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Renovation wave in the European Green Deal: 10 proposals put forward 
by the French Social Housing movement 

 
L’Union sociale pour l’habitat, which represents all of the social housing providers across France, 
has drawn up a series of proposals for the European Green Deal in the field of buildings and 
construction, and in particular as regards refurbishment.  

The economic crisis caused by the COVID19 pandemic is a unique opportunity to reorient the 
recovery plans of Europe and of the Member States towards a transition that will foster 
environmental and social justice considerations.  

We must seize this opportunity in order to accelerate the switch-over to low-emission energy; the 
economic recovery plans must make the low-carbon refurbishments of buildings, and in particular 
housing, a priority. This will enable us to significantly lower emissions of greenhouse gases and 
to attain carbon neutrality come 2050, while having a significantly beneficial impact on 
employment. 

The refurbishment of housing, and in particular social housing, must lie at the heart of this 
transformation, for this is a key support sector for maintaining jobs and for job creation. The 
benefits will become clear in the medium run for the inhabitants of social housing units, a large 
proportion of whom are vulnerable, and this will contribute to making our societies carbon neutral. 

In France, the social housing bodies account for a portfolio of around 4.6 million housing units. 
They build on average 75,000 housing units per annum and they refurbish around 120,000 units 
per annum. Having long been committed to the goal of high energy performance, they have 
significantly accelerated the number of thermal renovations that they have performed over the 
past 10 years, thanks to a specific type of loan provided by Banque des Territoires, backing from 
local authorities, and subsidies from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). All this 
generated 10.5 billion euros of investment between 2012 and 2019. 

Since 2016, the social housing bodies have been involved in the construction of new low-
emission housing. An initial experimental phase enabled them to assess the technical feasibility 
and the economic sustainability of low-emission buildings, and to gain an overview of the 
complete life cycle of such buildings. This approach will be extended to all new-builds from 2021.  

The cadence and the performance of low-emissions refurbishments must be raised in order to 
get back on target and have a chance of meeting the target set for 2050. This will call for 
unprecedented investment in the construction sector, in the region of several tens of billions of 
euros over the next three decades. The likely investment required ranges from 5 to 10 billion 
euros per annum depending on the average performance level sought come 2050. 

In terms of job creation, as an average in the social housing sector, when 4 dwellings are 
refurbished to high energy efficiency standard, it creates the equivalent of 1 full-time employment 
per year. Therefore, to this direct effect on employment one must add the multiplier effects: - A 
supply multiplier which comes about due to purchases made as a result of the project and further 
purchases associated with linked firms along the supply chain; - An income multiplier which is 
associated with local expenditure as a result of those who derive incomes from the direct and 
supply linkage impacts of the project.  

The European Green Deal, combined with the future national and European recovery plans, must 
provide a means to expand low-emission refurbishments of social housing on a massive scale.  
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Here are the four key areas that will need to be dealt with in future: 

1st field of action: Turn low-emission refurbishment of housing into a European priority with the 
definition of multi-year targets, based on national low-emission strategies. This calls for:  

 Creating the conditions required for undertaking low-emission refurbishments of housing on a 
massive scale 

 Invest EU should provide the necessary guarantee for non-for-profit operators in the field of 
social housing  

 Increase Cohesion Policy support for the social housing sector and low-carbon renovation 

 Setting up a fund dedicated to the low-emission refurbishment of housing and mobilising the 
various European Funds, loans from the European Investment Bank and the Invest EU 
programme, with the aim of backing these projects on a massive scale 

 Implementing a European low-emission refurbishment observatory 

2nd field of action: Foster the development of shared corporate accountability among all the 
stakeholders. This calls for: 

 Fostering job creation and the development and maintenance of skills in the various trades 
involved in low-emission refurbishment of buildings 

 Ensuring that the improvements in performance from the point of view of low emissions result 
in a rise in tenants’ disposable incomes 

 Fostering the widespread endorsement and acceptance of low-emission buildings by their 
users and limiting any rebound effects 

3rd field of action: Integrate the principles of recycling into the planning and implementation of 
low-emission refurbishments. This calls for: 

 Backing and fostering the creation of regional European construction practices that are 
keeping with the principles of recycling 

 Fostering large-scale European experimentation in terms of low-emission construction and 
refurbishment that complies with the principles of recycling and drawing up the new 
regulations 

4th field of action: Ensure a supply of low-carbon energy. This calls for: 

 Ensuring a supply of low-carbon energy at a low cost to social housing tenants 

 Fostering the development of decentralised energy production and collective consumption of 
self-generated energy 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 
 
 

Turning the low-emission refurbishment of social housing into a European 
priority by setting multi-year targets based on national low-emission strategies 

France is committed to a policy of reducing its emissions of greenhouse gases by 40% between 
1990 and 2030 and has incorporated into the Energy and Climate Law that was passed in the 
autumn of 2019 the goal of attaining carbon neutrality come 2050 by reducing emissions by a 
factor of more than six relative to 1990. France’s national low-emissions strategy incorporates 
the broad guidelines required to implement this ambitious transition towards a low-carbon 
economy in all sectors of activity and thereby reducing the country’s overall carbon footprint. 

