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Abstract: The main purpose of the HeLLo project is to contribute to data available on the literature
on the real hygrothermal behavior of historic walls and the suitability of insulation technologies.
Furthermore, it also aims at minimizing the energy simulation errors at the design phase and at
improving their conservation features. In this framework, one of the preliminary activities of the
study is the creation of a real in situ hot box to measure and analyze different insulation technologies
applied to a real historic wall, to quantify the hygrothermal performance of a masonry building.
Inside this box, ‘traditional’ experiments can be carried out: recording heat flux, surface temperature,
and air temperatures, as well as relative humidity values through the use of a new sensing system
(composed of thermocouples and temperature/relative humidity combined sensors). Within this
paper, the process of development, construction, and validation of this new metering box is exhibited.
The new hot box, specifically studied for historic case studies, when compared to other boxes, presents
other advantages compared to previous examples, widely exemplified.

Keywords: metering hot box; in situ; hygrothermal measurement; dynamic conditions; historic
masonries; HeLLo

1. Introduction

Energy refurbishment of existing buildings is one of the priorities of the European policies
to reduce fuel consumption, starting from the recognition of the ‘exemplary role of public bodies’
buildings (art.5 2012/27/UE) [1] to activate effective strategies in the private building stock. Existing
buildings in the European Union are, indeed, responsible for 40% of final energy consumption [2] and
for 36% of carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions [3]. Approximately 35% of the buildings are more than
50 years old [3]. Considering the low rate of new buildings construction, 3% in Europe [4], and 2%
in the USA [5], energy efficiency in existing, historical, and historic buildings is one of the greatest
opportunities towards a sustainable future.

Besides the social and cultural value of all historic buildings, the specific value of heritage assets in
Italy strongly justifies the origin of the current research: according to the Italian Ministry for Cultural
Heritage and Activities, there are more than 20,000 historic centers of different ages. In light of such
numbers, it is evident that many Italian cities are largely made up of historic buildings, which almost
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often require a greater commitment in the design of conservative and improving interventions than
those devoted to the process of new construction. Nonetheless, this is also verified in many other
European heritage city centers. Two examples could be pointed out: Edinburgh (Scotland) and Antwerp
(Belgium). In 1995, UNESCO added the Old and New Towns of Edinburgh as a World Heritage
Site [6]. In this site, 75% of the 4500 individual buildings are listed for their special architectural or
historic interest. This city’s latest management plan concerning the heritage site (2017–2022) has 6 main
objectives and 39 actions, of which stands out” strengthening care and maintenance of buildings and
streets’ and the ‘sustainable re-use of underused and unused buildings” [6]. In Antwerp, instead, there
are several listed buildings, such as the Vleeshuis Museum located in the historic center. This significant
building has been the object of study [7] in various domains (e.g., evaluation of brick masonry or the
assessment of hygrothermal parameters and conservation of important housed collection).

The interest in historic and historical buildings has been gaining cultural and social strategic roles.
One important way of preserving built heritage for the future is to keep it in use and to accommodate
new uses, avoiding its transformation into a ‘museum’ and preserving its cultural memory. In order to
make this operation successful, it is mandatory for their adaptation to today’s comfort requests for
indoor human activities. Moreover, promoting the control of hygrothermal parameters and indoor air
quality in such buildings also means assuring better conservation of the decorative features that make
them distinguishable and enhance their architectural quality.

The building envelope plays an important role in terms of energy transmission. Particularly,
the opaque surface in historic buildings constitutes the largest surface of the envelope, and heat
losses through this element are, therefore, of most importance [8–10]. In fact, some authors defend
that in historic buildings heat loss through windows is only 10%, while walls and roof account for
60% (35% and 25%, respectively) [11,12]. This means that the intervention aiming to enhance the
energy performance of the building should involve the envelope’s components to reach a high level of
efficiency. As well-known, sometimes, it is impossible due to the presence of architectural features
to be preserved, and the project has to focus on different strategies. In other cases, the envelope’s
insulation is possible operating only on the inner façade of the building. Unfortunately, also in these
situations, other difficulties may occur, hindering the good result of the operation.

