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BMS: A blessing to FM... or not?

N.G. Thomas warns FM companies against the use of proprietary BMS software

Il FM companies in-
herit a common nec-
essary evil: building
management systems
(BMS), a proprietary
monopoly. While a
BMS is meant to be a
tool for FM compa-
nies to enhance their
operations and re-
duce energy and life
cycle costs, the main-
tenance of a BMS it-
self is a major cost. FM companies are at
the mercy of BMS suppliers. Their business
strategy is to sell systems at low price and
then make lifetime revenue from its main-
tenance and service.

Is there a way out for FM companies?
The answer is YES. Today, digital technol-
ogy has many advanced features to help FM
companies to gain freedom from such pro-
prietary monopoly.

The convergence of digital technology
and information and communication tech-
nology is probably one of the biggest revo-
lutions in the FM industry, which makes
it easier for service providers to operate
multiple buildings from their own offices
in an efficient and cost-effective manner,
reducing substantial energy and life-cycle
costs. However, the effectiveness of such
digital systems depends on the design and
procurement, engineering and implemen-
tation, testing and commissioning of the
BMS, as well as the training obtained to use
such digital systems.

However, FM guidelines are seldom con-
sidered during these stages, and therefore
the resulting BMS that is delivered is often
one that does not comply with FM require-
ments. A BMS is specified and implement-
ed more as a routine, and not tailor-made
to meet the specific building’s functional-
ity and occupational patterns. It is essen-
tial for FM companies to know that digital
technology today allows for interoperabil-
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ity between various different vendor sys-
tems such as BMS, fire alarm systems, lifts,
HVAC, etc. installed in a building. However,
such interoperability is not specified during
the procurement stage. This lack of knowl-
edge in digital systems and interoperability
ends up in the BMS vendors dictating their
“proprietary” terms and prices.

Purchase contracts should ideally get the
buyer rights to things like copies of the dig-
ital data bases, administrative passwords
and training on usage of the software tools
for modification of the system. The major
problem faced by FM companies today is
that the software provided by BMS compa-
nies is 100% proprietary and not open.
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FM companies need to realize that much
like how they are able to source BMS hard-
ware from alternative sources, they are
also able to replace BMS proprietary soft-
ware with open, SCADA (Supervisory Con-
trol And Data Acquisition) software made
by independent IT companies. The good
thing about SCADA software is that any
person with a software background and
adequate training can maintain it, without
the need of the software vendor’s services.

The cost of replacement of BMS software
by IT-compliant SCADA software is less
than two years of BMS maintenance costs
paid to BMS vendors. Go for it. Wouldn’t
this be a great emancipation for FM compa-
nies from vendor monopoly?
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