Although the social housing sector is well ahead of the  private housing sector, the cadence and 
the performance of low-emissions refurbishments must be raised in order to get back on target 
and have a chance of meeting the target set for 2050. This will call for unprecedented investment 
in the construction sector, in the region of several tens of billions of euros over the next three 
decades. 

The work carried out to date on drafting France’s future environmental regulations is leading to 
a wholesale transformation of the processes involved in constructing and operating new 
buildings, by extending the analysis of the carbon footprint across the entire life cycle of a 
building. It delineates the procedure to be followed for a low-emission refurbishment of the 
existing housing stock that complies with the principles of recycling, such refurbishment being 
necessary to remedy the lower energy and environmental performance arising from the practices 
of pasts decades and the inertia in terms of refurbishment linked to the long life cycle of the 
buildings. 

The latest version of the SNBC presented to France’s Conseil Supérieur de la Construction et 
de l’Efficacité Energétique [national construction and energy efficiency council] recommends an 
average level of energy performance post-refurbishment of 60 kWhPE/m² per annum. This calls 
for refurbishment of 4 million social housing units whose energy performance is lower 
than this average target figure. The figure itself must be put into perspective against the 
average investments committed over the past few years to refurbish the existing stock, to 
wit € 35K per dwelling to gain 2 energy performance rungs, € 45k to qualify for the BBC 
rénovation [low-emissions building refurbishment] label, and a target of € 70k per dwelling 
to attain a zero-emissions rating such as Energiesprong project. The likely investment 
required ranges from 5 to 10 billion euros per annum depending on the average 
performance level sought come 2050. 

With this in mind, it is vital to factor in the two major constraints that the refurbishment of the 
existing housing stock must comply with, to wit preserving the disposable income of social 
housing tenants, whose income is low by definition, and ensuring that the operation is financially 
balanced in order to enable it to be financed. There are several key factors that can make it 
difficult in some cases to cope with these two criteria: the level of borrowings required, the level 
of the rents charged and the margin for manoeuvre in making adjustments, as well as the 
capacity to make the tenants contribute to the work carried out to save energy. 

These aspects should also be taken into consideration as part of the multiple-criteria analysis of 
the existing stock of social housing to determine the suitability of the dwellings for current and 
future needs, the elasticity of supply and demand in a given territory, the preservation of the 
architectural heritage, improvements in air quality, the capacity to cope with global warming and 
cost control over the entire life cycle. The conclusions of this analysis may lead to a status quo 
or a deconstruction. 

Proposal no. 1: Create the conditions for the low-emission refurbishment of housing on a 
massive scale 

Proposal no. 2: Create a fund dedicated to the low-emission refurbishment of housing and 
mobilise the European Funds, loans from the European Investment Bank, and the Invest 
EU programme, with the aim of backing these projects on a massive scale 

Proposal no. 3: Implement a European low-emission refurbishment watchdog 
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Fostering the emergence of a shared corporate accountability among all the 
stakeholders involved 

Social housing is a key support sector for job maintenance and creation, a sector that may help 
attenuate the effects of the economic crisis, with the benefits being noticeable in the medium run 
to the inhabitants, a large proportion of whom are vulnerable. It contributes towards the lowering 
of carbon emissions of our society and involves multiple players and stakeholders: developers, 
contractors, contract managers, operators, surveyors, social workers, users, etc. Maintaining a 
yearly investment in social housing refurbishment of around 10 billion euros would 
provide a means of ensuring employment in construction sector until 2050. 

The development of skills and know-how in the sector and the dissemination of the results of 
learning through experience remain indispensable. Developing low-emission tools for 
construction professionals and fostering the acquisition of skills in order to achieve enhanced 
quality in refurbishment projects, optimal low-emission efficiency, enhanced knowledge and 
know-how, and prevent the emergence of new forms of risks affecting high-performance 
buildings, are paramount conditions for achieving an effective reduction of emissions of 
greenhouse gases generated in the construction sector. 

 

 

 

It is also vital to bear in mind that the proportion of households that are under the poverty 
threshold (€1,026 per month and per consumption unit in 2016) is 34% among inhabitants of the 
stock of social housing, versus 14% among all households taken together and 7% among owner-
occupiers of private sector homes (excluding accession to ownership of social housing units). 
The issue of the energy costs that have to be borne by households living in the stock of social 
housing is therefore a pivotal aspect of the action of the social housing bodies. 

