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Cool Sidewalks May Leave City Even Hotter

As Climate Week NYC 2010 nears, Brewer and NRDC survey compliance of A/C Open Door Law

August 20, 2010— Nearly two years ago, on September 3, 2008, a bill introduced by Council Member Gale A. Brewer to amend the administrative code of the city of New York in relation to the use of air conditioning systems was signed into law.

This law, Local Law 38-2008, prohibits commercial buildings from keeping their doors and windows ajar when running an air conditioning system; violators are subject to a $200 to $400 fine per open door or window.  While hoping to entice customers with a fleeting blast of cool air, businesses that waste energy adversely impact the local carbon foot print, potentially leading to increased brownouts or blackouts.

Stores larger than 4000 square feet or chains with at least 5 locations in the 5 boroughs are required to comply with this law. The Department of Consumer Affairs, the agency charged with enforcing Local Law 38, reported that in 2009, 114 A/C inspections were conducted citywide and while 25 locations were issued warnings, no location was cited for a violation. 

Council Member Brewer’s received several calls from New Yorkers concerned that the law was not being followed, especially as heat and humidity settled over the City into the summer months. 
Brewer and her staff conducted their own observational survey of 146 businesses along one of the City’s most popular commercial corridors and found over 30% of businesses disregarding the law by ‘airconditioning the sidewalks.’  
“If we’ve learned anything this sweltering summer, leaving store doors wide open will not air condition the streets,” says Councilmember Brewer, “Air conditioning plus open doors is wasteful, selfish, and shortsighted. It actually makes the streets hotter, because compressors must work harder and produce more hot exhaust. In a time of smaller resources DCA is doing what it can, but enough businesses still aren’t getting the message. What we need in addition to enforcement is better education, and more cooperation from store owners, BIDS, and the Chambers of Commerce. Our message is simple: Hot outside. Cool inside.” 
“Councilmember Brewer is exactly right to continue to shine a spotlight on this energy-wasting practice,” said Eric A. Goldstein, an attorney at the Natural Resources Defense Council (“NRDC”).   “NRDC’s own annual storefront survey in Greenwich Village and Chelsea, completed this morning, found similar results.  While a higher percentage of stores than last summer seem to be in compliance with the law in these two neighborhoods, there are still too many retailers who are leaving their doors open and pouring cold air onto the streets.  For them, it’s like mealtime at the all-you-can-eat buffets: they are taking more than they really need and they are wasting an awful lot,” Mr. Goldstein concluded. 
Local Law 38-2008 strives to meet the goals of PlaNYC-2030, the city’s plan for a more sustainable and environmentally responsible 21st century New York City. Energy use in buildings is responsible for 80% of New York City’s global-warming emissions.  Additionally, in this struggling economy, an individual’s moment of cool air is just not worth the price paid by all.  Reducing energy consumption is critical not only to our environment, but our pockets and the quality of life in our city.

