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Curiously, it could be its very success that 
makes Energy Star a viable candidate for 
privatization.

Energy Star has become a highly vis-
ible target for budget sharpshooters 
looking to reduce the nation’s criti-

cal $20 trillion debt—some make a valid 
argument in this regard, but it’s also a 
potential excuse to throw the baby out 
with the bathwater.

At a recent American Architectural 
Manufacturers Association, aamanet.
org, conference, Mike Collins of Chicago’s 
Building Industry Advisors, buildingia.
com, noted “with 85 percent brand rec-
ognition among the public, it would be of 
great benefit to the window and door in-
dustry if Energy Star survives and thrives, 
regardless of who administrates it.”

Given its success, Energy Star is 
probably not going away. More than 
1,000 non-profits and companies have 

written to congress urging it to keep 
the program. But it could be transferred 
into a non-governmental entity run by 
an independent third party with limited 
government oversight—also known as 
privatized. Many are uneasy with the 
privatization option, yet history suggests 
it is not a bad idea.

Privatization is nothing new, nor is it 
a radical appeasement to the wealthy. It 
is an option that dates back to the Land 
Ordinance of 1785 and the Northwest Or-
dinance of 1787, in which Congress ceded 
territories to private owners to ultimately 
be divided into new states. 

Today, private or non-profit entities op-
erate virtually every type of public service 
including prisons, welfare systems, toll 
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Privatization cautions
As successful as it is, the Energy Star pro-
gram has not been without its problems, 
largely involving the appliance rating 
and Energy Star for Homes programs. To 
my mind, some of these issues arise from 
labeling inconsistencies, rapidly chang-
ing specifications and, in some cases, 
outright fraud. 

Some of these issues may be an 
artifact of over-extension. There is a 
tendency to expand beyond energy effi-
ciency to encompass “greenness” in gen-
eral—eco-friendly small business awards, 
sustainable lumber and water-efficiency 
programs, for example. The Energy Star 
program may have lost some of its focus 
on energy, resulting in a potential dilu-
tion of the program’s brand recognition, 
and increased opportunity for misuse of 
the program’s guidelines. 

By contrast, the Energy Star fenestra-
tion program has been free from contro-
versy. The window and door industry is 
a prime example that an industry can set 
standards, test for compliance and certify 
the validity of the tests performed. The key 
is tried and true: third-party certification. 
Perhaps a portion of the Energy Star array 
of programs could be privatized while 
other elements remain with the govern-
ment, such as the Department of Energy, 
energy.gov, which already handles mini-
mum standards for large appliances.

Before we dismiss privatization as an 
option, I suggest we take a closer look at 
our biases and assumptions and consider 
ways to make it work. Lessons learned by 
existing third-party certification programs 
can help point the way. Some have said 
that, in the final analysis, it’s “just a label.” 
But sniff at the label at your peril; it’s a 
symbol. And we know from history that 
symbols can move mountains, let alone 
consumer minds and buying decisions. w
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roads, planned unit developments, water 
and sewer, charter schools and trash 
disposal. Privatization of everything from 
zoos to space shuttles has worked well. 
Energy Star privatization could very likely 
allow continuation of a successful, valu-
able program that might otherwise die.

Curiously, it could be its very success 
that makes Energy Star a viable candi-
date for privatization. For one, through 
brand recognition, information and 
positive publicity, the Energy Star name 
has successfully evolved into a program 
to “sell” energy conservation as an 
optional-but-desirable product feature. 
It now enjoys a whopping 85 percent 
public awareness. Also, the program has 
a functional model that meshes well with 
the marketing structure of business, not 

just as a regulatory toll booth. 
There is a counter argument, however, 

that a private entity would not have the 
same credibility as the government-backed 
program. But, consider a recent poll from 
Pew Research, pewresearch.org, a nonpar-
tisan fact tank that conducts public opin-
ion polling, demographic research, media 
content analysis and other empirical social 
science research. Its Public Trust in Gov-
ernment: 1958-2017 poll relayed that public 
trust in the government remains near his-
toric lows. Only 20 percent of Americans 
today say they can trust the government 
in Washington to do what is right, the Pew 
survey finds. Energy Star has staked out 
its own credibility, fully apart from public 
opinion of the EPA. 

Energy Star’s Future
Could privatization be a positive for the fenestration industry?


