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Buildings play a central role in our societies, provi-
ding places to live, work and enjoy leisure time. They 
are the core of our urban environment, impacting the 
social, economic and ecological aspects of our lives 
such as our health, comfort and safety. On average, 
we spend over 80% of our lives within buildings1  and 
the construction sector is nowadays a key component 
of our economy. Generating nearly 10% of the overall 
European GDP and sustaining 20 million jobs,2 its 
performance has a considerable impact on European 
growth and competitiveness. Furthermore, the con-
struction sector has a significant influence on envi-
ronment, energy consumption and climate change.  
Alone, it represents around 42% of final energy con-
sumption and 36% of CO2 emissions throughout the 
EU, and is a major consumer of intermediate pro-
ducts (raw materials, chemicals, electrical and elec-
tronic equipment, etc.).3

Therefore, the building sector has been identified 
as a key sector where action is needed. It has beco-
me a cornerstone of the EU climate protection pro-
gram and has a crucial role to play in the achieve-
ment of the long term 80-95% greenhouse gas emis-
sion reduction objective. In this perspective, the EU 
released a series of political and legislative initiati-
ves in order to reduce the environmental impact of 
buildings by improving their overall resource efficien-
cy and, as a consequence, enhancing the competiti-

1  Report The distinctive benefits of glazing; the social 
and economic contributions of glazed areas to sustainabi-
lity in the built environment, David Strong Consulting, No-
vember 2012
2  Official Figures of the EU Commission in Communi-
cation from the Commission to the European parliament 
and the Council “Strategy for the sustainable competi-
tiveness of the construction sector and its enterprises” 
COM/2012/0433 final
3  Communication from the Commission to the Europe-
an parliament and the Council “Strategy for the sustainable 
competitiveness of the construction sector and its enterpri-
ses” COM/2012/0433 final

veness of construction businesses and the quality of 
life of European citizen.

Meaningful progress has already been made by the 
construction sector in order to achieve better econo-
mic and environmental sustainability, but the gap 
with long-term European goals still remains substan-
tial and will require significant changes in the way we 
think about buildings. We simply cannot continue to 
build in the same way as we did previously. Buildings 
must be viewed holistically and examined in the con-
text of their impact on their whole environment and 
across their life-cycle. There are large-scale chal-
lenges (such as investment, human capital, environ-
mental requirements, regulation and access to mar-
kets)4 that the construction sector will have to ad-
dress to be able to contribute substantially to the 
competitiveness of Europe and the adaptation to cli-
mate change. 

4  Communication from the Commission to the Europe-
an parliament and the Council “Strategy for the sustainable 
competitiveness of the construction sector and its enterpri-
ses” COM/2012/0433 final

Resource use  
in EU buildings

- Construction and use of our buildings in the EU  
influence 42% of our final energy consumption

- About 36% of our greenhouse gas emissions 

- More than 50% of all extracted materials 

- 30% of our water consumption

- The sector further gives rise to about 35%  
of total generated waste

From key challenges 
to new opportunities

© City of Bydgoszcz, RES and EE Demonstration Building in construction

2 CESBA - Initiative Policy Paper, October 2014, www.cesba.eu



However, these challenges could also lead to new 
economic, environmental and social opportunities.

Within this strategic context, building assessment 
systems are crucial tools in driving the built environ-
ment towards sustainability, but the plethora and mi-
smatch of buildings regulations at regional, natio-
nal and EU level leads to considerable administrati-
ve burdens. They increase compliance costs for busi-
nesses, create confusion among the actors and lead 
to a very fragmented sustainable construction mar-
ket. There are currently more than 60 building asses-
sment systems in Europe.5 Consequently, a compari-
son of building assessment results is nearly impossi-
ble and the application of such tools is limited.

As pointed out by the European Commission in its 
recent Communications “Resource efficiency oppor-
tunities in the building sector” (COM (2014) 445 fi-
nal) and “Strategy for the sustainable competitive-
ness of the construction sector and its enterprises” 
(COM/2012/0433 final) one of the main issues in 
the building sector remains the lack of comparable 
and accessible data and assessment methodologies. 

Therefore, a harmonization of building assessment 
systems is needed in order to make the quality of 
the built environment comparable and enable policy 
makers to better steer the development of the sec-
tor. Furthermore, it will also enhance knowledge dif-
fusion among companies and thus improve the con-
trol of the quality of buildings and eliminate export 
burdens for SMEs. 

In order to overcome this challenge and to be in line 
with European Commission objectives, the Common 
European Sustainable Building Assessment (CESBA) 
is a collective European initiative which will allow bu-
sinesses, governments and users to be more con-
scious of the opportunities and environmental impro-
vement promises related to sustainable buildings.

