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Renovating existing buildings 
and making sure new builds are 
fit for purpose are the crucial 

tenets of the Energy Performance of 
Buildings Directive (EPBD), which 
is being voted in the European 
Parliament’s industry committee this 
week. EURACTIV.com takes a closer 
look at the detail of the revised bill.

On Wednesday (11 October), 
members of the European Parliament’s 
Committee on Industry, Research and 
Energy (ITRE) will vote on the draft 
report on the directive, penned by 
Danish centre-right lawmaker Bendt 

Bendtsen.
The vote comes a month after 

the environment committee (ENVI) 
adopted its own opinion on the 
directive, in which MEPs decided to 
clarify what “decarbonised building 
stock” actually means and to put 
increased focus on indoor air quality.

Bendtsen has managed to put 
together a draft report that enjoys 
strong support from all the main 
political groups, with only one 
compromise amendment looking 
doubtful ahead of the vote.

The Danish lawmaker has 
brokered an amendment that defines 

decarbonised building stock as 
“building stock performing to Nearly 
Zero-Energy Building (nZEB) level”.

This definition is backed by 
all nearly political groups in the 
European Parliament but Bendtsen 
has not yet secured support from his 
own group, the European People’s 
Party (EPP), which is also the largest 
in the assembly. It is still unclear 
whether MEPs will vote against the 
compromise amendment 5a or merely 
abstain. The latter option would see it 
pass unhindered to the final report.

Revision of EU buildings law offers 
chance for ‘multiple benefits’ wins

Fitting insulation, just one of a whole host of building performance-
enhancing measures, can lead to many benefits. [Shutterstock]

Continued on Page 5
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Building efficiency is playing 
a crucial role in the EU’s drive to 
decarbonise the economy, meet its 
climate goals and improve public 
health. Inefficient buildings, after all, 
require more energy and are often 
detrimental to people with respiratory 
illnesses.

While the Emissions Trading 
System (ETS), power plant emissions 
limits and renewable energy targets 
are large-scale examples of climate 
action and efforts to cut energy use, 
improving building performance is 
seen as a potentially equally effective 
measure that is literally right on our 
doorstep.

CHANGES IN THE AIR

The revision of the directive aims to 
tap into the enormous energy-saving 
potential that still remains unused in 
the building stock, given that annual 
renovation rates are only between 0.4 
and 1.2%, depending on the member 
state.

A big part of the EPBD revision is the 
requirement for national roadmaps 
and strategies, where member 
states will be obligated to hit certain 
milestones in their decarbonisation 
efforts. As each country has different 
building portfolios, an EU-wide one-
size-fits-all strategy was never a 
serious option.

And it is not just a case of installing 
a new carpet or better windows 
either. Europe’s building stock, both 
residential and non-residential, 
accounts for 36% of CO2 emissions 
and 40% of the EU’s primary energy 
consumption. A grand total of 75% of 
the stock remains inefficient.

Just 1% of new constructions are 
nZEB and a recent publication by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) 
warned that this will have to rise to 
40% by 2050 if the Paris Agreement’s 2 
degrees Celsius global-warming target 
is to be met.

TRIGGER POINTS

As things stand, renovations 
are only carried out when it makes 
financial sense and when the proper 
incentives are in place to justify the 
investment.

Bendtsen told EURACTIV.com 
that “public money does not solve 
everything. Private investors need 
security and energy efficiency projects 
offer that”.

That is why his report also 
amended the Commission’s proposal 
to include ‘trigger points’, where a 
building’s energy efficiency would be 
improved at an opportune moment, 
for example, during a necessary or 
scheduled renovation, or as part of an 
agreement between tenants.

There are many synergies 
between the EPBD and its broader 
piece of sister-legislation, the Energy 
Efficiency Directive (EED), which is 
also doing the rounds in Brussels and 
Strasbourg.

Lawmakers in the Parliament’s 
environment committee recently 
backed a 40% energy efficiency target 
in the EED, ramping up the ambition of 
the Commission’s initial 30% legally-
binding proposal and the member 
states’ 27% suggestion.