One of the most significant issues in the field of efficiency topics is the buildings energy consumption
gap [13–15] between design and post-occupancy phase [16,17]. In many cases, it has been verified that
this gap is due to occupants’ behavior [18,19], but it can also be justified by erroneous decisions or values
accepted at the design phase (i.e., poor practice or uncertainty in building energy simulation—BES [20]).
Many authors have been demonstrating the limitations of traditional BES tools and procedures for
the estimation of energy performance of historical buildings [21–25]. This topic reaches a significant
dimension in historic buildings refurbishment, once the real wall composition of such buildings is
frequently unknown [26] and, for practical matters, in many occasions, several projects and estimations
are based on general assumptions [27].

The calibration of the hygrothermal models with measured data is very important to avoid
irreparable damage to historic buildings. The combination of several hygrothermal variables [e.g., heat
flux (ϕ), surface temperature (Ts), air temperature (Ta), and relative humidity (RH)] should lead to
more reliable models.

2. Aims and Methodology

The main purpose of this study was to contribute to data available on literature on the real
hygrothermal behaviour of historic walls and the suitability of insulation technologies, also aiming
at minimizing the energy simulation errors at the design phase and at improving their conservation
features (i.e., avoiding risks of condensation or damaging their structure). These errors can become
very significant. For example, the wrong definition of the thermal behaviour of a thick and heavy
external wall, a very common situation in historic buildings (e.g., “the results divergence in thermal
mass simulation using different tools” [28] (p. 74) or simply the use of different modelling tools [23]),
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might lead not only to the definition or to the choice of inappropriate insulation solutions (e.g., risking
at generating condensation by changing the original hygrothermal wall behaviour), but also it can
lead to mistaken thermal spatial requirements or to over dimensioning of HVAC (heating, ventilation
and air conditioning) systems. The negative implication of miss-sized systems and the corresponding
increased energy consumption has being recognized in the scientific community [29–31]. Furthermore,
moisture reduces thermal performance and causes deterioration of insulation materials [7–9,25].

On the basis of these assumptions, the energy refurbishment of historic heritage with testimonial
value is an asset. Given the impossibility to remove samples to be tested in the laboratory, and the
likely unknown hygrothermal behaviour of historic walls, in situ measurement methods must be
more frequently implemented, expeditious, simple to operate. Though each historic building presents
unique features, the developed methods should be, preferably, replicable and repeatable.

In this framework, the HeLLo research project [32] created a real in situ laboratory of measurement
to analyse different insulation technologies when applied on a real historic building to quantify the
hygrothermal performance of a masonry building. As a first step of the research, the authors developed
a version of a revised in situ metering hot box, topic of the present paper, perfectly thought for historic
buildings, to adapt the standard in situ measurement techniques to the historic case study. The paper
presents the main characteristics and uses of this hot box for in situ hygrothermal tests.

3. State of the Art

The literature shows two different kinds of in situ tests: (i) test for determining the thermal
performance of building elements, in terms of thermal resistance (R-value or R), thermal conductance
(C-value or C), or thermal transmittance (U-value or U) [33]; and (ii) hygrothermal monitoring for
determining the hygrothermal behaviour of the various wall layers [7,34].

