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FOREWORD

Energy efficiency in the residential sector is an important element 
of many governmental commitments for a green economy, energy 
transition, and climate mitigation. Even though residential energy 
efficiency is recognized as one of the best approaches to provide lower 
energy consumption and reduced pollution, it remains on the margins of 
the local, national and EU initiatives for energy efficiency.  Focusing on 
the industry, the transport, the environment as the sectors of big energy 
consumption, the residential energy efficiency remains neglected in 
concrete programs, plans and actions for reducing energy consumption.
The residential sector in Central and Eastern Europe, as a result of 
their socialist background, has its specificities. Firstly, it refers to the 
ownership, land property, management of housing in residential multi-
apartment buildings, quality of the buildings, social patterns of behavior 
of different stakeholders (homeowners and their associations, local and 
national governments, companies, financial institutions, etc.), financial 
models and under-developed market initiatives. These challenges are 
even more evident in the multi-apartment buildings, where more than 
60% of the urban population is living.
Energy efficiency renovation of multi-apartment buildings is a measure 
that can provide more than 40% energy savings for the households. It 
is also an investment opportunity and can provide economic growth 
and development. Due to the inadequate management models, lack of 
financial opportunities, underdeveloped market, and weak legislation, 
energy efficiency retrofitting of a multi apartment building in Central 
and Eastern Europe still lagging behind.
This publication brings together the best practices from Central and 
Eastern European countries, and aims to present positive experiences in 
implementing national energy efficiency initiatives and programs in the 
residential sector. Considering the specificities of energy efficiency in 
the residential buildings, as a particularly important issue in Central and 
Eastern Europe, this publication gives an overview of the successful 
practices of energy efficiency measures, the different aspects of 
overcoming challenges and achieving positive results.
Through the Polish and Slovakian experience with national 
governmental programs for energy efficiency refurbishment and thermal 
modernization of residential buildings, which started in early 1990, the 
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readers will learn more about the impressive scale of renovation of 
the multi-apartment buildings and the benefits in energy savings and 
decreasing general pollution.
The importance of the governmental cooperation with other relevant 
stakeholders in the sector will be highlighted with examples of 
implementation of the national initiatives for energy efficiency in 
Bulgaria, the improvement of the legal framework and financial 
opportunities for the homeowners in Armenia and the financing and 
training program for homeowners associations in Estonia.
The stakeholder’s engagement in energy efficiency of the residential 
sector will be presented in two articles about Macedonia. The accent is 
put on the community engagement techniques used in practice that can 
be beneficial for both the governmental representatives and the business 
and NGO sector, and will help to create networking and build social 
capital in communities. 
The publication is a part of the REELIH project, USAID financed 
initiative to support energy efficiency in the residential sector, creating 
enabling environment and motivating the development of market-based 
models to support low-income households in multi-apartment buildings.
The publication “Energy Efficiency and Residential Buildings 
Management in Central and Eastern Europe – Compendium of 
Best Practices”, is prepared with the great support of colleagues, 
practitioners in the energy efficiency sector form Central and Eastern 
European countries, and it presents the analytical approach in scaling 
up renovation of multi-apartment buildings. 

Liljana Alceva
Deputy Director - Program,  

Habitat for Humanity Macedonia
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USEFUL EXPERIENCES IN 
REFURBISHMENT AND EE 
INTERVENTIONS IN MULTI-
APARTMENT BUILDINGS

Elena Szolgayova, PhD 
Former government representative in Slovakia 
and Co-Chair of #Housing2030 initiative,  
Slovakia

Elena is an architect, urban planner, and policy 
maker with a long-standing research experience; 
2003–2019 Director General, DG Housing Policy 

and Urban Development, Ministry of Transport and Construction, 
Slovakia. For over two decades participated in shaping the visions of the 
global, European, and national housing and urban policies, was one of 
those steering the process toward adoption of the Geneva UN Charter on 
sustainable housing. She participated in the Habitat III Bureau and in the 
Housing Policy Unit during the preparatory process of the New Urban 
Agenda. She has been one of the coordinators of the Housing Partnership 
under the EU Urban Agenda. Elena served from 2013 - 2019 as Chair of 
the UNECE Committee on Housing and Land Management. Since 2020 
acts as a Co-chair of the #Housing 2030 - joined initiative of the UNECE, 
Housing Europe and UN Habitat.

In last two decades Slovakia made a substantial progress in 
refurbishment, energy efficiency interventions, and modernization 
of multiapartment buildings (MABs). To understand strengths and 
weaknesses of the Slovak experience it is necessary to take a broader 
view on the development of individual elements of the regulatory 
environment, but also of perception of the roles and responsibilities of 
actors of these processes. To do so, it is important to briefly summarize 
development of the housing sector during the last 30 years.
As a result of Velvet revolution in November 1989 a substantial change 
of social, economic, and legal environment took place. It deeply affected 
life of the citizens. Slovak Republic came into being on 1 January 
1993, when the Czechoslovak Federal Republic was peacefully 
split into two independent States. The most challenging in this 
period however was the need for transformation of citizens behavior 
and way of thinking. 
That time brought about, among others, fundamental changes of 
housing policy. There was a decline in public investments in housing as 
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the State stepped back from its direct support of housing construction. 
At the same time during the transition period the government shifted 
responsibility to private owners by privatizing dwellings (public rental 
and cooperative sector) to sitting tenants. The owner-occupied tenure 
soon became by far the most dominant in Slovakia. The massive 
privatization has literally wiped up the rental housing stock.
According to the data from Census 2011, from the total number of 
dwellings in the Slovak Republic, 93,5 percent were owner-occupied, 
while only 3.5 percent were owned by cooperatives and approx. 3 
percent of dwellings were in public ownership (compared to 1991 
- private ownership accounted only for 51 percent; 27 percent of 
housing stock was municipal, formerly State-owned; and 22 percent 
were cooperative). The process of privatization was continuous, for 
municipal segment ended by 2016, for cooperative one is still in place.
The situation in the housing provision changed. New housing policy 
documents formulated a new, more market-oriented attitude to housing. 
The Concept of the State Housing Policy (1995) formulated, as one of 
the priorities, improvement of housing standards through modernization 
of the existing housing stock.  The deterioration of housing had to 
be prevented through the development of efficient maintenance and 
management practices, implementation of special programs (thermal 
insulation, energy conservation). The rehabilitation of the prefabricated 
housing, particularly in the urban housing estates, was recognized to 
be critical. The Concept introduced the ‘enabling approach’, where 
individuals assume a primary responsibility for the provision of housing, 
while the State and municipalities create favorable conditions for 
private investment and initiative. Recognizing the social responsibility 
of the welfare state, housing assistance was supposed to be targeted 
to low-income households and economically disadvantages groups 
(young families, pensioners, persons with disabilities). 
Further, the housing policy framework emphasized the need to regulate 
the developments in the sector through economic incentives - subsidies, 
loans, taxes, and financial incentives. Several housing reforms were 
initiated. The emphasis was on privatization of municipal and co-
operative housing, reduction of subsidies and deregulation of housing 
markets. 
A system of economic incentives supporting housing development was 
introduced. Slovakia was the first of transition countries to introduce 
German Building saving system (contract saving – Bausparkasse)1 in 

1 Contractual savings schemes are another type of deposit finance used in a number of 
countries to provide funding for home purchases. In principle, the provider obtains 
deposits from the applicants, generally at a below-market interest rate, and extends 
the housing loan to them at favorable terms once the deposits taken have accumulated 
to a certain level. The system is termed as contractual, as it is based on prior savings 
by the potential borrower whom these savings entitle to obtain a loan at predetermined 
conditions, which are generally more favorable than market conditions. The German 
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1992. It became very popular and later played an important role in 
financing housing refurbishment. 
The creation of an autonomous State Housing Development Fund 
(SHDF) is today considered to be the most important step in that 
direction. SHDF was established in 1996 as a revolving fund to finance 
state support of housing, and since then is playing a substantial role in 
housing development in Slovakia. SHDF was at the beginning financed 
purely from the state budget with the plan to become self-sustaining 
over time. SHDF is a separate legal entity regulated by a special Act on 
SHDF and superintended by the Ministry of Transport and Construction 
of the Slovak Republic (MTC SR). 
Mortgage Loans Act (since 1997) introduced a new instrument aimed 
at leveraging private investment in the sector through limited public 
support in a form of so called bonification of interest rate. 
Although one of the main reasons of the privatization was to shift 
responsibility for housing (acquisition, maintenance) to individuals 
without the State support, it soon became clear that this has been 
infeasible. A major part of the Slovak housing stock was built between 
1960 – 1990 in reinforced concrete panel technology, in line with 
trend for industrialization of construction industry. Design, technical 
and technological parameters corresponded with the standards of that 
period. There were no energy consumption limits or technical codes 
set by standards applied between 1960–1980; nearly half of MBAs 
in Slovakia was built in that period. A new Czechoslovak National 
Standard was adopted only in 1984. 
The multi-family housing stock was in time of privatization in poor 
physical and technical condition, with high-energy consumption 
and aged technical infrastructure. The new owners in MABs were 
not prepared for their new responsibilities and usually not aware of 
hidden debt in neglected maintenance. People were also reluctant to 
participate in decision making process about the common areas in the 
building. Typically, they did not understand why they must care for 
common spaces. Housing management companies facing new situation 
lacked an active approach to maintenance, preparation of repairs and 
improved energy management. Most of the housing stock suffered of 
neglected repair and maintenance in the past and needed general repair 
– complete necessary reconstruction, thermal insulation of the whole 
building envelope, new installations. 
The ownership structure – condominium – made it even more 
complicated to come to an agreement what, when and how to repair and 
modernize. It was on decision of the owners to set the monthly amount, 