A 40% target enjoys wide support 
among building performance experts, 
as that alone would push renovation 
rates up to 3% and could create a 
million jobs, as well as doing wonders 
for investor confidence and lowering 
energy imports.

Ambition really is the watchword 
to look out for in the energy efficiency 
talks, especially given the results of 
an in-depth study commissioned by 
the EU executive into the potential 
benefits of doing more with less 
energy.

Cambridge Econometrics 
essentially found that the higher the 
ambition, the greater the benefits. For 
example, research showed that a 40% 
2030 efficiency target could increase 
GDP by 4%, create 3 million new jobs 

and save €77bn in annual healthcare 
costs.

They also claimed that a 47% cut 
in greenhouse gas emissions could 
be attainable by pursuing the higher 
efficiency target.

INSULATION A DAY KEEPS 
THE DOCTOR AWAY

Public health was given top billing 
in ENVI’s opinion and now ITRE will 
be expected to follow suit on ensuring 
it is made a central part of the final 
legislation.

Renovations are now even being 
used as a healthcare tool by doctors, in 
order to improve patient well-being, cut 
down on the number of appointments 
and reduce costs. Ireland, for example, 
is trialling a scheme that provides free 
insulation to certain people that suffer 
from respiratory illnesses.

One French group has estimated 
that an ambitious national renovation 
strategy could create over 100,000 
jobs and cut healthcare costs by three-
quarters of a billion euros. This is 
in addition to emissions reduction 
benefits and increased security of 
supply.

WARM AND SECURE

Improved building performance 
also has the potential to play a 
significant role in increasing Europe’s 
security of supply, one of the main 
objectives of the EU’s ambitious 
Energy Union plans.

Many countries in Eastern Europe 
face security of supply issues, due to 
dependence on gas to heat homes and 
businesses, and a lack of diversity in 
sourcing their fuel.

According to one recent study, 
Slovakia and Hungary face a “severe 
risk” of not being able to provide 
heating, while Bulgaria is in an even 
more precarious situation. Energy 
Union policies, including increased 

Continued on Page 6

Continued from Page 4
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interconnection and an emphasis 
on diversification of suppliers, are 
intended to mitigate this, but there 
is also potential in more efficient 
buildings.

It is estimated that building 
renovation could cut gas needs by 70% 
over the next two decades. Admittedly, 
the upfront costs involved would run 
into tens of billions of euros but the 
end gains outweigh the investment, 
through reduced fuel bills alone.

ELECTRIC CARS: AN 
UNNECESSARY ADD-ON?

The Commission has also seized 
upon the EPBD revision to push its 
electro-mobility agenda. In the initial 
proposal, the EU executive wanted all 
new non-residential buildings with 
more than ten parking spaces to be 
fitted with electric-vehicle charging 
points.

ENVI’s opinion downgraded that 
significantly to merely ensuring that 
the same amount of parking spaces 
are equipped with the infrastructure 
needed to eventually install the 
charging facilities. It is likely that ITRE 
will back a similar amendment to the 
proposal.

When EU environment minister 
agreed on their so-called “general 
approach” in June, the member 
states also diluted the EU executive’s 
proposal. Climate Commissioner 
Miguel Arias Cañete said it was 
a “significant reduction” in the 
Commission’s ambition and claimed 
that the Council had reduced the scope 
by 96%.

The Commission will announce 
its proposals on decarbonising the 
transport sector on 8 November. It is 
still unclear to what extent those plans 
will rely on EV charging infrastructure.

Once MEPs agree on their common 
position, the ITRE committee will 
decide whether the file should go to 

a full sitting of the plenary or proceed 
straight to trilateral talks.

A meeting of the three main EU 
institutions behind closed doors 
during the trialogue process is already 
pencilled in for 7 November. It can 
only become law once a compromise 
is hammered out.

Bendtsen assured EURACTIV that 
he is confident of securing thumbs-up 
from ITRE and that a full showdown in 
plenary session will not be necessary. 
Wednesday’s vote will reveal all.

