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The Architects’ Council of Europe (ACE) 

is the European organisation representing 

the architectural profession at European level.  Its 

headquarters and Secretariat are located in Brussels.  

Its growing membership consists of Member 

Organisations, which are the nationally representative 

regulatory and professional bodies of all European Union 

(EU) Member States, Accession States, Switzerland and 

Norway. Through them, it represents the interests of about 

480,000 architects. 

The principal function of the ACE is to monitor 

developments at EU level, seeking to influence those 

areas of EU Policy and legislation that have an impact 

on architectural practice and on the overall quality and 

sustainability of the built environment.

For further information go to: www.ace-cae.eu 
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ACE Declaration 
on Architecture 
and Sustainability

We, leaders and representatives of the architectural 
profession believe that the design of the built environment 
has a profound role to play in ensuring the survival of 
the human race and thousands of other living species, 
the integrity of the earth and its biodiversity and the heritage 
of future generations currently threatened by climate change 
and unsustainable development.

We are conscious that buildings account for almost half of the 
primary energy used in the western world, and if we add to 
that the impact of spatial planning on the movement of people 
and goods our responsibility as built environment profes-
sionals extends even further. Inequitable and unsustainable 
production and consumption patterns exacerbate environ-
mental changes and aggravate poverty in many regions of the 
world. Can we find the collective wisdom to choose a more 
sustainable path of development?

Tyne Cot Visitors Centre, 
Ypres, Belgium     
Govaert and 
Van Houtte,
Architects



6 Sustainable architectural design integrates consideration 
of resource conservation and energy efficiency, healthy 
buildings and materials, ecologically and socially sensitive 
land-use, protection and enhancement of biodiversity and 
an aesthetic sensitivity that inspires, affirms, and ennobles. 
Sustainable architectural design significantly reduces adverse 
human impacts on the natural environment while improving 
quality of life and economic well-being.

Market forces alone cannot ensure sustainable development; 
indeed climate change has been famously described as the 
“greatest market failure ever”. We urge governments to rapidly 
come to a binding, science-based and equitable agreement 
to arrest the increasing concentration of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere. This will enable nations and regions to 
devise and implement the right financial measures and regu-
latory regimes, allow carbon trading and technology transfer 
so as to enable the innovation and development that we need 
and to which the architectural profession is ready to commit. 

We strongly believe that sustainability and whole life value 
analysis of buildings are inseparable and together shift focus 
away from the short-sighted initial cost based approaches 
that have proved so destructive. Construction is a cultural act 
which always has a collective impact and which should fulfil 
human, social and technical functions.

The present environmental, economic and energy crisis 
and the need for sustainable urban development demands 
an approach to architecture and planning that addresses 

both the city and individual buildings as complex interactive 
systems which have symbiotic relationships with their wider 
natural surroundings. It is essential that quality of life is 
de-coupled from the irresponsible use of non-renewable 
resources.

We believe that urgent actions are needed to address these 
fundamental problems and to reverse current trends. 
 

Taking account of:

• The Declaration of Interdependence for a Sustainable   
 Future of the UIA/AIA World Congress of Architects 
 in Chicago, June 1993;

• The ACE Policy on Environment and Sustainable 
 Architecture, April 2007;

• The Leipzig Charter on Sustainable European Cities   
 adopted by the EU Ministers for Urban Development   
 and Territorial Cohesion, May 2007 and its follow-up;

• The Council Conclusions on Architecture: Culture’s 
 Contribution to Sustainable Development, 
 November 2008.

Shopping Arcade 
Renovation, 
Leipzig, Germany     



7Therefore, for our part, the architectural profession 
commits to take the following actions:

1. Change our individual Professional Practices
Place sustainability at the core of our practices and profes-
sional responsibilities, promote and foster appropriate mitiga-
tion and adaptation strategies and develop and continually 
improve practices, procedures, products, curricula, services, 
technology and standards that will enable the implementa-
tion of sustainable design; work to bring all existing and 
future elements of the built environment – in their design, 
production, use, and eventual reuse – up to sustainable 
design standards, working towards the achievement of a zero 
emission built environment.