and Austrian Bausparkassen are derived from the idea of a mutual credit based on 
collective savings. This is a “closed” collective system, that is, the loans are financed 
only by means of mutual savings and consequently the date of granting the loan is 
not set in advance. More details in: UNECE (2005). Housing Finance Systems for 
Countries in Transition: Principles and Examples. Geneva: United Nations.
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which should be paid to the Fund for maintenance and repair. Shared 
ownership made it rather difficult to inform the owners about the needs 
of repair; to achieve the common agreement concerning then necessary 
repairs and investments, and to find affordable financial schemes 
enabling to implement plans of refurbishment and modernization.
It was necessary to assess technical condition, energy consumption, 
user quality standards, to propose proper modernization steps and 
activities. To that end an assessment and evaluation of the requirements 
for rehabilitation and energy efficiency improvement of MABs in 
whole Slovakia were carried out in a survey financed by the ministry. 
An inventory of all the MABs in terms of age, size, type of construction 
was prepared with details on technical conditions and expected cost for 
general repair and energy efficiency improvements in 1998. In 1999 the 
government adopted the Concept of refurbishment of buildings, with 
focus on residential buildings. Back then the costs of the necessary 
general repair of the multifamily housing stock were estimated to 13 
billion SK (approx. 430 mil. Euro). It was estimated that by the energy 
savings measures the energy consumption can be reduced by 30%.
In 1999 the experts of the United Nations Economic Commission for 
Europe prepared an extensive study - Country profile on the housing 
sector in Slovakia, including conclusions and recommendations2. Many 
of them helped in policy making in following years.  
The refurbishment process started modestly in some individual buildings 
about 1995, with small, self-made repairs.  When some own resources 
were accumulated, bigger repairs and more daring renovations started to 
be discussed. The owners, facing the challenge to understand necessity 
of repairs consulted expert assessments of the building condition, 
including cost estimates. After this kind of information was available, it 
was possible to search for financial resources. 
Financing of necessary works proved to be exceeding own resources 
of the new owners. Banks in mid 90s were not able to provide suitable 
loans to condominiums. Interest rates were high (15-20 percent) 
and longer-term loans were not available. That is why two financial 
instruments were introduced by State. 
The first was a subsidy scheme The Programme od Housing 
Development in 1998. It was a grant scheme. One of the 
supported activities was the “elimination of systemic failures3 

” of MABs. The conditions and rules for subsidy provision were 
determined in the Bylaw of the Ministry. The aim of this program was 

2 UNECE (1999) Country Profile on Housing Sector: Slovakia;  
https://www.unece.org/index.php?id=36282 

3 Systemic or structural failures are such failures of multifamily buildings which have 
not been caused by the neglected maintenance and repairs, but which have occurred 
due to the improperly designed materials and details, the improperly used construction 
technology, or the violation of the proposed construction process.
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to provide subsidy for the elimination of those failures of multifamily 
houses, which have not been caused by the deferred maintenance or 
repairs, but by the construction technology used. At the beginning the 
program provided a subsidy up to 70% of the acquisition construction 
costs, while limiting the absolute amount of the subsidy depending on 
a type of construction failure per square meter, i.e., one square meter of 
external cladding, or of the thermally insulated area. The program with 
some changes exists till today. At the beginning it was this high subsidy 
that motivated the owners to refurbishment. Over time proportion of 
subsidy decreased and was substituted by favourable loans for more 
purposes enabling for deeper reconstruction and renewal. 
Another, complementary but crucial instrument, was a loan program 
funded by the State Housing Development Fund. It is a program for the 
renewal of MABs older than 10 years which started in 1999 and exists 
till today. The renewal of multifamily houses means the simultaneous 
reconstruction, energy savings achieved by complete thermal insulation 
and the elimination of static shortcomings. Within this program, it has 
been possible to obtain very affordable loan with sub-market interest 
rate with a repayment period of up to 25 years, with 80-100 percent 
loan to value ratio. 
With the aim to involve more resources of private banks in the housing 
funding, the government has also approved a Housing loan guarantee 
program in 2000. The implementation of this program was secured by 
the public Slovenská záručná a rozvojová banka (Slovak Guarantee and 
Development Bank). 

Legal framework 
Based on the Analysis of housing legislation conducted by the Ministry 
of Transport and Construction of the Slovak Republic, there are seventy-
five laws and other thirty-one legal norms that directly or indirectly 
affect the housing sector. Many of them influence the condominium 
activities, but the main are:

1. Act no. 182/1993 Coll.  on the ownership of residential and 
non-residential premises as amended – Condominium act

2. Act no. 246/2015 Coll. on managers of residential buildings
Act no. 182/1993 Coll. (Condominium act) is the most important piece 
of legislation in defining the housing stock management mechanisms. 
It regulates the way and conditions of acquisition and transfer of 
ownership of dwellings and non-residential premises in a residential 
building, regardless of whether it is owned by the state, municipality 
or by natural or legal persons. It also defines the rights and obligations 
of the owners of these residential buildings, the rights, and obligations 
of the owners of dwellings and non-residential premises, their mutual 
relations, and rights to the land. 
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The Act also defines the association of owners of dwellings and non-
housing premises (HOA) and professional managers of residential 
buildings, their status, the regulation of rights and obligations towards 
owners, the regulation of rights and obligations arising from the 
contract concluded between the manager and owners of dwellings and 
non-residential premises. There is a legal obligation to ensure for the 
proper management. That can be done in two ways: One is to create a 
HOA, the other to have contract with a professional manager. 
Creation of the Fund for repairs and management is obligatory. The 
act stipulates voting quorums for joint decisions in different situations 
(absolute majority, 2/3 or consent of al owners respectively). 
The act does not have control mechanisms, only few areas are 
controlled by The Slovak Trade Inspection, which is according to the 
Act No. 128/2002 Coll. on State Control of Internal Market in the 
Consumer Protection Issues as amended, an authority of internal market 
surveillance; it is independent in its inspection and decision-making 
activities. The Slovak Trade Inspection only checks certain provisions 
of the Condominium act, concerning compliance with the duties of the 
professional managers of residential buildings. 

Policy and regulatory framework 
State administration paid a lot of attention to conditions of MABs since 
1990s. Improvement of technical conditions of existing housing stock, 
measures for EE, and general repairs have been among priorities of 
official policy documents. During the accession process to the EU, 
which ended in 2004 by accession of the Slovak Republic to the EU, 
EU directives were included in Slovak legal framework.
Inspiration by best practices across Europe was used to inform 
our development. An important role was played by our active 
participation in the UNECE Committee on Housing and Land 
Management. Expert assessment of technical conditions in 
MABs carried out in late 90s helped in formulating well informed 
practical programs. Existence and experience of the SHDF 
enabled us in 2013 create a revolving fund known as JESSICA4 

financed from structural funds of the EU (European Regional 
Development Fund – ERDF), using SHDF as a financial institution 
carrying this task. 
Stability of available state support, as illustrated in Figure 4, speeded up 
deep refurbishment of existing housing stock. In combination with own 
resources of condominium owners and with support of Building saving 
loans and other commercial loans Slovakia can today report over 70 
percent of renewed housing stock in MABs.

4 Joint European Support for Sustainable Investment in City Areas in programing period 
2014-2020

 https://ec.europa.eu/regional_policy/archive/thefunds/instruments/jessica_en.cfm
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During the last two decades public funds have helped to refurbish in a 
complex way significant part of MABs. Condominiums with nearly 325 
000 housing units (approx. 38 percent of total housing stock in MABs) 
benefited from a favorable loan from the SHDF, and nearly 152 000 
from a subsidy provided by the Ministry of Transport and Construction 
as illustrated in the Figure 1 and 2. This support also leveraged private 
sources, either in the funds for maintenance and repair, but mainly from 
private banks and saving societies. All loans are recently guaranteed by 
the obligatory Fund for maintenance and repair. 