Continued from Page 5
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An oversight in the revised text 
of the Energy Performance of 
Buildings Directive (EPBD) 

risks undermining the European 
Commission’s promise to place 
“efficiency first” across all EU energy 
legislation ahead of a defining vote in 
Parliament this week.

Lawmakers on the European 
Parliament’s energy and industry 
committee (ITRE) will vote on the 
revised EPBD Wednesday (11 October).

The text includes a number of 

proposals for national renovation 
strategies, installing electric vehicle 
charging infrastructure and generally 
improving public health and fighting 
climate change.

But the annex to the proposal has 
caused a stir among environmental 
groups, who have warned that it risks 
allowing houses powered by renewable 
energy to be classed as more energy 
efficient than others, even when they 
are poorly insulated and waste huge 
amounts of heat.

It all stems from Annex 1 to the 

EPBD revision, which states that 
“primary energy factors shall discount 
the share of renewable energy in 
energy carriers so that calculations 
equally treat (a) the energy from 
renewable source that is generated on-
site, and (b) the energy from renewable 
energy sources supplied through the 
energy carrier.”

This would essentially allow people 
to invest in renewable-generating 
energy sources, such as solar panels 

Renewables loophole threatens to 
dilute EU buildings law objectives

MEPs want to close a loophole that would allow renewable energy-
powered homes to skip out on renovation and energy efficiency 

measures. [Shutterstock]

B y  S a m  M o r g a n
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instead of renovation, which is the 
whole point of the directive.

“This would be totally misleading, 
encouraging consumers to rent 
wasteful buildings under the illusion 
that they are energy efficient,” wrote 
the WWF in its energy efficiency blog. 
“Energy efficiency and renewables 
need to go hand in hand,” it stressed, 
calling on MEPs to delete the part of 
the text that would cause “the wasting 
of renewables”.

In a rare show of unity, industry 
groups in the building renovation 
business have teamed up with the 
WWF to denounce the part of the 
annex dealing with renewable energy 
discounts.

“80% of energy consumed in a 
building is for heating and cooling, 
reducing energy waste should be a key 
priority,” says a joint industry position 
paper led by Eurima, the European 
insulation manufacturers association. 
“The discounting of renewable energy 
production must be removed from 
Annex I EPBD,” says the paper, which 
was signed by CEFIC (chemicals), 
PlasticsEurope, Glass for Europe, 
European aluminium and PU Europe 
(insulation).

MEPs have also been keen to 
highlight that the EPBD is a tool that 
is intended to help regulate climate 
policy by contributing significantly to 
decarbonisation efforts.

While added benefits like improved 
health care, increased renewables 
use in the energy mix and better 
e-mobility infrastructure are not to be 
sniffed at, Danish rapporteur Bendt 
Bendtsen (EPP) has also underlined 
that the EPBD is not meant to regulate 
other policy areas like transport.

That is why his draft report actually 
attempts to close the loophole left 
open by the European Commission, by 
amending the annex so that member 
state calculations first consider the 
energy needs and then take into 
account renewables that are used on-
site.

Bendtsen told EURACTIV.com that 
this part of the directive is a “clear 
concern and priority for me”, adding 
that other “shadow” rapporteur 
colleagues from separate political 
groups in the European Parliament 
“share that as well”.

But the Danish lawmaker also 
warned that the issue is made all 
the more complex by the fact that 
energy mix is a matter of national 
competence.

Bendtsen highlighted his 
dedication to the ‘energy efficiency 
first’ principle, insisting it must 
not be “just a buzzword” and that 
undermining it would erode away at 
the incentives to renovate and the safe 
investment environment his report 
strives so hard to create.

The annex is amended by 
compromise amendment 32 of 
Bendtsen’s report and it enjoys strong 
support among the main political 
groups. The Europe of Freedom and 
Direct Democracy group (EFDD) had 
actually pushed for a stronger revision 
of the Commission text but was 
ultimately unsuccessful in getting its 
position into the final draft.

ITRE lawmakers vote on 
Wednesday and will then decide 
whether to grant Bendtsen a mandate 
to go straight to trilateral negotiations 
with the Commission and the EU 
Council.

