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Cibse TM23 Testing Buildings for Air Leakage

Cibse TM23 testing buildings for air leakage is a vital procedure aimed at assessing the
airtightness of a building's envelope, ensuring energy efficiency, indoor air quality, and occupant
comfort. As buildings become more energy-conscious, understanding and controlling air leakage
has gained increased importance. The CIBSE TM23 (Chartered Institution of Building Services
Engineers Technical Memorandum 23) provides comprehensive guidance on how to systematically
test, measure, and interpret air leakage in buildings. This article explores the significance of air
leakage testing, the methodology prescribed by TM23, the benefits of such testing, and best
practices for successful implementation.

Understanding Air Leakage and Its Impact

What is Air Leakage?

Air leakage refers to the unintentional or uncontrolled flow of air through gaps, cracks, and openings
in a building's envelope?walls, roofs, windows, doors, and other penetrations. These leaks can
occur due to construction imperfections, aging, or design choices and can significantly affect a
building's performance.

Why is Air Leakage Important?

Air leakage has multiple implications, including:

- Energy Loss: Uncontrolled air movement increases heating and cooling demands, leading to
higher energy bills.

- Indoor Air Quality: Excessive leakage can introduce pollutants or cause drafts, impacting
occupant health.

- Comfort: Drafts and temperature fluctuations caused by leaks reduce occupant comfort.
- Building Durability: Moisture ingress through leaks can cause deterioration of structural

components.
- Environmental Impact: Higher energy consumption results in increased carbon emissions.

The Role of CIBSE TM23 in Air Leakage Testing
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Overview of CIBSE TM23

CIBSE TM23 is a technical guidance document issued by the Chartered Institution of Building
Services Engineers that offers a standardized methodology for testing and assessing the
airtightness of buildings. It aims to provide a consistent approach that enables building professionals
to compare results, identify leakage paths, and develop strategies for improvement.

Objectives of TM23

- Establish uniform testing procedures.
- Define acceptable airtightness performance benchmarks.
- Assist in diagnosing leakage issues.
- Support compliance with energy efficiency standards and regulations.

Methodology for Air Leakage Testing According to TM23

Preparation Phase

Before conducting the test, several preparatory steps are essential:

- Identify all openings: Including windows, doors, vents, and service penetrations.
- Seal or isolate specific areas: Sometimes necessary to isolate parts of the building for targeted

testing.
- Ensure equipment calibration: All testing instruments must be calibrated according to

manufacturer specifications.
- Notify occupants: To ensure safety and cooperation during testing.

Testing Equipment

The primary equipment used in TM23 testing includes:

- Blower door fan: Installed into an external doorway to control and measure airflow.
- Manometers or pressure gauges: To measure pressure differentials.
- Data logging devices: To record pressure and airflow data over time.

Testing Procedure

The testing process generally follows these steps:
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- Baseline Measurement

- Measure the existing pressure difference without any mechanical assistance to understand
natural infiltration.

- Pressurization and Depressurization

- Use the blower door fan to pressurize or depressurize the building to a standard test pressure,
typically 50 Pa (pascals).

- Maintain this pressure for a specific duration to reach equilibrium.

- Data Collection

- Record airflow rates at the specified test pressure.
- Conduct multiple tests to ensure consistency and reproducibility.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

- Calculate the Air Permeability: Usually expressed as air changes per hour at 50 Pa (ACH50).
- Use the data to determine leakage flow rates and identify potential leak paths.
- Compare results against industry standards or performance targets.

Key Metrics and Standards in Air Leakage Testing

Air Changes per Hour (ACH50)

- Represents the number of times the building's volume is exchanged with outside air at 50 Pa.
- Typical benchmarks:
- Well-sealed buildings: ACH50 
- Average buildings: ACH50 between 3 and 10
- Poorly sealed buildings: ACH50 > 10

Specific Leakage Area (SLA)
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- The area of leaks per unit of building envelope area.
- Useful for comparing leakage performance across different buildings.

Pass/Fail Criteria

- Depending on the building type and standards, acceptable thresholds are set.
- For example, new energy-efficient buildings might aim for ACH50 

Benefits of Conducting Air Leakage Tests

Energy Efficiency

- Reducing air leakage significantly cuts heating and cooling costs.
- Helps meet building regulations and certification standards like Passivhaus or BREEAM.

Indoor Comfort and Air Quality

- Minimizes drafts and temperature stratification.
- Ensures controlled ventilation, reducing infiltration of pollutants.

Building Durability and Maintenance

- Limits moisture ingress, preventing mold, rot, and structural damage.
- Extends the lifespan of building components.

Legal and Regulatory Compliance

- Many building regulations now mandate airtightness testing.
- Data can support warranty claims or certification processes.

Best Practices for Effective Air Leakage Testing

Comprehensive Building Preparation

- Seal all intentional openings (windows, doors) during testing.
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- Remove obstructions that might affect airflow measurement.
- Use appropriate sealing techniques to prevent leaks during the test.