First, commonly used standard tests to experimentally determine the thermal performances of
walls [35] were divided in two groups: (i) In situ tests measurements based on the use of the heat flow
meter (HFM) method [36–38] or the quantitative infrared thermography testing (ITT) [39,40]; and (ii)
laboratory tests performed on hot box chambers [41,42]. Soares et al. [33] and Bienvenido-Huertas et
al. [43] have performed two of the most significant literature reviews on this subject. HFM method
is a non-destructive testing (NDT) for determining the thermal transmission properties (R, C, or U
values) of an existing building directly in situ. The apparatus was composed of a data-logger equipped
with two thermal sensors and one heat flux plate for gathering the internal and external Ta or Ts
and the ϕ through the element. The international standard ISO 9869 [37] defined the calibration
and the installation procedures, the data processing techniques, the methodology for correcting
systematic errors, and the reporting format. In parallel, the literature presents several methods to solve
meteorological and practical issues to reduce the errors and the uncertainties due to the measurement
location [44,45], the influence of the boundary conditions [44], [45], or the presence of non-homogeneity,
high thermal inertia [44], or moisture content [45] in the structure. In addition, the quantitative
ITT permits to measure directly in situ the R-value of a masonry, avoiding the problems related to
non-correct locations, non-homogeneity in the walls, or the influence of the boundary conditions [46].
Otherwise, ITT was also used in a qualitative way to measure the thermal pattern of walls [47].
Laboratory tests permit to measure the thermal properties of building components in steady-state
or dynamic controlled conditions. The guarded hot plate (GHP) measures the steady-state thermal
conductivity (λ-value or λ) of homogeneous flat walls [46,47]. The international standard ISO 8302 [48]
and the ASTM C177 [49] defined the minimum requirements for designing the apparatus and the
testing procedure. The main problem was related to the errors connected to gaps and edge losses.
Several studies proposed analytical calculation models for reducing this error [50–52]. The hot box
apparatus measures the steady-state and the dynamic thermal performance (R, C, and U values, Ts,
internal T, and RH) of inhomogeneous samples. Basically, it is composed of two climatic chambers
maintained at different temperatures that simulate the internal and external conditions. The building
element under measurement was inserted between the two chambers, and the thermal performance
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was obtained, measuring the power required to keep the hot chamber at a constant temperature.
The ISO standard 8990 [41], the American ASTM C1363 [53], the European EN 1934 [54], and the
Russian GOST 26602.1 [55] defined the minimum requirements for designing the hot box apparatus
and the measurement procedure. Two alternative methods are available: the guarded hot box (GHB)
and the calibrated hot box (CHB). GHB is composed of a climatic chamber for simulating the exterior
temperature, a metering chamber heated to simulate the indoor conditions, and a guard chamber for
minimizing the lateral heat flows at the edges of the metering chamber [41,53]. CHB is composed only
by a climatic and a metering chamber, surrounded by a “temperature-controlled space” to reduce
the errors generated by the apparatus [41,53]. Concerning the hot box method, many researchers
have developed their own compact facility, but only a very few correspond to in situ affectations.
A significant majority of the examples found in the literature correspond to variations of the hot
box method, e.g., facilities for laboratory tests more targeted at wall/materials sample testing [44,56].
In [57], the authors showed the new design of a compact hot box apparatus used for determining
properties of wall samples, developed according to ISO 8990 [41]. Though upfront and useful in
laboratory, this tool was not developed for in situ measurement and the test rig dimensions are ruled
by the sample size requirement. One variation of these models are full scale boxes simulating entire
ambiences/buildings [58,59], among which are distinguished outdoor test boxes solutions for building
envelope experimental characterisation [60]. Once again, these intend to study new materials/walls,
and not existing building construction solutions, for example: window shutters [61], heat insulation
solar glass (a type of multifunction PV module) [62], glazed façades with water film [63], multilayer,
inhomogeneous, and massive walls [64,65]. More common instead is the use of a combined strategy for
data comparison, as for example the in situ testing coupled with computer modelling and steady-state
testing in a GHB [66] or, the comparison of steady-state and in situ testing of high R walls incorporating
vacuum insulation panels [66].

On the other hand, only a few scientific studies combine both methodologies, and solely for
measuring the thermal performances of building elements: The ‘chamber’/box and the HFM. In 2008,
Peg and Wu [67] approached this strategy by designating an entire room of an apartment situated
in a new residential development district in Nanjing as a ‘test chamber’ where in situ measuring
method for the R-value of buildings was tested (defining ‘measuring points’ arrangement in several
walls), but no box was in fact generated. In 2015, in their turn, authors had verified the feasibility
of a new developed simple hot box-HFM method (SHB-HFM) to address an in situ measurement of
wall thermal transmittance [68]. This SHB-HFM was preceded by another experiment developed by
Chinese researchers in 2012, designated Temperature Control Box-HFM method (TCB-HFM) [69] cited
in [70]. However, the authors of [70] (p. 748) described this TCB-HFM as not suitable for the in situ
measurement, also noticing that measurement thermal transmittance results obtained in [69] were
“55% higher than the design thermal transmittance and that the measurement error was attributed to
high moisture”, denoting the problem of not controlling for humidity in the test.

Besides the final aim of monitoring hygrothermal parameters instead of exclusively the thermal
transmittance, the most significant difference between the boxes presented in [68] or [70] and the new
one now presented lies in the dimension—none of the SHB-HFM boxes surpasses 0.90 m × 0.90 m ×
0.30 m. Further developments on this topic are presented in Section 4.2.