Figure 1: Number of renewed dwellings with the direct state support 
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As described previously, an important role in modernization and EE of 
housing stock was always played by SHDF. Because of its revolving 
character, recently yearly allocation from the State budget represents 
only 5 – 10 percent of its disponible resources, as shown in the Figure 3.
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Figure 2: Loans and subsidies provided from public funds
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Figure 4 State budget allocations for housing
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Lending practices to condominiums
Condominium act stipulates that it is possible to apply for a loan for 
common parts. Both HOA and RBM can apply for a loan, always 
on behalf and on account of all the owners. Obligatory Fund for 
maintenance and repair is usually used as a collateral for a loan. 
As it was described previously, a key role for lending for condominiums 
was played by the introduction of the State Housing Development Fund 
in 1996. High standard of technical documentation, including detailed 
budget for refurbishment, required for application for a loan set a sort of 
standard for financing of these kind of activities also from commercial 
financial sources. 
The private commercial banks in the beginning did not pay enough 
attention to this segment mainly because the problem of finding collateral 
for the loans offered. One of the attempts to minimize the problem with 
collateral was the introduction of the State guarantee program in 2000. 
The interest rates of commercial banks were in that period much higher 
than the interest rates offered by SHDF, in the same time banks were not 
able to lend a longer-term loan and had no experience with this segment 
of the housing market. 
Experience of the SHDF has shown that loans for condominiums are 
of low risk, arrears were rare. That made this business attractive also 
for private banks. Forerunners in this field were Building savings banks 
(there are three in Slovakia). Currently most of the banks offer specialized 
loan products for the refurbishment and modernization of the housing 
stock. A crucial impulse for interest of private banks in providing loans 
for condominiums was introduction of a possibility to guarantee the 
loan by the Fund for maintenance and repair. In the meantime, the Fund 
for maintenance and repair became a reliable collateral, enjoys high 
credibility and banks accept this fund as a guarantee for the loans used 
in the reconstruction of buildings.
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Building savings scheme (1992) – contractual savings with state 
premium was considered also as a capacity building measure for owners, 
it did excellent job in teaching people to save money for housing (not 
only new, but for renovation of existing, too). In 2009 a possibility 
to participate in the scheme, including obtaining state premium, was 
introduced also for HOAs. Over 1300 HOAs recently participate in 
building saving. (Figure 5)

Figure 5 Building saving – provided loans
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Functioning of residential buildings management companies 
(RBM)
The Condominium act gives two options how to ensure for proper 
management, maintenance, and repair. It is either possible to 
create HOA as a legal entity, or individually sign the contract with 
a management organization. That is usually co-operative, private 
management organization or municipal company. In general, there is 
not too much difference between performance of different types of the 
organizations. In the past, most criticized was lack of transparency in 
accounting, calculation of costs for heating, hot water, where there were 
no individual meters for consumption of households. In the meantime, 
situation has improved, due to installation of individual meters on 
the one hand and increased professional performance of management 
companies which must since 2015 meet the conditions of the act on 
managers of residential buildings.
Management of a condominium refers to all tasks and duties concerning 
administration, operation, and maintenance of the condominium, 
irrespective of the method of management chosen. It requires a complex 
set of knowledge and skills from different sectors – legal, economic, 
technical. To improve performance of managers an Act on housing 
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managers was adopted in 2015. It contributed to increasing professional 
quality of provided services.
There are several umbrella organizations for RBMs. All these umbrella 
organizations are relevant partners for state administration in the 
process of policy making and legislative processes.

Energy efficiency programs 
All previously described support programs for modernization and 
refurbishment of MABs include energy efficiency aspects. However, 
there is one special successful experience with using finances from 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) for energy efficiency 
in form of JESSICA revolving fund operated by the SHDF.
The Slovak Government in 2011 decided to implement JESSICA as an 
instrument to support the improvement of energy efficiency in existing 
residential buildings in urban areas within existing national institution 
- SHDF. In that time there was no European experience with JESSICA-
type instruments, yet Slovakia thus became a pioneer in introducing 
and implementing this type of ESIF instrument. 
To make it possible it was necessary to amend the Act on SHDF. 
SHDF was defined as a financial institution in accordance with the EU 
legislation. The JESSICA instrument is being implemented through 
SHDF from 2013. Since then, the SHDF provided JESSICA loans 
for more than 380 mil euro, and MABs with more than one-hundred 
thousand housing units were refurbished. 
One of the general conditions for acquisition of allocations from the 
structural funds is monitoring energy consumption and savings in 
residential buildings. On behalf of SHDF this activity is provided by a 
specialized agency SIEA – Slovak Innovation and Energy Agency5. The 
eligible applicants must: 

•	 show actual heat consumption data for two annual accounting 
periods before submitting the application, 

•	 after completion provide data on actual heat consumption for 
the next 5 years,

•	 show a 35 percent minimum level of energy savings for heating 

5 http://www.siea.sk/
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Summary 

Privatisation of the municipal and cooperative housing started in 
1993 by the adoption of the Act on ownership of residential and non-
residential premises (Condominium act). Soon the State housing policy 
recognised the need of housing refurbishment as a priority, confirming 
its role in all consecutive updated documents (1995, 2000, 2005, 2010, 
2015). Economic instruments, both state as well as market one, were 
introduced to enable necessary activities. 
Inventory of housing stock in MABs was carried out. New technical 
codes were adopted with higher requirement for energy efficiency.
An important role to popularise and start refurbishment and thermal 
insulation was played by the SHDF and subsidy program, as well as 
the guarantee program for commercial (so called consumer) loans from 
private banks. 
A lot of attention was paid to the new owners and their attitudes, 
expectations, way of thinking, perception of their roles, responsibilities, 
and behaviour. There was a permanent communication of the ministry 
with the umbrella organizations of managers and HOAs. In the 
early stages an important role was played by the non-governmental 
educational initiative targeting newly established HOAs. It was 
supported by USAID from 1994 to 1998 and carried out by a private 
research and advisory NGO. 
An expert dialogue in a long run brought about a new Act on housing 
managers in 2015 and led to increased professional performance of 
managers. Conferences were organised on regular basis, bringing 
together all stakeholders. Ministry published several brochures 
describing necessary technical, legal and economic aspects of 
condominium management. 
Management companies went through a process of privatization of 
formerly state owned/municipal companies, cooperatives provided 
more and more management services.
Deregulation of energy prices led to changes of owners’ considerations 
of possible renewal and EE activities.
Learning through best practices also brought a kind of social pressure, 
leading to broad interest in refurbishment and EE measures in MABs.
The most important, however, was stability of the legal and financial 
framework. 
The cornerstones of the strengths of the Slovak model can be summarised 
as follows:

•	 The clear vision and stability of priorities of the State Housing 
Policy are fundamental for success in refurbishment of MABs. 
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•	 Refurbishment, EE measures and modernization as a priority of 
the state housing and energy efficiency policies.

•	 Legal framework for condominiums in place– obligation to 
have a HOA and/or professional management in MABs.

•	 Possibility to borrow – on behalf and on account of the owners. 
•	 Fund for maintenance and repair as a guarantee for loans.
•	 Auction for owners in arrears (more than 2000-euro, proposal 

by manager, approved by owners assembly). 
•	 Loans from SHDF – required technical project, and proper 

technological processes of insulation as a prerequisite for 
granting the loan.

•	 Description of the roles and responsibilities of all actors, their 
ability, willingness to perform their tasks.

•	 Inventory and technical assessment of existing housing stock 
in condominiums.

•	 Incentives in form of subsidy.
•	 Communication with owners and managers.
•	 Professionalization of managers.
•	 Permanent exchange of experiences on EU and UNECE6 level 

enabling well-informed evidence-based policy making.

6 UNECE Committee on Urban Development, Housing and Land Management is an 
intergovernmental body of 56 member states. Its work is focused on practical aspects 
of policy making. Recently it published the study “Guidelines on the Management and 
Ownership of Condominium Housing” developed by the UNECE experts, intending 
to assist national and municipal authorities, as well as new unit owners by providing 
timely guidance on issues requiring legal-regulatory intervention, capacity-building, 
design of financing schemes, and best practices. The study builds upon its predecessor 
document “Guidelines on the Management and Ownership of Condominium Housing 
for Countries in Transition”, produced by UNECE in 2003, and expands its scope to 
address contemporary challenges and this time, covers the entire UNECE region. 
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SOLUTIONS FOR SCALING UP 
RENOVATIONS FOR ENERGY 
EFFICIENCY IN MULTI-
APARTMENT RESIDENTIAL 
BUILDINGS IN ESTONIA

Anu Sarnet, MA 
Head of Estonian Union of Co-Operative Housing 
Associations, Estonia

Anu Sarnet is Head of International Relations and 
Projects at the Estonian Union of Co-operative 
Housing Associations – a housing federation 
working across Estonia to support cooperative 

housing and renewal of housing stock through the implementation 
of knowledge-based activities like training, consulting, advisory 
services, research, national and international cooperation projects. With 
more than 15 years of experience in policy analysis and knowledge 
management, she is now committed to community engagement 
programs aimed at reducing carbon footprints via energy-saving and 
full-scale renovation of privately owned multi-apartment buildings in 
Estonia. Anu Sarnet is also the Coordinator of the UN Charter Centre 
of Excellence on Sustainable Housing in Tallinn, with a specialization 
in the development of training programs for local housing management 
associations in post-soviet countries and countries with economies-
in-transition. She holds a Master in European Studies with research 
focused on the transaction costs of energy efficiency policy 
implementation in the European Union.

