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1. Introduction  

The current deliverable aims to summarise the main findings of the ComAct project based on the experience of 

five pilot countries, more specifically the municipalities of Burgas in Bulgaria, Budapest in Hungary, Karpoš 

(Skopje) and Kavadarci in North Macedonia, Odessa in Ukraine, and Kaišiadorys and Tauragė in Lithuania. These 

five countries have different relations to the European Union, three of them being member states (Bulgaria, 

Hungary, and Lithuania), while two of them (North Macedonia and Ukraine) are part of the Energy Community, 

which requires the synchronization of their national energy related legislation with the European Union’s 

standards.    

The Com Act project aimed to provide evidence for the hypothesis that energy efficient high-cost renovation is 

possible even in privately owned multi-family apartment buildings inhabited by a high share of energy poor 

households. Consequently, the main project findings as well as the policy conclusions elaborated in the current 

deliverable focus on the description of the essential circumstances that can help to realise this ‘impossible 

mission’.  

ComAct’s work has been based on the underlying assumption that building level communities are very specific 

entities - mostly working in a legally binding framework, - and their operational difficulties are prevalent behind 

the lack of energy efficiency investments. The project specifically targeted buildings that were just under the 

threshold of being able to carry out energy efficiency investments with the help of standard national subsidy 

schemes. The assumption has been that providing them with complex help that included tailored technical 

advice, specific financial products and community empowerment will allow them to partake in the process of 

energy efficient renovation, thus lowering the threshold for energy efficiency investments in multi-family 

apartment buildings. This original assumption was expanded with a new concept - that of building-level energy 

poverty - seen as essential to place the discussion about energy efficiency on a higher policy level.    

This new concept of energy poor buildings is an extrapolation of the well-known term of energy poverty. We 

believe that this new concept can be utilised to transform energy efficiency ambitions into policy actions in this 

specific region of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the former Soviet Republics (Commonwealth of Independent 

States – CIS), and the Balkans. What is special about this region is that the overwhelming majority of the housing 

stock is privately owned, and with their socially mixed household composition they accommodate a high share 

of energy poor owners. 

Policy debates on the European level around energy efficiency and energy poverty show that there is still a shortage 

of knowledge on energy poverty in a highly privatised housing environment. While there are more and more 

inspiring ideas about how to avoid ‘renoviction’ in the private or public rental stock (e.g. not letting rent increase 

until the apartment reaches a certain energy class), there is still little information about how to implement the 

transition in a socially just manner in the private homeownership environment, where the owners carry the 

financial burden of renovations.  

Through the energy poverty of building concept, the current report aims to provide information and share 

recommendations for energy efficient measures in the region to three distinct target audiences:  
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Table 1 – Target audience of the current paper 

Audience Aim 

Policy makers in the EU 
Commission, lobby groups and 
NGOs active in Brussels 

 Provide them with a better overview about the CEE and CIS issues 
and developments. 

 Provide insights about how EU requirements affect the countries of 
these regions. 

 Provide inspirations on how to influence national level 
conceptualisation and implementation. 

 Provide suggestions for the further development of the EU directives 
and regulations 

National level policy makers  Interpret the EU level requirements on a national level. 

 Get insight about ways the national policies could be further 
developed. 

 Have a more nuanced view about the differences within the CIS and 
CEE region. 

Local policy makers  Give ideas how local support systems can be developed/bolstered. 

 Reinforce local roles/responsibilities in the process of EE 
renovations. 

 

The report is divided into three main chapters: the second chapter outlines the concept of energy poverty on a 

household and on a building level, describing how they are interrelated, and what makes the development of a 

building level concept necessary. Chapter three then details the most important takeaways from the work in the 

five ComAct pilots, leading to chapter four, which focuses on recommendations based on the ComAct experience. 

2. The Concept 

In ComAct two concepts were driving the research and implementation: household level energy poverty and 

building level energy poverty. While recently both academic and policy level attention has been given to the 

former, the latter is a concept developed solely by ComAct. It refers to the very particular situation, where the 

financial, technical and community conditions in a building create a situation of high and inefficient energy 

consumption for the units, without the possibility of intervention under the existing mainstream subsidy 

schemes. Understanding building level energy poverty is essential, since for residents in multi-family apartment 

buildings most energy efficient interventions can be done on a building level, while little can be done on a unit 

level. The concept has played a particularly important role in ComAct due to its focus on CEE, CIS and the Balkan 

countries. In the following section the two concepts are spelt out briefly, highlighting those aspects that have 

been important from the point of view of ComAct, and which impact the recommendations prepared.  
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2.1. Defining energy poverty on a household level 

Energy poverty is defined in the 2023 Social Climate Fund regulation1 and the revised Energy Efficiency Directive2 

as “a household's lack of access to essential energy services that provide basic levels and decent standards of 

living and health, including adequate heating, hot water, cooling, lighting, and energy to power appliances, in the 

relevant national context, existing social policy another relevant policies, caused by a combination of factors, 

including but not limited to non-affordability, insufficient disposable income, high energy expenditure and poor 

energy efficiency of homes”. While the definition emphasizes the lack of access, in most European countries the 

problem is typically not the missing pipes or wires, rather the low level of comfort due to technical and/or 

financial constraints. 

The relevant EU documentation also features the concept of ‘vulnerable customers’. Identifying vulnerable 

customers “may include income levels, the share of energy expenditure of disposable income, the energy efficiency 

of homes, critical dependence on electrical equipment for health reasons, age or other criteria. This allows 

Member States to include low-income households."3 

New EU documents also recognised the financial vulnerabilities of many homeowners - typical of CIS, CEE and 

Balkan region - and also strongly emphasise the complicated nature of energy poverty, calling it as a 

multidisciplinary issue, “requiring a multisectoral approach encompassing above all, but not only, the energy and 

social policy sectors, while keeping in mind the very concrete legal obligations in the energy and climate 

legislation. The governance system for energy poverty should thus allow for cross-departmental and vertical 

collaboration across national, regional, and local government structures, as well as for a wider consultation of the 

relevant stakeholders and social partners from different sectors to contribute to informed decision-making.”4 

The energy poverty definitions are the result of years of work, whereby diverse approaches and indicators have 

been tested. Depending on the approach chosen, these include: 

 Consensual approach or subjective indicators: the focus is on how the household experiences comfort 

or affordability. 

 Expenditure-based approach: the focus is on the share of energy expenditures within the total 

household income. 

                                                             

1 REGULATION (EU) 2023/955 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL 

of 10 May 2023 establishing a Social Climate Fund and amending Regulation (EU) 2021/1060 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?toc=OJ%3AL%3A2023%3A130%3ATOC&uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2023.130.01.0001.01.ENG 
2 DIRECTIVE (EU) 2023/1791 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL 
of 13 September 2023 on energy efficiency and amending Regulation (EU) 2023/955 (recast) https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AJOL_2023_231_R_0001  
3 DIRECTIVE (EU) 2019/944 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 5 June 2019 on common rules for the 

internal market for electricity and amending Directive 2012/27/EU, article 28-29. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32019L0944#d1e2911-125-1 
4 COMMISSION RECOMMENDATION (EU) 2023/2407 of 20 October 2023 on energy poverty, page 4, point 23. https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AL_202302407    

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?toc=OJ%3AL%3A2023%3A130%3ATOC&uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2023.130.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?toc=OJ%3AL%3A2023%3A130%3ATOC&uri=uriserv%3AOJ.L_.2023.130.01.0001.01.ENG
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AJOL_2023_231_R_0001
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AJOL_2023_231_R_0001
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32019L0944#d1e2911-125-1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32019L0944#d1e2911-125-1
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AL_202302407
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ%3AL_202302407
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 Complex indicators: these less widespread methods aim to grasp the complexity of energy poverty by 

combining a number of indicators. 

Choosing an approach or a set of indicators is important, as it largely determines the population segment deemed 

as energy poor. Depending on the exact choice, the focus point of energy poverty can shift to urban centres or 

to rural areas, as it was explained in ComAct Deliverable 1.1, the Overview Report on the Energy Poverty Concept. 

In 2022, the EPAH (Energy Poverty Advisory Hub) updated their set of indicators to identify and define Energy 

Poverty (EPAH, 2022). These indicators are mixing the different approaches outlined above. They include the 

  Financial consumption expenditure of households (latest data available: 2022) 

  Disposable annual household income (latest data available: 2021) 

  Final energy consumption in households (latest data available: 2022) 

  Housing cost overburden rate (latest data available: 2022) 

  Population considering their dwelling as too dark (latest data available: 2021) 

 Population reporting a chronic disease (latest data available: 2019) 

 Causes of death (latest data available: 2020) 

 Population who cannot afford a regular use of public transport (latest data available: 2014) 

 Cooling and heating degree days (latest data available: 2022) 

 

The CIS, CEE and Balkan countries are affected to various extent by these indicators, whereby regional differences 

and climatic conditions play a pivotal role. The ComAct survey of 2021 presented a unique opportunity for a more 

in-depth picture about households in multi-family apartment buildings in Bulgaria, Hungary, Lithuania, North 

Macedonia and Ukraine. Importantly the survey was taken before the energy crisis and the beginning of the war 

in Ukraine. Also, the spatial position of buildings and the households of the survey influenced substantially the 

outcome: households in an urban environment face different types of challenges than those in the countryside. 

In the five countries altogether 1000 questionnaires were distributed, among 200 households in each country, 

specifically in the pilot locations. The survey took place in pre-selected buildings in lower income 

neighbourhoods, where households were selected through random walk sampling. (Details can be found in D1.2, 

Guidebook on the concept of Energy Poverty and its relevance in the ComAct Five Pilot Countries.) 

The results showed that in lower-income neighbourhoods in these pilot cities, on average a quarter of the 

households have energy expenditures surpassing 15% of their income, 39% have difficulty in keeping their homes 

adequately warm, and even more, 44% face challenges to keep their homes adequately cold. Behind these 

aggregate numbers lie huge country-based differences: Ukraine stands out first and foremost as a country, where 

even before the war 92% of the households had difficulty keeping their homes warm enough. The data also 

conveyed important regional differences: in countries like Hungary and Lithuania, where the heating system is 

well developed and has been adjusted to cold winters, a higher share of the surveyed population faced difficulties 

keeping their homes adequately cool rather than warm. In Bulgaria, however, the situation was the opposite: 

slightly more households (30%) had difficulties keeping their homes warm than cold (25%). 