In situ monitoring can be very significant in the case of historic buildings, since: (i) walls samples
cannot be examined in the lab (for cultural heritage protection issues, no samples can be removed
from original sites); (ii) many historic buildings are abandoned or not in use, and, therefore, are not
heated; (iii) many of these building present particular features as high ceilings/volumes and therefore
the traditional 1 m × 1 m lab measured surface might not be representative enough of the vertical heat
stratification of a historic wall.

The hygrothermal monitoring of heritage buildings can be divided into: environmental monitoring
and contact monitoring used, respectively, to assess the environmental condition of a room and
the hygrothermal performance inside to a building element [34]. Skills and procedures for the
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environmental monitoring of Ta and RH are defined by several standards that focus particularly on
cultural heritage (CH) [71,72], in order to avoid damage and risks for CH object and surface and users’
discomfort [73–78]. Contact monitoring is used to quantify damage already occurred and to predict
the presence of potential hygrothermal risks for CH [79]. The methodologies used can be divided
into: (i) surface monitoring of Ts and RHs; and (ii) monitoring of T and RH inside the walls [34]. No
standard procedures have been developed for the surface monitoring of CH building elements [79].
As a matter of fact, the procedure normally used for new and existing buildings without any heritage
value cannot be applied to historic surfaces as risks and losses of historic materials should be avoided.

Moisture content within walls has proved difficult to measure because several variables are
unknown, including the influence of the probe on the test results [80]. Moisture content inside the
walls can be measured in two ways using: (i) direct methods based on the gravimetric analysis; and
(ii) indirect methods based on the drilling of wooden dowels inserted into the building element.
The gravimetric analysis consists in the measurement of water content in a building material sample,
weighing its mass with analytical scales in a range of controlled wet and dry conditions [81,82].
Standard CEN EN 16,682 [81] and UNI 11,085 [82] define the operative procedure. This process
involves the drill of samples at various heights and widths across the area being tested and thus, is
not always suitable for CH building elements. Indirect methods have been categorized according to
measurement principles in resistance, voltage, capacitance, thermal-based, and innovative (e.g., neutron
probes, nuclear magnetic resonance, medical ECG electrodes, and fibre optic sensor) methods [80].
Resistance-based moisture methods are widely used, thanks to the variation of the electrical resistance
of the materials under different moisture contents [80]. Particularly, this method has been successfully
used mainly in timber construction [79,80,83], and, most recently, in solid brick walls [80]. No standards
procedures are defined because several factors affect the electrical resistance, such as the timber species,
the speed of growth, the origin, and the storage [80,83]. Otherwise, calibration factors exist for different
timber species [80]. However, this method has proven to be stable for slow and long-term moisture
measurements, with examples of sensors working for a minimum of 20 years [83]. The results obtained
in shorter monitoring periods are not accurate.

Herein, a new approach is suggested: to assess in situ the hygrothermal performance of historic
walls (aiming at testing future indoor insulation solutions), a new metering hot box is proposed in
combination with T-RH sensors (and eventually added thermocouples if desired), through a low
cost and simplified data acquisition system [34]. To the best of the authors’ knowledge, the new box
suggested within the next sections is the first of its kind, totally addressed to historic buildings in situ
measurement. Moreover, the developed experiment allows long-term monitoring, against ‘punctual’
measurement in laboratories or short-time HFM measurements as proposed in [69], not addressed to
historic material. Commonly, most studies of this kind and in this field involve the thermal behaviour
of walls solely. Alike [56,84,85], the hygrothermal performance assessment is also intended.

4. Case-Study Presentation and Experimental Methodology

4.1. Contextualization and Configuration of the Tested Wall

The in situ test was being performed in Palazzo Tassoni Estense in Ferrara, Italy. This 15th
century listed building is part of a UNESCO site [86], with characteristics representative of many
historic buildings. Since 1997, the Palazzo has been the subject of several studies, which resulted in an
architecture project and a scientific restoration intervention [87]. The complex of the Palace is located
in the NW part of a block, currently housing almost exclusively the Department of Architecture of the
University of Ferrara, near the ancient walls of the city.