If unsuccessful, it will first have 
to go to a full sitting of the European 
Parliament but the Danish politician 
told EURACTIV he is confident of 
skipping that step and going straight 
to trialogue, which is tentatively 
earmarked for 7 November.

Continued from Page 7
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A revision of the EU’s buildings 
law is being used as an 
opportunity to bring fire 

safety into the heart of Brussels 
policymaking, as MEPs and NGOs alike 
hope to avoid a repeat of the disastrous 
Grenfell Tower fire in London.

An ongoing revision of the 
European Union’s Energy Performance 
of Buildings Directive (EPBD) is 
intended to make the most of the 
vast potential for energy savings in 
the bloc’s building stock, which is 
currently inefficient and in need of 
renovation.

But it is also a chance to reassess 
fire safety, a concern that has so far 

featured rarely in EU policymaking.
Danish centre-right MEP Bendt 

Bendtsen (EPP), the lead rapporteur 
on the file, and his colleagues in the 
European Parliament’s committee 
on industry, research and energy 
(ITRE) sought to address this in 
their proposed amendments to the 
Commission’s initial text by explicitly 
referring to fire safety.

His compromise amendment, 
which enjoys the support of political 
groups across the board, calls for “due 
attention to fire safety” to be paid 
during building renovation. An earlier 
opinion by the Parliament’s committee 
on environment, public health and 
food safety committee (ENVI) also 

raised the issue and even extended it 
to new builds.

Bendtsen’s fire safety additions 
were added to the draft report after 
the 8 June deadline for tabling 
amendments had passed, as it was 
largely influenced by the tower block 
inferno in London that made headlines 
around the world.

On 14 June, a fire in the 24-storey 
Grenfell Tower block left an estimated 
80 people dead, some of whom are 
yet to be identified. Authorities are 
still investigating the tragedy but the 
blaze is thought to have started after a 
fridge-freezer caught fire in one of the 

Fire safety boosted by EU’s quest  
for efficient buildings

Smoke rises from the fire at the Grenfell Tower apartment block in North 
Kensington, London, Britain, 14 June 2017. [Will Oliver/ EPA]

B y  S a m  M o r g a n
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129 apartments.

LAST-MINUTE 
AMENDMENTS

The building’s exterior cladding, 
which had been completely replaced 
in 2016 during a multi-million-pound 
renovation of the tower, is also alleged 
to have contributed to the blaze after 
the renovators chose a combustible 
material over a fire-resistant option, to 
cut costs.

Bendtsen told EURACTIV that 
improved fire safety across the EU 
“means both implementation of 
the directive [EPBD] and applying 
European product standards in 
construction. We cannot have 
materials being available that can 
cause what we saw in London.”

A change of UK law in 1986 meant 
that exterior cladding no longer 
had to provide at least one hour of 
fire resistance to prevent fires from 
spreading. It was replaced by new 
rules which meant materials only had 
to demonstrate that they did not add 
heat or intensity to the fire.

Europe, which prides itself on 
having higher standards in many 
areas than the United States, was also 
left red-faced after the disaster, as it 
was revealed that the type of cladding 
used on the doomed building is 
actually banned on the other side of 
the Atlantic.

Under the Parliament’s 
amendments to the directive, which 
will be rolled out EU-wide if approved 
by all three main institutions, 
the London building’s operators 
would have had to allot more due 
consideration to fire safety during 
planning.

Admittedly, the tower block in 
question had a number of structural 
problems that would not have been 
addressed even during the most 
thorough of refurbishments. For 
example, Grenfell only had one central 

staircase, which was compliant with 
UK law but not with other member 
state legislation, and there were no 
sprinkler systems.

Fire safety in general lacks a 
coordinated approach at EU level 
and interest groups have made 
repeated calls to both the Parliament 
and Commission to come up with a 
European Fire Safety Strategy.

Grenfell has already provoked 
a number of responses at EU level 
beyond MEP Bendtsen’s amendment, 
including a debate on fire safety 
in buildings in the Parliament’s 
consumer protection committee 
(IMCO) in July and a full debate at the 
Strasbourg plenary last month.