 

8 

 

An important outcome of the survey was the finding that among different demographic groups single old women 

(pensioners) are the most likely to be energy poor. In their case the two outstanding reasons are low income and 

relatively big living space. Families with many children are also often energy poor, however due to the sample’s 

urban character there were very few of them identified. Age seems to matter with regard to willingness to pay 

for potential renovation works as well. People over 60 are a lot less open to participate in a building renovation. 

All other factors - like the possibility to pay in instalments or the perception about the building’s arrears - are less 

important. 

2.2. Defining energy poverty on a building level 

While households’ energy poverty has been the subject of intense discussions, energy poverty on a building level 

is a new concept developed by the ComAct project. It is derived from the concept of energy poverty on household 

level, yet adds an important dimension to it, making it a very useful policy tool. 

Decades of policy debates on energy poverty on household level have clarified that there are three major causes 

behind energy poverty that have to be handled independently or in combination: 1) low income of households, 

2) high energy prices and 3) low energy efficiency of homes and appliances. More and more European policies 

emphasise the importance of fighting against energy poverty, but as far as income compensations and price caps 

can ease energy poverty in the short run, energy efficiency interventions into the building stock are needed to 

reach a long-term effect and reduce energy bills.    

The concept of Building Level Energy Poverty is based on the fact that implementing energy efficient measures 

in case the residential units are in privately owned multi-family apartment buildings, is impossible without the 

coordinated action of the building community, as most of the causes of high energy consumption are outside of 

the competence of flats - like the insulation of the building envelope, or improvements of the centralised or 

district heating systems, or installation of renewable energy sources. In many of the European countries the 

policy makers have realised this fact and created mainstream support schemes to encourage the energy efficient 

renovation of privately owned residential buildings. Nevertheless, a significant share of building owners lack 

access to such funding. Acknowledging this fact, we call those privately owned multi-family apartment buildings 

as energy poor, that are not able to benefit from these mainstream subsidy schemes and consequently do not 

provide proper energy comfort for their residents.  

In the ComAct project we experienced that even if there are generous subsidies for energy efficient renovation 

of privately owned multi-family buildings (like in Bulgaria or Lithuania), several building communities are not able 

to join these programmes. The same could be experienced outside of the ComAct countries in Central Europe 

(like in Czechia, Slovakia, or Poland), where renovation subsidies have been available for decades, and still, a 

relevant share of the buildings were not able to join them, or implemented crucial technical interventions from 

these funds but not energy efficient ones. These countries reached the point where no further energy can be 

saved without the involvement of the energy poor buildings, which requires innovation in technical, financial, and 

procedural terms.  

As building level energy poverty is a dynamic status of a building that can only be interpreted in light of a 

mainstream renovation subsidy scheme, there are no exact indicators for measuring that unless there is an 

efficient mainstream subsidy scheme, which provides reasonable choices for homeowners associations to 
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implement high-cost energy efficient interventions. If such subsidy schemes exist then those buildings are energy 

poor who cannot make use of it. In case there are no proper subsidy schemes, there might only be indications 

that make it probable for a HOA to fall into the energy poor category in the future, like being located in 

marginalised neighbourhoods, having high share of low income owners, having high share of arrears in building 

management and maintenance fees or low rate of owners being present at General Assemblies.  

It is important to note, that dealing with the issue of energy poor buildings in a national context cannot happen 

effectively until two major pre-conditions are in place: 

 The energy efficiency market is not distorted severely, thus energy prices are set according to market 

mechanisms and market actors have free entry into the renovation market. 

 Complementing the market mechanisms there are mainstream subsidy schemes for high-cost renovation 

of residential (among them multi-family) buildings that provide additional incentives to implement high-

cost interventions with long payback times.  

These two preconditions are not present in many European countries, including some ComAct countries as well. 

In these countries, the identification of energy poor buildings is much more difficult, and concentrated actions 

cannot be expected before the above mentioned preconditions are secured.   

As there are several causes of energy poverty of households that require complex considerations (like income 

level, energy prices, energy efficiency of homes), similarly, when approaching energy poverty on the building 

level several causes should be tackled (like inefficiency of the building structure and engineering, low income of 

part of the owners, inability to make decisions on building level). We tend to think that buildings with a high rate 

of low-income households have a higher probability of being energy poor. However, experiences in the ComAct 

project prove that organisational problems tend to overwrite income problems, and poorer communities might 

be more successful in benefiting from mainstream subsidy schemes than disorganised communities with better-

off inhabitants. 

 

3. Handling the energy poverty of buildings in the CEE, CIS and 
Balkan region 

The following chapter focuses on the three ComAct pillars - technical, financial and community - describing in 

detail the main takeaways from the pilots along these lines. The operation of the pilots was coordinated in a 

systematic manner by WP5 of the ComAct project, thus the information shared here very much benefits from 

the work carried out in that specific work package. The pilot specific information source can vary, but unless 

otherwise indicated, it always comes from a direct communication with the pilots, where information was 

provided either via email or one-to-one conversation, or through a structured questionnaire that was sent out in 

the early summer of 2023. Besides these, the joint evaluation of pilots' work also provided important input for 

the following analysis. 
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3.1. Technical aspects 

The proposed definition of energy poverty on a building level relies on the conviction that buildings should 

provide a proper level of energy comfort for their residents. The question the current chapter focuses on is, what 

are the optimal technical standards that can provide the required level of energy comfort? 

Working in the pilot locations of ComAct showed that clarifications about optimal technical solutions are 

necessary. We tend to link energy efficiency exclusively to energy comfort level, but both energy efficiency and 

energy comfort level are strongly linked to the general technical condition of the building. In this report we argue 

that without a proper technical state energy efficiency cannot even be considered for two main reasons:  

 Energy efficient interventions and other structural interventions build on each other and tend to have a 

combined effect on people’s well-being: e.g. the insulation of walls is meaningless without the water 

insulation of basements and roofs, or new electricity-based heating systems cannot be installed without 

changing the main electricity pipes inside the buildings or sometimes even in the plots.   

 Since all kinds of interventions are financed from the same budget of homeowner associations, but 

structural interventions tend to be more urgent and use up the financial resources of homeowners 

associations, not leaving much for energy efficient interventions. (As one of the technicians in Hungary 

expressed: “It is not worth speaking about solar panels, while a mouse can move in below the window 

frame.” In a panel building of the Hungarian pilot the reserves of the community were enough to insulate 

the roof that was leaking and modernise the ventilation system that was out of order. These interventions 

would have used up all the financial resources of the building, not letting the opportunity to provide its 

own share for an energy efficient intervention in case a subsidy scheme appears.  

For these reasons buildings should be looked at from a holistic perspective and should be treated in a complex 

way both with regard to technical planning (e.g. in Renovation Passports/Roadmaps) and financial planning (in 

case of subsidies or loan financing). Still, energy efficiency subsidy schemes tend not to take into account the 

interlinkages between these two types of interventions, or rather leave the task of fixing the structural elements 

purely to the homeowners associations. In Bulgaria, where up to this year 100% subsidy was available for the 

energy efficient renovation of residential buildings, an energy audit, and a technical audit are compulsory to carry 

out. In case the technical audit proves that the building has structural deficiencies, it is no longer eligible for the 

state subsidy. A similar approach was applied in Hungary in 2015, when the last grant scheme on energy efficient 

renovation of buildings was provided. An expert had to prove with a signature that the building has no major 

structural deficiencies. 

There are already ideas and even political decisions about what the desired level of interventions might be with 

regard to energy efficiency. Based on the formal proposal of the Commission on the Energy Performance of 

Buildings Directive residential buildings should reach on average at least level E by 2030 and level D by 2033, 

approaching the ZEB (Zero-emission building level) by 2050. However, the  Minimum Energy Performance 

Standards don’t seem to be relevant any more in case of residential buildings according to the last round of 

negotiations in 7 December 2023, but “concerning the renovation target for residential buildings, member states 

will ensure that the residential building stock will reduce the average energy consumption by 16% in 2030 and a 
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range between 20-22% in 2035. 55% of the energy reduction will have to be achieved through renovation of the 

worst performing buildings.”5  

According to the final decision6 of December 2023 the worst performing 43% of the residential stock should have 

the biggest focus7, as it is considered that the energy saved can be the highest in this sector and this stock 

accommodates mostly the energy poor households.  

 

Figure 1 – Final compromise on EPBD, December 2023 

  
  

Acknowledging that energy poverty and the physical state of the buildings are often interlinked phenomena - 

less in case of multi-family, more in case of family houses - the concentration on the 43% worst performing 

buildings raises some concerns, as the example of the pilot countries of ComAct illustrates:  

                                                             

5 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/12/07/fit-for-55-council-and-parliament-reach-
deal-on-proposal-to-revise-energy-performance-of-buildings-directive/  
 
6 The EPBD recast political agreement seems to define the worst performing buildings as the worst 43% of the residential stock, 
but the text is currently being checked by legal experts and still needs to be ratified by the EU Council and the EU Parliament. This 
process is expected to take until Q2 2024. 

 
7 https://www.euractiv.com/section/buildings/news/eus-contested-green-buildings-law-limps-towards-the-finishing-
line/ 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/12/07/fit-for-55-council-and-parliament-reach-deal-on-proposal-to-revise-energy-performance-of-buildings-directive/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/12/07/fit-for-55-council-and-parliament-reach-deal-on-proposal-to-revise-energy-performance-of-buildings-directive/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/buildings/news/eus-contested-green-buildings-law-limps-towards-the-finishing-line/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/buildings/news/eus-contested-green-buildings-law-limps-towards-the-finishing-line/
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 Those buildings that have the lowest energy label tend to have much more additional structural 

problems than other types of buildings, thus even if their renovation might be beneficial from an energy 

point of view, it may require a huge amount of investment into the structural difficulties that decreases 

the cost efficiency of the overall investment.  