In order to provide a proper background, it is opportune to recall “that it was built within the
Borso Addition (an area of urban expansion wanted by Borso d’Este, who was then the Duke of
Ferrara)” during the mid-15th century, then “confiscated by Ercole I d’Este and gifted to the Tassoni
Counts in 1476” [87] (p. 129). By 1491, in a letter to the Duke, “the architect Biagio Rossetti affirmed
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being in charge of the renovation works of the palace.” It “housed the Tassoni Estense family until 1858,
when it was designated as the seat of the Provincial Psychiatric Hospital. ( . . . ) The mental institution
remained active until the 1970s” [87] (p. 129).

The Palace was built in masonry bricks and it has considerable architectural interest, e.g., (i) “the
main entrance from the street is made of decorated white marble”; (ii) “the perron, in the upper floor,
has been restored and it preserves only partially its original features”; (iii) ”the access doors to the
main hall are still the original and exquisite renaissance artifacts” [34] (p. 10).

The room (700 m3) and the wall under-study are part of this complex and are located on the
ground floor of an area that has not been refurbished yet, currently unoccupied and without any HVAC
system (Figures 1 and 2).

Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 6 of 22 

 

Counts in 1476” [87](p. 129). By 1491, in a letter to the Duke, “the architect Biagio Rossetti affirmed 
being in charge of the renovation works of the palace.” It “housed the Tassoni Estense family until 
1858, when it was designated as the seat of the Provincial Psychiatric Hospital. (…) The mental 
institution remained active until the 1970s” [87](p. 129).  

The Palace was built in masonry bricks and it has considerable architectural interest, e.g., (i) 
“the main entrance from the street is made of decorated white marble”; (ii) “the perron, in the upper 
floor, has been restored and it preserves only partially its original features”; (iii) ”the access doors to 
the main hall are still the original and exquisite renaissance artifacts” [34](p. 10). 

The room (700 m3) and the wall under-study are part of this complex and are located on the 
ground floor of an area that has not been refurbished yet, currently unoccupied and without any 
HVAC system (Figures 1 and 2).  

 
Figure 1. Ground floor plan of Palazzo Tassoni and location of the room where the experiment is 
carried out. External views of the surrounding buildings. 
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carried out. External views of the surrounding buildings.

Facing the challenge of assessing the hygrothermal behaviour of the historic wall, the authors’
option was twofold: (i) conditioning and buffering the openings of a 700 m3 space; or (ii) building
an in situ chamber that simulated the conditions of a smaller room that still had as an external
boundary, the original historic wall. The authors opted for the second hypothesis, both because of
the sustainability of the experiment itself (less energy is required/wasted) either before the risks of
the operation (limiting the intervention on the historic building, reduces the risks and impact on the
heritage features).

Though the HFM method was probably the most internationally recognized and widely used
method, it presented several disadvantages for the intended experiment. On one side, this method
suggested high-temperature differences between the indoor and outdoor air (∆Ta). As a matter of
fact, “[ . . . ] the increase in the measurement temperature difference between the indoor and outdoor
environment can weaken the influence of the temperature fluctuation and decrease the test error” [68]
(p. 49) but, unfortunately, this difference cannot always be guaranteed in a real field situation (outdoor
climate cannot be controlled). On the other side, aiming at the authors’ future intention of testing
indoor thermal solutions, the RH parameter could not be neglected, and the experience could not be
limited to wall U-value measurement.
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Due to all these premises, field restraints, and the final research goal, an in situ acclimatized box
was built, aiming at simulating a ‘standard’ indoor environment (Ta ≈ 20 ◦C, RH ≈ 55%; in accordance
with several standards/guidelines, e.g., EN ISO 7730 [88], EN ISO 13,788 [89], ISO 17772-1 [90])
that potentially guaranteed a satisfying ∆Ta between the indoor face of the monitored wall and the
external site condition (outdoor climate), ‘business as usual’ and that always allowed the collection of
hygrothermal data of the wall behaviour (and, therefore, using combined T and RH sensors) [34].

4.2. Design of the New Metering Hot Box

As stated earlier, in order to overcome field experiment restraints, the authors proposed a combined
strategy between the in situ monitoring and hot box method to enhance robust measurement and
reliable data acquisition. As in [70] (p. 747), the idea was that this simplified solution “[ . . . ] avoids
the heavy equipment of the hot box method and overcomes outdoor and indoor thermal environment
limitation of the HFM Method”. Moreover, it was also worth mentioning that often in situ measurement
was not done because using the standard method ISO 9869, a measurement period of more than 10 days
was normally required [91]. Using the proposed method, the monitoring campaign can be performed
almost continuously or with very limited interruption periods.