Accurate Data Collection

- Ensure testing equipment is calibrated.
- Conduct multiple tests to verify consistency.
- Record ambient conditions, such as temperature and wind speed, which can influence results.

Post-Test Analysis

- Investigate and locate leaks using smoke pencils, infrared cameras, or tracer gases.
- Prioritize sealing efforts based on leak severity and location.

Continuous Improvement

- Incorporate airtightness into the design and construction phases.
- Use the test results to inform future projects and improve construction quality.

Challenges and Limitations of Air Leakage Testing

Accessibility and Building Complexity

- Large or complex buildings may pose difficulties in sealing and testing all areas effectively.

External Factors

- Wind, temperature differences, and atmospheric conditions can influence test results.

Cost and Time

- Testing requires specialized equipment and trained personnel, which may incur additional costs.

Interpretation of Results
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- Variability in measurements necessitates careful analysis and understanding of context.

Innovations and Future Trends in Air Leakage Testing

Advanced Testing Technologies

- Use of infrared thermography and tracer gases for pinpointing leaks.
- Automated blower door systems with real-time data analysis.

Integration with Building Design

- Incorporating airtightness considerations from the early design stages.
- Use of Building Information Modeling (BIM) to simulate and predict airtightness performance.

Regulatory Developments

- Stricter standards and certifications driving the adoption of rigorous testing protocols.
- Mandates for continuous commissioning and monitoring post-occupancy.

Conclusion

Cibse TM23 testing buildings for air leakage is a fundamental component of modern building
performance assessment. By providing standardized procedures for measuring and analyzing air
infiltration, TM23 helps building professionals ensure that structures meet energy efficiency targets,
provide healthy indoor environments, and maintain durability. As the emphasis on sustainable
construction intensifies, the importance of accurate airtightness testing and continuous improvement
in building envelope performance will only grow. Embracing best practices, leveraging advanced
technologies, and adhering to TM23 guidelines enable the creation of buildings that are not only
compliant but also comfortable, resilient, and environmentally responsible.
 
CIBSE TM23 Testing Buildings for Air Leakage is an essential guideline that has significantly
influenced the way building air tightness is assessed and managed in the UK. As buildings become
increasingly energy-efficient, understanding and controlling air leakage has become crucial for
reducing energy consumption, improving indoor air quality, and ensuring compliance with building
regulations. CIBSE TM23 provides comprehensive methodology, best practices, and considerations
for testing buildings for air leakage, making it a cornerstone document for professionals in building
services, energy management, and construction industries.
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Introduction to CIBSE TM23

CIBSE TM23, titled "Testing buildings for air leakage", is a technical memorandum published by the
Chartered Institution of Building Services Engineers (CIBSE). It offers detailed guidance on
conducting air leakage tests, interpreting results, and applying findings to improve building
performance. The document emphasizes the importance of accurate testing to identify leaks,
quantify air infiltration, and develop strategies for air tightness improvements.

The core aim of TM23 is to standardize testing procedures, ensure reliability of results, and facilitate
better design and retrofit practices. As energy codes and sustainability standards become more
stringent, the relevance of TM23 has grown, making it a key reference for architects, engineers,
contractors, and building managers.

Understanding the Importance of Air Leakage Testing

Air leakage testing measures the unintended flow of air through gaps, cracks, and openings in a
building's envelope. Excessive leakage leads to increased energy consumption for heating and
cooling, poor indoor air quality, and discomfort for occupants. By accurately assessing air tightness,
stakeholders can:

- Identify and locate leaks in the building envelope
- Quantify the rate of air infiltration/exfiltration
- Inform retrofit strategies to improve energy efficiency
- Ensure compliance with building regulations and standards
- Enhance occupant comfort and indoor air quality

CIBSE TM23 sets out standardized procedures to achieve these objectives with high precision and
repeatability.

Methodologies Outlined in TM23

1. Fan Pressurization Testing

The most common and reliable method detailed in TM23 involves fan pressurization testing, often
referred to as blower door testing. This method entails:

- Sealing the building's openings
- Using a calibrated fan to create a pressure difference (typically 50 Pa)
- Measuring the airflow required to maintain this pressure difference
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Features:

- Provides a quantifiable measure of airtightness, expressed as air changes per hour at 50 Pa
(ACH50)

- Can locate leaks through additional diagnostic techniques like tracer gas or thermal imaging

Pros:

- Accurate and repeatable
- Widely accepted by standards and regulations
- Useful for benchmarking and monitoring over time

Cons:

- Requires building to be sealed and accessible
- Can be disruptive during testing

2. Diagnostic and Trace Gas Methods

TM23 also discusses supplementary techniques such as tracer gas testing and thermal imaging to
identify leak locations. These methods are particularly useful for pinpointing leaks after initial
pressurization tests.

