
whether there was a fault, but whether or 
not the system is performing properly.”

It is vital for infrastructure owners to 
understand the lifecycle of the materials, 
systems, and assembly based on the 
specifications provided at the time of 
construction. Those specifications should be 
included in the operations and maintenance 
manual, but can be overlooked, ignored, or 
misunderstood. And in some cases, proper 
maintenance is not built into the overall 
budget, causing skins to be subject to 
reactive maintenance rather than the much-
needed proactive maintenance that prevents 
catastrophic events from occurring.

Instead, facade maintenance can end up 
being dealt with only at the most basic level: 
cleaning. While cleaning does allow for the 
building or asset to take on a look that is 
aesthetically pleasing, it doesn’t address 
the performance needs of the asset. In the 
case of buildings, which are recommended 
to be cleaned at least twice a year, there is 
also a need for preventative maintenance 
involving sealant renewal (every 15 
years give or take) and glass replacement 

Ten years ago, a marble panel came 
loose on the facade of downtown 
Toronto’s First Canadian Place, 

dropping more than fifty stories to the 
ground below. That single panel led to an 
overhaul of the building’s skin at a cost of 
approximately $100 million.

The failure of a building’s facade can 
have catastrophic results. While no one was 
injured in the Toronto incident, similar 
occurrences elsewhere in the country have 
proven more harmful, including the death 
of a 33-year-old woman in Montreal in 
July 2009, the result of a slab of concrete 
falling 19 stories off a building facade into 
a restaurant.

There are industry best practices that can, 
for the most part, remove the risk of similar 
human and financial catastrophes from 
re-occurring.

“Without maintenance, repair, and 
renewal, you cannot expect the facade to be 
functioning, over time, with no problem,” 
says Hamid Vossoughi, senior principal for 
building sciences at WSP. “The whole issue 
of fault becomes non-performance. It’s not 

(insulated glass needs replacing every 20-30 
years on average).

Investing in a proper asset maintenance 
plan, one that addresses more than just the 
beautification of a building, has a positive 
long-term impact on the lifecycle of the facade.

Addressing skin failures

Not all facade issues can be avoided through 
the use of preventative maintenance. 
Performance issues can appear on a moment’s 
notice. Minimizing the impact of those faults 
is vital, and much of that comes through 
recognition that an issue has occurred.

According to Vossoughi, cracking, 
displacement, and movement and the 
primary signs that immediate maintenance 
is needed. These three issues point to the 
fact that the facade is no longer structurally 
functioning, and thus, immediate 
action is needed to prevent the problem  
from growing.

There is another issue, showing on the 
inside of the building, that can also be the 
result of damage to the facade.

“Leakage is also a huge indicator,” says 
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a life expectancy of 100 years or greater, 
require a robust, efficient, and economical 
design. “Where do we stand?” considers the 
current condition, assembly of the facade, the 
components, and the facade’s service history.

“What are our current symptoms?” 
discusses the current issues with the 
facade, and what the root cause of those 
issues are. For this, it is imperative that 
proper investigation into building faults  
is completed.

“Some people tend to underestimate the 
importance of that due diligence stage, and the 
investigation stage,” Lee says. “It’s so critical 
for a restoration or renewal project when you 
are comparing it a new construction project, 
where you have much more control. There 
are a lot more variables involved when you 
are dealing with an existing building and it’s 
important to understand them, especially 
when one of your objectives is to reuse 
existing materials.”

“Where we are aiming to go?” factors 
in the desired end result for the asset 
owner or manager. Adding a new skin to 
the building’s exterior can allow for the 
introduction of new technology, including 
enhanced thermal breaks and improved 
insulated glass units and assemblies. 
Integrating these solutions can better the 
quality of life for the building’s tenants by 
augmenting the comfort of the facility and 
improving energy use and efficiency.

Andrea Yee, the facade renewal practice 
manager for WSP. “This can lead to 
concealed deterioration because water 
is the enemy when it comes to skins and 
buildings. Often there are holes in the skin 
that are leading to water in the system.”

When one of these four symptoms 
are present, both Lee and Vossoughi 
recommend making immediate contact 
with an experience professional. While 
maintenance professionals within a 
company may know what to do to fix 
the issue based on what can be seen, that 
individual may not know how to decipher 
the root cause of the indicators.

Assessing the options

Depending on the severity of the issue, 
replace the building’s facade could be an 
option. The benefits of doing so have the 
potential to outweigh the costs associated 
with such an expense.

What needs to be understood before 
making the decision? According to 
Vossoughi, understanding the process 
comes first. He poses three questions  
to consider:

1   Where do we stand?

2   What are our current symptoms?

3   Where are we aiming to go?

He suggests that buildings that are 
considered monumental, ones that possess 

Aesthetically, a new skin can provide 
the option of renewing the existing look 
of the building, keeping the original look 
and/or feel established during the initial 
construction. Conversely, a new skin can 
provide a rejuvenated feel for a bland, drab 
old facade built more for function rather 
than for visual appeal.

For the latter, the appeal of a new look may 
not be the facade itself, but rather what it is 
able to conceal. Marrying the new skin to the 
old skin leaves room for insulation, as well as 
air, water, and/or vapour barrier, all of which 
can be hidden from view. This can be a win-
win scenario, freshening the look of a building 
asset while also improving its efficiency.

New technologies and innovations, such as 
improvements to glazing, window and curtain 
wall systems, and pre-fabrication, are creating 
better materials from greater efficiency and 
performance in building facades.

“We have the technologies available […] 
but it’s definitely not a replacement for 
thoughtful design,” Lee says. “If we’re not 
integrating these new technologies into our 
design correctly then it’s wasted.”

Combining new technologies with best 
practices is the key to an efficient design.  

A new skin  
can also  

provide a 
rejuvenated  

feel for  
a bland,  
drab old 
facade. 

Andrew Macklin is the editor  
of ReNew Canada magazine.

The $100 million facade restoration 
of First Canadian Place drew 

attention to the need for diligent 
maintenance of building skins 

throughout Toronto’s downtown. 
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