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Brussels, October 2024

Reducing greenhouse gas emissions has become a major collective challenge. When it comes
to building emissions, politicians have made the Energy Performance of Buildings (EPB)
certificate their only compass. But by not focusing on the right place, this approach misses both
environmental and social goals. It also harms the economy and the landscape. Outrageous?
Let's see.

Consumption reduces ... in theory

Ten years ago, a study in nearly 50,000 homes in Amsterdam compared actual consumption
with theoretical consumption in relation to the building's EPB category. The figures were
damning while actual consumption should drop dramatically as the building's EPB score rises
from G to A, it was found instead that consumption remained at a relatively constant level. The
conclusion was problematic even then moving towards a better EPB score does not
automatically lead to a reduction in actual consumption. The results have since been confirmed
by other studies, including a recent study in Brussels. It is time to take these conclusions
seriously.

The gap between theory and reality can have several causes, including the fact that models
underestimate the actual performance of older buildings. But much of the gap is due to the
ability of occupants to take action. The fact is that buildings, once built, do not consume energy.
But the way they are used does! By disregarding the people who live in them, current policy
gives us a blank cheque as long as we insulate, we can consume moderately and benefit from
subsidies. And that is exactly what we do, as evidenced by the rebound effect after insulation.

As a reminder, the ecological challenge is to reduce the sum of our consumption, and to doitin
the real world rather than in theory. The success or failure of our collective action will be
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determined by the numbers on the meter. In this respect, insulation is certainly not the only or
ultimate solution, and the EPB label even less so.

Even more so, the ecological gain of moving from one EPB category to another might well be
negative in some cases, considering that this jump demands the consumption of raw materials
and resources. In retrospect, ‘energy renovation’ might well be a productivist and extractivist
imperative that does more harm than good to the environment.

[kWh/m?2], a flawed indicator

[kWh/m2] is the unit used to assign EPB labels. For example, C+, the Brussels Region's target,
corresponds to a consumption of less than 100 kWh/m2/year. But it is important to understand
that the unit [kWh/m2] does not take into account the size of the dwelling. A villa and a studio
are assessed on the same basis, even though the volume to be heated is different. In the real
world, a small flat with poor EPB performance is just as energy-efficient as a more efficient but
larger house. Moreover, this unit also leaves out the number of people living there. Do we still
need to explain the environmental impact of low or high occupancy density? Two people heating
a large, well-insulated flat will, on an individual basis, have a footprint equal to that of the
members of a family of six occupying the same flat, which, in EPB terms, is three times worse.
You only have to line up the figures to demonstrate this disturbing reality.

So the system based on the theoretical [kWh/m?2] unit, around which subsidies and future fines
revolve, is not only an inappropriate system. It is also a system that is fundamentally
unfavourable to those who, because they live with many and/or in small homes, contribute at
least as much to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Quite apart from the ecological aberration
this represents, who dares claim that such a policy is socially responsible?

Those responsible for the EPB framework assumed they had chosen the least bad indicator to
qualify a performance potential. Which is reasonable. But is this indicator suitable as a basis for
policy ?

A social time bomb

Associations involved in the right to decent housing warn that the current strategy is a social
time bomb. The EPB category ensures that it encourages landlords to renovate poorly insulated
housing and increase rents, without this increase being offset by a significant reduction in real
charges. But while it may seem logical, the idea of a ‘warm rent’ (rent + heating costs) that would
remain constant has not been demonstrated in practice.

This theory assumes high initial consumption, which in E-F-G labelled homes is often higher
than actual consumption, especially for poorer households. We are thus faced with a policy that
vastly overestimates the scope for improvement for these households, and thus their potential
cost reduction. On the one hand, the EPB classes of buildings partially overlap often with the
social classes of the people who occupy them; on the other hand, categories F and G are the
first ones targeted by the legislation. The associations' concerns are therefore understandable.
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A threat to rental supply

The construction and renovation of social housing is far from keeping pace with demand.
Against this background, increasingly restrictive policies towards landlords send problematic
signals to private investors, who are vital in the current climate. We should therefore measure
and rationalise the proposed regulations, especially the EPB requirements, which mechanically
accelerate the rise in rents. Let us combat dilapidation and encourage roof insulation and
renovation of the oldest heating systems. These measures are as sensible as they are necessary
and are a huge challenge in themselves. Apart of that, there is no such thing as free renovation,
and no, it does not pay for itself. Defending the supply of decent, affordable housing means
fine-tuning the requirements we apply to it, otherwise we risk it disappearing.

What history teaches us

The first historical issue concerns the changes in the exterior of old buildings due to the EPB,
but also the change in their physical performance. Adding a layer when you are cold helps, but
for buildings it is not that simple: insulating a wall, a roof or replacing a window frame is not the
same thing. In each case, different techniques apply and it is not always easy to master them,
which can quickly lead to moisture problems.

The second, more philosophical amnesia is the fact that we have forgotten that certain public
policies can wreak havoc while thinking they are ‘modernising’ the city. Are we heading for a
second “Bruxellisation”?

Conclusion : let's open the debate !

The implementation of a policy with such mediocre collective results should be questioned.
What is the point of a policy that pays more attention to insulating buildings than it ever gave
to making them healthy? Adamp house will never be comfortable unlessitis thoroughly heated,
while a dry house can remain comfortable even at fairly low temperatures.

Energy is a common good. Saving it together is an ecological duty and a matter of social justice.
But this struggle must be effective and take into account both feasibility and the impact on the
most vulnerable. Contrary to stated ambitions, there is a lack of consistency in the rules
imposed. We call for an open debate.
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