One of the common characteristics of most metering boxes is their mobile base design. Anticipating
future studies on different case studies, risks on the selected room where the monitoring campaign
was initially foreseen, or given its own weight (≈700 kg), alike in [92], the newly developed metering
box was intentionally provided with wheels thus that it could be more easily moved. Moreover, it was
built of a modular timber structure to be more simply dismantled or size adjusted in the event it had to
be moved to another room or building with other specifications. This feature, i.e., the box possibility of
re-assemblage and re-usability, emphasized the experiment’s sustainability.

According to [70] (p. 752), for the SHB-HFM, the minimum box dimension should vary according
to the different measurement walls. Considering this, for a wall thickness of 0.30 m it was recommended
that the minimum box dimensions were about 1 m: i.e., for a wall thickness of 0.24 m or 0.360 m, for a
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‘preferred’ temperature difference of 25 ◦C, the box dimension may vary between 0.7 m and 1.3 m [70]
(Table 3, p. 755).

In the current study, authors have taken into account all these assumptions, but also the specificity
of the field of the current and future case-studies: historic buildings, many times characterized by
internal volumes with significant high ceilings. For this reason, the newly proposed box had dimensions
significantly bigger than the minimum suggested by [70], closer to a climatic chamber than exactly a
hot box, aiming at reproducing a fraction of a typical indoor volume of a Palazzo, for example.

The newly developed metering hot box used to perform the hygrothermal tests is depicted in
Figure 3. This gross box size is 2.50 × 2.50 × 4.01 m, built with ‘platform system’ circa 0.13 m thick
walls composed by two 0.018 oriented strand board (osb) panels mounted on a timber structure made
of elements 0.09 × 0.09 m. To avoid thermal losses and maintain the setup temperature and humidity
values, the 5 walls faces (including the pavement) were provided of 0.10 m high-density stone wool
insulation material, then protected with a vapor barrier. The net size was 2.04 × 2.42 × 3.55 m (volume
of the chamber).Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 22 
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in meters.

Box dimensions were determined not only by the anticipated study of probable vertical heat
stratification common in historic buildings often with high ceilings (see also Section 5.1), but also due
to the favoured and anticipated study of at least 2 insulation systems put in parallel, as depicted in
Figure 4, alike the experimental study developed by Kloseiko et al. [93]. In [93], the hygrothermal
performance of an internally insulated brick wall was studied, with different insulation systems,
measuring 1.00 m width each (this way, by placing sensors in the middle, a 0.50 m distance from each
material border was assured).
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insulation materials are tested.

4.3. Construction of the Metering Box

One of the main objectives of the HeLLo project, besides the general scientific final goal to make
actors of buildings sector aware of strengths and weaknesses of the most common energy retrofit
technical solutions when applied to historic buildings [32], was the development of a very wide and
structured program of dissemination The idea was to open the door of the laboratory to other different
stakeholders and involve them in the project activities. Among this open Labs program, in the one
called SchoolLab activity, in a unique didactical approach, students of the 2nd year of the Degree of
Architecture were involved in the activity of the box constructing—Figure A1 in Appendix A unveils
some of the steps of the box construction. During this phase, only the ‘outer-shell’ was executed
(the platform frame structure), being later internally coated with 10 cm high-density stone wool,
covered by a vapor barrier, Figure 5.
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4.4. Monitoring System of the Metering Box

Monitoring the hygrothermal behaviour of historic building components was slightly more
complex than in existing non-historic ones. As stated in [94] (p. 97), “[ . . . ] common mounting systems
for long-term surface measurements are risky to original surfaces in historic buildings”, e.g., standard
installation methods (e.g., adhesive bonds and sensors fixed to walls with holders and/or screws) might
damage original surfaces when sensors are later removed. This assumption relates to cultural heritage
protection requirements [95] of NDT or methods with the least damages [94].