Grenfell tragedy prompts action at 
national level

The tragedy also prompted 
member state action. France’s urban 
development minister, Jacques 
Mézard, called for the national law to 
be tightened in July and for changes to 
be made without delay.

Mézard also commissioned a report 
that aims to identify all buildings likely 
to present similarities to the Grenfell 
tower block and to also come up with 
ideas on how to prevent a replication 
of the tragedy on French soil.

German authorities in June 
evacuated a tower block in the western 
city of Wuppertal after a safety review 
found that the external cladding, 
installed in the 1960s, was flammable. 
Residents were given temporary 
accommodation while refurbishment 
works were carried out.

But it seems like Grenfell is not 
quite the wake-up call for the UK 
government that many expected it 
would be. Local councils in recent 
weeks have accused Whitehall of 
refusing funding requests for new 
sprinkler systems and refurbishment 
projects.

Jane Urquhart of Nottingham 
city council told the BBC that many 
proposals had been labelled as 
“additional rather than essential”, 
pointing out that the sprinkler system 

upgrade for the Houses of Parliament 
had indeed been granted.

The review of EU building 
performance legislation was 
undertaken in order to keep the bloc 
competitive during its transition to 
a decarbonised economy and to help 
it hit all-important climate targets, 
crucial to commitments made under 
the Paris Agreement.

But it could prove to be a valuable 
catalyst for further action on fire 
safety at EU level. A common desire 
to prevent any more tragedies like 
the Grenfell fire, a blaze that has been 
widely branded as “avoidable”, could 
provide the stimulus for this hope to 
be realised.

The European Parliament’s 
industry and energy committee (ITRE) 
will vote on Bendtsen’s report on 11 
October. A vote in the environment 
committee (ENVI) last month has 
already produced an opinion on the 
draft legislation.

Continued from Page 9
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MEPs on Wednesday (11 
October) backed a revision of 
the Energy Performance of 

Buildings Directive (EPBD) after a draft 
report managed to win broad support 
from across the political spectrum in a 
key Parliament committee.

Members of the European 
Parliament’s Committee on Industry, 
Research and Energy (ITRE) yesterday 
formally adopted their position on the 
revised EPBD, which includes long-
term national renovation strategies 
and milestones.

It also put in place “trigger points”, 
which are intended to encourage 
renovation work at convenient 

moments, in a bid to boost the EU’s 
paltry 1% average renovation rate. Fire 
safety was also included following the 
UK’s Grenfell Tower tragedy.

The report by Danish MEP Bendt 
Bendtsen (European People’s Party) 
will now form the basis of the 
Parliament’s position on the EPBD, 
which will be voted on in a forthcoming 
plenary sitting where it is expected to 
win equally broad support.

It is in stark contrast to the 
“general approach” adopted by the 28 
EU member states in the Council of 
Ministers, which has been branded 
as “lacking ambition” and accused of 
diluting the European Commission’s 
initial proposal.

EU Climate Commissioner Miguel 
Arias Cañete, speaking at the annual 
Renovate Europe Day before the vote, 
again complained that the Council’s 
“level of ambition” falls short of the 
Commission’s.

“Buildings will unquestionably 
play a major role in delivering on our 
Paris commitments,” he said, calling 
on the Parliament to counter the 
“flexibility that the member states 
have insisted on”, which Cañete claims 
could halve real-world energy savings 
if not kept in check.

Europe’s building stock is generally 
inefficient and massive emissions 
reductions and energy efficiency gains 
stand to be made if the legislation 
is adopted and then implemented 
properly by the member states.

Both the Commission and 
Parliament have been keen to 
highlight throughout the legislative 
process that the directive is not just 
a matter of encouraging people to 
install insulation so that their fuel 
bills are cheaper and their homes kept 
warmer during winter.

Renovation and building 
performance is linked to a whole host 
of other factors including security of 
energy supply, citizen’s health, social 
cohesion, climate protection and fire 
safety.

ITRE lawmakers backed the report 

Buildings law gets preliminary  
stamp of approval  

from European Parliament

MEPs backed a strong energy performance of buildings report and 
will now have to fight for it in trilateral talks with the member states. 

