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Current projections indicate that 70 percent of the world’s population will live in cities by 2050.  Buildings 
form the fabric of these rapidly growing urban landscapes. Climate, energy and economic development 
objectives can only be met if we increase the energy and resource effi ciency of our buildings, thereby 
lowering their environmental impact and their operating costs.  

today, buildings are not being built at scale in an energy and resource effi cient way. this paper reviews 
policy options available to accelerate energy effi ciency improvements in the built environment. many 
developing countries are in the process of developing nationally appropriate mitigation actions (namas), 
low-carbon development plans (lEDs), and actions at the city level to improve the effi ciency of new 
and existing buildings. taken together, namas, lEDs and city actions all offer new opportunities for 
accelerating and scaling up building effi ciency in emerging economies.

this report was made possible thanks to the BCsE, CCaP, wgBC, usgBC and the dedication from countless 
individuals acknowledged in the full report.
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Climate Actions:  
NAMAs for the Built 
Environment

The Design of NAMAs in the United 
Nations Framework Convention  
on Climate Change

At the 2007 Framework Convention on Climate Change Negotiations, 
nations set the stage for   two types of climate actions and structures 
for support, depending on the development level of each country. 
The Bali Action Plan created a process for developing countries 
to submit and undertake nationally appropriate mitigation 
actions (NAMAs) in exchange for financial and technical support 
from developed countries (including support for policy and 
project design and implementation). 

Three years later, in 2010, countries agreed on a package that 
further elaborated elements contained in the Bali Action Plan 
(2007) and the Copenhagen Agreement (2009).1 The Cancun 
Agreement formalized that developed countries would undertake 
quantified economy-wide emissions targets,2 while developing 
countries would undertake NAMAs. NAMAs is an umbrella term 
that can include any voluntary efforts by developing countries to 
deviate from business–as-usual emissions growth by 2020 “in 
the context of sustainable development supported and enabled 
by technology” from developed nations.3   

For the first time, large emerging economies acknowledged their 
mitigation actions under the U.N. Convention on Climate Change.4 

NAMAs are a new concept for policymakers in emerging 
economies as well as donor countries. A compilation of initial 
NAMAs submissions was officially published in March of 2011.5 

Many countries did not submit energy efficient building-related 
NAMAs in this first round of submissions, but are continuing to 
develop NAMAs approaches. Interestingly, many of the NAMAs 
were more directed at changing the energy supply mix – looking 
at cleaner ways of generating electricity – but few looked at ways 
to reduce energy demand over time. Box 1 offers an analysis of 
the initial submissions. Only 10 submissions mention buildings 
explicitly.6 An example of a NAMAs submission from Mongolia is 
shown in Box 2.

Developing countries are designing and 
implementing nationally appropriate 
mitigation actions (NAMAs) as part as 
their voluntary efforts to meet country-
driven climate objectives. 

Emerging examples in developing 
countries, particularly middle-income 
economies, offer an opportunity to 
accelerate the use of NAMAs for the 
built environment for carbon mitigation.

As of March 2011, there were only 10 
NAMAs that mentioned buildings, and 22 
that mentioned energy efficiency, 
indicating that more can be done to plan 
for an energy efficient built environment.

Cities may be key sources of innovation 
and action – many have been 
independently pioneering approaches to 
improve the efficiency and resilience of 
new and existing buildings.

NAMAs, Low-emission Development 
Strategies (LEDS), and city actions offer 
new opportunities for accelerating and 
scaling up building efficiency in 
developing countries due to their 
emphasis on long-term policy planning.
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Box 1. 
 NAMAs for the Built Environment

Box 2. 
Mongolian NAMAs

As of March 2011, nearly 50 developing countries had formally acknowledged their 
NAMAs under the UNFCCC. 

• 22 submissions included energy efficiency NAMAs 

• �10 submissions mentioned buildings explicitly

The Mongolian NAMAs may illustrate their planned actions: 

• �energy efficiency improvements in buildings (improved district  
heating systems) 

• installation of heat and hot water meters in apartments 

• �insulation improvements to existing buildings and new energy efficiency 
standards for new buildings

• improve lighting efficiency in buildings

Developing countries have agreed to measure, report and verify (MRV) mitigation actions 
(NAMAs) that require international support.8 Actions that are domestically supported will be 
monitored, verified and reported at the national level and recorded in a separate section of the 
registry. The Cancun decisions also provide an international registry that will provide information 
on the NAMAs for which international support is sought in the form of technology, finance or 
capacity-building, with the goal of matching actions with potential supporters (see Box 3). A 
process of international consultation and analysis (ICA) of biennial reports by developing 
countries will be designed in 2011, along with the guidelines for matching NAMAs and support 
as well as for MRV.9

Source: Institute for Building Efficiency (2011)

Source: UNFCC website 7



www.InstituteBE.com 	 Institute for Building Efficiency 5

Adaptation and Resilience

Traditionally, international climate negotiations have focused on the reduction of greenhouse 
gases. Today, growing concerns about climate vulnerability have increased the impetus of the 
adaptation agenda. In December 2010, the Cancun Adaptation Framework was established to 
support planning and implementation of adaptation measures in developing countries through 
increased financial and technical support. A work program on how to tackle loss and damage 
from climate change impacts in developing countries was created in Cancun to identify ways of 
managing and reducing climate change risk in developing nations – for example, the design of 
a climate risk insurance facility. The program also includes ways of addressing rehabilitation 
from the impacts of such climate-change-related events as sea-level rise.  