Description of the problem
Estonia has a high energy consumption rate, with homes accounting 
for over half of it. Approximately 70% of the apartment buildings in 
Estonia have been built in 1960−1990-s without paying much attention 
to energy efficiency. As a result, housing plays a critical role in boosting 
energy efficiency and supporting renewable energy. 
Since the majority of the housing stock consists of privately-owned 
apartments, the main focus of Estonian housing policy is on the 
modernization of outdated and energy intensive housing in multi-
apartment buildings. The Estonian government approved the long-term 
building renovation strategy in 2020, the main goal of which is to cost-
effectively renovate the existing building stock into nearly zero-energy 
buildings by 2050.
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The main challenges with reducing the energy consumption of the 
buildings are lack of financing – renovating old buildings requires 
significant own resources and is not attainable for many low-income 
households, in particular in rural areas where real estate values are 
low; and influencing attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs towards energy 
efficiency in the target group. Therefore, the solutions developed by 
different stakeholders in Estonia to scale up renovations for energy 
efficiency in multi-apartment residential buildings, are mostly focused 
on financial mechanisms as well as training and outreach programs.

Target group of users
More than 96 percent of Estonia’s housing stock is now privately owned. 
70% of population lives in apartment buildings. As of 01.01.2018, the 
new Apartment Ownership and Apartment Associations Act entered 
into force in Estonia, in which the most important change is that all 
apartment ownerships are managed in the form of apartment associations 
– self-managed home-owner associations in Estonia, and all apartment 
associations are formed on the basis of law. There are 23000 apartment 
associations in Estonia today.
Due to the above, apartment associations and apartment owners in these 
associations are the target group in the main focus when it comes to 
the renovation and energy efficiency of multi-apartment buildings in 
Estonia.

Stakeholders involved
The list of key stakeholders includes state institutions, companies and 
apartment associations:
• Apartment associations – self-managed non-profit home-owner 

organisations established for management of the apartment 
buildings; responsible for organizing apartment owners and 
managing the renovation project proposal, reporting to banks and 
grant implementing agencies, collecting loan payments ets.;

• Apartment owners – responsible for making a collective agreement 
to undertake the renovation of the multi-apartment building;

• KredEx (since 2022 Estonian Business and Innovation Agency) 
– in charge of coordinating the operational aspects of the financial 
supporting instruments for apartment associations;

• The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Communications – in 
charge of policy-making and steering progress of the renovation of 
the housing stock;

• Commercial Banks – while providing loans for apartment 
associations, taking on lenders’ risks through checking borrower 
eligibility, repaying the loan and checking compliance; 
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• The Estonian Union of Co-operative Housing Associations – 
federation of apartment associations, supporting the renovation of 
apartment buildings through the implementation of knowledge-
based activities as training, consulting and advisory services.

Solutions

1. Financing mechanisms for renovation 
For the retrofitting of residential buildings, the cost of renovation and 
the various schemes and mechanisms to finance it are determining 
factors. The main challenge is how to use financial engineering to bring 
the cost down and support largescale investments in energy efficiency. 
The financial scheme in Estonia is to fund particularly ambitious, deep 
energy renovations by public financial institution KredEx, established 
in 2001 and owned by the government. KredEx provides financial 
solutions to citizens and local governments, offers loans lend to 
apartment associations and provides grants to the beneficiaries. Energy 
efficiency improvements in buildings represent a large share of its 
financing. 
The scheme design and financial legislation allows apartment 
associations, local authorities and private persons to obtain common 
loans and receive grants. Legislation allows also a combination of grants 
and loans to achieve energy efficiency and indoor climate conditions 
comparable to modern apartment buildings, with high upfront costs that 
need high capital investment.
The core principle of the financing programme for the renovation of 
apartment buildings in Estonia has been that the loan and grant recipient 
is an apartment association, not an apartment owner individually or a 
management company. In some cases, also rural municipality or city 
can apply for the grant, if the apartment building is owned by the local 
authority in its entirety. Currently, KredEx is providing apartment 
building renovation loans for apartment associations that have received 
a negative response to their renovation loan application from a bank or 
an offer with unreasonable terms, and loan guarantees for apartment 
associations who want to take a bank loan for financing work performed 
to raise the quality of life for their residents but whose risk is deemed by 
banks to be higher than normal. 
Some examples of grants:

•	 Renovation grant: round-based grant intended for the 
renovation of apartment buildings. The grant amounts to 30-
50% of the total cost of the renovation works depending on the 
region, where the building is located. The aim is to ensure more 
uniform regional distribution of grants and to provide a more 
equal level playing field between high income cities and low-
income rural regions when it comes to applying for the grant.



24

•	 Factory reconstruction grant for apartment buildings: is 
targeted to large-panel buildings that were built on the basis of 
a standardised design. This grant helps to facilitate the adoption 
of new technical solutions in the reconstruction of apartment 
buildings.

High variety of costs are eligible for support, including reconstruction 
and insulation of the facade, balconies, roof, basement, heating 
system, water supply system, electrical system, lifts, replacement of 
windows and doors, construction of a heat-recovery ventilation system, 
installation of equipment necessary for using local renewable energy, 
preparation of the building design documentation, carrying out the site 
investigation and building audit, use of the services of the technical 
consultant and owner supervision.
In addition to the state grants, smaller, specific renovation allowances are 
offered by municipalities in Estonia. Municipal subsidies for apartment 
buildings allow to fulfill local needs that aren’t covered by state-funded 
renovation grants, including, by the example of the city of Tallinn, 
facade renovation allowance, restoration benefit, support for audits of 
balconies and canopies, support for the improvement of outdoor areas, 
landscaping grants, and training grants for board members of apartment 
associations.
If state funding is used for full-scale renovation, the apartment 
associations in Estonia is obliged to use a certified professional called 
“technical consultant” in the renovation process. The role of technical 
consultant is to lead the whole renovation process from the project to 
the end of the work. The technical consultant advises the beneficiary 
on the budgeting of design and construction works, procurement of 
design and construction works, preparation of time schedules and 
carrying out other necessary processes. The main task of the technical 
consultant is to advise the apartment association on technical issues, in 
particular before the start of the renovation works, but also in the later 
stages of the renovation process. The content and scope of the services 
commissioned from the consultant is a matter for the condominium to 
decide. The costs related to the technical consultant are eligible for state 
support. The condominium has to select a technical consultant from 
the list published on the website of state-owned financial institution 
KredEx.
The technical consultant in Estonia is a natural person who has 
undergone competence training in the renovation of apartment 
buildings and passed an examination. He or she provides services on 
the basis of a written agreement between the applicant and the technical 
consultant or between the applicant and the company through which 
the technical consultant provides services. A sole proprietor may also 
act as the technical consultant. The technical consultant must provide 
an independent service. He or she may not have any economic interest 
in the companies from which bids for design or reconstruction work are 
requested and which will carry out such work. 



25

2. Training programs for apartment associations
A special training program has been developed by the Estonian 
Union of Co-operative Housing Associations for managers apartment 
associations in order to improve their knowledge and skills necessary 
to work as housing managers and carry out building energy efficiency 
renovation work. 
The training program provides a systematic examination of the 
administration and management of apartment associations - a form of 
self-managed home-owner associations or condominiums in Estonia, 
housing legislation, cooperative property maintenance and renovation, 
with the aim of improving work processes and quality of work for those 
in administrative roles in condominiums. The program was launched in 
1996 and has been since then updated according to the changes in the 
society and economy. Currently, 2 versions of the program are in use: 
a 60-hour and a 120-hour program (classroom training, online training, 
study visits).
The goals of the training program: 

	– to increase the competence of professional as well as non-
professional managers of non-profit apartment associations in 
order to support effective and sustainable housing management 
practices; 

	– to encourage owner-residents’ commitments and community 
engagement by increasing their awareness and knowledge, to 
empower them as members of apartment associations, and to 
allow them to be more independent and accountable for their 
consumption patterns, including energy consumption habits; 

	– to mobilize practical expertise and knowledge from multi-
apartment housing sector and match it with national scientific, 
technological and political expertise to promote solutions 
for sustainable and affordable housing in multi-apartment 
buildings.