The gains in terms of energy consumption arising from the refurbishment work must therefore 
translate into lower overall charges to the inhabitants of the stock of social housing. The 
proliferation of facilities that are sometimes implemented to attain a high contractual performance 
can lead to an increase in maintenance and overhaul costs that is then reflected in the charges 
billed to the tenants. Similarly, the proliferation of subscriptions where several types of energies 
are used, constitutes an additional cost for the occupants. 

 

Raising awareness of eco-friendly behaviours among the tenants and strengthening their 
capacity to control their energy consumption, through the proper use of the facilities that are 
installed, thus giving them proper control over their household management is also necessary to 
guarantee compliance with good practices and behaviours in the new generations of buildings 
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and to significantly reduce the energy consumptions of buildings that have undergone energy 
and environmental enhancements. 

The development of ad-hoc tools and methods for the use of the tenants and the production of 
communication kits to promote good environmental behaviours, the use of showcase housing 
units for educational purposes and the mentoring of tenants by way of personal coaching must 
be expanded across the board to encourage more frugal consumption patterns and to limit 
rebound effects. In order for these steps to work, though, the industrial stakeholders in the supply 
chain upstream must design and sell systems that are suited to normal use cases and are 
capable of being easily appropriated and used by the vast majority of people. 

 

These actions are effective levers that should be deployed on a permanent basis to counter 
energy poverty in the stock of social housing via a reduction of energy costs thanks to the 
refurbishment work and increasing awareness of environmentally friendly behaviours, avoidance 
of payment defaults thanks to assistance with budgeting, and taking into consideration a ratio 
between income and the cost of housing (rent and charges) that is affordable for households. 
The implementation of additional subsidies, both during the investment phase and during the use 
of the facilities is often necessary to prevent energy poverty among tenants of the stock of social 
housing who by definition have low incomes. 

 

Proposal no. 4: Foster job creation, the acquisition and maintenance of skills and know-
how among the trades involved in the low-emission refurbishment of buildings 

 

Proposal no. 5: Transform improvements in low-emissions performance into 
improvements in the disposable income of the tenants 

 

Proposal no. 6: Mentor the users of low-emission buildings to ensure that they endorse 
the approach and to limit any rebound effects 

 

Integration of the principles of recycling into the planning and implementation of 
low-emission refurbishments 

 

The need to control emissions of greenhouse gases during the construction, operation and 
demolition phases is of vital importance. Come 2050, the reuse, recycling and to a certain extent, 
the use of the materials generated by demolition or heavy refurbishment to generate energy will 
have to be maximised to effectively comply with the principles of recycling. This calls for 
experimenting on a large scale with the implementation of local recycling schemes and supply 
chains of low-emission materials. 

 

The social housing sector is progressively adopting the principles of recycling. A growing number 
of initiatives are being conducted by the social housing bodies, and a draft set of standard 
procedures is in the process of being drawn up. Moreover, the future Energy Regulation (ER 
2020) implements a method of assessing the impact in terms of emissions that takes into 
consideration each stage of the life cycle of a building. All environmental data is calculated, from 
the extraction, production, transportation, construction, use, end of the life cycle and recycling. 
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The purchase of low-emission building and insulation materials will only work if backing is 
provided to the contractors to develop alternatives. This aim can be reached by forming 
innovation or cooperation partnerships between public contracting entities and bidders for public 
contracts. The European Commission should provide more incentives to the Member States to 
back such methods of awarding contracts.  

The creation of local supply chains for the reuse of building materials generated by demolitions 
is a major step towards circular life-cycle practices. This must be promoted through planning (by 
linking together the various planning functions), logistics (by facilitating the retrieval of these 
materials) and by new economic models involving the creation of reserves of materials for new-
builds.  

However, such a circular model cannot be implemented on a massive scale right away. There 
are many regulatory, cultural and economical factors that would hinder this from happening; they 
will have to be lifted gradually. A phase of experimentation, analysis and consultation with all the 
stakeholders will be needed. Moreover, to transcend the boundaries of mere experimentation, 
the deployment on a large scale must be backed by financial incentives: lower taxes on products 
made from recycled materials, recycling facilities, green loans, etc.  

 

Proposal no. 7: Back and foster the creation of local low-carbon construction supply 
chains that comply with the principles of recycling 

 

Proposal no. 8: Foster large-scale European experimentation in low-carbon construction 
and refurbishment systems that comply with the principles of recycling and draw up the 
new applicable rules 

 

Contacts : 

Laurent.Ghekiere@union-habitat.org, directeur affaires européennes et des relations 
internationales 

Carine.Puyol@union-habitat.org, responsable de missions aux affaires européennes 

Nicolas.Cailleau@union-habitat.org, responsable du département énergie et environnement 

 