[Shutterstock]
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with 51 votes in favour, 1 against and 
11 abstentions, reflecting the strong 
support Bendtsen was able to build 
by penning a text that is ambitious in 
its objectives but which still respects 
national competences.

PUZZLE NOT COMPLETE?

ITRE was widely expected to vote in 
favour of the report and its MEPs did 
not disappoint. In fact, there were only 
one or two question marks hanging 
beforehand over certain aspects of the 
text.

But the potential for the EPBD to 
cut emissions, tackle fuel poverty, 
improve public health and contribute 
to the decarbonisation of Europe’s 
economy is reliant on its piece of sister-
legislation, the Energy Efficiency 
Directive.

That revision is also due for a vote 
in late November but its path through 
the Brussels policymaking machine 
has been far less smooth than the 
EPBD’s. ITRE is also the responsible 
committee for the file but the draft 
text by rapporteur Adam Gierek’s 
(Socialists & Democrats) has so far 
proved very divisive.

Parliament has in the past 
indicated its support for a binding 
40% efficiency target and for the 
existing directive to be improved. But 
Gierek’s report supports a 35% target 
and has been accused of trying to 
“turn the EED inside out”, according to 
the European Environmental Bureau 
(EEB), a green pressure group.

The Polish lawmaker faces a tough 
month trying to build support for his 
text, as even his own political group 
has indicated that it too backs more 
ambitious targets.

Activists at Friends of the Earth 
Europe highlighted that after the 
success of the EPBD report “MEPs now 
need to back up this positive step with 
adequate 2030 efficiency targets to 
boost renovation rates, cut greenhouse 

gas emissions and eliminate energy 
poverty”.

ELECTRIC VEHICLES 
BENEFIT

Perhaps the most divisive in 
the EPBD revision is the issue of 
electric vehicle charging points. 
The Commission’s initial proposal 
included a requirement that all non-
residential buildings with more than 
10 parking spaces include charging 
points for every tenth space.

Ahead of the vote, Bendtsen 
told EURACTIV that the EPBD is a 
tool to boost building renovations 
and underlined how from the very 
beginning of the process, he has 
insisted that the directive is not an 
instrument to regulate transport 
policy.

The Council and now the 
Parliament have significantly pared 
back the Commission’s plan as a 
result, after MEPs decided that those 
buildings will only have to install 
pre-tubing rather than full charging 
infrastructure.

Teodora Serafimova of the Platform 
for Electro-Mobility, however, still 
welcomed ITRE’s adoption of the 
report, commenting that “MEPs 
rightly see the need to make charging 
points obligatory in non-residential 
buildings”. She also welcomed 
the simplification of permitting 
procedures for existing buildings.

Commissioner Cañete called on 
MEPs ahead of the vote to “take an 
affirmative stance on charging points 
for electric vehicles”. Following the 
Council’s general approach this was the 
issue with which the Spanish official 
expressed greatest disappointment.

He pointed out at the Renovate 
Europe Day event that the EPBD is in 
fact the only tool at the EU’s disposal 
for regulating EV infrastructure in 
private homes. Cañete also added that 
90% of charging currently takes place 
within a private context.

On 8 November, the Commission 

is expected to announce its transport 
decarbonisation proposal, which is 
predicted to contain incentivising 
measures for increasing electric 
vehicle market access.

NEXT UP

ITRE also voted to enter inter-
institutional talks with the Council 
and Commission, which, if green-lit by 
the full plenary session on 26 October, 
means Bendtsen will be able to sit 
down at the first trialogue meeting, 
earmarked for 7 November.

WWF Europe policy expert 
Arianna Vitali commented that the 
Council’s “backward-looking position” 
is a far-cry from the Parliament’s and 
warned that MEP Bendtsen will have 
to “be strong in the negotiations in 
order to make our homes and offices 
more efficient, healthy and climate-
compatible”.

Céline Carre, President of the 
European Alliance of Companies 
for Energy Efficiency in Buildings 
(EuroACE), agreed and called on 
Estonia to “duly take into account the 
Parliament’s strong position” during 
the trilateral talks.