5  Results of the Open House project survey - http://
www.openhouse-fp7.eu/assets/files/D.1.2.1_120227.pdf

EU buildings policy 
background

- Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe

- Strategy for the Sustainable  
Competitiveness of the Construction Sector

- Construction Products Regulation

- Energy Performance of Buildings Directives

- Ecodesign Directive

- Energy Efficiency Directive (will replace 
Energy Services Directive & CHP Directive)

- Energy Labelling Directive

- CEN TC 350

- Waste Framework Directive

- Water Framework Directive

- Communication on resource efficiency 
opportunities in the building sector
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CESBA stands for  
Common European  
Sustainable Building 
Assessment and  
represents a  
bottom-up initiative 
towards promoting a  
harmonization of  
sustainable building 
assessment  
throughout Europe. 

As underlined by the European Commission „Com-
munication on Resource efficiency opportunities in 
the building sector” (COM (2014) 445 final): „The-
re is a risk that the indicators they [Member States] 
eventually develop will differ, leading to an unneces-
sarily complex business environment.” 

In order to tackle this issue and ensure the effective-
ness of certification labels, CESBA proposes to cre-
ate a common and integrated approach promoting a 
harmonization of sustainable building assessments 
throughout Europe.

The importance of the local context in sustaina-
ble building environment (strengths of local econo-
my, natural resources for eco-materials, climate, lo-
cal building culture…) does not allow the use of one 
common assessment tool all over Europe, but speaks 
in favour of regional ones. 

In order to be able to compare buildings and to sha-
re experiences between public and private stakehol-
ders in Europe, CESBA promotes a harmonized and 
integrated approach, which is flexible enough to con-
sider regional needs and circumstances, and to pro-
vide an open source framework with minimum requ-
irements to ensure the quality of certification proces-
ses.

Actually, CESBA is more than a European assess- 
ment tool and will allow taking existing assessment 
building schemes and upcoming ones into account.

The need for an integrated  
and harmonized approach

However, CESBA is not a new assessment scheme and 
is not in competition with other certification systems but 
promotes low-cost, mass-oriented, operable certification 
processes. 
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CESBA wants 
to reach 100% 
certified buildings 
in 2030

© Regio-V, Community Center Lorüns
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The goal of CESBA is to facilitate the diffusion and 
adoption of sustainable built environment princi-
ples among all the stakeholders of the building sec-
tor through the use of harmonized assessment sys-
tems in the whole life cycle of the built environment. 
CESBA is a meeting point between top-down and bot-
tom-up approaches. 

But CESBA is more than the assessment of sustaina-
ble buildings; it is also a process towards new buil-
ding and neighbourhood standards in Europe. 

Target users
At the crossroads of economic, social and environ-
mental needs, CESBA aims at a wide range of users 
including:

- End-users of buildings

- Architects and designers of buildings  
and their surroundings

- Construction-related SMEs and workers

- Builders and developers  
of existing and new buildings

- Regional and national legislative bodies and po-
licy-makers

- Public administration at local, regional and na-
tional levels dealing with incentive systems and 
technical aspects of sustainable buildings

- Energy institutes and energy providers

- Universities and research institutions…

Tools and services
To help authorities and users at the local level to move 
forward the sustainable building agenda, CESBA 
identified the stakeholder’s needs and addresses 
them through a concrete and efficient answer by 
providing tools and services.

Training CESBA facilitates training measures 
to enhance the awareness on a sustainable built 
environment and provides education material, excur-
sions, seminars and conducts public relation work.

Certification  Existing building assessment 
systems are very diverse. CESBA wants to compare 
different systems and harmonize them.

Services  CESBA services include assistance 
with organisation and coordination of sustainable 
building projects, information and communication 
channels, technical support and much more.

Knowledge hub  With the CESBA wiki (www.
cesba.eu), CESBA offers a knowledge hub to collect 
and to disseminate outputs form EU projects related 
to Sustainable Building Assessment.

CESBA vision

CESBA goals
- Creation of a collective, holistic and integrated 

approach towards European buildings assessment 
through harmonized indicators

- Dissemination of CESBA principles through  
certification, training and service

- Support of initiatives for user friendly incentive 
systems, regulations and laws on regional,  
national and European level

- A high proportion of constructions reached by 
certifications harmonized by CESBA
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Nine Principles

The user first!
Sustainability

Regional contextualization
Comparability
Mass-oriented
Simple to use
Open source
Co-creation

Transparency

CESBA helps to harmonize assessment approaches 
through principles, methods and indicators:

Indicators
In the development of regional assessment tools 
harmonized by CESBA, the reference performance 
indicators come into play. The number and types of 
indicators depend on its scope but are organized in 
the following five issues covering the whole life-cycle 
of buildings.