An increased number of countries, such as Bangladesh and Maldives, are in the process of 
designing integrated policies that increase their capacity to adapt to climate change and build 
resilience. These efforts may offer a landing point for further actions on the built environment 
as national and local governments seek to put in place “fit-for-purpose” infrastructure.11 

Cities have historically adapted to changes – adaptation is part of their business-as-usual 
practice – and are uniquely placed to tackle the imperative for building efficiency and resilience, 
perhaps even faster than national governments. Some of the actions cities are to undertake 
include the mainstreaming of climate and disaster risk reduction as factors in urban planning, 

Box 3. 
Mechanisms for Support: Finance, Technology and Capacity Building

International support for NAMAs will come in the form of funding, technological 
cooperation and capacity building. The Cancun Agreement formalized the pledges 
made by developed countries in Copenhagen to:

• �provide $30 billion between 2010-2012

• �jointly mobilize $100 billion a year by 2020 to support climate action needs in 
developing countries 

A significant portion of these funds is expected to flow through the Green Climate Fund 
that is in the process of design and operationalization.

In Cancun, governments also decided to establish a Technology Mechanism to be 
operational by 2012. 

• �A Technology Executive Committee will need to strengthen the  
development and deployment of new technologies and help increase 
investment in technology.  

• �A Climate Technology Centre and Network will facilitate technology networks, 
organizations and initiatives, providing direct assistance to developing 
countries and stakeholder collaboration. 

The structure of the arrangements for capacity building and for monitoring the 
effectiveness of capacity building is to be developed in 2011.

Source: UNFCC website 10
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project design and decision-making.12 Municipalities are often at the forefront of 
innovation on adaptation measures, encouraging cooperation with other cities and 
sharing best practices. City planners and other decision-makers seek to attract 
investment at scale to build infrastructure that can resist potential climate-related 
effects, such as flooding, sea-level rise, and shifts in precipitation.13 The search for new 
mechanisms to finance the “Resilient City” illustrates the stronger emphasis among 
local governments to develop solutions for the urban environment.14

Pathways to low-carbon development 

The concept of low-emissions development first emerged in 2008 in the U.N. international 
climate negotiations15 and has gained traction in the international community ever since. 
Members of the international community are increasingly seeking to build connections 
between sustainable development goals and the mechanisms that can be supported 
through the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).  
Low-emission development plans are also known as “low-carbon growth plans” and 
“low-carbon, climate-resilient strategies”. The goal is to develop a national roadmap 
based on country priorities to guide the shift toward a low-emissions trajectory and a 
climate-resilient economy, following a clear timeframe and long-term implementation 
plan.16 

Fostering growth and development while reducing greenhouse gas emissions and 
climate vulnerability calls for a long-term policy pathway. Models based on ad hoc 
implementation on a project-by-project basis will be insufficient to catalyze a shift 
toward a low-carbon economy at the scale and pace needed.17 To encourage systemic 
change, a number of pioneering countries have taken the first steps in the design of 
longer-term pathways that promote low-emissions development (See Box 4 for 
examples).
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Box 4.
Pathways to Low-Carbon Growth and Development: Illustrative Efforts

Preliminary lessons from the first generation of LEDS point to the importance of 
data-driven analysis; the specification of concrete goals, targets and timelines;  
and explicit treatment of institutional capacity and financing plans. 

Some pioneering examples include:

• �South Africa. The government put together a national multi-stakeholder 
process that pioneered the consensus-based identification of long-term 
mitigation planning scenarios to 2050. The process led to strategic options  
for South Africa, including a set of measures that aim to close the gap 
between “growth without constraints” and “growth required by science” 
national trajectories (about 1,300 Mt of CO2). The process was launched in 
2006, the scenarios were publicized in 2008, and the process continues today. 
Since 2009, the National Planning Commission of South Africa, in charge of 
strategic planning for the country, operates through a group of external 
experts, not ministers.

• �South Korea. The government put together a long-term green economy plan 
that includes a recovery package of over $30 billion, as well as an allocation 
of 2 percent of GDP to reinforce R&D of 10 key green technologies. Much of 
the emphasis is on creating a favorable investment environment for green 
industries. Several incentives for green investment by the private sector are 
available, such as a package of green loans (US$6.3 billion for 2010-12) and 
guaranteed support for green industries (US$4.8 billion 2010-12). Government 
action plans are available for 27 core green technologies, as well as tax 
benefits, such as acquisition/registration tax exemption for environmentally 
friendly housing and customs duty reduction on renewable energy materials.

• �United Kingdom. In 2008, the U.K. was the first country to impose a 
mandatory reduction of 34 percent in greenhouse gas emissions by 2020  
and at least 80 percent reduction by 2050. The U.K. Low Carbon Transition 
Plan is the national strategy for energy and climate. To meet the 2050 goal, 
carbon budgets have been introduced, and the first four extend to 2027.  
An independent commission monitors progress and reports yearly.

