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Energy efficiency experts from across Europe met in Brussels November 16 for a European Round-
table devoted to financing energy efficiency in buildings. The event was an initiative of the BPIE 
and comes at an important moment when the European Buildings Performance Directive is being 
‘recast’ and a new National Energy Efficiency Plan is being developed for mid 2011. 

The Roundtable brought together under the Chatham House 
rules senior representatives from the European Commission 
(DG Energy, DG Regio,  DG Research, the Joint Research Cen-
tre), the European Parliament, the European Investment Bank, 
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the 
International Energy Agency and many national-level special-
ists from government and related agencies as well as from pro-
fessional industry associations.

The significance of energy savings in buildings is well recog-
nised as a key element in achieving global energy and CO2 re-
ductions in the European Union, therefore contributing to the 
”20-20-20” targets. Residential, public and commercial build-
ings are tremendous consumers of energy. They account for 
some 40 percent of total 

energy use and 36 percent of greenhouse gases (GHG) in the 
EU are generated through the heating of buildings. Savings 
in this sector could make a substantial contribution to meet-
ing the EU’s goal of a 20 percent reduction in energy by 2020. 

The key focus of the BPIE Roundtable was financing energy 
efficiency improvements in the existing buildings. The rate 
of refurbishment is currently less than 1% and renovations 
are not always deep enough, therefore the challenge is to 
create the financial and regulatory conditions to increase 
both renovations rate and quality.

Below are the key conclusions of the Roundtable as sum-
marised by the Roundtable Chairman.

Financing energy efficiency in  
European buildings:
How to boost  
large-scale retrofit?

The rate of refurbishment of existing 
buildings in the EU is currently less 
than 1% and today’s challenge is to 
create the financial and regulatory 
conditions for this to increase… 
building retrofit represents Europe’s 
largest and the most cost effective 
carbon abatement opportunity.
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Short introduction to methodology and challenges

Political background

Buildings are the biggest single contributor (about 36%) to European CO2 emissions that amount 
to approximately 5 gigatonnes (Gt)1. Reaching the declared long-term target of reducing green-
house gas (GHG) emission levels by 80–95% by 2050 will therefore need a major effort to improve 
building energy efficiency.

 This is why defining minimum energy performance requirements for new and existing buildings 
represent a key element in European building codes. The European Commission has introduced 
requirements to set such standards in all Member States through the 2002 Energy Performance 
of Buildings Directive (EPBD) but did at that time not give guidance on the desired ambition level. 

Assessing cost-optimal levels  
within the new Energy  
Performance of Buildings  
Directive
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1 For all sectors.



Legal measures

	 The European Commission should continue developing ambitious EU-wide policies and instru-
ments, in particular Directives such as ESD and EPBD, and aim to define tangible and realistic 
targets adapted to the different situations in Member States, while stimulating the use of best 
European practice in all countries;

	 National governments in the EU should provide the proper regulatory framework in the hous-
ing sector, especially regarding the issue of split incentives in the residential sector and unify the 
interests of landlords and tenants;

	 National governments should pay particular attention to the regulation of housing associations 
as a key element for facilitating large-scale financing possibilities for privately owned residential 
buildings.
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Regulatory actions

	 National governments need to align regulatory frameworks  
with policy objectives by adapting or developing new and 
efficient building codes;

  Impartial advice, eventually by combining both technical and 
financial aspects, would drive confidence and help trans-
forming the build environment.

	 National governments should facilitate a more effective use 
of existing financial instruments such as grants, subsidies, 
fiscal measures and VAT reductions, by improving the sur-
rounding regulatory framework; 

	 National governments have to encourage wider use of pub-
lic procurement policy as a tool to promote energy efficiency 
and stimulate the use of latest technologies in areas such as 
insulation and the use of RES;

	 A proper regulatory framework related to the housing sector 
must be provided at national level which will allow the cost 
of energy efficiency upgrades to be attached to the home, 
not to the homeowner; 

	 Member States have to complement their forthcoming Na-
tional Energy Efficiency Plans by implementing adequate 
policies and make full use of the existing tools. They also 
need to address the issue of financing in terms of access to 
finance through the development and roll-out of innovative 
financing products and incentives.