CESBA Cycles
The CESBA cycle conveys the concept of CESBA that 
is defined by harmonized indicators, tools and servi-
ces usable during the whole building life cycle and an 
ongoing dialogue with society.

Services and Tools
Useable for all process steps of 

the Building life-cycle

Building life-cycle
From the definition of the target to 

the usage of the building

Indicators
Basis for Services 

and Tools

Reference  
performance indicators

- Economic quality

- Environmental quality

- Social quality

- Process quality

- Location territory, Site

CESBA added value
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The policy framework of the European Union related 
to buildings has been quickly evolving over the past 
years and the European Commission started recently 
to move from an energy efficiency focused approach 
to a holistic strategy looking at a wider range of re-
source use and environmental impacts, across the li-
fe-cycle of buildings.

Nevertheless, implementation and the authority to 
regulate mainly remain in the hands of national and 
regional governments and the lack of political aware-
ness about the related benefits of sustainable buil-
dings (economic, social and environmental) lead to a 
deep shortage of political actions in this field. 

CESBA is working to help raising awareness and de-
mand for better environmental performing buildings 
by improving knowledge and information regarding 
resource use and related environmental impacts in 
relation to buildings. Therefore, CESBA is the perfect 
approach to support decision making among the 
whole construction sector from the extraction of the 
resources to the final user.

Challenges Benefits

Need to increase significantly the number of buildings 
assessed in Europe (less than 1% are certified) 1

CESBA promotes an affordable, mass-oriented  
certification process that can be standardized

Complex comparability between  
the actual assessment schemes

CESBA encourages a common approach  
to sustainable building strategies

Low awareness and consideration of specific and  
regional needs (e.g. local industries, local building 

culture, climate ...)

CESBA promotes the use of regional assessment 
tools taking into account to local specificities

Risk that the indicators developed independently of 
each other by few Member States will differ, leading 

to a complex business environment

CESBA calls for the selection of a European core 
of reliable indicators to assess the environmental 
performance of buildings throughout their life-cycle

Lack of political awareness and incentives about the 
related benefits of sustainable buildings (economic 

but also social and environmental)

CESBA strengthens decision awareness of  
environmental issues in regional policy

Lack of long-term sustainability for the building sector CESBA participates in the growth of the sustainable 
building sector and reduces market fragmentation

 

1 Communication from the Commission to the European par-
liament and the Council; „Resource efficiency opportunities in 
the building sector” (COM (2014) 445 final)

CESBA is a European policy driver 
towards more sustainable buildings

Why do we need to take actions?
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As mentioned above, the European Union released a 
series of political and legislative initiatives related to 
building in order to achieve the EU2020 strategy go-
als on smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. The-
se different policies have, as main objectives, to in-
crease the competitiveness of the construction sec-
tor while ensuring the development of a resource ef-
ficient building stock.

Launched with the involvement of more than 30  
public and private organizations from all over Euro-
pe, CESBA is more than the assessment of sustaina-
ble buildings; CESBA is a process towards new buil-
ding and neighbourhood standards in Europe. In ac-
cordance with the European objectives of territorial 
cohesion, resource efficiency and sustainable deve-
lopment, CESBA proposes a framework on a set of 
core indicators going along with a reference asses-
sment method and a European signature concept. 

While existing EU policy initiatives in the area of 
environmental performance of buildings have main- 
ly targeted energy efficiency, CESBA proposes an in-
novative approach covering all aspects along the bu-
ilding cycle: from planning to construction, from ten-
dering to monitoring. Furthermore, it integrates the 
certification processes and the need for training and 
communication.

In this perspective, CESBA welcomes the release of 
a recent Communication from the European Com-
mission on “Resource efficiency opportunities in the 
building sector” as well as the launch of a building 
Eco-label within the near future. These initiatives will 
be very important for public authorities and will pro-
vide a significant tool to help public owners to steer 
energy and ecological performance in the process of 
the procurement. This Eco-label must not be fitted 
only on international certification standards, but it 
also needs to respect regional needs. CESBA wants 
to contribute to the debate and be one of the main 
interlocutors of the European Commission in order 
to achieve the ambitious EU goals regarding the su-
stai- nability of the built environment.

