upgrades per property amounts to 
~$65,000 with an additional amount in the tens of thousands of dollars for architectural design work and 
Passive certification each per property. 
 

http://www2.minneapolismn.gov/www/groups/public/@citycoordinator/documents/webcontent/wcms1p-113598.pdf
https://www.intep.us/
https://www.enterprisecommunity.org/solutions-and-innovation/green-communities
https://www.energy.gov/eere/buildings/zero-energy-ready-homes
https://www.phius.org/home-page


The ZERH program provides meaningful environmental improvements over existing Green Communities 
standards (Energy Star v3.1) at a minimal cost. ZERH is the step increase in sustainable home design above 
the existing Green Communities requirement providing an approximate 13% increase in energy efficiency 
as well as a 40-50% increase in efficiency over a typical new home per the Department of Energy. ZERH 
would allow for a similar level of home production to address the current affordable housing crisis. By 
raising the building design minimums to ZERH, the City is making a commitment to higher environmental 
design. At the same time, the City will incentivize higher levels of sustainable design including Net Zero and 
Passive design. 
 
Department of Energy Zero Energy Ready Homes Program 
 
DOE Zero Energy Ready Homes must meet all DOE Zero Energy 
Ready Home National Program Requirements (Rev. 07) 
including, but not limited to: 

• Comply with ENERGY STAR for Homes Program 
Requirements and Inspection Checklists for: 

o Thermal enclosure 
o HVAC quality installation (contractor and HERS 

rater) 
• Exceptions for QA-Credentialed HVAC 

Contractor (December 2016) 
• DOE Zero Energy Ready Home 

"Hardship" Waiver (May 2018) 
o Water management 
o The target home/size adjustment factor used by 

ENERGY STAR 
• Feature energy-efficient appliances and fixtures that are 

ENERGY STAR qualified. 
• Use high-performance windows that meet ENERGY 

STAR v5.0 and v6.0 specifications (depending on climate 
zone). The required U and solar heat gain coefficient (SHGC) values are shown below, effective 
8/22/2016. 

• Meet 2020 International Energy Conservation Code levels for insulation. 

• Follow the latest proven research recommendations by installing ducts in conditioned space or in 
an optimized location as defined in the program specs. 

• Conserve water and energy through either an efficient hot water distribution system or the use of 
a high-efficiency water heater and fixtures (Download the WaterSense Excel tool for estimating the 

https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/04/f62/DOE%20ZERH%20Specs%20Rev07.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2019/04/f62/DOE%20ZERH%20Specs%20Rev07.pdf
https://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=bldrs_lenders_raters.nh_v3_guidelines
https://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=bldrs_lenders_raters.nh_v3_guidelines
https://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?c=bldrs_lenders_raters.nh_v3_guidelines
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/12/f34/DOE%20ZERH%20-%20When%20is%20a%20Credential%20HVAC%20Contractor%20Required%2012142016.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/12/f34/DOE%20ZERH%20-%20When%20is%20a%20Credential%20HVAC%20Contractor%20Required%2012142016.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/eere/buildings/doe-zero-energy-ready-home-hardship-waiver-qa-certified-hvac-contractor-requirement
https://www.energy.gov/eere/buildings/doe-zero-energy-ready-home-hardship-waiver-qa-certified-hvac-contractor-requirement
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/02/f34/Water%20Sense%20Hot%20Water%20Distribution%20Volume%20Tool_0.xlsm


stored volume in hot water distribution systems). 
• Provide comprehensive indoor air quality through full certification in EPA’s Indoor 

airPLUS program. 
• Accomplish savings on the cost of future solar PV installations by following the PV-

Ready checklist for climates with significant solar insolation. This checklist references EPA's solar 
electric guide. (Note that the solar-hot water provisions of the checklist are no longer mandatory 
and can be found below with encouraged items.) 

 
Report Clarifications 
 
Some of the information contained in the following report does not sufficiently articulate the ZERH 
program standard improvements above Green Communities. These improvements include: 

• Meet 2020 International Energy Conservation Code levels for insulation. 
• Follow the latest proven research recommendations by installing ducts in conditioned space or in 

an optimized location as defined in the program specs. 
• Conserve water and energy through either an efficient hot water distribution system or the use of 

a high-efficiency water heater and fixtures. 
• Provide comprehensive indoor air quality through full certification in EPA’s Indoor 

airPLUS program. 
• Not required in MN, but optional is: Accomplish savings on the cost of future solar PV installations 

by following the PV-Ready checklist for climates with significant solar insolation. 

Additionally, the report includes some inaccuracies about existing Green Communities requirements 
employed on single family construction projects financed by the City.  For example, statements that the 
wall assembly does not meet Green Communities requirements and that the homes are not being certified 
by a third party are not accurate.  All Minneapolis Homes-funded projects require a certified Home Energy 
Rating System (HERS) rater to evaluate the home for compliance prior to and after construction. 
 
Conclusion 
 
As the City evaluates methods toward achieving carbon neutrality a step increase in sustainable design is a 
critical component to achieving that goal under existing conditions. By implementing a ZERH requirement 
through a Sustainability Policy, the City can take that step. The City can increase the design requirements 
to ZERH in its upcoming funding round to ensure homes constructed through Minneapolis Homes continue 
the City’s trend of environmentally friendly and energy efficient design while continuing efforts to evaluate 
our program requirements.  
 
The City can use three existing project proposals as case studies in Passive design to help bring familiarity 
with Passive requirements to its broader community of development partners while continuing to incent 
Net Zero and Passive design in its funding application processes. As more information is gained through 
these efforts, the City will evaluate the effects of the minimum standards and make recommended 
changes when necessary. This policy will be reviewed no less frequently than every 5 years from the time 
the policy is enacted by City Council. 
 
 
 

 

http://www.epa.gov/iaplus01/pdfs/construction_specifications.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/iaplus01/pdfs/construction_specifications.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2015/05/f22/PV-Ready%20Checklist.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/11/f5/rerh_solar_electric_guide.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2013/11/f5/rerh_solar_electric_guide.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/iaplus01/pdfs/construction_specifications.pdf
http://www.epa.gov/iaplus01/pdfs/construction_specifications.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2015/05/f22/PV-Ready%20Checklist.pdf
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