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The design and operation of laboratory facilities present some of the most complex challenges in the field of 

building services engineering. Unlike standard commercial office spaces, laboratories require stringent control over 

air quality, pressure differentials, humidity, and temperature to ensure both the safety of personnel and the integrity 

of scientific research. The ASHRAE Laboratory Design Guideserves as the definitive global standard for

addressing these challenges. This guide focuses on the critical elements of planning, designing, and operating

laboratory HVAC systems, providing a framework for managing airborne chemical hazards and biological

containment.

The Fundamental Role of Laboratory HVAC Systems

Laboratory HVAC systems are not merely for comfort; they are primary safety systems. Their core function is to 

provide a controlled environment that minimizes the risk of exposure to hazardous materials. To achieve this, 

engineers must integrate three primary components: supply air systems, exhaust systems, and control 

infrastructures. The ASHRAE framework emphasizes the importance of the 'once-through' air principle, where air

is supplied to the lab, circulated to capture contaminants, and then exhausted directly to the outside without

recirculation, particularly in labs handling volatile or toxic substances.

The Hierarchy of Containment

Containment is achieved through a combination of physical barriers (fume hoods, biosafety cabinets) and airflow 

dynamics. ASHRAE defines several levels of containment based on the toxicity and quantity of materials used. The 

primary objective is to maintain a negative pressure relationshiprelative to adjacent non-laboratory spaces. This

ensures that in the event of a breach or a spill, the airflow direction remains into the laboratory, preventing the

migration of contaminants to hallways or offices.

Laboratory Ventilation Design Levels (LVDL)

One of the most critical advancements in laboratory engineering is the classification of Laboratory Ventilation

Design Levels (LVDL). This system allows designers to tailor the ventilation strategy to the specific risk profile of the

facility. Below is a detailed technical breakdown of these levels:



Level Risk Profile Ventilation Strategy Redundancy 
Requirements

LVDL 0 Non-hazardous (e.g., dry 
labs)

Standard commercial HVAC N/A

LVDL 1 Low-risk chemicals/
nuisance odors

Single-pass air; minimum 
ACH

Low; standard maintenance

LVDL 2 Moderate chemical usage; 
routine hazards

VAV (Variable Air Volume) 
control; high dilution

N+1 for critical exhaust fans

LVDL 3 High-risk toxic or 
flammable substances

Strict pressure control; 
localized capture

Full redundancy (N+1) on 
supply and exhaust

LVDL 4 Maximum containment 
(BSL-4 / High Toxicity)

HEPA filtered exhaust; 
redundant air streams

Active/Active redundancy 
with backup power

Implementing the correct LVDL requires a thorough Hazard Assessmentduring the pre-design phase. This

involves collaboration between the Mechanical Engineer, the Laboratory Manager, and the Environmental Health

and Safety (EHS) officer to determine the specific chemicals and processes that will occur within the space.

Technical Analysis of Exhaust Systems

The exhaust system is the heart of laboratory safety. ASHRAE standards provide rigorous guidelines for the design 

of exhaust hoods and exhaust stacks. A failure in stack design can lead to 're-entrainment,' where exhausted

contaminants are drawn back into the building’s fresh air intakes.

Exhaust Stack Height and Plume Dispersion

Determining the height of an exhaust stack is not arbitrary. It requires mathematical modeling of the Momentum 

Flux and Plume Rise. The stack must be high enough to clear the building’s wake zone—the area of turbulent air 

created as wind passes over the structure. ASHRAE recommends that exhaust discharge velocities typically 

exceed 3,000 feet per minute (fpm)to ensure sufficient vertical momentum to carry contaminants away from the

roof line.

The Physics of Fume Hoods

Chemical fume hoods act as the primary interface between the scientist and the hazard. The efficiency of a hood is 

measured by its Face Velocity, typically maintained at 80 to 100 fpm. However, modern ASHRAE 110 testing 

standards emphasize that face velocity alone is not a guarantee of safety. Instead, containment testingusing

tracer gases is used to verify that the hood captures 100% of generated vapors. 

•  Constant Volume (CV) Hoods: These hoods exhaust a fixed amount of air regardless of sash height. While 

simpler to design, they are highly energy-inefficient.

•  Variable Air Volume (VAV) Hoods: These hoods adjust the exhaust volume based on the sash position. When 

the sash is closed, the airflow reduces significantly, providing massive energy savings.

•  High-Performance (Low-Flow) Hoods: These are designed to maintain containment at face velocities as low 

as 60 fpm through aerodynamic improvements.

Primary Air Systems and Air Treatment



Supplying air to a laboratory requires careful consideration of Air Change Rates (ACH). While many legacy labs

operated at a fixed 10-12 ACH, ASHRAE now advocates for a performance-based approach. Depending on the

LVDL, labs may operate between 4 and 8 ACH during occupied hours and as low as 2 ACH during unoccupied

hours, provided safety sensors (like Aircuity systems) are in place to monitor air quality.

Process Cooling and Internal Heat Gains

Laboratories are often high-heat-load environments due to the presence of freezers, centrifuges, and mass 

spectrometers. Relying solely on the ventilation system to handle these sensible heat loads can lead to excessive 

airflow. ASHRAE recommends the use of secondary cooling systems, such as chilled beams or fan coil units, to

handle internal heat gains. This allows the primary HVAC system to focus on ventilation and latent heat (humidity)

control, which is much more energy-efficient.