The metering box was provided with a 2000 W heating convector (with 3 power levels), locally
controlled by its own sensor (PID, as described below) and 2 ultrasonic humidifiers, (argo HYDRO
digit), 30W/each, self-regulated, which guaranteed indoor air parameters at the desired setup conditions
(T ≈ 20 ◦C, RH ≈ 55%), Figure 6.Energies 2020, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 22 
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Figure 6. Box indoor hygrothermal control equipment.

In [34], authors presented an innovative measuring method for the hygrothermal assessment of
historic walls. In the current study, the same low-cost and conservation compatible technology was
also used to control the hygrothermal parameters of the metering box system. The air temperature
and RH inside and outside the metering box were controlled by T-RH combined sensors. “These
sensors are based on a capacitive polymer RH sensor and a PTA (Proportional to Absolute) integrated
temperature sensor (Telaire T9602; Amphenol). They were IP67 certified to guarantee protection in a
harsh environment. These sensors used a PDM output signal, and a low pass RC filter was needed to
have a voltage signal to acquire hygrothermal data” [34] (p. 7). The sensors of the metering box were
connected and managed by a data acquisition system based on a Master Slave configuration.

The initial version of the developed remote sensing technology [34] was upgraded and tuned to fit
the current requirements of the HeLLo project. The T-RH measurement system was unchanged, and it
was still based on Amphenol probes coupled with an RC lowpass filter, and readout of the analog values
was performed by Analog Input Seneca devices with Modbus communication. Old thermostatic heating
control was replaced with a more sophisticated Seneca module based on retroactive PID (Proportional,
Integrative, Derivative) algorithm and coupled with a triac solid state relay. The temperature probe of
the PID module was a PT100 class B. In order to keep the temperature constant inside the metering
box, the PID control works on cycles of 120 seconds. Temperature trends were evaluated in terms of
temperature integral of previous cycles and heat was activated for a fraction of cycle. The PID module
was connected on the same Modbus net and can be configured and monitored by the same software
that acquires T-RH values.



Energies 2020, 13, 2950 11 of 21

The acquisition software was updated, including readout and control of PID modules, and in order
to have a configurable number of probes and readout modules, dedicated features were introduced.
Substantial updates were done with the main control software. Some of the newly implemented
features are listed below:

• Email notification is sent hourly if everything works with a summary of all measurements,
otherwise, every critical change in status is notified, with detailed information;

• An hourly backup copy of raw data is performed on a local drive;
• Daily processing of raw data is performed to produce more usable data files;
• Web pages with a summary of system and measurement details are updated every minute and

synchronized with an online web server. This allows us to have a simple view of status available
on every device connected to the internet, like a PC and mobile device;

• A protected local folder containing raw data backup and all pdf reports are synchronized with an
external cloud.

5. Results and Discussion of the Conditions inside the Box

5.1. Preliminary Test for the Evaluation of Heat Stratifications

A simple test was performed to control vertical heat stratification inside the box. Five hand-made
thermocouples (TC) with an accuracy of 0.5 ◦C (calibrated in the laboratory), were placed on the surface
of the historic wall, between 0.90 m and 3.40 m from the floor to circa 0.50 m from the box boundaries
(Figure 7a), during a four-day monitoring period. As shown in Figure 7b, between the highest TC
(h = 3.40 m, in black) and the lowest one (h = 0.90 m, in pink) there was an average difference of
4 ◦C. This simple test has confirmed the anticipated heat stratification, common in historic buildings,
justifying the height of the box.
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Figure 7. Results of the simplified test to evaluate the heat stratification inside the box: (a) Vertical
section of the metering box with the position of the TCs; (b) plot of the monitored T value of the five
survey points (TC).

5.2. Validation of the Hygrothermal Set-Up

Figure 8 shows the distribution of the T-RH combined sensors (see Section 4.4) for the monitoring
of the following environmental parameters (Ta and RH):

• Of the outdoor climate conditions (T/RH OUT);
• Of the non-refurbished and not heated room in which the box is located (T/RH ROOM);
• Inside the metering box (T/RH IN BOX), placed in the center at circa 1.0 m from the top of the box.
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Figure 8. Vertical section of the metering box with the position of the T-RH combined sensors.