 Interventions into the least energy efficient buildings may not be the most cost efficient with regard to 

energy saved per Euro. In Hungary the least efficient housing segment can be found among family houses 

built before 1989, which are located mostly in rural areas. Multi-family houses are much more energy 

efficient (per m2), not only because of the way they were built, but also due to the fact that flats in multi-

family apartment buildings have smaller size and less outer walls proportionally. On the other hand, 

certain multi-family apartment buildings segments have well developed and easily replicable renovation 

practices, which leads to the fact that the energy efficient renovation of the panel buildings is the most 

cost-efficient in Hungary, despite the fact that their energy consumption/m² is about half of the worst 

performing 15% and much less, than the worst performing 43%. The case is similar in Bulgaria, where 

the most cost-efficient is to renovate the panel buildings built between 1960-1989, regardless of the fact 

that the least energy efficient segment of the residential building stock can be found among houses of all 

ages and construction types.      

 Relevant part of the worst performing housing stock is in remote areas facing the threat of being empty, 

thus should rather be demolished than renovated on a long term. Their renovation might be a waste of 

money from a regional development perspective.   

Besides concentrating on the least energy efficient 43% of the residential stock, the proposals on the EPBD 

directive from all three decision making bodies (Commission, Council, Parliament) agree that financing (including 

the future subsidy schemes) should no longer be used to install, upgrade, or renovate fossil fuel heating systems 

from 2025 and fossil fuel boilers have to be phased out by 2040. This condition is also in line with the parallel 

inclusion of the Emission Trading System II from 2027, that will increase the price of heating coming from fossil 

fuels gradually and significantly. Thus, the approach of changing from fossil fuels to other sources of energy would 

be worth supporting both from an environment and energy independency point of view, it is important to take 

into account what it might mean in case of owner-occupied multi-family buildings in the ComAct pilot areas. In 

these countries the primary source of heating in MFABs is district heating (based on coal, natural gas and 

somewhat on renewables), natural gas, electricity (based on different sources) and solid fuel mainly in North 

Macedonia and Bulgaria.  

There is a potential in changing the district heating systems to renewables (e.g. biogas, geothermal), but this is 

out of the control of the apartment owners. Owners can implement changes in individual heating systems and 

turn from solid fuel or natural gas to electricity (different types of heat pumps). This change however has several 

difficulties that must be taken into consideration:  

 Centralising the heating systems to building level from household level requires the decision of the 

homeowner association  and necessitates a major investment. In a traditionally built pilot building in 

Budapest, the change from individual gas heating to centralised heating based on partially natural gas 

and air to air heat pump would have cost about 20,400 EUR/flat of 36 m². Another option for a panel 
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building was investigated to turn to a geothermal heat pump heating system, which would cost about 

27,000 EUR/flat of 70 m².   

 While the direct investment of changing to individual air to air heat pumps may be similar to the 

investment of a new natural gas based heating system, there are two major additional concerns to 

evaluate: 1) installing heat pumps without insulating the building is a major mistake, as it operates 

inefficiently  in extremely cold weather and may require an additional heating source. Furthermore, the 

capacity of the heat pump cannot be adjusted to a later insulation, therefore will have  to be changed 

completely when the building is insulated. 2) The electricity system of a building may not be strong 

enough to operate air to air heat pumps in case several apartments change their heating sources to heat 

pumps. Moreover, the major electricity lines in the neighbourhood may also not support the change in 

several buildings. Thus, the shift from fossil heating to electricity based heating (that will hopefully be 

served by renewables more and more) requires careful planning not only on flat, or building but on 

neighbourhood/municipal level.  

 Air to water heat pumps may also be considered, but this also necessitates the insulation of the building 

first and additional investment is needed into the secondary heating systems as the new system may 

not be compatible with the available radiators or gas-fired convector. In Bulgaria air to water heat pumps 

are considered first and mainly the high-temperature ones in order to base on the already existing 

secondary heating systems. Still, the insulation of the building is the first step before considering the 

introduction of heat pumps.  

 Geothermal heat pumps have a high energy efficiency but are less cost effective on building level, 

however, they might work on neighbourhood level.  

The future of heating and cooling seems to be electricity that may partially be produced onsite, at the building 

by installing PV panels to the roofs or facades. This installation is very common in case of family houses but has 

several difficulties in case of multi-family buildings in the pilot countries. Using the electricity generated by PV 

panels for the common consumption of the building (like lighting in the stairways or operating the elevator) is a 

relatively simple intervention, however PVs do not generate electricity when lighting and elevators are mostly 

used, so energy storage or connection to the grid is needed. Meanwhile producing electricity for the individual 

flats creates legal and technical difficulties. The law and legislation in North Macedonia enable installing PV 

systems from 6KWp capacity for MFABs, but as the apartments cannot use the PV electricity for legal and technical 

reasons, this 6KWp exceeds the buildings’ needs. In Macedonia, the price for kWh sold to the grid is much lower 

than the price brought from the grid, so in most cases the installation of a PV system from 6KWp is not cost-

efficient. In Bulgaria 95% of the owners have to agree on the PV installation and installing the electricity into the 

individual flats raises the costs unrealistically high. Thus, it is more common to install PVs on rooftops and sell 

electricity to the grid, however the price of such electricity is low, which makes these investments less profitable. 

In Hungary the technical problems are similar to that of Bulgaria and North Macedonia, additionally there are 

serious legal constraints about setting the price of energy that is used by the households and the electricity fed 

into the grid (if it is allowed at all). Under the current legal, technical, and financial conditions the use of PVs in 

multi-family buildings seems to be a complicated issue in the ComAct region.        
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There are also other direct and indirect implications on the ambitions of technical interventions when we intend 

to make ‘major renovation’ in the building stock, taking into consideration what a major renovation means 

according to the Energy Performance of Buildings Directive, article 28: 

 “the total cost of the renovation relating to the building envelope or the technical building systems is 

higher than 25% of the value of the building, excluding the value of the land upon which the building is 

situated; or  

 more than 25% of the surface of the building envelope undergoes renovation;”  

Member states can choose any of the options above, and they tend to opt for the second one, as it is much easier 

to monitor. In case a major renovation happens in the residential buildings, there are certain obligations to fulfil 

based on the most recent directives: 

 On-site renewable energy production should be implemented up to a nationally set rate that is 

consistent with the EU’s overall goal to reach an indicative 49% onsite renewable energy production in 

2030, in case it is economically, technically and financially feasible (Energy Efficiency Directive, Art. 15/a) 

 (Cost optimal) minimum requirements are set on the energy performance of buildings or parts of 

buildings undergoing major renovation (Energy Performance of Buildings Directive) as far as it is 

technically, functionally, and economically feasible.   

 Intelligent metering systems shall be applied when implementing major renovation (Energy 

Performance of Buildings Directive).  

While it is wise to support integrated investments and keep certain technical standards when implementing 

major renovations, it is also important not to tie interventions in an obligatory way in case it is financially not 

properly backed. (E.g. in the case of Hungary, the obligation to include supplementary interventions when at least 

25% of the facade is affected by insulation leads to avoiding insulations as there are no funds for insulation, even 

less for additional interventions.)    

In case we have a clear plan about the energy efficiency goal we intend to achieve in the housing sector, the 

crucial question is how we intend to reach it, whether all at once  (deep renovation) or in stages. The latter might 

even be planned in the framework of a Renovation Roadmap or Renovation Passport. Based on the experiences of 

the already completed and planned renovations in pilot countries of ComAct, there are factors that have to be 

considered when implementing staged renovation: 

 The financial rationale and the technical rationale may not go hand in hand, and while planning a staged 

renovation should theoretically follow technical considerations, it also has to take into account the 

financial realities. Technically, the interventions should follow the ‘energy efficiency first’ principle, as 

even if some of the investments into renewables or modernization of the heating system may have a 

shorter payback time, insulation of the building envelope determines the needed capacity for the 

heating system and not the other way round. Also, it is crucial to take into account the thickness of the 

insulation in order to achieve ZEB parameters in the long run, as it is not realistic that insulation is 

changed in 30 years’ time and a thicker insulation results in small amounts in the investment costs, but 

                                                             

8  https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:153:0013:0035:en:PDF 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:153:0013:0035:en:PDF
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thinner insulation creates long term lock-in effect, that cannot be fixed. Former renovation subsidies and 

former technical standards may have already resulted in lock-in effects: while some years ago 5-8 

centimetres XPS insulation may have been quite often used in the pilot countries, the current standard 

would require 15-20 cm, in order to secure the ZEB standard in the long run.    

 While preparing the technical order of energy efficiency interventions, it should be considered that 

certain crucial steps should be carried out in one package. While in an ideal world the building envelope 

(including the facade, windows, basement, and attic) are insulated in one measure, due to financial 

constraints there may be a need to split them into pieces but it is still important to avoid creating thermal 

bridges and lock-in effects. In one of the pilot buildings in Hungary a partial insulation of the facade 

(northern and western parts) was already implemented years ago with 8 cm XPS. It created partial 

thermal bridges and discomfort in some parts of the building. Moreover, it reduced the possibility of 

providing thicker than 8 cm insulation on the other parts of the facade. As a basic principle, the complete 

insulation of the facade should be the most important.    

 Even if the order of technical steps might create a logical order of the interventions, the urgency of the 

interventions can destroy this logic, mainly due to financial constraints. As homeowner associations do 

not have an unlimited budget, they might have to spend their resources on urgent (mostly structural) 

measures that may impede the next logical technical steps. (E.g. insulation of a leaking roof might be an 

urgent issue, which would require additional tinning that has to be removed when a thermo-insulation 

is placed on the roof and the facade.)    

 The creation of the Renovation Roadmaps/Passports might be a careful, cautious, and very expensive 

process. Even if the energy efficient interventions are standardised, the state of the building (including 

the individual flats) to fit these interventions might be very different building by building. The gap 

between a standardised walk-through audit and suggestions based on it and a detailed technical 

investigation and formulation of technical and financial recommendations after meeting the community 

and its representatives can be huge. The less typical a building is, the bigger this gap is. In the course of 

ComAct we implemented a walk-through audit in a traditionally built 120 years old residential building 

in Budapest, and also a detailed inspection of it coupled with several meetings with the community. The 

measured energy consumption/m2 was more than double in the detailed inspection compared to the 

walk-through audit and the suggested interventions differed substantially as well.     