Sources: Korea’s Green Economy Plan (2011), E3G (2010) Toward Low Carbon Resilient Economies, 
Project Catalyst (2009) Low Carbon Growth Plans: Advancing Practice; Government of South Africa 
(2008) Long Term Mitigation Scenarios: Strategic Options for South Africa; U.K. Government (20 
The UK Low Carbon Transition Plan)
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The opportunities for building efficiency accrue from the stronger emphasis on long-term 
planning among climate, energy and development policymakers in developing countries. New 
emphasis is placed on the need to create synergies across sectors and institutions. For example, 
in South Africa, the long-term planning mitigation scenarios looked outward until 2050. The design 
of long-term scenarios and action plans offers an opportunity for collaboration between national 
and local governments and experts from the building efficiency and resilience communities.

Another opportunity emerges from the increased number of international and regional cooperation 
projects that seek to provide technical assistance and funds for the design of LEDS in developing 
countries. Funds for policy development are available from developed countries as they try to 
fulfill their commitment under the UNFCCC to deliver $30 billion between 2010-2012 – the 
“fast-start” finance period.18  The expertise in the building efficiency community can help nations 
and cities designing NAMAs for the built environment and seeking to mainstream them into 
their LEDS.

The debate on “green growth” and “green economy” complements and expands the scope of 
LEDS by including additional dimensions, such poverty reduction, water and biodiversity 
protection, and payment for ecosystem services. Green growth has been defined as growth that 
ensures “that natural assets continue to provide the resources and environmental services on 
which our well-being relies.”19

The concept of a green economy gained traction in 2008 as policymakers looked for new 
engines of growth and job creation in response to the global recession. Korea, a leading 
advocate, will have spent $38.5 billion between 2009 and 2012 in green recovery measures and 
has secured an allocation of two percent of GDP for 2009-2013 to create a green budget.20    
The green economy will also be a central theme of next year’s Rio+20 summit – a U.N. gathering 
of the international community that will mark the 20th anniversary of the sustainable development 
conference in Rio de Janeiro. A strong focus will be on the links between the green economy 
and efforts to eradicate poverty.21
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the Business Council for sustainable Energy (BCsE) represents a 
broad portfolio of existing clean energy business sectors, including 
renewable energy, supply-side and demand-side energy effi ciency, 
natural gas and electric utilities in north america. founded in 1992, 
the Council advocates for policies at state, national and international 
levels that increase the use of commercially-available clean energy 
technologies, products and services. visit: www.bcse.org

the world green Building Council (worldgBC) is a network of 
national green building councils from around the world, making it 
the largest international organisation infl uencing the green building 
marketplace. green building councils are member-based 
organisations that partner with industry and government in the 
transformation of their building industries towards sustainability 
through the adoption of green building practices. on the ground in 
89 countries, gBCs create change in their local markets as a way to 
globalize environmentally and socially responsible building practices. 
visit: www.worldgbc.org

since 1985, the Center for Clean air Policy (CCaP) has been a 
recognized world leader in climate and air quality policy and is the 
only independent, nonprofi t think tank working exclusively on those 
issues at the local, u.s. national and international levels. 
headquartered in washington, D.C., CCaP helps policy-makers 
around the world develop, promote and implement innovative, 
market-based solutions to major climate, air quality and energy 
problems that balance both environmental and economic interests. 
visit: www.ccap.org

the u.s. green Building Council (usgBC) is a washington, D.C.-
based 501(c)(3) nonprofi t organization committed to a prosperous 
and sustainable future for our nation through costeffi cient and 
energy-saving green buildings. usgBC works toward its mission of 
market transformation through its lEED green building certifi cation 
program, robust educational offerings, a nationwide network of 
chapters and affi liates, the annual greenbuild International 
Conference & Expo, and advocacy in support of public policy that 
encourages and enables green buildings and communities. visit: 
www.usgbc.org
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Johnson Controls delivers products, services and solutions that increase energy efficiency and lower 
operating costs in buildings for more than one million customers. Operating from 500 branch offices 
in more than 150 countries, we are a leading provider of equipment, controls and services for heating, 
ventilating, air-conditioning, refrigeration and security systems. We have been involved in more than 
500 renewable energy projects including solar, wind and geothermal technologies. Our solutions have 
reduced carbon dioxide emissions by 16 million metric tons and generated savings of $19 billion since 
2000. Many of the world’s largest companies rely on us to manage 1.5 billion square feet of their commercial 
real estate.

The Institute for Building Efficiency is an initiative of Johnson Controls providing information and analysis 
of technologies, policies, and practices for efficient, high performance buildings and smart energy 
systems around the world. The Institute leverages the company’s 125 years of global experience providing 
energy efficient solutions for buildings to support and complement the efforts of nonprofit organizations 
and industry associations. The Institute focuses on practical solutions that are innovative, cost-effective and 
scalable.

If you are interested in contacting the authors, or engaging with the Institute for Building Efficiency, please 
email us at: InstituteforBE@jci.com.
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