The program is aligned with the professional standards of the manager 
of a multi-apartment association in Estonia and prepares the participants 
for the professional exam according to the rules of the national 
qualification system.
The program consists of the following training modules:

1. Collective Action & Cooperative Property Maintenance
2. Administration of Apartment Association
3. Management of Apartment Association
4. Housing Legislation
5. Organization of Building Works & Renovation Process



26

The program is easily applicable to the housing conditions and 
professional standards in countries, where home-owners’ associations 
or condominiums are part of the housing system.

3. Awareness-raising and outreach model
A dissemination and outreach model that includes the key stakeholder 
groups for energy efficiency in housing all over the country: 
homeowners, apartment associations, state institutions, energy and 
climate policymakers, municipalities, media channels, and the general 
public, has been developed by the Estonian Union of Co-operative 
Housing Associations in Estonia. The model of dissemination of 
information offers a variety of options for engaging stakeholders 
and reaching wider audiences to promote the idea of energy-efficient 
renovation of multi-apartment buildings.
Elements of the model: 

1. National networking and dissemination events in cooperation 
with state authorities 

2. Regional conferences and roundtables of apartment associations 
in different regions in cooperation with local authorities 

3. Specialized magazine for apartment associations focused of 
practical advice on housing management and bests practices 
on renovation

4. Media campaign with messages and exploitation activities for 
each specific target group; appearances in TV broadcasts, radio 
podcasts, press releases etc.

5. Handbooks for apartment associations
6. Regular information via online and social media channels: 

e-newsletters for stakeholders and target groups, Facebook, 
Twitter, web-pages etc. 

7. National surveys to collect data and feedback from target 
groups and stakeholders

The outreach network is extremely vibrant and evolving system for 
supporting apartment associations facing their everyday challenges 
with housing management and energy-efficiency, and for supporting 
policy makers facing their challenges with engaging the community 
and private sector commitments.

Main results
Apartment buildings have been fully renovated in Estonia more than 
10 years already, allegedly with the best results compared to the rest 
of the EU. The financing system, the technical solutions and apartment 
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associations’ desire to renovate are there. The 50% energy savings 
achieved are accompanied by a healthy interior climate. Due to 
apartment building renovations, the energy consumption of dwellings 
has remained the same within the past 15 years, despite the construction 
of new buildings, i.e. increasing building stock. The main bottleneck 
has been the unstable financing of support measures.
The statistics show, that between 2010 and 2014, the support measure 
for apartment buildings helped save 60 GWh of heating energy a year. 
This equals the annual district heat consumption of the city of Haapsalu. 
The presumable annual energy savings made with the help of the 2015-
2019 support measure for apartment buildings are around 80 GWh. 
On average, the renovation of an apartment building usually results in 
~55% of heat savings and 5% greater electricity consumption. 
Evidence from Estonia shows that a state subsidized renovation has 
been, in practical terms, budget neutral with direct financial support 
used in last 10 years. Large-scale renovation has generated positive 
effects on the macroeconomic level, quantified in terms of job creation 
and tax return. 17 jobs per 1 million euros of investment in renovation 
have been created directly and indirectly per year in Estonia. Tax 
revenue from renovation construction projects has been quantified to 
be 32–33 % of the total renovation project costs.

4. Lessons Learned from the Estonian experience 
with renovation of multi-apartment buildings
1. In a situation where the majority of apartments are in private 

ownership, well-designed apartment ownership legislation is 
necessary to create the essential framework for energy-efficient 
renovation of apartment buildings. Laws that provide clear 
guidelines about apartment owners’ rights and obligations, as 
well as clear voting rules in apartment associations, facilitate 
effective and transparent processes of maintenance and 
management of apartment buildings and ensure the commitment 
of all owners, which is necessary for the implementation of 
financial assistance measures for renovation.

2. Regular training is essential for housing managers in order 
to improve their knowledge and skills necessary to work as 
housing managers and carry out energy efficiency renovation 
work.

3. A well-developed outreach model and network help to influence 
the target groups’ attitudes, behaviors, and beliefs towards 
energy efficiency in residential buildings and build a positive 
public opinion to support the issue.

4. When it comes to financial instruments to support the renovation 
of multi-apartment buildings, a combination of loans, grants, 
and guarantees has proved to be successful.
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5. In addition to state support, municipal financial instruments 
play an important role in fulfilling special local needs that aren’t 
covered by state-funded renovation grants and engaging local 
apartment organizations in improving the living environment.

6. Large-scale renovation generates positive effects on the state’s 
macroeconomic level, quantified in terms of job creation and 
tax return, making partially state-subsidised renovation, in 
practical terms, budget neutral.

7. If renovation is planned in the apartment association without 
a technical expert among the staff, using an external certified 
professional (“technical consultant”) is turned out to be very 
beneficial in the renovation process. The role of a technical 
consultant is to lead the whole renovation process from the start 
of the project to the end of the work.
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THERMO- MODERNIZATION OF 
MULTI-FAMILY BUILDINGS IN 
POLAND

Andrzej Rajkiewicz, MSc 
Board Vice President, NAPE, Poland 

Since 1997 associated with the National Energy 
Conservation Agency SA (NAPE) in Warsaw. He 
deals with the development of consulting services 
for owners of multi-family buildings related to 
the preparation, financing and implementation of 

activities related to the reduction of energy consumption. He manages 
the centers’ teams involved in the implementation of international co-
operation projects. He conducts training and popularization activities 
among participants of the thermal modernization market in Poland. 
Since December 2018, he has been a member of the Supervisory Board 
of the Ukrainian Energy Efficiency Fund, an initiative of the European 
Union, German Government and Ukraine State, which provides grants 
for thermal modernization to home owner’s associations in Ukraine.

Description of the problem
Approx. 432,000 multi-apartment buildings were built in Poland by 
1985, hence their designed energy standard is low, exceeding 200 kWh / 
m 2 . About half of these buildings are managed by housing cooperatives, 
a bit less by home owner’s associations and little by municipalities. 
In 1995, the Act on Ownership of Premises established 67,417 home 
owner’s associations. Since then, the number of condominiums has 
increased and continues to grow - as a result of the sale of housing 
from public resources and the construction of new ones for sale. It has 
exceeded 150,000 1. There are few buildings of condominiums built 
before 1995, in which 100% of the premises are privately owned, and 
their owners purchased them from cities, usually with a 95% discount.

1 Ewa Bończak-Kucharczyk, Własność lokali i wspólnota mieszkaniowa, 2019, 
Wolters-Kluwers
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In 2016, 12.2% of approx. 38 million inhabitants of Poland were affected by 
energy poverty as measured by High Costs - Low Income. In absolute terms, 
this meant 4.6 million people living in 1.3 million households. 2Out of this 
group, 35% of energy-poor households lived in multi-family houses. 
The ownership reform in housing in the mid-90s of the 20th century was 
accompanied by reforms concerning the rationalization of energy use in the 
communal and housing sector. The most important of them was to market 
the prices of district heat supplied by heating companies. This resulted in a 
significant increase in heat prices, which hit the finances of heat consumers 
- households in multi-family houses. The state supported budget funds in the 
form of subsidies for housing cooperatives to co-finance the removal of 
technological defects, including wall freezing and the modernization of the 
thermal installation. The Act on supporting thermo-modernization projects 
adopted in 1998 was one of the elements of the government's program of 
protection against the effects of the release of prices of heat supplied for 
living purposes. 
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In 2016, 12.2% of approx. 38 million inhabitants of Poland were 
affected by energy poverty as measured by High Costs - Low Income. 
In absolute terms, this meant 4.6 million people living in 1.3 million 
households. 2Out of this group, 35% of energy-poor households lived in 
multi-family houses.
The ownership reform in housing in the mid-90s of the 20th century was 
accompanied by reforms concerning the rationalization of energy use in 
the communal and housing sector. The most important of them was to 
market the prices of district heat supplied by heating companies. This 
resulted in a significant increase in heat prices, which hit the finances of 
heat consumers - households in multi-family houses. The state supported 
budget funds in the form of subsidies for housing cooperatives to co-
finance the removal of technological defects, including wall freezing 
and the modernization of the thermal installation. The Act on supporting 
thermo-modernization projects adopted in 1998 was one of the elements 
of the government’s program of protection against the effects of the 
release of prices of heat supplied for living purposes.
The concept of a support system for thermal modernization of buildings 
was created in the mid-1990s as a result of the initiative of Polish experts 
related to technical universities, who made a study trip to Denmark. 
From the beginning, the issue of thermal modernization of buildings 
was associated with the need to improve the efficiency of heat sources 
and district heating networks supplying buildings with heat.
The draft act on supporting thermo-modernization projects was prepared 
by the Housing and Urban Development Office with the participation of 
experts and passed by the Parlament on December 18, 1998.

