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MASSACHUSETTS: STRETCHING FOR ENERGY SAVINGS
An Overview of the 120.AA ‘Stretch’ Energy Code
Introduction
Green and advanced codes have arrived! Spurred by environmental
and economic necessity and a growing demand for political action,
many local and state governments are pursuing policies to improve
building performance. Nonetheless, above code standards often
improve faster than the adoption of public policies that promote or
permit them—even in a progressive state like Massachusetts.
The current state code mandates compliance with the 2006 IECC
with the 2007 Supplement or ASHRAE 90.1-2007, and the state will
update to the 2009 IECC next year. Until recently, though, any municipality wanting to adopt a more stringent code had to demonstrate to the Board of Building Regulations and Standards (BBRS)
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that unique circumstances made such adoption necessary. While
technically possible, the process was complicated and ambiguous enough that no jurisdiction had ever attempted it.
Still, some cities began expressing interest in this process, particularly during the development and passage of the Green
Communities Act in 2008, which set up funding opportunities for localities that improved their building energy efficiency.
Under pressure to create a transparent above code mechanism and supported by the governor’s office, in July 2009, Massachusetts became the first state to adopt an above code appendix to its state code—the 120 AA ‘Stretch’ Energy Code.

Policy Overview
The ‘Stretch’ Code is an enhanced version of the 2009 IECC with greater emphasis on performance testing and prescriptive
requirements, designed to be approximately 20 percent more efficient. It divides commercial buildings by size and type.
Buildings less than 5,000 sq. ft., “specialty buildings” less than 40,000 sq. ft. (supermarkets, warehouses, and laboratories),
and renovations are exempt. Buildings larger than 100,000 sq. ft. and “specialty buildings” larger than 40,000 sq. ft. must
exhibit a 20 percent reduction in energy use from ASHRAE 90.1-2007 using approved energy modeling. Buildings between
5,000 and 100,000 sq. ft. can meet the same performance requirements or a prescriptive code based on a codified version
of New Buildings Institute’s (NBI) Core Performance Guide, which includes more stringent building envelope and HVAC
equipment requirements than the 2009 IECC and new requirements for commissioning, air barriers and lighting controls.
New residential construction will require a Home Energy Rating System (HERS) score of 65 or less for homes 3,000 sq. ft.
and larger and 70 or less for those smaller than 3,000 sq. ft., as well as compliance with the Energy Star Qualified Homes
Thermal Bypass Inspection Checklist. Additions must meet the same performance requirements, whereas renovations will
require a less stringent HERS rating (80 or 85 for homes 2,000 sq. ft. and larger or smaller, respectively). Both can also
comply with Energy Star for Homes prescriptive requirements, plus meet or exceed 2009 IECC insulation requirements.

Best Practices and Lessons Learned
The ‘Stretch’ Code gives jurisdictions a straightforward path to adopt a more energy efficient alternative to the existing
state code while maintaining a large degree of statewide uniformity. This is crucial, as many states with limited resources
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prohibit or restrict above code adoption because they struggle just to adopt and enforce the base code. They rationalize
that the benefits of uniformly raising the floor for building efficiency outweigh the costs of not raising the ceiling. Yet this
policy prevents local efforts to improve building efficiency and discounts the influence of above code adoption on raising
the baseline.
Having a single enhanced option is a satisfying compromise for all parties. To begin, the state addresses municipal concerns and supports its own legislation. Cities that want to achieve better building performance can do so, but the provisions are rigorous enough that few, if any, would adopt a more stringent baseline. Besides, they can still implement incentive programs to promote green building. All stakeholders, meanwhile, avoid the chaos of multiple energy codes proliferated throughout the state and the difficulties it poses for code officials, the building industry and state support agencies.
State officials mentioned collaboration as a crucial factor in the policy process. Representatives from BBRS developed the
‘Stretch’ Code alongside key state energy personnel. Both groups’ involvement allowed the team to create a code that
minimized problems with state adoption and ensured the rigor, technical competence, and enforceability of its provisions.
The team also received substantial support and expertise on the national level from Northeast Energy Efficiency Partnerships (NEEP), whose codification of NBI’s Core Performance served as the framework for the commercial requirements.
Another advantage of the development process was the long timeframe for stakeholder input and policy adjustments.
Roughly a year passed between BBRS’s initial public hearing and the final publication of the Code. This gave the policy
team time to understand its impacts and the nuances involved, such as how to renovate a brick building with no cavity and
how oil vs. gas heating affects HERS ratings.
Likewise, it gave the building community a chance to process the rationale behind the proposed changes and offer constructive criticism. For example, the policy team had initially proposed a HERS rating of 60. Following homebuilder concerns about how home size would influence the cost effectiveness and feasibility of reaching this target, the policy team
changed the rating to 65 and 70. They realized that the true innovation was not mandating a 60, but rather the on-site
third-party inspection itself.
Finally, state officials further incentivized ‘Stretch’ Code adoption by inserting building energy efficiency into the Green
Communities Act as a prerequisite for qualification as a “Green Community”—and the $10 million in energy and climate
grants for eligible cities. In addition, the state is using federal stimulus funding to train all municipal code officials on the
2009 IECC base code and the ‘Stretch’ appendix, which will ensure a broad understanding of the various code compliance
paths and requirements.

Conclusion
State officials are encouraged by the initial response. Over sixty cities have asked for technical assistance in determining
whether to adopt the ‘Stretch’ Code. Once adopted, it will go into effect either January 1 or July 1 next year, following required training for code officials. There will be a six-month concurrency period before the ‘Stretch’ Code becomes the base
code for the adopting community.
For more information on the 120 AA ‘Stretch’ Energy Code, please contact Mike Guigli at the Board of Building Regulations
and Standards or Isaac Elnecave at the Northeast Energy Efficiency Partnerships. A webinar covering the ‘Stretch’ Code is
also available on the MA Green Communities Program website.
All information for this resource was collected by Cosimina Panetti and Eric Plunkett during an interview with state representatives on July 23, 2009
and subsequent correspondence, as well as using city, state, and national online resources.
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