2. Promote Sustainable Design 
Include energy and environmental performance information 
in all architectural competitions, public architectural awards 
and competitive selection processes, where appropriate as 
an assessment criterion and encourage similar information 
to accompany all published architectural reviews
 
3. Foster Environmental Literacy and Competence
Support the creation of programmes to teach sustainable 
design skills to all undergraduate and graduate students of 
urban design and architecture, and encourage continuing 
professional education and research in relevant areas.   

4. Practice Institutional Leadership 
Set an example of environmental corporate responsibility by 
establishing policies and practices of resource conservation, 

recycling, waste reduction, and environmentally sound opera-
tions in the professions’ institutions and organisations.   

5. Collaborate for Interdisciplinary Approaches 
Convene sister professions and industry interests to develop 
interdisciplinary approaches to curricula, research initiatives 
and industry practices that support an environmentally 
sustainable future; and seek to establish policies, regulations 
and practices in government and business that ensure 
sustainable design becomes normal practice.

6. Broaden Service and Outreach Nationally 
and Internationally 
Work with national and 
international organisations 
to promote a worldwide 
effort toward a sustainable 
future. 

foRum, Rum, Austria     
Richard Freisinger and 
Hanspeter Gruber,
Architects
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ACE Policy on 
Architecture and 
Sustainability

Energy Efficiency and the Built Environment: 
Proposal for an action strategy

Introduction and Background

The building industry has a key role to play in any agenda 
for sustainable development for the 21st century. The built 
environment represents a substantial and relatively stable 
environmental resource. Most buildings survive for several 
decades, and very many survive for centuries. As the commu-
nity’s principal physical asset, getting good value requires 
that the building’s full life cycle be considered, avoiding short-
sighted attempts to merely minimise initial cost. A strategy 
on sustainable development will seek to prolong the life of 
existing structures, and indeed to prolong the utilisation of 
the materials with which they were originally constructed. 
Adaptation is usually preferable to new building, and 
upgrading of performance usually represents an efficient 
deployment of resources. 

Greenhouse, 
Czech Republic     
P H Devignes,
Architect



9Buildings impact upon the environment at several levels, 
including the city and region, the estate and neighbourhood, 
the individual building and in relation to the materials, 
components, and systems of which buildings are made. It is 
important to consider the full life-cycle dimension, as noted 
already. For instance, there are consequences following on 
choices in relation to materials: the extraction, processing, 
manufacturing impacts; their energy ‘intensity’; the emissions 
associated with certain materials; and maintenance, demoli-
tion, recycling, and disposal of construction products. Again, 
in relation to design decisions which affect fuel usage, 
consider: pollutant emissions to the atmosphere; the amount 
of primary energy consumption; fuel extraction/harvesting, 
processing, and distribution – all have far-reaching impacts.

A sustainability ethos in building will require the considera-
tion of environmental implications associated with design, 
construction and operation of buildings. The appropriate use 
of local construction materials will be indicated as first choice. 
The logic at the macro level lies in the conservation of fossil 
fuels and the avoidance of associated pollution and global 
warming. At the local level, favouring indigenous production 
helps to sustain livelihoods, crafts and trades. 
Generally speaking, the use of local resources also contrib-
utes to a regional expression of buildings, thus fostering 
a sense of place in the built environment.

Energy is a key part (though only part) of the sustainability 
issue. Buildings account for close to half of all energy 
consumption in the EU. Very considerable opportunities exist 

to improve the energy performance of European buildings. 
Many of the opportunities will not be exploited (especially 
in existing buildings) if primitive market forces alone are relied 
upon to determine the optimal investment in energy saving 
and the full costs of external impacts remain unstated. 
Pressures for change include security of supply, fuel prices, 
environmental considerations and consumer demands. 
This is resulting in more stringent and more extensive building 
performance standards, among other responses designed 
to ensure that the EU will meet international treaty obligations 
to limit greenhouse gas emissions and for other reasons 
of public policy.