2 ZJAWISKO UBÓSTWA ENERGETYCZNEGO W POLSCE, W TYM ZE 
SZCZEGÓLNYM UWZGLĘDNIENIEM ZAMIESZKUJĄCYCH W DOMACH 
JEDNORODZINNYCH, Piotr Lewandowski, Aneta Kiełczewska, Konstancja 
Ziółkowska, IBS Research Report 2/2018
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In the Polish system, support from the state budget is obligatorily related 
to a loan granted by commercial banks which conclude an agreement 
with the state-owned Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego providing a 
thermomodernization bonus under statutory rules. The owner of a 
building, heat source or district heating network cannot apply for a 
thermomodernization bonus if he does not meet the credit and entity 
requirements. The entities entitled to receive the bonus are the owners 
of residential buildings of all types of ownership (housing cooperatives, 
home owner’s associations, municipalities, private owners), owners 
of collective residence houses regardless of the form of ownership 
(municipalities, private persons), municipalities as owners of public 
buildings (schools, health, etc.), owners of heat sources with a capacity 
of up to 11.6 MW and networks connected to them (municipalities, 
heating companies). It is also rewarded to connect buildings to 
municipal heating systems. Later, renewable heat sources and the use 
of high-efficiency cogeneration (2008) as well as a PV installation with 
a capacity of more than 6 kW and reinforcement of the facade panels 
layers were added as a bonus (2020).
In 2008, a renovation bonus was introduced for buildings constructed 
before August 14, 1961, which is granted for the following activities:

a. renovation of multi-family buildings,
b. replacement of windows in multi-family buildings or renovation 

of balconies, even if they are for the sole use of the owners of 
the dwellings,

c. reconstruction of multi-family buildings, resulting in their 
improvement,

d. equipping multi-family buildings with installations and 
devices required for residential buildings to be put into use, in 
accordance with technical and construction regulations.

The technical condition for obtaining the thermo-modernization bonus 
is to obtain a 25% reduction in the final energy demand for heat in 
the building for heating and hot water purposes. In the case of thermal 
modernization of a heat source or district heating networks, heat losses 
should be reduced by 25%.
If a building is undergoing pure renovation, but related to thermal 
modernization, the required reduction of final energy demand for heat 
in order to obtain the renovation bonus is 10%. This condition does not 
apply, provided that the owner of the building has previously used the 
thermo-modernization bonus.
Confirmation of compliance with the above-mentioned requirements 
takes place in an energy or renovation audit prepared by unlicensed 
engineers in accordance with the requirements as to the form and scope 
set out in the Regulation of the relevant Minister.
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Pursuant to the Act of 1998, the Thermomodernization Fund (and 
Renovation Fund since 2008) was established at Bank Gospodarstwa 
Krajowego, which verifies the energy or renovation audit and grants the 
bank’s client a promise of a thermo-modernization or renovation bonus.
The crediting bank, after receiving the promise of the bonus from Bank 
Gospodarstwa Krajowego, places the entire loan at the customer’s 
disposal, which is paid on the basis of invoices for the work performed 
by thermomodernization or renovation contractors associated with 
thermo-modernization. After completion of all works, a person with a 
construction license confirms the compliance of the work performed 
with the energy audit and the project, previously confirming the 
compliance of the project with a positively verified audit. Bank 
Gospodarstwa Krajowego transfers the bonus to the account of the bank 
servicing the customer within 7 days of receiving the above-mentioned 
confirmations.
The Thermomodernization Fund established in 1998 and extended 
in 2008 with the financing of renovations in multi-family buildings 
is a permanent element of the state’s housing policy related to the 
improvement of the technical condition of multi-apartment buildings. 
The fund is supplied annually from the state budget in the amount 
corresponding to the market demand for this instrument.
By the end of 2021, the Fund granted bonuses to owners of 43,005 
multi-apartment buildings, including 30,122 home owner’s associations 
and 15,372 housing cooperatives3.

Confirmation of compliance with the above-mentioned requirements takes 
place in an energy or renovation audit prepared by unlicensed engineers in 
accordance with the requirements as to the form and scope set out in the 
Regulation of the relevant Minister. 
Pursuant to the Act of 1998, the Thermomodernization Fund (and 
Renovation Fund since 2008) was established at Bank Gospodarstwa 
Krajowego, which verifies the energy or renovation audit and grants the 
bank’s client a promise of a thermo-modernization or renovation bonus. 
The crediting bank, after receiving the promise of the bonus from Bank 
Gospodarstwa Krajowego, places the entire loan at the customer's disposal, 
which is paid on the basis of invoices for the work performed by 
thermomodernization or renovation contractors associated with thermo-
modernization. After completion of all works, a person with a construction 
license confirms the compliance of the work performed with the energy audit 
and the project, previously confirming the compliance of the project with a 
positively verified audit. Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego transfers the bonus 
to the account of the bank servicing the customer within 7 days of receiving 
the above-mentioned confirmations. 
The Thermomodernization Fund established in 1998 and extended in 2008 
with the financing of renovations in multi-family buildings is a permanent 
element of the state's housing policy related to the improvement of the 
technical condition of multi-apartment buildings. The fund is supplied 
annually from the state budget in the amount corresponding to the market 
demand for this instrument. 
By the end of 2021, the Fund granted bonuses to owners of 43,005 multi-
apartment buildings, including 30,122 home owner’s associations and 
15,372 housing cooperatives 3. 
 

 
Source: Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego 

 
3 https://www.bgk.pl/files/public/Pliki/Fundusze_i_programy/FTiR/Dane_liczbowe_FTiR_31.12.2021.pdf  
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The analysis of historical data on the use of the Fund’s resources for 
thermal modernization bonuses (TA), presented in the chart above, 
leads to the following conclusions:

•	 in the initial period, the popularity of the Fund was relatively 
high among the owners of single-family houses and housing 
cooperatives, this process has been interrupted by recognition 
of the bonus as component of personal income of beneficiary,

•	 since 2003, there has been an interest in home owner’s 
associations, which have become the majority benefiting from 
the Fund’s resources,

•	 since 2004, there has been a decrease in the use of the Fund’s 
resources by municipalities due to the availability of sources of 
financing from the European Union funds,

•	 in the years 2006-2014 there was a high number of applications 
submitted to the Fund by home owner’s associations and 
housing cooperatives (2,500-3500 applications per year),

•	 in 2013, only about 1,000 applications were handled due to the 
lack of earmarking of the Fund’s resources in the state budget,

•	 a decrease in the number of applications for a thermo-
modernization bonus has been observed since 2015.

In the initial period of operation of the Thermomodernization Fund, 
economic barriers were visible, which made it difficult for housing 
communities to apply for a loan with a thermomodernization bonus. It 
was only in the fifth year after the founding of the Polish fund that home 
owner’s associations began to use this instrument more actively. This 
was due to the relaxation of banks’ loan repayment requirements, i.e .:

•	 the limitation of the loan amount to 80% of the investment cost 
has been abolished and the need to repay the loan from savings 
within 7 years has been eliminated,

•	 the payment of the bonus takes place after the completion of 
the work and confirmation of their compliance with the energy 
audit and project documentation, and not after the repayment 
of 75% of the loan

In 2009-2014, a nationwide information campaign was also carried 
out for participants of the thermal modernization market, i.e. property 
managers, home owner’s associations and cooperatives, designers, 
municipalities and suppliers of goods and services. The campaign 
consisted of the following components:

•	 information seminars in each of the 16 Polish regions for at 
least 150 participants

•	 information materials in the form of thematic brochures, 
leaflets, posters delivered in thousands and millions of pieces 
directly to the end beneficiaries of the Fund.
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The campaign was organized under the patronage of the Ministry 
of Construction, coordinated by the National Energy Conservation 
Agency, and financed by market participants, i.e. banks, associations of 
suppliers of goods and services, and Polish Post. The materials prepared 
then are still publicly available 4and used by market participants.
Basic data on the fund’s activity are presented in the charts below.

goods and services, and Polish Post. The materials prepared then are still 
publicly available 4and used by market participants. 
 
Basic data on the fund's activity are presented in the charts below. 

