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Key messages

1. The Buildings sector of today has an oversized ecological footprint. The buildings sector 
is the single largest contributor to global greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), with approximately 
one third of global energy end use taking place within buildings. Furthermore, the construction 
sector is responsible for more than a third of global resource consumption, including 12 per cent 
of all fresh water use and significantly contributes to the generation of solid waste, estimated at 
40 per cent of the total volume. Therefore, the building sector is central to any attempt to use 
resources more efficiently. 

2. Constructing new green buildings and retrofitting existing energy- and resource intensive 
buildings stock can achieve significant savings. There are significant opportunities to improve 
energy-efficiency in buildings, and the sector has the greatest potential, out of those covered in this 
report, to reduce global GHG emissions. Various projections indicate that investments, ranging from 
US$ 300 billion to US$ 1 trillion (depending on assumptions used) per year to 2050, can achieve savings 
of about one-third in energy consumption in buildings worldwide. In addition, these investments 
can  significantly contribute to the reduction in CO2 emissions needed to attain the benchmark 450 
ppm concentration of GHGs. Emission reductions through increased energy efficiency in buildings 
can be achieved at an average abatement cost of  -US$ 35 per tonne, reflecting energy cost savings, 
compared to -US$ 10 per tonne costs in the transport sector or positive abatement costs on the 
power sector of US$ 20 per tonne.

3. Greening buildings also brings significant health and productivity benefits. Greening 
buildings can also contribute significantly to health, liveability and productivity improvements. The 
increased productivity of workers in green buildings can yield savings higher than those achieved 
from energy-efficiency. In residential buildings in many developing countries, indoor pollution 
from poorly-combusted solid fuels (e.g. coal or biomass), combined with poor ventilation, are a 
major cause of serious illness and premature death. Lower respiratory infections such as pneumonia 
and tuberculosis linked to indoor pollution are estimated to cause about 11 per cent of human 
deaths globally each year. Women and children tend to be most at risk due to their daily exposure. 
Improved access to water and basic sanitation are other significant benefits that come with green 
building programmes.

4. Greening the building sector can lead to an increase in jobs. Investments in improved energy-
efficiency in buildings could generate additional employment in developed countries where there is 
little growth in building stock. It is estimated that every US$ 1 million invested in building efficiency 
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retrofits creates  ten to 14 direct jobs and three to four indirect jobs. If the demand for new buildings 
that exists in developing countries is considered, the potential to increase the number of green jobs 
in the sector is still higher. Various studies point to job creation through different types of activities, 
such as new construction and retrofitting, production of resource-efficient materials and appliances, 
the expansion of renewable energy sources and services such as recycling and waste management. 
Greening the building industry also provides an opportunity to engage the informal sector and 
improve working conditions across the industry, by implementing training programmes targeting 
new skill requirements and improving inspection approaches.

5. Developing countries have the opportunity to lay the foundation of energy-efficient 
building stocks for decades to come. Significant new construction is expected in the developing 
world in order to provide adequate housing for over 500 million people, while providing access to 
electricity for some 1.5 billion people. Urbanisation and economic growth in emerging economies 
also point to the rapid growth of new building stock. In developing countries, taking into account 
sustainable building considerations at the time of design and construction makes good economic 
sense. Green retrofitting at a later stage invariably carries higher costs, both financially and 
environmentally, than integrating sustainability considerations already at the early stages of design 
and construction. For developed countries, which account for the majority of the existing building 
stock, the priority is to put in place measures and incentives that will enable large-scale investments 
in retrofitting programmes.

6. The role of public policy and leadership by example is vital in triggering the greening of the 
building sector. A life-cycle approach is required covering the building design, the manufacturing 
of material supplies, the construction process, buildings operation and maintenance as well as 
the disposal, recycling and reuse of building, construction and demolition waste. Considering, in 
particular, the hidden costs and market failures that characterise the building industry, regulatory 
and control measures are likely to be the most effective and cost-efficient in bringing about a 
green transformation of the sector. These need to be combined with other pricing instruments for 
greater impact, given realities such as the level of development of the local market and household 
income-levels. Additionally, government-owned buildings such as public schools, hospitals and 
social housing units are ideal locations to begin implementing greener building policies, including 
green public procurement. At the same time, the role of progressive private sector actors organised, 
for example, through Green Building Councils can drive the transition to lower carbon and more 
resource-efficient buildings.
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