 

Inspiring case 1: Experimenting with renovation roadmaps in Budapest 

 
In the framework of the ComAct project Renovation Roadmaps were created for two multi-family buildings 

in Budapest. One of them was a brick building from 1899. It was already low quality at its construction time 

and was housing worker families into 25-30 m2 flats. In 1923 a third floor was added to it, and in the 1960s 

basic amenities (like gas and toilets) were introduced. Today the building is in a very bad physical state, its 

current energy consumption is 443.4 kWh/m2/year, classifying it as class “I”. Additionally, the basement 

walls contain water that creates mould and unhealthy conditions for the ground floor. The walls get wet 

when it rains heavily, and the tiles on the roof also need to be replaced. The different walls are of different 
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thickness, requiring differently thick insulation materials in the event of a refurbishment. The flats have 

individual gas heating. 

Relying on expert knowledge, but working closely with the residents, the ComAct project created a 

Renovation Roadmap, which combined net-zero scenarios with financially more feasible realistic 

interventions. Once subsidy opportunities arrive, such a roadmap can be of seminal importance for the 

building community. 

During this work it became clear that to switch to central heating, to apply PV panels and to reach level ‘A’ 

energy classification would be an investment with a pay-off period of approximately 90 years. A much more 

realistic scenario would be reaching level ‘C’. That would mean solving waterlogging, insulating the walls 

(the building is not listed as a monument), changing the windows to 3-layered ones, and installing higher 

efficiency individual gas heating systems. This investment would cost about 14,000 Euro/unit, with an 

approximate 30-35 years payback time. 

Picture 1. Waterlogging is a main problem in a pilot building in Budapest 
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3.2. Financial aspects 

According to the ‘energy poverty on a building level’ concept, those buildings can be considered energy poor, 

which cannot implement major energy efficient renovation by means of a mainstream public subsidy system.  

Naturally it is very difficult to define, which mainstream subsidy scheme can be regarded as rational and leading 

to deep renovation either in one or in several stages. As a concept we may state that those subsidy schemes are 

optimal, which complement the market mechanisms and lead to deep renovation. In this concept the role of the 

public subsidy is to bridge the gap that exists between market financing possibilities and the EU environmental 

and social goals.  

There is a common belief that fostering market-based interventions may lead to fulfilling the EU environmental 

goals with regard to the renovation of the residential buildings, but the examples of the pilot cases in ComAct 

proved the opposite. 

 Market actors (e.g. ESCO companies, parties in the energy obligation schemes, financial institutions) are 

eager to finance the lower hanging fruits of the energy efficiency renovation market with no longer than 

8-10 payback periods. Deep renovation of the residential buildings typically has decades to pay back. As 

was already described, in the Hungarian pilot buildings deep renovation has 30-90 years of payback. In 

typical Lithuanian industrialised blocks of flats the payback time of a major energy efficient intervention 

is 20-30 years. In Bulgarian panel buildings the payback time of facade insulation in a typical multi-family 

building is predicted to be about 12-15 years, but additional complementary measures would increase 

this duration to 20-25 years (in case no 100% subsidy would be provided). 

 As was mentioned before, the energy efficient renovation of residential buildings in most cases must 

include non-energy efficient components that never pay off. With the involvement of these components 

the already long pay back times extend further, which the market would not tolerate.     

 The market conditions of energy efficient renovations are distorted in some of the pilot countries, 

therefore the market is reluctant to take a significant share in financing the renovations. This is 

manifested in price distortions, or constant changes in the market environment, which makes the 

calculations on the return on investment for the long run very uncertain.  (E.g. the price of gas and 

electricity is frozen on the 2013 level in Hungary up to an ‘average’ consumption, for which very few 

multi-family residents experience an increase in energy prices despite the energy crisis, thus the basic 

incentive for energy efficient interventions is cancelled. The legal background is also constantly changing 

including the ban on PVs to feed in the grid for a while or extra taxes on energy producers randomly 

occurring.) The price of electricity for households is set by the Energy and Water Regulatory Commission 

and is the lowest in the EU in Bulgaria9. Fixed and low energy prices in parallel with the increasing 

construction costs result in an unrealistically high payback period that hinders the involvement of market 

actors.  

 The legal background of operation and financing of homeowner associations is also a major impediment 

for market uptake. Unfortunately, the legal framework is still underdeveloped and brings various barriers 

                                                             

9 https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Electricity_price_statistics  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Electricity_price_statistics
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in front of the renovation process in Bulgaria. According to the Condominium Act up till 29 September 

2023, when the new Act came into force, it was still not possible for homeowner associations to maintain 

a shared bank account which could serve as a proof of their financial capacity and a secondary guarantee 

for a joint loan. The decision-making mechanisms were also complicated as ⅔ majority of the owners 

were required to agree on the renovation projects. In addition, 95% of the owners had to agree to 

implement reconstruction within the apartments and the national subsidy scheme also preferred 100% 

agreement among the owners. With the recent change in the legislation, HOAs are entitled to hold a joint 

bank account, and 51% majority is sufficient for the renovation decision.   

 According to the national legislation in North Macedonia, a HOA should either be self-managed 

(registered) or managed by a company. Still 40% of the HOAs have not officially chosen any of these 

options (higher share of these buildings are outside of Skopje). It does not necessarily mean that these 

buildings are not managed at all, rather it means that the owners do not trust in management companies 

and there is also no single person to take the responsibility to keep all the legislative obligations and 

manage the building officially. These officially not managed buildings are not legal entities, and they 

cannot enter contracts neither have bank accounts.  

 Joint loans to homeowner associations are crucial products to foster the renovation process as they 

complement the available or potential public subsidies and provide at least part of the needed own 

share. Joint loans for HOAs are available only in Lithuania and Hungary. In these countries it is proven by 

bank records, that HOAs are the best borrowers, with a very low rate of default, even with a collateral of 

a pledge on the HOAs’ account. 

For all these reasons the inclusion of the public sector into the financing of major energy efficient interventions of 

the residential sector is inevitable regardless of the financial possibilities of the owners. A mainstream subsidy 

scheme should take into account the following attributes: 

 The subsidy can take the form of a loan or a combined grant. In case of a purely loan-based scheme it is 

necessary that the duration of the loan is close to the payback period of the intervention, otherwise the 

extra monthly costs of instalments would create additional difficulties for energy poor households.  

 As most of the loans cannot be as long term as the payback period (renovation loans are usually 10-20 

years long maximum) a grant component is most probably needed. The share of the subsidy content 

should not be too low - certainly not lower than the VAT, but also not too high. In Bulgaria the energy 

efficient renovation of the multi-family buildings was subsidised by a 100% state grant for years. There 

were many more applications than funds available and the private market was completely withdrawn 

from financing the renovations as it could not compete with the state subsidy. The last call in Bulgaria 

reduced the subsidy content to 80%, which resulted in a dramatic decrease in demand as people are used 

to the 100% scheme. Nevertheless, this phenomenon may only be temporary.     

 In case of a loan scheme (or a loan scheme complemented by a bonus scheme which is paid after the 

renovation is completed) the potential instalments have to be investigated carefully, as in case of deep 

renovation, even in long term duration loans, the instalments can be too high, thus considered risky by 

the financial institution. That is why subsidised loans are frequently covered by state guarantees or 

issued through state banks.   
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 Subsidy schemes can reflect the energy savings achieved: the more the savings are the higher the share 

of subsidies can be. With this incentive a deeper renovation can be implemented.  

 It is important that the scheme follows the ‘building structure first, energy efficiency next, energy source 

last’ principle, thus not financing the upgrade of the heating system before the building structure is 

complete and the envelope is insulated. Thus, a certain order of investments has to be set in advance.  

 Consequently, the subsidy scheme should include additional structural interventions up to a certain 

extent to initiate complex interventions.    

 It is essential to include proper monitoring mechanisms into the subsidy schemes otherwise there is no 

information on national level on energy saved and on the efficiency of the programmes.  

According to the experiences mainstream subsidy schemes can have serious disadvantages, most importantly 

they can result in a significant increase in engineering and construction prices and can create hard to overcome 

administrative burdens for HOAs. On the other hand, a predictable support scheme that operates on the long 

run and not only occasionally seems to have a less harmful effect on prices as it provides a relatively  predictable 

workload for the construction sector that encourages competition.  

Assuming, that there is an efficient and well-designed mainstream subsidy scheme, it is still not possible to cover 

the energy poor buildings (based on its definition) as energy poor buildings cannot take part in it either due to 

community organisational reasons (to be covered by chapter 3.3 of this study) or due to the fact that poor 

households cannot provide the needed own share or pay the high instalments. A financial scheme which also 

targets  energy poor buildings is able to provide special services to poor households. 

 

Inspiring case 2: The Lithuanian renovation and support scheme 

 
Already in 2006, the Lithuanian government launched an energy modernisation programme, which ran 

out of funds in 2007. From 2009 the renovation programme was financed from Jessica Holding Fund 

Lithuania, thus with the combination of national and EU funds. It aimed at implementing the energy 

efficient renovation of multi-family buildings built before 1993. In the first period 45% of the renovation 

costs were provided as a loan rebate, which is currently reduced to 30% and further reductions are 

foreseen. In the first period reaching class D was the requirement, while the calls in 2023 were about 

reaching class A. (New submissions are foreseen for class B). 

There are three fundamental principles behind the renovation scheme: 1) the renovation costs are 

covered by long term low interest rate loans - up to 20 years - in order to ensure that the instalments do 

not exceed the energy costs saved (in practice the instalments tend to be higher). 2) For those 

households, who are eligible for heating compensation, the loan is paid 100% by the state. However, if 

these households don’t agree to renovate, they lose their eligibility for heating compensation. 3) The 

application process and the renovation works can be managed by the housing associations themselves, 

but municipalities or municipal companies can take over this role as well.  