CESBA is in accordance with the 
EU objectives and methods

By 2020 the renovation and construc-
tion of buildings and infrastructure will 
be made to high resource efficiency  
levels. The Life-cycle approach will be 
widely applied; all new buildings will be 
nearly zero-energy and highly material 
efficient and policies for renovating the 
existing building stock will be in place 
so that it is cost-efficiently refurbished 
at a rate of 2% per year. 70% of non-
-hazardous construction and demolition 
waste will be recycled.1 

1   Communication from the Commission to the European parliament and the Council; „Road-
map to a resource efficient Europe” (COM (2011) 571)

© Arch. Hermann Kaufmann  
Life-cycle Tower ONE
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The use of harmonized buildings assessment sys-
tems can deliver important economic savings and 
carbon emission reductions resulting in multiple be-
nefits such as job creation, economic growth, and in-
dependency from external fossil energy resources, 
sustainable and affordable energy services, impro-
ved public health and thermal comfort. It can provide 
local and regional authorities with adaptive capaci-
ties and resilience to climate change and represents 
a real opportunity for regional development thanks 
to the interaction between existing sectorial policies, 
funding bodies and institutions.

CESBA is based on cooperation between public au-
thorities and scientific bodies to develop affordable 
and operable indicators.

Furthermore, new opportunities will arise resulting 
from the implementation of a holistic common cer-
tification procedure taking into account local specific 
priorities, cultures and construction practices. This 
approach will increase the cooperation among sta-
keholders and foster new policies along the CESBA 
principles and create therefore a unique opportunity 
for regional development. 

Finally, the use of a common sustainable building as-
sessment methodology like CESBA contributes to the 
adoption of eco-conditionality criteria in public buil-
ding procurement which are essential to widely spre-
ad a sustainable building culture in Europe.

CESBA is a win-win strategy  
for local and regional authorities

FIVE reasons  
to choose CESBA
- CESBA is a holistic process towards new  

building and neighbourhood standards in Europe

- CESBA generates important economic and  
social opportunities and contribute to regional 
development

- CESBA allows regional and local diversity and 
contextualization

- CESBA provides tools and services adapted to  
all types of users

- CESBA is simple to use, easily accessible and 
affordable

© Regio-V, Secondary School Doren
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1. Promotion of a 
common open source 
approach towards EU 
building assessment 

- Adoption of affordable and operable  
key performance indicators at EU level 

- Necessity to coordinate diverging/ different 
national approaches 

- Develop comparable assessments

- Share best practices

- Use online tools (social media, platforms) for 
networking and creating synergies

- Avoid a complex business environment 

- Integration of regional and local specificities

3. Consider the  
building in its local 
and regional context 
- Reach political and management support at 

regional and local levels

- Achieve Regional sustainable building  
strategies and action plans

- Monitor local needs and specificities 

- Favour local practices and resources in  
the building sector 

- Using EU Regional Funds to develop a  
long term sustainable building framework

- Creation and stimulation of  
sustainable building clusters 

2. Promotion of the 
use of assessment in 
public initiatives for 
the built environment
- The EU Ecolabel for buildings currently under 

development could benefit from the CESBA 
methodology and key performance indicators  

- Introduce mandatory EU Green Public  
Procurement criteria based on the agreed EU 
Framework of common indicators 

- EU funding for public building projects must 
become conditional upon applying Green 
Public Procurement criteria

- And also in incentives based policy, building 
codes, urban plans… 

Policy recommendations  
on European building regulation

More than a common European approach to assess the environmental performance of buildings, 
CESBA also wants to promote a new culture of buildings in Europe – one that will be more likely to take 
into account the overall impact of construction on the European environment. In this perspective, the  
CESBA partners propose several concrete recommendations.

On this base, CESBA calls on both the public and private sectors to gather their knowledge 
and power to move the sustainable building agenda forward. These joint efforts could lead to 
tremendous impacts that will benefit the people as well as the environment.
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The respect of the Europe 2020 strategy goals for 
growth, employment and preservation of our environ-
ment is crucial for both the future of Europe and the 
credibility of the EU action to European citizens. The 
process recently launched by the European Commis-
sion to develop a European approach to assess the 
environmental performance of buildings illustrates 
the willingness of European institutions to be back 
on track and reach their political objectives.

However, as rightly advocated in the recent Commu-
nication from the Commission, the creation of a har-
monized approach cannot afford to ignore the diver-
sity of contexts and local issues and should be flexi-
ble enough to allow a territorial adaptation.

For this reason, CESBA calls local and regional 
authorities to seize the numerous opportunities 
offered by the new programming period (2014-
2020) of EU regional funds and the current im-
plementation of operational programs to adapt 
its principles in their own development strategies 
and action plans.

In order to promote its vision of a harmonized Euro-
pean high quality and sustainable built environment, 
CESBA is ready to share with European institutions, 
local governments, and stakeholders from the buil-
ding sector, the experience and knowledge collected 
to support the establishment of an affordable and 
harmonized building assessment framework in 
Europe.

Conclusion

© Norman A. Müller,  
IZM - Illwerke Zentrum Montafon
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