Testing Procedures and Best Practices

Preparation and Planning

Proper preparation is vital for reliable results:

- Ensuring all windows, doors, and vents are properly closed
- Removing or sealing movable elements that could skew results
- Ensuring the building is at a stable temperature and wind conditions are minimal
- Documenting the building's configuration before testing

Conducting the Test

Following TM23 guidelines, the testing process involves:
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- Installing a fan in an external or internal doorway
- Sealing the building envelope to prevent leaks around the fan
- Pressurizing or depressurizing the building to a standard pressure difference (50 Pa)
- Recording the airflow rate needed to maintain this pressure

The data collected is then used to calculate the building's air permeability.

Interpreting Results

Results are expressed as ACH50, which indicates the number of times the entire building volume is
exchanged with outside air per hour at 50 Pa pressure difference. Lower ACH50 values signify
better airtightness.

Applications and Implications of TM23 Testing

Building Design and New Construction

In new builds, TM23 testing informs design choices that aim for high air tightness, which is crucial
for achieving energy efficiency targets such as those specified in Building Regulations Part L and
the Passivhaus standard.

Retrofit and Refurbishment Projects

For existing buildings, TM23 provides a baseline for assessing current performance and identifying
areas for improvement. Retrofitting to improve airtightness can lead to significant energy savings
and better indoor environments.

Regulatory Compliance

Many UK regulations now require airtightness testing for new buildings and major renovations.
TM23 ensures that testing is consistent, reliable, and compliant with statutory requirements.

Advantages of Using CIBSE TM23

- Standardization: Provides a consistent methodology across different projects and practitioners.
- Reliability: Ensures accurate, repeatable results suitable for certification and compliance.
- Comprehensiveness: Covers everything from planning, testing, to interpretation.
- Facilitates Retrofit Planning: Helps identify leaks systematically, enabling targeted

improvements.
- Supports Sustainability Goals: Contributes to reduced energy use and carbon emissions.
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Limitations and Challenges

While TM23 offers a robust framework, some limitations and challenges should be acknowledged:

- Cost and Resources: Testing can be expensive and resource-intensive, especially for large or
complex buildings.

- Access and Sealing: Achieving a proper seal during testing can be difficult in buildings with
complex or inaccessible construction details.

- Environmental Factors: Wind, temperature, and humidity can influence results, requiring careful
planning and interpretation.

- Limited Diagnostic Detail: While effective in quantifying leakage, initial tests may not precisely
locate all leaks, necessitating supplementary diagnostics.

Future Trends and Developments in Air Leakage Testing

The field of air leakage testing continues to evolve with technological advancements:

- Enhanced Diagnostic Tools: Integration of thermal imaging and tracer gases for faster leak
detection.

- Automated Testing: Development of semi-automated or robotic testing methods for efficiency.
- Data Analytics: Utilizing big data and machine learning to interpret testing results and predict

leakage patterns.
- Standards Harmonization: Aligning UK practices with European and international standards for

consistency.

These trends aim to make testing more accessible, accurate, and cost-effective, further supporting
energy-efficient building design and operation.

Conclusion

CIBSE TM23 Testing Buildings for Air Leakage is a foundational document that promotes best
practices, standardization, and reliable assessment of building airtightness. Its comprehensive
approach benefits a broad spectrum of stakeholders?from designers and contractors to regulators
and building owners?by enabling precise identification of leaks, informing retrofit strategies, and
ensuring compliance with evolving energy standards. While challenges exist, the ongoing
advancements in testing technologies and methodologies promise to enhance the effectiveness and
efficiency of air leakage assessments, ultimately contributing to more sustainable, comfortable, and
energy-efficient buildings.
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In summary, TM23 remains an indispensable resource in the quest for better building performance,
guiding the industry toward higher standards of quality and environmental responsibility.
 

 QuestionAnswer What is the purpose of CIBSE TM23 testing for buildings? CIBSE TM23
provides guidelines for testing and assessing the air leakage of buildings to improve energy
efficiency, indoor air quality, and building performance by identifying and reducing unintended air
infiltration and exfiltration. How is air leakage testing conducted according to CIBSE TM23? Testing
involves pressurizing or depressurizing the building using a fan or blower door and measuring the air
flow required to maintain a set pressure difference, thereby determining the building's air
permeability and leakage rates. What are the benefits of conducting TM23 air leakage tests on
commercial buildings? Benefits include enhanced energy efficiency, reduced heating and cooling
costs, improved occupant comfort, compliance with building regulations, and identification of areas
where sealing can be improved. Are there specific standards or thresholds for acceptable air
leakage levels in TM23 testing? Yes, TM23 provides guidance on acceptable leakage levels based
on building type and use, typically expressed in air changes per hour (ACH) or m³/h/m² at a
specified pressure; these thresholds help determine if remedial actions are necessary. How often
should buildings undergo air leakage testing under TM23 guidelines? While TM23 does not specify
a fixed frequency, it is recommended to conduct initial testing during commissioning and periodic
retesting during the building's lifecycle?especially after major renovations or sealing works?to
ensure continued performance. 

 
Related keywords: CIBSE TM23, building air leakage, airtightness testing, blower door test,
infiltration rate, building envelope, air permeability, leakage assessment, energy efficiency, building
performance
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