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Green product shows companies the future of energy efficiency

Sheet metal contractors find success with light, pre-insulated ductwork

ALEXANDRIA, Va. – Ductwork is commonly an unseen element to any building, but can affect the way a structure consumes and conserves energy. In the last decade, some contractors with the Sheet Metal Workers International Association have seen success with the energy efficiency of phenolic board, pre-insulated ductwork that is easy to transport, install and ship.

Lance Herlong, vice president of National Sheet Metal Company out of Jacksonville, Fla., has been using phenolic board for the last seven years and is one of the largest users of the product in the United States. After a year of research, Herlong was sold on the product and has since installed it in various buildings – from dormitories for chemotherapy patients to schools and five-star hotels. 

“I saw the savings the product could provide in the life cycle of the building. A lot of things are cheaper and faster but not better. This is better,” Herlong said. “It allows you not only short-term savings but long-term savings, and that’s what you have to look at.”

Construction in the South has many obstacles including damp, salty air and the potential for mold and mildew. Residences and commercial buildings alike have found phenolic board to be resistant to elements common in Florida. The portability of the product also allows trained contractors to operate where manufacturing facilities aren’t available.

“It doesn’t leak. It doesn’t weigh as much. I don’t have as many workers compensation issues with this,” Herlong said. “It doesn’t transfer noise. I’ve put it in hospitals – patients’ rooms. It doesn’t expand and contract, and in the South when it gets hot, it doesn’t move. I can do work anyplace,” Herlong said. “I can go to the Caribbean and bid on a job. All I need are local people to work.”

Fran Lanciaux, owner of Commercial Comfort Systems Inc. and a distributor of the product, has been urging contractors to explore the benefits of phenolic board as a wave of the future. One bonus is the ability to create a tighter air seal between joints in ductwork. During one installation, the Army Corps of Engineers couldn’t get an air leakage reading.
“The Army Corps of Engineers guy is standing there in amazement. As a contractor, it makes you a believer, because you can usually never do that,” Lanciaux said.  “It gives us a green product we can take to market without a premium. It’s a better performing product without an inflated price. I think we do get jobs we wouldn’t otherwise get because we do have the product.”

New items on the market aren’t without their skeptics, and Lanciaux was one, at first. 

“As time went on, we realized because it’s a pre-insulated product, it reduces steps in the field. We could see it was a green product,” he added. “It allowed us to do more work single source.”

To stay ahead of this emerging market, the International Training Institute (ITI) for the sheet metal and air conditioning industry is offering members of the Sheet Metal Workers International Association (SMWIA) the ability to update their skills – and thereby increase their career opportunities – with a number of three-day courses open free of charge to members in good standing. Two courses scheduled for the Detroit area in May filled up quickly. Additional courses will be added in the coming months. The courses are funded by the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, and members need only pay for their transportation and room and board.

“You can go through training in a few days,” Herlong said. “The overall factor is the cost of energy over the long haul.”

More than 15,000 apprentices are registered at training facilities in the United States and Canada. The ITI is jointly sponsored by Sheet Metal Worker's International Association (SMWIA) and the Sheet Metal and Air Conditioning Contractors' National Association (SMACNA). ITI supports apprenticeship and advanced career training for union workers in the sheet metal industry throughout the United States and Canada. Located in Alexandria, Va., ITI produces a standardized sheet metal curriculum supported by a wide variety of training materials free of charge to sheet metal apprentices and journeymen.

For more information about the contest or ITI, visit www.sheetmetal-iti.org or call 703-739-7200.
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