 
Source: Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego 

The analysis of the data presented above leads to the following conclusions: 
• small (maximum 3%) is the percentage of applications for bonuses 

rejected in the course of their verification (black line), which means a 
good understanding of the Fund's operation by applicants and high 
quality of energy audits, 

• the total number of applications for the thermal modernization bonus 
(PT) and for  the renovation bonus (PT) (red line) has shown a 
downward trend since 2014, it is conditioned by the gradual depletion 
of the market potential in large towns, the implementation of thermal 
modernization and renovation in a less comprehensive manner 
without using the Fund's resources by at least half of the building 
owners, as observed by BPIE 5, and by the appearance from 2018 of 
competing financial products based on bank loans with reduced 
interest rates thanks to EU grants used in 6 out of 16 Polish regions, 

• since 2007, the number of accepted applications for a thermo-
modernization bonus has been convergent with the number of 
bonuses granted (green lines), which means that the process of 
thermo-modernization of the building is closed during the calendar 
year, starting from the decision by the owner of the building to the 
completion of works. 

 
4 https://nape.pl/baza-wiedzy/#1489503964921-3acbdde1-0dcfd3eb-d2401b3e-1536  
5 https://www.bpie.eu/publication/financing-building-energy-performance-improvement-in-poland-status-report/  
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which means a good understanding of the Fund’s operation by 
applicants and high quality of energy audits,

•	 the total number of applications for the thermal modernization 
bonus (PT) and for  the renovation bonus (PT) (red line) has 
shown a downward trend since 2014, it is conditioned by the 
gradual depletion of the market potential in large towns, the 
implementation of thermal modernization and renovation in a 
less comprehensive manner without using the Fund’s resources 
by at least half of the building owners, as observed by BPIE 
5, and by the appearance from 2018 of competing financial 
products based on bank loans with reduced interest rates thanks 
to EU grants used in 6 out of 16 Polish regions,

4 https: / /nape.pl/baza-wiedzy/#1489503964921-3acbdde1-0dcfd3eb-
d2401b3e-1536 

5 https://www.bpie.eu/publication/financing-building-energy-performance-
improvement-in-poland-status-report/ 
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•	 since 2007, the number of accepted applications for a thermo-
modernization bonus has been convergent with the number of 
bonuses granted (green lines), which means that the process 
of thermo-modernization of the building is closed during the 
calendar year, starting from the decision by the owner of the 
building to the completion of works.

The Polish Thermomodernization and Renovation Fund has been an 
organizational unit at Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego from the very 
beginning. It deals with accepting applications for bonuses together 
with audits from banks servicing the fund’s beneficiaries, organizing 
the verification of audits by external independent experts, and 
issuing promises of bonuses and paying them, obtaining from banks 
confirmation of the correctness of the work performed. The Fund 
charges a fee for these activities in the amount of 0.6% of the value of 
the premium paid. The fund is also obliged to undertake promotional 
activities. There are only few well skilled officers servicing the above 
mentioned tasks employed in the Fund..
Energy and renovation audits are prepared by unlicensed engineers 
for whom, in the period before the establishment of the Polish fund, 
standardized vocational training courses covering approximately 60 
hours and 1-2 semester postgraduate studies at technical universities 
were organized, according to Danish models. Until today, the total 
number of trained engineers in the field of energy auditing exceeds 
4,000 people. Some of them (around 1,600 people) are organized in the 
voluntary Association of Energy Auditors6, which was established in 
2000. Professional services in this area are provided by regional energy 
agencies and various engineering companies.
The economic conditions for obtaining the bonus have evolved from 
the beginning of the system operation. Initially, the loan amount was 
limited to 80% of the project costs, the premium was 25% of the loan 
used, the loan repayment period should not exceed 7 years, and the 
monthly loan repayment could not exceed 1/12 of the annual energy 
cost savings and could only be paid out after repayment 75% of the 
loan. These conditions were gradually adjusted to the creditworthiness 
of the beneficiaries and to macroeconomic developments.
From that moment, the banks extended the loan period to 20 years and 
often financed 100% of the thermal modernization costs, securing the 
repayment of the loans with a power of attorney to use a bank account, 
which is credited with monthly advances to the renovation fund paid by 
members of the housing community, up to 80% of revenues monthly.
From April 2020, the loan should be taken for a minimum of 50% of the 
project costs, and the thermomodernization bonus is 16% of the project 
costs. The thermal modernization premium may be increased to 21% of 
the total cost of thermal modernization in the case of constrution a PV 

6 https://zae.org.pl/about/ 



36

installation with a capacity of at least 6 kW on a multi-family building.
In 2008, a second form of bonus was introduced, called renovation, 
which applies to buildings that were built before August 1961. In this 
case, the loan should be taken for a minimum of 50% of the project 
costs, and the thermo-modernization bonus is 15% of the project costs, 
while the minimum of reducing energy demand. heat is only 10%, 
and is increased to 50% for residential buildings in local government 
ownership and an additional 10 pp if they are historic. Confirmation of 
compliance with the requirements takes place in a repair audit prepared 
by unlicensed engineers.
The fund received € 0.7 billion in the period under review, and the 
value of investments launched thanks to the bonuses granted is 6.5 
times higher. The existence and operation of the fund has never raised 
any doubts from the point of view of managing public funds. Analyzes 
have been carried out many times to prove that the bonuses paid from 
the state budget are much less than the tax revenues from carrying out 
of the thermomodernisation projects, and additionally, permanent jobs 
are created and maintained in the construction industry specializing in 
these works. Thanks to the thermal modernization carried out, the bills 
for heat used in residential premises are significantly reduced. Although 
the minimum savings required to obtain support is 25%, as a result of 
comprehensive thermal modernization, including thermal insulation of 
external partitions and replacement of central heating and domestic hot 
water systems, even a 50% reduction in heat demand can be achieved.
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THE NEED OF ENERGY 
RENOVATION OF THE 
RESIDENTIAL BUILDINGS IN 
BULGARIA

Mincho Benov 
National Director, Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria 

Mincho Benov has worked in the fields of the 
capital market, financial sector and international 
development as an Executive Director of Sofia 
Stock Exchange, Director Financial Sector and 
Capital Markets at the US FLAG Consortium 

and as a consultant of the World Bank and the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development.
Since 2005 to 2010, Mincho Benov managed a residential energy 
efficiency credit facility implemented through six major Bulgarian 
commercial banks, funded by a €50 million credit line of the European 
Bank for Reconstruction and Development and a €10 million grant 
component, funded by Kozloduy International Decommissioning 
Support Fund. Mincho Benov has managed and consulted various 
investment projects, incl. projects funded by EU pre-accession and 
structural funds.
Since 2011 runs Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria as a National Director 
of the organization.

Description of the problem
The need of energy renovation of the residential buildings in 
Bulgaria.

Type of building Buildings 
(No)

Usable living area 
(m2)

Dwellings 
(No)

Single-family homes 1 291 549 118 300 032 1 490 460 

Multi-family  
residential buildings

66 865 117 158 877 1 640 120 

Mixed type buildings 6 465 4 052 585 53 838 
Dormitories 1 019 1 103 153 20 157 
Total 1 365 898 240 614 647 3 204 575 



38

Energy Efficiency Actions before the accession of Bulgaria to the 
European Union
UNDP ran the first pilot project for energy efficiency renovation 
of multi-family residential buildings since 2005 to 2010. The pro-
gramme granted 50 percent of the funding and the homeowners 
were required to co-fund the rest. The programme supported the 
renovation of 50 multi-family buildings across Bulgaria. Habitat 
for Humanity Bulgaria supported the renovation of half of the 
buildings by providing micro financing to the homeowners’ asso-
ciations, which could not secure their financial contribution.

Operational Programme Regional Development (OPRD), 
first programming period 2007-2013

The Bulgarian government launched a national programme for 
renovation of multi-family buildings in 36 cities in the country in 2012. 
A budget of BGN 36 million funded by OPRD has been allocated to the 
programme, of which 50 million for grant funding of 75 percent of the 
renovation costs and BGN 13 million to the capitalization of a fund for 
preferential financing of the homeowners’ contribution of 25 percent. 
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria developed many policy positions and 
public statements against the design of the programme, the main 
concerns being the strong centalisation of the process and the non-market 
approach to the funding of the homeowners’ financial contributions.
The performance of the programme has been negligible and kept very 
low even after the grant component has been raised to 100 percent – 75 
percent funded by the EU and 25 percent by the national budget. 
The renovation of only 299 buildings was approved and agreements with 
the homeowners’ associations were signed. Some 158 buildings were 
renovated and the renovation of 137 buildings have been postponed for 
the next issue of the programme, announced in 2015.
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria consistently advocated for a modification 
of the programme to ensure its successful implementation. 