The validation of the maintenance of the desired setup conditions was reached after the first
period of tests and tuning (27 December 2019–10 January 2020). Figure 9 shows a recently monitored
two-week period of a very stable indoor environment. Moreover, in the figure, two small peaks can be
observed, brief in time and amplitude, corresponding to the moment of maintenance procedures of the
monitoring campaign. In other words, the moments when the door of the box was opened, and the
conditions of the air inside the box naturally mixed with those of the room. The insignificance of these
events can be further observed in detail in Figure 10.
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Figure 9. Graphical representation of the monitored parameters [T (◦C) and RH (%)] values between
27 December 2019–10 January 2020.
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Figure 10. Graphical representation of the monitored parameters [T (◦C) an RH (%)] values on
30 December 2019.

As declared, the door of the box was opened twice during this period, on the 30 December
2019 and 6 January 2020, i.e., the experiment might need to be controlled on-site up to once a week.
Nonetheless, this action interferes with almost nothing with the continuity and stability of the indoor
conditions. Looking at the most noticeable peak, registered on the 30th December, Figure 10, from
the moment the door was opened, the indoor temperature suffered a maximum variation of 2.7 ◦C.
Likewise, RH ∆max = 15%.

As shown in Figure 9, the outdoor climate in this winter period is quite varied. The same goes
for the conditions of the room where the box is placed, which, as expected, were close to the outdoor
conditions, less the thermal influence of the inertia of the historic building envelope. For the entire
monitoring period (27 December 2019–10 January 2020), the conditions in the box were definitely
stable, average T = 20.7 ◦C, average RH = 56.5%.

6. Conclusions and Outlook

The new developed device is absolutely disruptive in the field: until this moment, for similar
studies, the developed in situ facilities addressed the wall thermal transmittance solely, neglecting the
importance of the water vapor permeability factor on the overall wall performance. The feasibility of
the new metering hot box has been verified by an in situ measurement for the hygrothermal survey
of retrofit wall behaviour in a demonstration MSCA-IF project [32], creating a stable hygrothermal
environment by the box. When compared to other boxes the new hot box presents other advantages
compared to previous examples:

• It allows long-term monitoring simulating a ‘real’ indoor environment (e.g., the study in [69] was
proposed for short-time HFM measurements);

• It contributes to minimizing biased results since it addresses both the thermal and hygric
phenomena of the walls (e.g., in [68] (p. 49) authors recalled that the measured thermal
transmittance results obtained in [69] were “55% higher than the design thermal transmittance
and that the measurement error was attributed to high moisture”);

• It is the first one of its kind addressing historic buildings—probably the type of buildings where
data collection in situ is more urgent to be collected, considering that often the characteristics of
the materials and their real performance are unknown;
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• The singularity of addressing historic buildings justifies the box height. Its width was determined
to allow future studies on the hygrothermal performances of internal thermal insulation
(two materials can be tested in parallel);

• Similar to a traditional hot box, it was provided with wheels to be more easily moved. In order to
minimize the impact on the monitoring, for maintenance purposes, the box was provided with a
back door (located on the opposite side where main parameters are being collected);

• The box was built during an educational activity, involving students from a perspective of learning
through practice, making the entire scientific process more inclusive.

One other significant advantage could be pointed out: the box re-usability (i.e., enhanced
sustainability). As it is provided with wheels, it can be easily moved against another wall in the same
room or, more importantly, due to its construction by modules, it can disassemble and used in other
case studies. Lastly, it also allows the realization of in situ tests with different settings, for example,
‘stress test’.
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Nomenclature

BES Building Energy Simulation NDT&E Non-Destructive Testing and Evaluation
CH Cultural Heritage OSB Oriented strand board
CHB Calibrated Hot Box PID Proportional, Integrative, Derivative
EU European Union ϕ Heat flux (W·m−2)
GHB Guarded Hot Box SHO Simple Hot Box
GHP Guarded Hot Plate T Temperature (◦C)
HVAC Heating, ventilation and Air conditioning Ta Air Temperature (◦C)
HeLLo Heritage energy Living Lab onsite TC Thermocouples
HFM Heat Flow Meter TCB Temperature Control Box
IRT Infrared Thermography Ts Surface temperature
ITT Infrared Thermography Testing RH Relative Humidity (%)
NDT Non-Destructive Testing RHa Air Relative Humidity (%)
NDE Non-Destructive Evaluation U-value Thermal transmittance (W/m2K)
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