But national and local building legislation and regulations 
are minima and can often, in practice, represent a series of 
barriers to minimalist adaptation of existing buildings 
to new uses. For instance, flexibility of standards imposed 
with regard to the loading of floors and the fire performance 
of traditionally-constructed ceilings and solid joinery could 
make it possible to extend the useful life of sound existing 
construction, with the additional advantage that pleasant 
proportions and details can be retained. It is crucial that 
regulations are intelligently designed.

The design and construction of a building which takes optimal 
advantage of its environment need not impose any significant 
additional capital cost, and although it may require somewhat 
increased resources to design compared to more highly-
engineered ‘conventional’ buildings it should be significantly 
cheaper to operate. 

Fingal County Office, 
Ireland     
Bucholz McEvoy,
Architects



10 Energy and sustainability issues cannot be considered 
only in their technical dimensions as of their nature these 
approaches and systems can have profound architectural 
implications. A criticism which can fairly be levelled at many 
early solar buildings, for instance, is that sometimes practically 
all other considerations were made subservient to energy 
‘collection’. It must be emphasised that energy efficient archi-
tecture and sustainable building is not a style, as will be evident 
from consideration of successful case studies. The spatial 
experience in a more sustainable architecture is not neces-
sarily distinctive: except in so far as passive solar buildings, 
buildings designed to be responsive to climate and ambient 
conditions, may generate interiors with a dynamic quality 
informed by changes in daylight and the sun’s availability 
and position, with spaces featuring a sense of the diurnal 
and seasonal changes in the surrounding environment.

The process of moving towards more sustainable forms 
of development might be treated in a way analogous to 
biological systems, not only in terms of their complexity but also 
the process of evolution of ecologies. Complexities develop 
and the system as a whole moves over time towards greater 
diversity and develops a symbiotic and sustainable relationship 
with its environment. It is not that biological organisms find 
environments and either adapt themselves to the environment 
or die. They actually construct their environment. Likewise, the 
relationship of buildings to the environment is not one of adap-
tation, but more of construction. The environment in which one 
builds is itself built to design, and goes beyond building solely in 
response to the existing conditions of a given site or situation.

The present environmental and energy situation and the 
need for sustainable urban development demands an approach 
to planning and architecture that addresses both the city and 
the individual building as complex interactive systems which 
have symbiotic relationships with their wider surroundings, 
and which utilises methods such as ecological footprinting 
to make explicit the relationships between urban resource 
use and the available supporting productive land.

Library,
Architecture Museum, 
Stockholm, Sweden     
Rafael Moneo,
Architect
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The Context for European Architects

For several years the ACE has been actively involved in 
a process of analysis and action at the European level that, 
among other things, has been aimed at promoting archi-
tecture as an important part of European citizens’ quality of 
life, through diverse economic, social and cultural elements. 
Another purpose of these actions has been to reassert the 
central role of architects in helping to ensure sustainable, 
high-quality construction that satisfies the aspirations and 
needs of clients while preserving the public interest. 

The action strategy proposed below is directly related to 
the approach taken through the publication of the ACE 
policy book ‘Architecture and Quality of Life’ (2004), the ACE’s 
commitment to various research and demonstration activities, 
and in particular in this context the important publication ‘
A Green Vitruvius’ (1999), available in several languages.

Among the key messages of ‘Architecture and the Quality 
of Life’ is:

The sustainability of public and private buildings and the 
security of public spaces strongly influence the well being 
of citizens and thus the social structure of society.  It is 
therefore necessary to ensure that all aspects of sustainability 
– socio-economic, cultural and environmental – are taken into 
account in the development of the living environment.  

In 1993 the global architectural profession made a commit-
ment in the ‘Declaration of Interdependence for a Sustainable 
Future’ at the UIA1 World Congress in Chicago. More recently 
some ACE Member Organisations have adopted important 
policy initiatives with regard to sustainability and architectural 
practice.  One example is the adoption, in October 2006 by 
the RIBA2 Council of Contraction and Convergence as the 
basis for the Institute’s policy to guide targets for reductions in 
emissions. The concept of Contraction and Convergence is 
an internationally supported philosophy for countering climate 
change and requires a global agreement on the levels of 
annual global emissions required to remain within safe levels 
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.  