As holder of the EU Council’s 
rotating presidency, Estonia has 
already stated that it hopes to reach a 
final agreement before the end of its 
mandate, i.e. before the end of 2017.

(With additional reporting by Paola 
Tamma.)

Continued from Page 11
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When EU ministers discuss 
new energy savings 
objectives for 2030, they 

should also consider the actual 
policies needed to achieve them, 
because targets alone won’t deliver, 
says Hector Pollitt.

Hector Pollitt is Director of Cambridge 
Econometrics. The UK-based economic 
research consultancy recently produced a 
study for the European Commission which 

for the first time attempted to measure 
the impact of energy efficiency on a broad 
range of policy areas, including health, 
the environment and public budgets.

The European Commission asked you to 
produce a study on the macro-level and 
sectoral impacts of energy efficiency 
policies, which was published in July. 
What made this study different from 
the previous ones that have been 
produced on energy efficiency?

Previous studies were very much 
focused on the economy whereas this 
one built upon previous work by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) 
looking at the multiple benefits of 
energy efficiency. It covered six areas: 
1) the economy and labour market, 
2) health, 3) environment, 4) social 
cohesion, 5) public budgets and, 6) 
industrial competitiveness.

What were the main findings?

There was always the idea that 
energy efficiency would bring benefits 
in all these areas. But this is one of 
the first attempts to quantify it across 
different scenarios that can be linked 
to real-world policy.

In most areas, the results are quite 
positive, certainly in terms of the GDP 
and jobs impact but also the health 
benefits which are in the several billion 
euros per year. For the environment, 
the effects are mostly positive, mainly 
in terms of decreasing demand for 
natural resources.

I N T E R V I E W

Analyst:  
‘Energy efficiency targets 

help, but they don’t go  
all the way’ 

A recent report by Cambridge Econometrics looks into the multiple benefits 
of energy efficiency targets but there is still the challenge about the policies to 

meet these objectives, says Phil Summerton. [Ricky Leong / Flickr]

Continued on Page 14
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On social cohesion, the benefits are 
potentially quite large but they depend 
on the exact types of policies that are 
implemented. On public budgets, 
the impact is positive in part because 
energy savings improve the economy 
in general, with more jobs being 
created rather than benefit payments, 
for example.

How solid are those findings? After all, 
the study was breaking new ground so 
how sure are you about the projections?

The approaches that have been 
applied, many of them were used in 
other areas before so they are not 
completely new. Part of the new bit 
was to link the economic modelling 
work done previously and extend it 
to other areas. Each bit has its own 
level of certainty or uncertainty, which 
we’ve brought in the report. But the 
direction is quite clear, the rough 
magnitude is quite clear. And like 
with any modelling exercise, we don’t 
want to get too high up on the exact 
numbers.

When you put the figures together, was 
there something that surprised you, 
something you found that you were not 
expecting?

Because of the previous IEA 
literature, we knew what we were 
expecting. So to me, there were no 
major surprises.

In general, the higher the level 
of ambition the more positive the 

results. But we are a bit less certain 
about the more ambitious scenarios 
because the sort of policies that need 
to be implemented are quite different 
from what we have today.

The study assesses the positive impact 
of renovation for the economy, jobs, 
health, environment, etc. But did you 
find any negative impacts of energy 
efficiency policies in some areas?

There are always some trade-offs. 
There are negative effects on the 
energy supply sector for example: If 
there is lower demand for energy, the 
market becomes smaller.

There are some other minor effects 
in the environmental field. We see for 
example a slight increase in material 
consumption just because many 
technologies to renovate buildings 
require a lot of materials to be used 
upfront, like cavity wall insulation, or 
double or triple glazing. But the effects 
are not big.

The trade-off has been highlighted for 
electric cars for example, with increased 
demand for EVs raising demand for 
some critical raw materials.

Yes, but you need to balance that 
against reduced energy extraction. 
A lot of countries still mine coal, for 
example, so lowering demand will 
help the environment. And similarly, 
if there is lower demand for electricity 
there could be lower demand for wind 
turbines that are affecting landscapes.