Air Treatment Mechanisms

In facilities handling biological agents or radioactive isotopes, exhaust air cannot be released untreated. High-

Efficiency Particulate Air (HEPA)filters or carbon scrubbers are integrated into the exhaust stream. For biological

containment labs (BSL-3 and BSL-4), redundant HEPA filter banks with 'bag-in/bag-out' capabilities are mandatory

to prevent maintenance personnel from being exposed during filter changes.

Energy Modeling and Sustainability (ASHRAE 90.1)

Laboratories are notoriously energy-intensive, often consuming 5 to 10 times more energy per square foot than 

standard office buildings. Integrating ASHRAE 90.1-1999 (and subsequent updates) energy modeling guidelines is 

essential for modern lab design. The goal is to balance safety with the Energy Cost Budget.

Heat Recovery Systems

Because labs use 100% outdoor air, the energy required to heat and cool this air is substantial. ASHRAE suggests

several heat recovery methods:

1.  Run-around Coils: Ideal for lab environments because they physically separate the supply and exhaust air 

streams, eliminating any risk of cross-contamination.

2.  Energy Recovery Wheels: These are more efficient at transferring both sensible and latent heat but require 

rigorous 'desiccant' selection and purge sectors to minimize the risk of contaminant carry-over.

3.  Heat Pipe Systems: Passive systems that use refrigerant phase changes to transfer heat between streams.



Technology Efficiency Cross-Contamination 
Risk

Maintenance Needs

Run-around Loop 45% - 55% Zero Moderate (Pumps)

Heat Wheel 65% - 80% Low to Moderate High (Seals/Motors)

Heat Pipe 40% - 60% Zero Very Low

Specialized Laboratory Environments

Biological Containment and BSL Levels

Biological research requires adherence to specific Biosafety Levels (BSL). ASHRAE guidelines for BSL-3 and 

BSL-4 facilities include requirements for Directional Airflow (always from 'clean' to 'dirty' areas) and airtight 

envelope construction. These labs must undergo annual pressure decay testingto ensure that the room envelope

can maintain containment even during a system failure.

Animal Research Facilities (Vivaria)

Designing for animal research involves managing high sensible and latent heat loads, as well as significant odors 

(ammonia). Vivaria require 100% outdoor airand very high ACH (often 15-20) to maintain animal health and

prevent the buildup of allergens that could affect researchers. Humidity control is particularly critical here, as

deviations can lead to respiratory distress in small rodents.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide to Commissioning

Commissioning (Cx) is the process of verifying that the HVAC systems perform as intended. For laboratories, this is

a multi-step procedure that must occur before any hazardous materials are introduced to the space.

Step-by-Step Commissioning Procedure

•  Component Verification: Ensure all dampers, sensors, and fans are installed according to the submittals.

•  Airflow Balancing: Use pitot tube traverses or thermal anemometers to verify that supply and exhaust volumes 

match the design setpoints.

•  Controls Integration: Test the VAV response time. When a fume hood sash is quickly raised, the exhaust 

valves must respond within 1-3 seconds to prevent a temporary loss of containment.

•  Failure Mode Testing: Simulate a power outage to ensure the emergency generator picks up the critical 

exhaust fans within the required timeframe (usually 10 seconds).

•  Envelope Integrity: For high-containment labs, perform a 'smoke test' to visually confirm that air is moving 

from the corridor into the lab at every door gap.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Challenges

Even a perfectly designed lab can encounter issues during operation. Common failure modes include:

1. Insufficient Face Velocity

Cause: Blocked filters, slipping fan belts, or incorrect sensor calibration. Solution:Implement a quarterly

calibration schedule for all fume hood monitors and replace pre-filters based on pressure drop indicators rather

than a fixed calendar schedule.



2. Room Pressurization Reversal

Cause: Supply and exhaust valves are 'hunting' or out of sync. This often happens if the PID (Proportional-Integral-

Derivative) loops in the building automation system are not tuned correctly. Solution:Re-tune the VAV controllers

to ensure the exhaust valve acts as the 'master' and the supply valve as the 'follower' to maintain a constant offset.

3. Excessive Energy Consumption

Cause: Sashes left open by researchers. Solution: Install Sash Position Sensorsand 'Sash Management'

alarms that provide an audible alert if a hood is left open when no operator is present. Modern systems can also

use occupancy sensors to set back airflow when the room is empty.

The Future of Laboratory Design

As we look toward the future, the integration of Computational Fluid Dynamics (CFD) in the design phase is 

becoming standard. CFD allows engineers to visualize airflow patterns and identify 'dead zones' where 

contaminants might linger. Furthermore, the move toward 'Smart Labs'involving real-time air quality sensing will

allow facilities to drastically reduce energy use without compromising safety. By continuously monitoring for total

volatile organic compounds (TVOCs) and particulates, the HVAC system can dynamically adjust the ACH based on

the actual cleanliness of the air.

Ultimately, the successful design of a laboratory requires a holistic approach that transcends traditional mechanical

engineering. It necessitates an understanding of the scientific processes being performed and a commitment to the

rigorous standards set forth by ASHRAE. Through meticulous planning, advanced technology integration, and

disciplined commissioning, engineers can create facilities that are safe, sustainable, and capable of supporting the

next generation of scientific discovery.
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