1 International Union of Architects

2 Royal Institute of British Architects

Contempory Art Centre, 
Santiago De Compostela,
Spain    
Alvaro Siza Vieira,
Architect



12 By adopting Contraction and Convergence as one element 
of a four-part policy proposal the RIBA aims to achieve 
greater public awareness of the threat that climate change 
poses and it is using the policy to lobby influential organisa-
tions and government.  Another example is the recent 
production, by the CNOA3 in France of an informative and 
instructive DVD on the topic of sustainable development.  
The DVD sets out the policy of the CNOA and provides 
documentaries on several examples of good practice that 
will permit its members to learn in detail about the benefits 
of adopting a sustainability-oriented approach to their work.

Several recent important developments at the European 
Union level offer a favourable context for the launch of 
specific actions in the EU and in individual Member States.

The European Context

In its Green Paper of 8 March 2006, “A European strategy 
for sustainable, competitive and secure energy” [COM(2006) 
105 final] the European Commission proposed a common 
European energy policy to enable Europe to face the energy 
supply challenges of the future and the effects these will have 
on growth and the environment. The EU must act quickly and 
effectively in six priority areas, according to the European 
Commission, to ensure that it has an energy supply which 
is sustainable, competitive and secure. The internal market, 
energy efficiency, research and an external policy will all 
contribute to making Europe a strong player on the 
international stage. The Commission asks the Member States 

to do everything in their power to implement a European 
energy policy built on three core objectives:

• sustainability 
 to actively combat climate change by promoting   
 renewable energy sources and energy efficiency;
• competitiveness 
 to improve the efficiency of the European energy grid   
 by creating a truly competitive internal energy market;
• security of supply 
 to better coordinate the EU’s supply of and demand   
 for energy within an international context.

The first is of special relevance to architects and the 
construction sector.

The EU has formulated a long-term strategy to dovetail 
the policies for economically, socially and environmentally 
sustainable development, its goal being sustainable 
improvement of the well-being and standard of living of 
current and future generations. In the Communication from 
the Commission of 15th May 2001 “A Sustainable Europe for 
a Better World: A European Union Strategy for Sustainable 
Development” (Commission’s proposal to the Gothenburg 
European Council) [COM(2001) 264] and the Communication 
from the Commission of 13 December 2005 on the review of 
the Sustainable Development Strategy - A platform for action 
(COM(2005) 658] a strategy for sustainable development is 
outlined, which adds a third, environmental, dimension to the 
Lisbon strategy, and is designed to be a catalyst for policy 
makers and public opinion, to change society’s behaviour. 

3 Conseil National de l'Ordre des Architectes

Haus Im Puls,
Neusiedl Am See, 
Austria     
Habritter Hillerbrand,
Architects



13It is built around cross-cutting proposals, measures to attain 
long-term objectives and effective preparation and monitoring 
of policies. 
All of these may be seen as contributions to the European 
Commission’s package of measures, published in 2007, 
to establish a new Energy Policy for Europe to combat climate 
change and boost the EU’s energy security and competitive-

when an international agreement is reached on the post-2012 
framework this should lead to a 30% cut in emissions from 
developed countries by 2020. 

Following these propositions, the European Union committed 
itself, in March 2008, to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 
at least 20% by 2020, in particular through energy efficiency 

ness. The package of proposals set a series of ambitious 
targets on greenhouse gas emissions and renewable energy 
and aimed to create a true internal market for energy and 
strengthen effective regulation. The Commission believes that 

measures. In introducing the proposals, the Commissioner 
for Energy Policy, Andris Piebalgs said, “If we take the right 
decisions now, Europe can lead the world to a new industrial 
revolution: the development of a low carbon economy. Our 
ambition to create a working internal market, to promote a 

Dockland Office Building, 
Hamburg, Germany    
Bothe Richter Teherani,
Architect



14 clean and efficient energy mix and to make the right choices 
in research and development will determine whether we lead 
this new scenario or we follow others.”