National programmes

	 Member States have to consider the public sector as a priority area and 
develop specific programmes related to energy efficiency in buildings 
which provide initial financing through local authorities. The public sec-
tor must lead by example;

	 National governments should support cities, ESCOs companies and 
commercial banks in the energy efficiency sector by implementing ca-
pacity building programmes;

	 Funding from governments is essential in launching and operating 
any large scale impactful programmes. Resources might be limited but 
Member States must take into consideration successful models and in-
novative investment schemes that already exist across Europe and try 
to replicate by adapting them into their respective national territories 
(e.g. KfW, GIS schemes, PAYS model);

	 Professional associations, think tanks and institutes should have a more active role in identifying ele-
ments of best practices across Europe and check them for transferability, bearing in mind that national 
priorities are different;

	 While there appear to be various solutions available for commercial, public and multi-apartment resi-
dential buildings, an easily replicable and sustainable solution for financing major energy and CO2 emis-
sions reductions from single family homes needs also to be developed;

European Union  funding

	 The European Commission should continue supporting Member States in the development of more fo-
cused national programmes, and also support cities in developing their sustainable energy action plans 
by providing them with the proper technical assistance (e.g. the ELENA facility) and guidance on the use 
of structural funds;

	 Member States have to consider energy efficiency in buildings as a priority area and introduce energy 
efficiency projects in existing building,  making full use of the available structural funds and maximise 
their leverage;
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  Member States should be aware that structural funds 
are not meant to substitute national ones but they 
need to be complemented. They should also know of 
the opportunites to use structural funds, in particular 
the ERDF, in various forms ; 

  Member States must be prepared to revise their opera-
tional programmes and request permission from the 
European Commission to reallocate money not used 
in other operational programmes in favour of specific 
energy efficiency sector-related programmes;

  Industrial players have to maintain an active partici-
pation in European R&D programmes by establishing 
strategic public-private partnerships in the energy ef-
ficiency related field.
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Benefits and outlook

Benefits of the methodology

The EPBD recast requests that cost-optimal levels for minimum energy performance requirements 
incorporate a holistic lifecycle approach for buildings. The methodological approach is unbiased 
towards different technologies and delivers transparent results. National circumstances can be 
taken into account to ensure fair treatment of Member States. The process can be performed at 
low administrative cost.

Exchange of experience

The assessments across Europe will provide a clear picture of the current situation and potentials 
if cost-optimal levels are applied. The exchange of national information will create a common un-
derstanding of opportunities and challenges regarding minimum requirements. The knowledge 
will provide guidance and drive the update of existing national building regulations.

Further development and challenges

Alongside the basic framework of the methodology, further details are to be developed, for ex-
ample: 
•  The Commission needs to provide guidance on energy price forecasts and their updates;
•  The distinction between private and societal perspectives needs further elaboration;
•  In addition, CO2 emissions could be a useful additional indicator for comparison with green-

house gas reduction targets. 

In this process of defining and agreeing on all the details of the methodology, it is very important 
that Member States and all other stakeholders are actively involved. This ensures that the differ-
ent perspectives are taken into account to make the methodology a powerful tool for promoting 
smart and efficient buildings in Europe. 

Commercial financing

 International Financial Institutions (IFIs) and commercial banks 
should reduce the gap between regulations and end users, and sup-
port the sector by providing technical assistance to clients, facilitat-
ing access to finance and streamlining administrative procedures;

	 IFIs, commercial banks and regulatory authorities have to focus on 
designing new innovative and attractive financial engineering in-
struments (e.g. public-private partnerships, third party financing, 
white certificates, etc.) by working in close cooperation with the EU 
and national Governments;

	 Commercial banks should promote energy efficiency projects and 
give advice to consumers who wish to implement energy efficiency 
measures by providing adequate training on energy efficiency is-
sues to their own staff;

	 Industry and professional associations must take the initiative and 
support cooperation in the building chain by providing proper edu-
cation and training for their workers and members, as well as accu-
rate information to individuals.
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