The Lithuanian scheme can be considered successful, as from 2013 several thousands of multi-family 

buildings were renovated. There are cities where nearly all the buildings underwent a substantial 
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renovation. On the other hand, there are still several weak points, like the lack of graduality in the 

eligibility for the 100% state support or the fast increasing construction prices which holds back the 

owners from starting the process 

Picture 2. A typical building in Kaišiadorys before renovation 

 
 

 

The identification of poor households in a procedure which has reasonable transaction costs both regarding time 

and money. While the definition of energy poverty on a national level (which is compulsory in the National Energy 

and Climate Plans) it does not provide much help, as it rather reveals the phenomenon but does not identify the 

specific needy households themselves.  

The identification of poor households is the most cost efficient when linked to other already existing social schemes, 

like housing allowance, social allowance, heating compensation etc. In Lithuania this purpose is served by the 

heating compensation system. In Bulgaria there may be potentials in the heating subsidies for low-income 

households. Additional investigation of the individual household incomes would require substantial additional 

costs and time. (E.g. in one of the districts of Budapest the local municipality provides 90% for insulating the 

windows for the first time for those households whose income is below a certain threshold. The manager of the 

building is responsible to collect the income certificates and as a result of this requirement no applications were 

submitted for this specific subsidy this autumn.) Local municipalities may have a better insight into the social and 

income situation of the residents, on the other hand bringing together a state subsidy system with a local social 

system might result in inequalities in the distribution of resources all over the country. It is also important to 

note, that the share of income coming from grey economies or remittances is substantial in the Eastern part of 

Europe which creates difficulties to establish means tested benefit systems, but this is a fact that not only a 

potential energy efficiency subsidy scheme, but any other kind of social allowance system has to face.     
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The Social Climate Fund was established to ease the social effects of the Emission Trading System to be applicable 

for the building stock and transportation from 2026. The predicted price increase will affect all, but energy poor 

the most. Thus, the Social Climate Fund might be a good tool to finance energy efficient building renovation for 

those owners who live in energy poor buildings. On the other hand, we still have to stress that addressing energy 

poverty by investing in building infrastructure, which is one of the measures the Social Climate Fund is eager to 

support, poses a difficulty for multi-family apartment buildings, which often accommodate energy poor and non-

energy poor households at the same time.       

Combining an energy performance-based subsidy scheme with a socially sensitive distribution system might be 

difficult in many countries. Energy policy and social policy is split in most cases, different ministries being 

responsible for them. A combined subsidy scheme would require the cooperation of these different ministries. The 

fact that both the implementation of the EPBD and the operation of the Social Climate Fund in the future call for 

the need of targeting the energy focused public funds to different social groups necessitates the cooperation of 

these different fields, but the exact implementation is unclear in most countries. 

3.3. Community aspects 

Community development has been the third pillar of the ComAct project, with the underlying assumption that 

neither the optimal technical solutions, nor a very well-functioning financial subsidy system can guarantee that 

in an environment dominated by owner-occupied housing energy efficiency interventions are carried out by 

privately owned buildings (condominiums or cooperatives alike). The development of this aspect was further 

supported by the strong belief that the segmented ownership structure of the CIS and CEE regions and the Balkan 

countries requires specific measures to assist effective decision-making processes on a building level. 

ComAct’s work has been based on the underlying assumption that building level communities are very specific 

entities - mostly working in a legally binding framework, - and their operational difficulties are prevalent behind 

the lack of energy efficiency investments. 

Since the terms community and local community have been rather frequently used in various disciplines and also 

in everyday discourses, and often with varying content a definition is needed for ComAct purposes. In ComAct 

the terms community/local community/building community are focused on the homeowner associations, defined 

as the residential body living in a multi- family apartment building and/or having the right to influence its decision 

through ownership. Thus, a building community does not address a group of close-knit friends or people knowing 

each other well. Rather, the expectation about a well-functioning community only refers to its ability to take 

common decisions and to be able to discuss various matters that relate to building maintenance. Another aspect 

entails its ability to elect people to various positions that help to steer the process of common decisionmaking. 

Behavioural and personal/community aspects of energy efficiency interventions have been paid increasing 

attention, since in order to approve any sort of renovation or construction in a housing block, the owners have 

to want it as well. While there have been policy attempts to address these issues, such as a compulsory energy 

efficiency aspect to a technically/economically feasible degree for any major renovation (see section 3.1 for 

details), there are also interesting ideas around the majority votes among the stakeholders. In most countries 

either a 50%+ or a 2/3 majority is required, however there are cases outside of the CEE and CIS region - such as 
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Austria and Finland - where the majority has to take the minority’s aspects into account, which proposes several 

questions about the implications of energy efficient renovations on a building scale (Matschoss et al, 2013) .    

In this context, it is only logical that the issue of building/community management and that of housing 

associations has been in the centre of numerous policy and academic publications since the large-scale 

privatisation of the multi-unit housing stock in the CEE and CIS countries. While there were many issues to tackle, 

a substantial body of literature concentrated on the obstacles of developing an ‘owner mentality’ for the new 

owners in the formerly largely state/council owned and run housing. Importantly, households who are unwilling 

to engage in renovations and energy efficiency investments might not be necessarily financially deprived. Another 

thread of papers has focused on the difficulties arising from the diverse income level of the individual households 

in the buildings, often resulting in failures to maintain and renew the stock. (Gotovac, Dokic and Adamovic, 2023). 

In Macedonia the different socio-economic status of the homeowners is an additional burden in organising and 

implementing energy efficiency interventions in multi-apartment buildings. This is coupled with a significant lack 

of willingness, interest, knowledge and experience, and very low level of awareness among households, to 

implement energy efficiency measures. While financing for energy efficiency is limited, the main problem lies with 

the organisation, the management and the respect of regulations( see details in ComAct D3.2, 2022) Similarly in 

Lithuania (but also in other post-Socialist countries) the social mix within multi-family apartment buildings can 

have implications for community dynamics, social interactions, and collective decision-making processes. It can 

also influence the level of social cohesion and the willingness of residents to participate in community activities or 

engage in energy efficiency interventions.  

A third line of inquiries highlighted the dismal physical state much of the multi-family housing stock was at the 

point of privatisation, with the ensuing lack of investments that created an additional burden on the new owners 

(Bodnár, 2000.) Lately much attention has been paid to the growing importance of private rentals, and the 

insecurities in connection with this rather unregulated part of the housing market in the region (Csizmay and 

Kőszeghy, 2022) A broad topic in itself, its growth concerns energy efficiency investments as a result of the 

additional difficulty created for building managers and building communities alike: landlords, especially those 

focusing on short rentals tend to pay less attention to a building’s physical state, are typically less eager to take 

part in annual assemblies in the buildings and are also less interested in financing energy efficiency interventions 

that typically have very long pay-off periods. Similarly, tenants often lack a long-term perspective for a rental flat 

and they are deprived of voting rights in the buildings anyway. As a consequence, building communities have 

become more fragmented almost everywhere, but especially in areas of high touristic interest. In addition to 

these complications caused by split incentives, the problem of empty units is significant in ComAct countries due 

to massive out migration and population decrease, resulting in a significant number of empty units even in urban 

areas. The owners of these units are typically absent and non-cooperative in the decision making and payment 

processes.   

 

Actors in fostering community engagement 

To support energy efficiency investments, building level decision-making needs to be incentivised. There are a 

variety of ways, all of which point to community empowerment that support owners in the process of decision-
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making. Two important actors and one institution can be pinpointed as having a pivotal supporting role in 

community management and development to enable energy efficiency investments: these are the local 

municipality, housing managers and one-stop shops. They all have their separate tasks and responsibilities, that 

can nevertheless overlap occasionally. Additionally, contractors could take up a bigger role in supporting building 

communities.   

Local municipalities 
Municipalities tend to be the most important intermediaries between the different actors in the field of energy 

efficiency investments and have a unique access to local residents and building communities that is indispensable 

in this process. They can play various roles, depending on their level of engagement for the improvement of 

energy efficiency and reducing the level of energy poverty, as well as their financial possibilities.  

The exact roles they can perform differ from country to country. It also strongly depends on the national 

legislation, but also on the importance they treat the topic with. The table below lists a few activities that can be 

uniformly regarded as typical. Importantly, it depicts only engaged municipalities, showcasing the differences 

between entities with substantial or minimal funding. The latter is understood more as a dichotomy, in reality 

these are the endpoints of a scale, where middle positions exist.  

 

Table 2 – Supporting activities of municipalities of different financial possibilities 

Providing substantial funding Providing minimal funding 

 Providing subsidy support schemes of their 
own 

 Providing direct help for energy poor 
residents 

 Financing a one-stop-shops 

 If required by national subsidy program: 
providing local financial contribution to the 
interventions 

 Running widespread educational and 
awareness raising campaigns 

 Supporting local NGOs to carry out 
awareness raising campaigns 

 Facilitating building communities 

 Supporting housing managers 

 Supporting one-stop-shops   

 Brokering specialists 

 Running low-cost programs for the 
energy poor 

 Fulfilling the intermediary role between 
stakeholders in the renovation process 

  Awareness raising in municipal bulletins 
and on municipal social media pages 

 

 

National legislation and the institutional set-up of subsidy schemes profoundly influence the manoeuvring 

potential of individual municipalities in the field of energy efficient investments. It determines to what extent 

they are involved in the management of subsidy programs, if they are encouraged to actively be engaged - like 

in Lithuania or Bulgaria - or they are deprived of financial means and appropriate institutional support necessary 

to become important stakeholders in this process, as the case of Hungary shows.      

Municipalities in Budapest often lack the necessary financial means (and partially even the labour force) to 

manage the renovation of their own building stock, let alone provide large-scale support for the energy efficiency 
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refurbishment of condominiums. In this sense, from a strictly financial perspective, a condominium that has 

municipal apartments and engages in a high-cost renovation process could mean an additional financial burden 

for the municipality. However, as the example of district 8 shows, there are low-cost supporting activities - like 

distributing led lights, heat capture foils, etc. - that can be carried out either with the help of NGOs or with the 

help of EU programs. Resources to finance interventions - eliminating structural deficiencies or refurbishing 

municipality-owned buildings - can also come from selling plots or other municipal assets.  