The adopted package of the European Union 
is based on three central pillars:
1. A true Internal Energy Market
The aim is to give real choice to EU energy users, whether 
citizens or businesses, and to trigger the huge investments 
needed in energy. The EC argues that the single market is 
good not just for competitiveness, but also for sustainability 
and security.

2. Accelerating the shift to low carbon energy
The Package proposes the maintenance of the EU’s position 
as a world leader in renewable energy, by setting a binding 
target whereby 20% of its overall energy mix will be sourced 
from renewable energy by 2020. This will require a massive 
growth in all three renewable energy sectors: electricity, 
biofuels and heating and cooling. This renewables target will 
be supplemented by a minimum target for biofuels of 10%. 
In addition, the 2007 renewables legislative package included 
specific measures to facilitate the market penetration of both 
biofuels and heating and cooling.

Research is also crucial to lower the cost of clean energy 
and to put EU industry at the forefront of the rapidly growing 
low carbon technology sector. To meet these objectives, the 
Commission proposed, and Council adopted, a strategic 
European Energy Technology Plan. The European Union will 

also increase by at least 50% its annual spending on energy 
research for the period 2007-2013.

3. Energy efficiency
The Commission reiterated the objective of saving 20% 
of total primary energy consumption by 2020. If successful, 
this would mean that by 2020 the EU would use approxi-
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mately 13% less energy than today, saving 100 billion euro 
and around 780 million tonnes of CO

2
 each year.

The Commission proposed that the use of fuel efficient 
vehicles for transport is accelerated; tougher standards and 
better labelling be introduced for appliances; improved energy 
performance of the EU’s existing buildings and improved 
efficiency of heat and electricity generation, transmission 
and distribution. The Commission also proposed a new 

international agreement on energy efficiency.
Since the adoption of these binding targets, progress has 
been made by the re-casting or revision of several key EU 
Directives on the energy performance of buildings, on the 
eco-labelling of energy-related products and on the eco-
design of energy using products.  Furthermore, the European 
Economic Recovery Plan, adopted in December 2008, 
foresees substantial investment in the construction sector 
and specifically in the energy efficiency upgrading of existing 
buildings.  In this context all the actors from the construction 
sector have come together to establish, with the European 
Commission, a European Initiative in the form of a Public-
Private Partnership that will steer investment in research and 
development in the field of energy efficiency of buildings.

"Our Dynamic Earth" Building, 
Edimburgh, Scotland
Michael Hopkins & Partners,
Architects

Palace Euro, Prague, 
Czech Republic
DaM s.r.o.,
Architects
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Architect’s Council of Europe

The ACE now commits itself, in terms of that which concerns 
it directly, as well as in conjunction with other interested 
organisations, to an active promotion of the principles of 
sustainable development and to the formulation of proposals 
for concrete action, and to contribute to the implementation 
of agreed proposals. Spheres which will be addressed 
by such actions will include

• At the institutional level
 European Commission, the European Parliament
 and Member States (joint actions at the European level),  
 including through the Council

• At the level of the building sector
 • (ECF) European Construction Forum
 • (ECCREDI) European Council for Construction Research,  
  Development and Innovation
 • (ECTP) European Construction Technology Platform
 • (E2B-EI) Energy Efficient Buildings – European Initiative 
 • Cooperation with related professional 
  organisations (town planners, engineers...)

• At the level of the Member Organisations
 Member architects and students.

Specific early measures will include the inclusion of energy 
and environmental performance information as an assessment 
criterion in all architectural competitions and competitive 
selection processes, the encouragement of similar information 
to accompany all published architectural reviews, and a 
recommendation that such information form an additional 
criterion in selection processes for public architectural awards.

Hellerup Skole, 
Copenhagen, Denmark
Arkitema,
Architects

David Trood, 
Photo


