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RENOVATING OUR BUILDINGS  
IS AN OPPORTUNITY THAT CANNOT BE MISSED 
TACKLING CLIMATE CHANGE, ENDING ENERGY POVERTY,  

& CREATING GREEN JOBS ARE A WIN-WIN-WIN FOR EUROPE

https://friendsoftheearth.eu
https://caneurope.org
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The hidden costs of Europe’s  
decrepit buildings 
 

Europe’s buildings are among the biggest contributors to the 

climate crisis, as well as health inequality, but to date one of 

the least addressed. In Europe, buildings account for around 

40% of all energy consumed,1 and 36% of greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions. More than seven out of ten buildings are 

energy inefficient. The vast majority (85-95%) of buildings 

standing today will still be in use in 2050, when the EU aims 

to be climate neutral. Addressing the impact of buildings is 

thus a key challenge. Failure to take action on the threat of 

climate change could result in losses for Europe of €240 

billion every year by the end of the century.2 

Decrepit buildings also contribute to air pollution - adding 

over half of the primary emissions of fine particulate 

matter (PM2.5) to the air3 - harming everyone’s health and 

wellbeing. Nearly 400,000 premature deaths every year 

in the EU are attributed to chronic exposure to PM2.5.4 

The dramatic health consequences result in huge welfare 

losses, greater healthcare spending and lower productivity, 

generating economic losses of up to half a trillion euros 

per year.5  

There is also a dire social cost to inefficient and polluting 

buildings. With damp and leaky homes identified as one 

of the root causes of energy poverty,6 COVID-19 has only 

increased the pressure. Over 50 million people cannot 

sufficiently light, heat or cool their homes across Europe,7 

with inadequate housing linked to 100,000 premature 

deaths annually. The economic burden of inadequate 

housing amounts to over €194 billion per year in public 

health costs.8 

Renovating the European building stock is a matter of 

social, environmental and economic urgency.
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1 https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/focus-energy-efficiency-buildings-2020-feb-
17_en#:~:text=Collectively%2C%20buildings%20in%20the%20EU,%2C%20usage%2C%20reno
vation%20and%20demolition 

2 https://www.preventionweb.net/files/61911_pesetaiiifinalreport.pdf 
3 https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/main-anthropogenic-air-pollutant-

emissions/assessment-6  
4 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/air-quality-in-europe-2020-report 

5 https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/social-issues-migration-health/health-at-a-glance-europe-
2020_82129230-en 

6 https://www.energypoverty.eu/about/what-energy-poverty 
7 http://bpie.eu/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Alleviating-fuel-poverty.pdf 
8 http://publications.europa.eu/resource/cellar/5187e545-78ab-11e6-b076-

01aa75ed71a1.0001.02/DOC_1
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The multiple benefits of renovated 
buildings in Europe 
 

Deep energy renovations, coupled with the move towards 

100% renewable energy, are key to harness the multiple 

environmental, economic and social benefits that stem from 

a highly energy efficient and decarbonised building stock. 

• Environmental benefits: energy savings, lower 

greenhouse gas emissions, and improved air quality. 

Reducing emissions and air pollution ensures better 

public health outcomes, while supporting European 

countries in meeting their climate and energy targets. 

• Economic benefits: lower energy bills for people, 

increased innovation and competitiveness for the 

construction industry, strengthened energy security 

and new employment opportunities. By 2030 an 

additional 160,000 green jobs could be created in the 

EU by investing in energy efficiency.9 Depending on the 

levels of investment, increasing building renovations 

could create some 760,000 – 1,480,000 new jobs.10 

• Social benefits: improved societal wellbeing thanks to 

healthier homes and offices, and improved productivity. 

Energy efficiency is also key to alleviate energy poverty. 

For every 1% increase in the energy efficiency targets, 

7 million people can be lifted out of energy poverty.11  

Overall, the total amount of monetised environmental, 

social and economic benefits linked to making Europe’s 

decrepit buildings energy efficient are estimated at up to 

€291 billion per year.12

9 https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/eu_renovation_wave_strategy.pdf  
10 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/untapping-multiple-benefits-hidden-values-

environmental-and-building-policies 

11 http://www.behindenergy.com/energy-efficiency-first/?lang=en 
12 https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/publication/untapping-multiple-benefits-hidden-values-

environmental-and-building-policies
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Climate Action Network (CAN) Europe is Europe’s 
leading NGO coalition fighting dangerous climate 
change. With over 170 member organisations 
active in 38 European countries, representing over 
1,500 NGOs and more than 47million citizens, 
CAN Europe promotes sustainable climate, energy 
and development policies throughout Europe. 

www.caneurope.org

C L I M AT E AC T I O N N E T WO R K

Europe

Friends of the Earth Europe is the largest grassroots 
environmental network in Europe, uniting more 
than 30 national organisations with thousands 
of local groups. Our Brussels office coordinates 
our network’s joint campaigns, and pushes for 
action by the EU to protect people and planet. We 
are the European arm of Friends of the Earth 
International, a global federation uniting over 70 
national member organisations, some 5,000 local 
activist groups, and over two million supporters 
around the world.  

www.friendsoftheearth.eu

Climate Action Network Europe and Friends of the Earth Europe 
gratefully acknowledge financial assistance from the European 
Commission Life Programme and the European Climate 
Foundation for this publication. The contents of this publication 
are the sole responsibility of the authors and cannot be regarded 
as reflecting the position of these funders; nor can funders be held 
responsible for any use which may be made of the information 
this publication contains.
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What is needed 
 

Building renovation stands out as the only option to 

improve Europe’s inefficient and polluting buildings, with 

massive benefits to the environment, health and society 

- while generating millions of green jobs. However, the 

current pace of renovations is too slow to fully 

decarbonise the building sector in line with the climate 

neutrality objective. To achieve this win-win-win, Europe 

needs to increase the annual rate of renovations to at 

least 3% and promote deep renovations that maximise 

the energy savings. To this end, mandatory minimum 

energy performance standards (MEPS) complemented 

with social measures and adequate technical assistance 

already in use in many countries worldwide, are the most 

effective policy tool to steer the sector and reap all the 

benefits. MEPS ensure the worst performing buildings are 

brought up to high efficiency levels, while alleviating 

energy poverty when properly implemented in the 

residential sector. MEPS should be progressively phased 

in with the aim to cover all buildings, and complemented 

by an enabling framework that prioritises funding and 

financial support for the most vulnerable households. 
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