In Lithuania, municipalities play a very active role in the process of energy efficiency interventions, whereby the 

legislation allows them to step into the role of managing the renovation with the help of renovation agencies or 

through their district heating company. They can also charge for these services. Additionally - and apart from the 

national schemes - they can also offer subsidies or grants to support energy efficiency retrofits in buildings, can 

provide financial support and allocate resources to establish and sustain resource centres, which includes funding 

for staff salaries, training programs, outreach activities, and operational expenses. 

Finally, in Bulgaria municipalities have an active role in the technical management of the subsidy programs. They 

are essentially the managing authority running the program on a local level and liaising with the buildings. During 

the application process, municipal experts prepare the application forms, the project budgets and submit them to 

the national authorities. During the implementation phase, once the buildings are selected for financing, the 

municipality runs a public procurement process and selects companies to carry out the energy efficient 

interventions and construction monitoring. Municipal experts also prepare and submit the projects’ financial and 

technical reports. The monitoring itself is then financed by the buildings in the form of an energy audit, checking 

if the interventions have reached the planned results. 

Another type of role municipalities can perform focuses on strengthening the building community. Such an activity 

costs significantly less than financially contributing to the renovations, but still it requires substantial labour force. 

And it can yield significant results, if planned well and followed through. Activities can be manifold, including 

being present at condominium/cooperative meetings, regularly providing information and guidance through 

various municipal channels. Community engagement seems to pay off its dividends rather quickly. 

ComAct’s engagement with two buildings in the third district of Budapest showed, even poor households are 

interested in and appreciate the efforts of experts and are happy to be informed about the advantages of energy 

efficiency interventions. While right now there are practically no state subsidies available for the renovation of 

multi-family apartment buildings in Hungary, and in the current high interest rate environment taking a loan is 

not an option for most homeowner associations, good advice and an open discussion on several occasions was 

much appreciated by the building residents. It also became clear that the work performed by the buildings’ audit 

committee and the relationship between the building residents, the committee and building managers determines 

strongly how a building community functions and if they are able to engage in energy efficiency interventions. 
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Picture 3. General Assembly in one of the Hungarian pilots 

 

 

The question remains however how local governments can influence the decision-making processes. Experience 

in the pilots shows that there is a great deal of mistrust between different actors, partly due to the lack of 

transparency, and partly due to miscommunication between the different parties. And precisely information 

provided by the local governments can help to overcome this problem. It seems that existing fora - like relying 

on the networks of the local family support services - or establishing new ones - like regular meetings with 

building managers - can support the functioning of this tripartite relationship, which is the basis for well-

functioning buildings. 

Buildings with a higher share of vulnerable households likely need more engagement: in their case, the in-person 

attendance of a local government representative at the annual condominium/cooperative meetings as well as at 

any meeting focusing on building investments seems inevitable. The representative needs to be well-informed 

but at the same time empathetic to the difficulties of the residents. There is obviously a limit to the depth of 

engagement a local municipality can provide, however a mechanism needs to be put in place that ensures 

buildings with a high number of energy poor/vulnerable households receive special attention.  

Incentivising energy poor households is of pivotal nature. There seems to be a large share of households in every 

ComAct pilot country assessing that they are unable to pay any type of monthly instalments to finance energy 

efficiency interventions. Among others the ComAct survey found in Burgas, Bulgaria that around 30% of the 

homeowners declare that they are unable to pay renovation-related costs. (ComAct Deliverable 1.2, 2021) The 

question is, if this number can be lowered with targeted incentives.  
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This data partially explains the very active role the Burgas municipality has taken up in supporting energy efficient 

interventions in multi-apartment buildings. Among other actions, it has led a broad communication campaign 

including face to face meetings, information provision by phone and emails, but also in its Energy Office set up for 

this purpose. It has also provided indispensable help for the buildings in the preparation phase, assisting them in 

preparing all the supporting documents and declaration, many of which had to be signed by everyone in the 

multifamily building. The Burgas City Council also decided to take over the costs for energy audit and technical 

audit from the buildings. Respectively, the municipality prepared public procurements and selected companies to 

do these activities. The implementation of energy and technical audits was closely coordinated by the municipality 

because of the high number of buildings and limited time.   

Besides the municipality, other actors - NGOs, social service providers but even the management of a cooperative 

- can step in the process of incentivising, which can take many forms, including even gestures that simply prove 

that building communities are not left alone. Such an act can be essential in creating an atmosphere of trust, 

which in turn helps the energy efficiency investments, as the case from Ukraine shows. The Odessa Housing Union 

started to work with five buildings in the framework of the ComAct project, and two of these were open to create 

individual boilers in their building cellars, which in the future will allow a better heating regulation, thus an 

estimated 25% of the energy saved. 80% of the project was financed by Habitat for Humanity International, while 

20% was to be paid by the owners themselves. To win the support of poor households - defined as disabled people, 

single mothers, elderly single, and families with many children - hygienic products and washing powder were 

purchased by the Odessa Housing Union from additional grant money. This meant actual help for these families, 

but also showed that the cooperative was paying attention. As a result, these families committed themselves to 

the intervention. Now the remaining three buildings also want to join the programme. 

Picture 4. Working with the owners in Odessa 
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Housing managers 
Housing managers are similarly crucial actors in the field of building maintenance and energy efficiency 

interventions, although their role is often more disputed, and certainly more conflicting than that of the 

municipalities. The rapid professionalization of these managers has been an important by-product of the large-

scale housing privations in the region. In the last 30 years, former municipal maintenance companies also started 

to operate as management companies, many small businesses started in the sector, but often residents took up 

the job. While there has been a visible development in the field, the lack of transparency, the complicated 

residential behaviours and conflicts among residents, as well as the lack of knowledge and motivation of these 

managers has been a constant problem. Building managers are ideally positioned to prepare, support and deliver 

an energy efficiency intervention package, however such an application process is often fraught with difficulties, 

including their own disinterest or residents’ distrust towards them.     

Thus, a fundamental question is how the building managers can be motivated. Behind their lack of motivation, a 

diverse set of problems can be found that include most importantly a shortage of information and knowledge, 

as well as financial disinterest in applying for funding and managing energy efficiency interventions. For the first 

one, introducing regular training, as well as the development of a support system can be a solution, but 

importantly, not as an individual campaign, but on a sustainable long-term basis. For the second issue, the subsidy 

system needs to be reviewed: making project management and application an eligible expense for these 

interventions, where not only external service providers, but also building managers are included.   

Further help can be provided by private companies/contractors, who can include a decision support package in 

their service offering, thereby making building managers’ job easier and the rehabilitation process smoother. 

Companies - as already existing examples show - can also seek out the buildings and offer help in making the 

paperwork and the application process. However, this requires willingness to pay for such services by the 

residents, a clear difficulty since typically common fees are kept at a very low level in the region. The use of 

contractors can bring about the additional burden of residents viewing them as biased. The latter can be 

especially problematic in a climate of distrust between residents and building representatives, which is a common 

and persisting phenomenon in the region.    

Municipalities seem to be well equipped to inform building managers, facilitate knowledge exchange between 

them and try to provide a solid support system for the renovation process. The applied solutions can be diverse, 

adapting to the local needs. In Budapest, Hungary, District 11 has a long running renovation program for multi-

family apartment buildings, and to facilitate this they have been in touch with building managers for a long time. 

From the municipality’s side this activity entails a newsletter that is regularly sent to the managers, an updated 

email list for easy outreach, and information exchange and fora held for the building managers. Fora provide a 

unique environment to discuss open and problematic issues, and to try to find solutions. Among others, lately, 

much effort has been paid to discussing the possibilities of reimbursing housing managers for extra work created 

by the application process. Similarly, district 13 in Budapest also has a club for building managers, where they 

invite members of the audit committees in an attempt to inform building residents better and dispel distrust 

among managers and residents.  

All the tensions between different actors, the lack of knowledge and the lack of financing is further aggravated if 

the legal foundations for a proper building management are missing. As explained in ComAct deliverable 3.2 on 
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the In-depth description of new and adapted financing schemes for application in ComAct pilot cases. Among 

others, this is the case in Bulgaria, which creates a particularly complicated situation, where the groundwork for 

the professional management of buildings is being laid down now. Currently in Bulgaria the legal framework is 

undergoing changes, slowly destroying the barriers in front of a renovation process. While it is now possible for 

housing associations to have a joint bank account, the professional management of the condominiums is still a 

rarity. The recent legal changes have brought improvements here, since in the future professional building 

management will be regulated and a unified information system will be created at the Ministry of Regional 

Development and Public Works. The latter will combine the register of professional condominium managers and 

the register of condominium ownership. The decision-making mechanisms were also simplified, lowering 

significantly the threshold for the validity of a general assembly and for a binding agreement.  

 

Resource Centres 
Finally, resource centres are important institutions in the promotion of energy efficient investments and 

supporting community engagement on a local level. The concept of resource centres was introduced by ComAct, 

which defined them as local institutions developed in each pilot with the aim to provide support for the buildings 

in all three ComAct pillars. As possible activities it was foreseen that they can (among others) provide training, 

consultancy and coaching, peer to peer communication, hands-on advice on a variety of issues (including financial 

advice for low income households), all in order to improve building management, energy efficiency and active 

participation in the local community development. 

The concept of resource centres is similar to that of the one-stop shops, although the latter tends to focus less 

on community development. In practice however, the differences fade away in the process of local development 

when the exact tasks of resource centres and one-stop shops are adapted to local requirements and financing 

possibilities. Hence, in the following texts the concepts are used interchangeably. 

The idea of one-stop shops and the need to establish them is by now rather wide-spread. According to the 

agreement on the Energy Performance of Building Directive in December 2023, it is emphasized, that Member 

States will “establish one-stop-shops for home-owners, SMEs, and all actors in the renovation value chain, to 

receive dedicated and independent support and guidance”10.      

