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Evaluation of climate change mitigation 
policies in Ireland’s built environment 
sector 
 

1. Sectoral overview 

The National Mitigation Plan (NMP) defines the built 
environment as Ireland’s building stock, meaning 
residential housing, commercial buildings, industrial 
buildings, and public buildings.  

The building stock in Ireland consists of 2,003,645 
residential dwellings, 109,000 commercial buildings, 
and public buildings which include approximately 
3,700 schools and 45 hospitals. Emissions arising 
from the built environment according to Ireland’s 
Final Greenhouse Gas Emissions 1990-2018 report 
are as follows: 6.197 MtCO2eq for residential, and 
0.980 MtCO2eq for public services. 

2. Policies and measures in place 

Local authorities (some with assistance from energy 
agencies located within their boundaries) have 
implemented policies and measures that are focused 
on reducing emissions from social housing and 
buildings owned and operated by the councils (i.e. 
leisure centres, libraries, and fire stations). The NMP 
contains 28 actions and 23 measures related to the 
built environment that are concerned with reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from the building stock, 
and improving energy efficiency. There are few 
measures that focus on behaviour change. 
Furthermore, there are no measures that address GHG 
emissions stemming from consumption of goods and 
services and other day-to-day activities.  

A wide range of policies and measures have been 
introduced, including: Better Energy Homes; Better 
Energy Warmer Homes; Better Energy Communities; 
Social Housing Upgrades; Guidelines on Quality 
Housing and Sustainable Communities; Green Public 
Procurement; Accelerated Capital Allowance; 
Building Energy Rating (BER) Certificates; Part L of 
the Building Regulations; the Energy Efficiency 
Obligation Scheme; the Large Industry Energy 
Network & SME Support; Qualibuild; the Public 
Sector Energy Efficiency Strategy; the House of 
Tomorrow & Low Carbon Homes Scheme; the 
‘Power of One’ information campaign; and the 
HARP/ Boiler Efficiency information campaign. 

3. Evaluation of existing policies 

3.1 Effectiveness and efficiency 

The absence of baseline data for the various measures 
presents challenges in measuring effectiveness and 
efficiency. The Annual Report 2017 on Public Sector 
Energy Efficiency Performance from SEAI shows 
that in 2017 the total primary energy use for the public 
sector was 9,375 GWh amounting to €563,000,000 in 
energy costs. Compared to 2016, energy consumption 
was reduced by 2,336 GWh, achieving savings of 
€133,000,000, resulting in a saving of 520,000 tonnes 
of CO2.  

3.2 Distributional impacts 

Understanding the impact of actions and measures 
geographically, socially and economically is valuable 
in assessing the outcomes and, critically, provides a 
means for holistically evaluating an action or 
measure. For the built environment, data is readily 
available on the housing stock in Ireland by county. It 
is possible to evaluate the impact of energy efficiency 
and retrofit programmes on the physical housing 
stock in terms of geography.  However, it is more 
challenging to obtain other relevant data such as 
energy use per household or income, which would 
allow for more detailed assessment of the social and 
economic impacts of actions and measures.  
Households with financial means to undertake energy 
efficiency upgrades are well-placed to do so, while 
low income households avail of the better energy 
warmer homes scheme. Households with incomes 
that do not fall into either category are not catered for 
by either programme.  It is not known if these 
households have undertaken retrofits, or not.   

3.3 Coherence and relevance 

The actions and measures in place respond to 
directives from the EU with regards to energy 
efficiency, and as such are relevant and align.  
However, the actions and measures are narrowly 
focussed both in terms of instrument and target group, 
as well as the options for achieving emissions 



 

reduction. The actions and measures tend to be 
directly linked to a measure of energy from which to 
calculate GHG savings.  This ignores the bigger 
picture and the interaction of the actions and 
measures in the broader system, namely the costs of 
housing. While there are measures that aim to 
increase energy awareness by requiring sellers of 
homes and landlords to advertise BERs, this has little 
effect in an affordability crisis when demand is high. 
BER Registration has dropped in the last few years 
(peak in 2014 with 110,173 assessments recorded) 
while house prices and rent have increased by 
approximately 56% and 75% respectively and 
vacancy has decreased by 20.3% from 2011.  

There is a call for GHGs to be measured based on 
actual consumption. Although challenging to carry 
out, doing so would highlight areas where there is a 
deficit of policy actions and measures.  As while a 
better BER rating may be a worthwhile objective, 
there is still a need to address consumption behaviour, 
as energy efficiency might lead to induced demand 
for energy, by way of encouraging individuals to be 
less concerned about how much they are using by 
leaving the lights on.  This would be mitigated by 
information campaigns similar to the Power of One  

3.4 Governance 

The breadth and depth of stakeholders involved in 
addressing emissions from the built environment in 
Ireland is a complex and we have attempted to 
synthesize a simplified stakeholder map which can be 
found in the final report.  In this we have included the 
actions and measures for which specific stakeholders 
are responsible.   

4. Recommendations 

The actions and measures currently in place need to 
be strengthened.  Further actions and measures, and 
their evaluation, would benefit from the following: 

  Data: The data that is available of a quantitative 
nature focused on the cost of an action. Data 
should be broadened to include aspects of what 

was done, who was impacted, and other 
qualitative factors. This could be done by the 
Department of Housing, Planning and Local 
Government (DHPLG) and SEAI in partnership 
with the Irish Green Building Council (IGBC). 
This will enable a deeper understanding of an 
action’s impact and could guide future actions. 

 Better tracking of buildings: Data needs to be 
collected on how many dwellings individuals 
have retrofitted and/or constructed in a given 
year; as well as the type of dwelling, its BER 
rating and location. This could be done by 
DHPLG and SEAI in partnership with IGBC.  
This could help to capture households that are 
undertaking retrofits outside of the BEH.  

 Smart metering:  Smart metering will enable 
householders to better manage their energy use, 
and will provide data on progress towards 
targets, though alone they may not achieve 
significant behaviour change and may need to be 
combined with other behaviour change 
measures.  Lastly, it will be important to pay 
attention to concerns about data privacy.  

 Options for financing: It is evident that while a 
grant is beneficial in undertaking retrofits, 
having to pay for the upfront costs of the 
upgrades is a barrier. It would be advisable to 
explore the potential of alternative financing 
mechanisms to align with financial capacity of 
households, such as green energy bonds, energy 
efficient mortgages, and low interest loans. 

A final recommendation is made with regards to 
landlords.  From the available data it is evident that 
landlords do not participate in the BEH programme 
even though they are eligible to do so. Furthermore, 
tenants are also eligible to apply for upgrades, but 
they do not. The government is proposing to provide 
assistance to landlords to undertake upgrades. 
Acknowledging the existing housing crisis, 
specifically the rising costs and demands for housing 
in the rental market, the government needs to 
carefully consider the design and implementation of 
policies targeting landlords.  
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