The report effectively sets out what 
the impact could be if the policies to 

achieve those targets are successful. 
And of course, it’s quite a significant 
challenge to meet those targets. So 
whilst the report does a good job at 
identifying the potential wins for jobs 
and the economy, we are by no means 
there yet.

This is why we are measured, it’s 
because there is a long way to go to get 
to these targets. It can’t be assumed 
that it will just happen, which is 
unfortunately often the case with 
energy efficiency.

As you go up in the energy efficiency 
ambition, that means the costs go up as 
well, right?

Yes, the scale of the investment 
that’s required goes up, quite 
significantly. And with that, the scale 
of the benefits that we’ve identified 
also goes up quite significantly.

The challenge is to ensure that 
the conditions are there for the 
investments to take place, like access 
to finance for example. And even 
education – making sure the average 
household is aware of the things it can 
do to improve energy efficiency.

Several targets were included in the 
scenarios, ranging from a 30% to 40% 
cut in energy consumption by 2030. Is 
the 40% reduction scenario attainable 
given the scale of the investment 
needed to get there?

We try to avoid making direct 
policy recommendations, we provide 

Continued on Page 15
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the numbers for the policymakers to 
make decisions.

Clearly, the amount of investment 
required increases as you raise the 
ambition, which means the scale of 
the challenge becomes bigger and the 
policies required as well. It’s difficult 
to say which particular scenario is best 
placed, that is more a question for the 
policymakers.

Energy efficiency renovations in 
buildings are still perceived mostly as 
a cost but they are also an investment. 
How do you turn that logic around?

Unfortunately, people don’t behave 
in a fully rationally economic way. We 
do hear a lot in the media about high 
energy bills or high energy prices. So 
I think there is definitely a question 
of messaging, making the average 
household aware. Even though there 
is cost upfront, further down the line, 
this is going to benefit you.

To the policymakers, the broad 
range of benefits should now be 
clearer. And it includes energy 
security, which should be important to 
them.

Still, politicians seem to view energy 
efficiency as a cost, not an investment. 
And EU member states are still trying 
to dilute the energy efficiency targets 
that are discussed currently in the 
Council. Can you make the case to them 
clearer?

Yes, the study provides information 

to feed into this debate. As most of the 
outcomes are positive, we would hope 
it is being interpreted with policies 
that are consistent with that. But how 
the report is used is a question for the 
politicians.

Imagine you were invited to make a 
presentation of your study to the next 
meeting of EU energy ministers. What 
part of the study would you highlight to 
convince them of raising their ambition 
level?

The headline numbers are always 
going to be jobs and GDP. The potential 
for job creation from energy efficiency, 
which increases with the level of 
ambition – these are all jobs that are 
local because they are mainly to do 
with the installation. So the range 
on employment goes from 0.2% in 
the 30% scenario to 2.1% in the 40% 
scenario, which across the whole 
of Europe represents quite a large 
number of jobs.

Anything else you’d like to highlight 
about your study?

The report looks into the targets 
but there is still the challenge about 
the policies to meet these targets. For 
example, making sure resources are 
available to invest in energy efficiency 
without taking them away from 
elsewhere in the economy. This is 
important because the economic and 
the labour market results depend on 
this.

There is an important role for 
signalling here. If you want ambitious 

energy efficiency policies, the 
companies that make the products 
need to know in advance that there 
is going to be demand for these 
products. They need to believe that 
the policymakers say things that can 
be realised and will be backed up by 
policy, not just targets. Because the 
targets help, but they don’t go all the 
way.

Politicians seem reluctant to do both – 
the targets and the policies…

Businesses don’t like uncertainty. 
For the products they manufacture, it’s 
important they get some kind of signal. 
Jobs and GDP are the potential macro-
benefits that politicians will look for 
but for the individual companies, they 
need to have the capacity available 
– factories, labour, and finance – to 
invest in all of this.

They need to believe that the 
targets will be backed by policies 
because they need plenty of time to 
make those investments. And what 
the report shows, is that if you do that, 
the benefits are far larger across the 
whole economy.
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