This political push towards the establishment of one-stop shops has been mirrored by actions either on a national 

or on a local level in numerous European countries and cities, as the case of Bulgaria shows. Here - as explained 

in the box below - a system of one-stop shops is foreseen to be developed on a national level, even if with a 

slightly reduced mandate.   

 

 

 

                                                             

10 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_6423 

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_23_6423
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Inspirational case 3: State conceived one-stop shops in Bulgaria   

 
“Bulgaria’s NRRP foresees reforms to pilot and scale regional one-stop shops with funding from the 
national budget. The aim is to create anything from 6 to 28 regional centres, mainly focused on providing 
advice. It contradicts the main idea that one-stop shops are set to facilitate energy renovation projects 
across their lifetime, in other words “covering the whole customer journey from information, technical 
assistance, structuring and advising financial support schemes to the monitoring of energy savings”. 
Further administrative and technical support is foreseen for local administrations as part of individual 
renovation programmes. The NRRP includes the creation of two programmes for the development of 
building information management skills expected to form part of university education. Programmes for 
the wider upskilling of energy and construction professionals are not part of the plan, which is considered 
a serious problem as the construction sector faces serious issues both in terms of number of workers and, 
even more importantly, in terms of skills and qualification. To this end, ensuring further training 
opportunities is crucial for the success of the programmes”.  (ComAct Deliverable 3.2, 2022, p.14) 

 

Besides the national actions, the ComAct project has also actively supported the establishment of a resource 

centre in Bulgaria. In Burgas, one of its pilot areas, the Energy Office started to operate at the beginning of 2022 

as a virtual one (phone and e- mail). The objective was to be recognized as a single point in Burgas for providing 

accurate and up-to-date information related to programmes and financing of energy efficiency measures. At the 

end of 2022, a physical office opened. So far about 4000 people passed through the office, most of them looking 

for administrative assistance in preparing the documents for applying to the National Renovation Programme. 

Picture 5. The Energy Office in Burgas 
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While there is no need to have a strict guidance on how resource centres/one-stop shops should operate - quite 

the opposite, there is merit in the flexibility and adaptability of the form - there are underlying questions to be 

discussed to better see their aims and target their operations. These are the following: 

 What entity should be responsible to run the one-stop shops? 

 To what extent can they function without an available national/regional subsidy system?   

 How detailed/standardised can their counselling be? 

 

Who should run these resource centres/one-stop shops? 

While the ComAct project in its application clearly foresaw the resource centres as entities functioning within a 

municipal structure, the project’s operation as well as other experience show that depending on the exact target 

groups and the institutional environment there are various options for a resource centre or one-stop shop to 

operate well.  

In a well-functioning decentralised system, municipalities are ideally positioned to operate a one-stop shop. This 

gives them a very good leverage to support energy efficiency investments of various scales in their jurisdiction, 

and allows them to reach out to energy poor households. Importantly, such a set-up has the added advantage of 

being able to connect these investments and the available subsidies to other programs run by the municipalities 

- both in the field of housing or social allowance provisions - supporting a holistic approach in the acceleration of 

energy transition for residential buildings. Furthermore, such a structure makes it possible to provide services 

largely free of charge, on a non-profit basis. While municipalities might be interested to set up such an office on 

their own, given the high associated costs their interest in operating one is higher if they are given a managing 

or administrative role in the state-financed large-scale subsidy programs, as it is the case in Vilnius, Lithuania.  

 

Inspirational Case 4: Vilnius’s one-stop-shop 
 
Atnaujinkime miesta’ (‘Let’s renovate the city’) is a public, non-profit institution established in 2007 by 

Vilnius City Municipality, and appointed as an Administrator for the fulfilment of the Vilnius City Energy 

Efficiency Program. 

In December 2019, the institution started operating as a one-stop-shop (OSS) where residents can find all 

information and services they require to implement renovation projects from a single source. 

The institution provides a wide range of services that cover the overall customer journey, starting from 

the proactive engagement with homeowners, provision of building refurbishment project management, 

and coordination of the refurbishment process on behalf of the homeowners until completion. 

The main objectives of the institution include the promotion of energy efficiency in multi-apartment 

buildings and contribution to the reduction of environmental pollution, also contributing to the 

development of the market for the modernization of buildings, encouraging residents to take good care 

of their homes and common public spaces, and to foster the sense of community among residents. 
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Sometimes stable financing is not available for resource centres. In this case project-based operation with or 

without the help of an NGO is also an option for municipalities. This setup gives more space for experimentation, 

however the lack of long-term secure financing limits its impact and questions the sustainability of such an 

endeavour. The EU-financed RenoHub project in Hungary assisted and financially supported setting up one-stop 

shops in various Hungarian settlements. Some were run by private contractors, while others were secured inside 

municipalities. The exact agreement everywhere has been different. Six months after the project’s ending some 

offices have closed, and the main question remains how the effort can be sustained.  

NGOs and housing cooperatives can also run resource centres, with the added advantage of many of them having 

a well-educated staff to rely on for the topic of energy efficiency. Both the Macedonian and the Ukrainian pilot 

teams of ComAct have shown that these organisations are capable of securing funding, and fulfilling the functions 

of a resource centre over a long period of time. Their direct connection to residents also makes them a perfect 

candidate to run a one-stop shop. This has been confirmed by the Macedonian project partners, who - despite 

having established resource centres at supportive municipalities - found that resource centres with both an 

advocacy, counselling and research focus are better placed within well-funded NGOs. In a municipality people 

hired for this purpose often have multiple tasks and lack the necessary budget to work.  

Besides the above listed examples, there are other options available, where different actors - including private 

ones - cooperate in establishing and running a resource centre. The variety of models allows an easy adaptation 

to the local requirements, financing possibilities and expectations. Often a close cooperation between various 

public bodies yields results, maximizing the outreach possibilities and making good use of existing expertise. In 

Tauragé, Lithuania there is a cooperation agreement between the heating company, the municipality, and the 

local library. The latter serves as the information point, where after some basic inquiries an appointment can be 

made with an energy advisor. The adviser is then provided by the heating company, which also manages the state-

supported energy subsidy program locally. 

Despite the numerous options and the local variability of the setups, some basic fundamental statements can be 

made about resource centres and one-stop shops. It is certain that the more public funding goes into them the 

more widespread their services can be. Furthermore, their longevity seems to be better ensured with public 

funding. With the increase of private funding counselling costs need to be introduced, which in turn can adversely 

influence the social composition of the clients. Additionally, a challenge with private sector partners can be that 

they see one-stop shops as an investment using them as a communication channel to advertise their products 

and services 

In a municipal setting, the dangers lie elsewhere: unless there is a clearly dedicated staff with separate funding, 

there is always the possibility that objectives of a one-stop shop get re-evaluated and re-regulated. This can be 

especially true under circumstances of fiscal austerity, or of a process of centralisation that leads to depriving 

municipalities of their resources.      

Is the success of resource centres subsidy dependent? 

Besides its positioning in the institutional system, there are other factors determining the long-term success of 

resource centres. One of these seems to be the availability of subsidies for the renovation of residential buildings. 

Examples show that resource centres have a high impact on energy efficient interventions when a subsidy scheme 
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exists, since residential interest seems to be strongly dependent on the availability of subsidies. In the case of 

Burgas, where the municipality set up the Energy Office that is a one-stop shop, during the period of no subsidies 

the interests decreased substantially. Similarly in Budapest, where no national renovation subsidies are available, 

at the one-stop shop financed by the RenoHub project interest moderately peaked right after the energy crisis, 

when people were concerned about the upcoming winter. When people were less worried about the energy prices 

in spring 2023 the number of clients decreased to a minimum. The same can be observed In North Macedonia, 

where resource centres were opened in two municipalities (Karpoš and Kavadarci), but their ‘turnover’ has been 

very low as there are practically no financial tools available to boost the renovation process.    

One solution to the problem lies in re-evaluating what resource centres can do: once they don’t only concentrate 

on counselling, but widen their scope of activities to include awareness raising and research -  like the example 

of Habitat Macedonia shows - their success and impact becomes less dependent on the overall national set up 

of subsidies. 

An additional type of consideration includes the assessment of target groups. Reaching out towards energy poor 

households - who are often less likely to visit one-stop shops on their own initiative - can still create impact, even 

if the lack of subsidies hinder large scale interventions. Small measures can be useful in creating savings, and thus 

also lead the way to a more energy conscious lifestyle. This is the case in district 8 in Budapest, where municipal 

tenants applying for housing refurbishment funding were obliged to visit the RenoPont before, which is the one-

stop shop operating on the premises of the municipality.   

The dilemma of standardisation: how detailed can counselling be? 

The final question about resource centres regards their counselling services: how deep they should go, when and 

from whom they should ask compensation for their services. There is no final answer to these questions, rather, 

as well as in case of other considerations, this remains an issue to be solved on a case-by-case basis, weighting 

on each occasion the advantages and disadvantages. 

The more in-depth a counselling service goes, the longer time it takes, the more public money is necessary to cover 

its costs. Economic feasibility of this investment is hard to gauge at this point, but it seems that for residents in a 

problematic building stock, many of whom are also energy poor, personalised long-term counselling is necessary. 

Thus, standard solutions could be applicable for less complicated cases, however for social and technical 

challenges additional public funding should be made available, which allows their professional support from the 

one-stop-shop.  

4. Recommendations for different levels 

As was conceptualised in chapter 2.2, energy poverty at building level affects those building communities that 

are not able to implement a deep renovation even if they could  benefit from a well-designed mainstream subsidy 

programme. We have seen in countries of Central and Eastern Europe (even outside the ComAct countries like 

Poland, Czechia, Slovakia) that mainstream programmes can lead to the substantial renovation of the multi-

family housing stock (reaching 30-60% of the units), but this is not enough for reaching the environmental goals 

set on EU level, and most importantly climate neutrality by 2050. Furthermore, many are left behind, so it fails 
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the just transition principles. Thus, to achieve this double aim, an innovation that includes both technical 

and  financial tools and community activation is needed. These new solutions and methods need to have an 

effect on various levels, thus impacting European, national and local policies. In general, a more holistic approach 

is needed in guiding, subsidising and monitoring deep renovation of the multi-family residential stock. Such a 

holistic approach has several elements, most importantly: 

 tackling structural deficiencies parallel with energy efficiency interventions;  

 expanding the spatial dimension of interventions that considers neighbourhood structures (like district 

heating or energy supply) together with the building ones; 

 incorporating a long-term perspective that creates a logical roadmap on building and neighbourhood 

level to reach the 2050 goals; 

 applying complex financial schemes that incorporate social dimensions and technical dimensions as well; 

 Creating complex technical assistance schemes that involve financial institutions, technical support 

entities, public institutions and homeowner associations alike.  

Thinking systematically and applying a holistic approach are important attributes of a successful renovation 

process that serves everyone, not only the easy to reach targets. However, we have to be aware of the fact that 

holistic implementation processes have fiscal and procedural preconditions, taking into account that some final 

beneficiaries might be lacking both the necessary resources and the social capital to engage. Thus, the public 

sector has to create a complex ecosystem around the renovation process. 

The following recommendations - divided among EU, national and local levels - take this holistic and complex 

approach as a basis, and provide advice on how various levels can support the conception and management of 

such a program the best way.  

4.1. Recommendations on EU level 

Recommendations for the EU level start from the fact that the main legislative framework for residential building 

renovation on EU level is already set. In 2023, the Energy Efficiency Directive, the Renewable Energy Directive, 

the Regulation on the Social Climate Fund entered into force, and the recast procedure on the Energy 

Performance of Buildings Directive is close to final. Furthermore, several guidelines and policy documents have 

already been developed. As a result the focus of activities on European level should now be about influencing the 

implementation on a national level.  

The national documents (e.g. National Energy and Climate Plans, National Building Renovation Plans, National 

Plans for the Social Climate Fund, operational programmes) will be supervised and verified by the European 

Commission and this provides an opportunity for the European organisations to check whether the principles set 

in Regulations and Directives are properly followed. In case of the renovation of the privately owned multi-family 

apartment buildings we suggest checking the following items in the national documents:  

 whether the concept of household level energy poverty is defined properly; 

 whether the worst performing 43% of the residential stock is defined properly including its renovation’s 

cost efficiency and regional development indications, 
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 whether the subsidy schemes reflect on the ‘buildings’ technical deficiencies first, energy efficiency next, 

energy source last’ principle; 

 whether energy poverty is properly linked to building renovation in case of multi-family apartment 

buildings in the National Social Climate plans; 

 whether the mainstream subsidy schemes encourage the operation of the market-based financial 

mechanisms, while provide additional incentives to implement high-cost interventions with long 

payback times; 

 whether there are targeted subsidy programs in place for the vulnerable population segments;  

 whether there is a strong cooperation between social and energy related public actors in the design and 

implementation of renovation measures; 

 whether proper institutional and human resource capacities are planned to assist  people and 

communities;   

 whether the monitoring is embedded into the renovation subsidy schemes; 

 whether the different EU resources (e.g. Structural Funds, Recovery and Resilience Facility, Social 

Climate Fund) are aligned to each other and do not create parallel, but rather complementary 

structures.   

4.2. Recommendations on national level 

The member states of the European Union have received (or hopefully will receive in the future) substantial 

financial resources from the EU to co-finance energy efficient interventions in the residential sector. Thus, 

member states have a substantial leeway to accelerate the renovation process and, besides setting up 

mainstream support schemes, to conceptualise and implement technical, financial and procedural innovations 

to include the energy poor buildings into the renovation process.   

With regard to technical considerations 

We firmly believe in reconceptualising technical requirements and thinking about the energy efficient renovation 

process as part of a general reconstruction of the housing stock, which includes the structural elements that may 

only be indirectly connected to energy efficiency. As it was already described, the guidelines and financial 

schemes should follow the ‘buildings’ technical deficiencies first, energy efficiency next, energy source last’ 

principle.   

This should be reflected in Renovation Passports/Roadmaps for which national guidelines can be issued that 

include concrete examples about the trade-offs in renovations, like between creating a centralised heating 

system or promoting individual heat pumps.   

The transition from fossil fuel-based energy sources to electricity and renewables requires an area-based energy 

infrastructure planning, for which the incentives can be set on a national level. Legal barriers against solar panels 

in multi-family environments have to be removed and the concept of energy communities should be developed 

and strengthened instead.   

There are very specific indicators set in EU policy documents about decreased primary and final energy 

consumption in the residential sector and the share of renewables to be applied. It will not be possible to reach 
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these goals in case the renovation interventions are not monitored properly, thus monitoring systems have to 

be embedded into the legal and financial frameworks.    

As the technical quality of interventions can be questionable even in countries with well-established renovation 

schemes, the qualification and requalification of the labour force for construction as well as the certification of 

installers is a crucial issue.  

With regard to financial considerations 

As was already highlighted, deep renovation has a decades-long payback time. Moreover, the projects often need 

to consider parallel structural interventions that have no financial return in the same way energy efficiency 

interventions do. Thus, these interventions cannot be handled exclusively by market forces, as public support 

becomes essential. Member states should set up mainstream support schemes, that:  

 are long-term, reliable and predictable, as decision making and preparation in a HOA environment takes 

years and only long-term financing schemes can provide enough incentives for a cautious preparation 

process on a massive scale. In addition, predictable subsidy schemes have a less harmful effect on 

artificial price increase;  

 include related structural interventions (but cannot be used exclusively for structural interventions); 

 complement market-based solutions like green loans or energy efficiency obligations schemes; 

 provide grants in a form of upfront payment and subsidised loans in a form of long-term guaranteed 

loans; 

 provide higher subsidy rates in case of complex interventions; 

 have a wide range of eligible costs besides the interventions themselves, including technical assistance, 

project management, or project monitoring; 

 require cautious monitoring with regard to the energy saved and the quality of work implemented.  

Mainstream subsidy schemes should include complementary schemes to poor households. Poor households need 

additional financial support - up to 100% - but the identification of eligible households should be as efficient as 

possible, even if we are aware that there will be households who are needy on paper but more affluent in reality. 

Creating a new evaluation mechanism for measuring low income might result in high transaction costs. Thus 

relying on social allowance schemes that are already operational like heating compensation or housing allowance 

might be much more cost efficient for finding the most needy.  

With regard to community-related considerations 

The first pre-condition of well-functioning building communities is the proper legal framework for the operation 

of homeowner associations. Major or deep renovations cannot be implemented in case 100% of the owners have 

to agree on it, in case HOAs cannot enter into contracts, in case HOAs cannot have bank accounts and cannot 

take joint loans. All these conditions are subject to national legislation, which have to be settled first.  

As part of the legislation, the position of the housing managers can also be strengthened on national level by 

requiring certain qualification for the occupation on the one hand, but also including manager’s costs as eligible 

in national subsidy schemes, thus acknowledging that the preparation and implementation of the renovation 

process is an extra effort that has to be paid.  



 

36 

 

Fostering community development can be implemented best at local level, as communities are closer to the local 

level actors. However, as the Bulgarian example shows, there might be national level efforts to establish or co-

finance regional or micro-regional level one-stop shops. In addition, the concept of one-stop shops can be 

strengthened by national legislations and guidelines. OSSs may have an official role in the implementation of 

national subsidy schemes as actors that either initiate or monitor the processes.  

4.3. Recommendations on local level  

The recommendations for the local level of governance target the creation of a structure that supports the 

efficient uptake of national funding. At the heart of this recommendation lies the assumption that behind every 

successful local implementation strategy there is a solid network of actors, mostly coordinated by the local 

authority. The network building between the different stakeholders and the ability to maintain this network is the 

first step in a long line of additional measures, and its early start is an indispensable part for a successful uptake 

of targeted subsidies by the households and buildings, but it is also important for finding vulnerable consumers 

and energy poor households. The stakeholders include building managers, NGOs, contractors and various public 

institutions. 

This network can be beneficial to elaborate on strategic and technical plans on neighbourhood and building level. 

As emphasised in chapter 3.1, the transition from fossil fuel-based heating systems to electricity and renewables 

requires building level and neighbourhood level planning that can only be implemented by the local 

municipalities. Special emphasis has to be put on the modernisation of the district heating plants and 

infrastructures that are frequently in municipal hands.   

Supplementing the renovation network is necessary to strengthen capacities within a municipality, building 

better cooperation between the various municipal departments. Giving up the silo approach to internal 

management, and adapting a strong interdepartmental cooperation instead allows tackling the social and planning 

aspects of interventions in a holistic way. Additionally, building up specialised local capacities to improve the 

outreach towards energy poor households, and implementing targeted support actions for buildings with a high 

share of municipally owned apartments and/or energy poor households further contributes to increasing 

investments into the local housing stock. 

Outreach can mean many different things locally, which include educational and awareness raising campaigns, 

support for building managers and their provision with technical and financial information to ease their work. 

However, it also includes attending annual meetings in multi-family buildings, and cooperating with the local 

social service providers to inform and support vulnerable households the best possible way. 

Setting up one-stop-shops/ resource centres is ultimately the best solution to provide counselling for the local 

residents. There are various ways to operate these centres, but generally, the more in-depth this counselling is 

and the lower the associated costs are, the likelihood of the impactful operation of these centres increases. 

However, the provision of information alone can be the source of empowerment, and these one-stop shops can 

become essential players in community building, even without reaching out directly. The situation is different 

under economic hardships, when reaching out to vulnerable communities becomes inevitable, requiring an 

enlarged human resources capacity. 
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Finally, if there is financial possibility, local subsidy schemes work really well, when it comes to engaging citizens 

in energy efficient interventions. Depending on the fiscal options of the municipality, the size of this local support 

can vary. However, experience shows that providing additional local support to the national subsidy program is 

typically very productive, increasing public interest and engagement in the local subsidy scheme.    

Eventually, the exact setup of how a local authority supports energy efficient renovations should depend on the 

specific local circumstances, the national subsidy systems and the institutional setup. However, regardless of the 

local development trajectory, all the above listed recommendations presuppose capacity building at the local 

level: strengthening the current workforce with new employees with specialised knowledge and a clear mandate 

to improve the local energy transition and support the vulnerable groups. 
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