National Energy Efficiency Program for Multifamily Residential 
Buildings 2015-2020 
A substantial financial resource of BGN 1 billion was allocated to the 
programme in 2015 through a loan made by the Bulgarian Development 
Bank and guaranteed by the state. Later in the process the funding 
got doubled, reaching BGN 2 billion (approximately €1 billion). The 
programme, which was implemented in 265 municipalities across 
Bulgaria, funded the most cost-effective package of energy-saving 
measures to achieve C class of energy consumption.
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The following three key recommendations, made by Habitat for 
Humanity Bulgaria, have been adopted by the government in designing 
the programme:

	– decentralization of the management processes from the Ministry 
of Regional Development to the municipalities; 

	– decentralization of the financing model of the programme;
	– amendments to the homeowners’ associations and 

condominiums’ legislation to include regulation on the 
professional home-maintenance services to guarantee the 
quality management of any further renovation programmes.

The municipalities played the central role in managing the programme. 
Their responsibilities included: acceptance and processing of 
applications; evaluation and approval of buildings; provisioning the 
financing; monitoring of the implementation of the energy-saving 
measures in each of the renovated buildings. The mayors of the 
municipalities, where the programme has been implemented, were made 
responsible for the entire renovation process as well for the selection of 
contractors as per the regulations of the Public Procurement Act. All 
multi-family residential buildings designed before April 26, 1999, of 
at least 3 stories and 36 individual housing units were eligible to apply. 
Some 2022 buildings have been renovated with grant funding of 100 
percent, which raised many concerns and questions since debt funding 
guaranteed by the national budget was spent in private interest. 
The programme supported the renovation of prefabricated multi-
family buildings, which were not only energy inefficient but also, in 
many cases, deteriorating. Besides the energy-saving renovations, such 
as instalment of thermal insulation and change of window frames, 
the measures, eligible for funding, included changing of the water, 
electricity and sewage installations, structural renovations and hydro 
insulations.  
The housing conditions of the households in the renovated buildings 
improved drastically with regard to safety and comfort and the biggest 
benefit for them was the decrease of their energy expenses by 40 to 60 
percent. The increase of the market value of the renovated real estate 
was another major benefit for the homeowners.
The actions taken by Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria are listed 
chronologically below:
The issues related to the increase of the effectiveness of the programme 
were discussed at a work meeting with Mrs. Snezhina Slavcheva, Chief 
Director for Programing of the Regional Development at the Ministry 
of Regional Development and Public Works on May 20, 2014.
Improvements of the access to EU funding discussed at the 6th work 
meeting of the national policies working group with the National 
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Coalition “Decent Home” on May 29, 2014. The meeting was attended 
by Mrs. Elza Lekova, representative of the Ministry of Investment 
Planning. The working group took a decision to send an official letter 
of invitation to the Ministry of Regional Development to discuss further 
the access to EU funding.
A letter demanding a work meeting for the discussion of the mechanics 
and the model for energy renovation of the residential buildings in 
Bulgaria during the new programming period for the implementation 
of the Operational Programme “Regions in Growth” 2014 – 2020 was 
sent to Mrs. Ekaterina Zaharieva, Minister of Regional Development, 
on August 12, 2014. 
Six proposals for amendments to the programme for energy renovation 
of the residential buildings in Bulgaria during the new programming 
period 2014 – 2020 have been developed and formally submitted to the 
respective institutions. The proposals demanded for:

	– Decentralization of the implementation model of the programme 
from the central government to the local governments (the 
municipalities). The proposal has been adopted and the Program 
has been amended accordingly.

	– Legislative amendments for the enforcement of the professional 
management of the multifamily buildings. The proposal has 
been adopted partially and amendments to the Law on the 
Management of Multifamily Buildings have been voted by the 
Bulgarian Parliament allowing the professional management of 
the buildings.

	– The professional managers of the buildings or project managers 
appointed by the households to be responsible for the selection 
of design and construction companies for the energy renovation 
works. The proposal has not been adopted.

	– The quality requirements for the energy renovation works and 
the criteria for energy savings to be increased and the balance 
payments funded by the programme to be made after the energy 
efficiency results have been proven. The levels of grant funding 
to be increased proportionately to the achieved savings of 
energy. The single and two family buildings to be included as 
eligible buildings for funding by the Program with considerably 
lower levels of grant funding. The proposal has been adopted 
partially with regard to the increase of the requirements for the 
quality of the renovation works.

	– Development of a mechanism, which allows the expenses 
for the renovations to be paid by the achieved money savings 
based on the principle “Pay as you save”? The proposal has not 
been adopted.

	– Development of a model for preferential financing from several 
commercial banks as well to modification and utilization of 
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the Bulgarian Development Bank’s instruments for credit 
guarantees. The proposal has been adopted partially with 
reference to the involvement of the Bulgarian Development 
Bank. The Program has been amended accordingly including 
the Bulgarian Development Bank.

Press conference of the 
National Coalition “Decent 
Home” held on September 9, 
2014 to present and promote 
the positions and the proposed 
changes. 
A second letter to Mrs. 
Ekaterina Zaharieva, Minister 
of Regional Development, 

sent on September 30, 2014 demanding a work meeting for the 
discussion of the mechanics and the model for energy renovation of the 
residential buildings in Bulgaria during the new programming period 
for the implementation of the Operational Programme “Regions in 
Growth” 2014 – 2020.
A work meeting with the Deputy Minister of Regional Development, 
the Head of Housing Department and senior experts from the Ministry 
held on October 2, 2014.
A letter to the new Minister of Regional Development, Ms. Liliana 
Pavlova, sent on November 20, 2014 about the suggested amendments 
to the model and the mechanics of the energy renovations of multifamily 
buildings.
A work meeting with the Deputy Minister of Regional Development, 
Ms. Denitsa Nikolova, and senior experts with the Ministry held on 
December 18, 2014.
A letter sent to Deputy Minister Nikolova on January 20, 2015 with 
proposals for amendments to the Methodology Guidelines for the 
implementation of the Program for energy renovation.
A press conference “Risks and Challenges in the Implementation of the 
National Program for Energy Renovations of Multifamily Buildings” 
held on February 2, 2015.

Long-Term National Strategy for Supporting the Renovation of 
the Residential and Non-Residential Buildings 2021-2050 
A meeting of members of Coalition Decent Home has been held to 
discuss the two documents published by the Ministry of Regional 
Development and Public Works, developed for the purposes of the 
Long-Term National Strategy for Supporting the Renovation of the 
Residential and Non-Residential Buildings 2021-2050:

	– Review and analysis of the national housing buildings’ stock in 
the Republic of Bulgaria;



42

	– Policies and measures to promote cost-effective basic 
improvement of the energy performance of residential buildings 
in the Republic of Bulgaria.

Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria actively participated in the public 
consultations on the draft of the Long-Term National Strategy for 
Supporting the Renovation of the Residential and Non-Residential 
Buildings 2021-2050, held by the Sustainable Energy Development 
Agency.
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria prepared and submitted a statement 
on the above-mentioned draft document with an emphasis on the 
need to develop a national legislative framework that would bind all 
homeowners to take measures for deep renovation of the buildings 
by 2050. Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria’s statement also insisted that 
the households are granted access to interest-free financing for the 
implementation of measures for energy renovation of the housing stock.

The New Regional Development Programme  
(OPRD) 2021-2027
As a member of the Thematic Working Group for Development of 
the Operational Programme for Regional Development 2021-2027, 
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria developed and submitted nine proposals 
for amendments to the programme, so that different housing issues 
are included in it. All nine proposals were adopted and changes to the 
programme were made accordingly. 

Another six proposals 
for amendments to the 
programme, made by 
Habitat for Humanity 
Bulgaria, were adopted 
and as a result, the hous-
ing infrastructure and 
the renovation of the in-
formal settlements were 
included as eligible ac-
tivities. 

A policy statement on the Regional Development Programme, 
demanding for an increase of the funding for energy efficiency 
renovation of the housing stock as well for construction of social 
housing units, has been developed and submitted to the Ministry 
of Regional Development and Public Works and the Bulgarian 
Council of Ministers.
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Advocacy work supported 
by the European Climate 
Foundation
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria 
started a focused advocacy 
effort to secure access of the 
vulnerable population to energy-
saving renovation in 2020. 
In 2021, Habitat for Humanity 
Bulgaria added new advocacy 
goals and started a focused 
campaign advocating for  
residential energy efficiency 
renovations developed in a just 
and inclusive way to be added 
to the political agenda of the 
country. The advocacy campaign 
also aims to raise the awareness 
about the advantages of the 

energy efficiency renovation and the differentiated allocation of the 
grant-funding support as well to push for more ambitious and socially 
just building legislation as part of the European Green Deal.
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria launched a broad information campaign 
in 2021. The communication tools include inspiring infographics, social 
media publications, radio broadcasts and additional actions. 
Four groups of infographics illustrate the key messages of the campaign 
and focus on a particular call-to-action:

	– Socially just differentiated grant support – priority of the low-
income and energy poor households.

	– Advantages of the energy efficiency improvement of the 
housing stock. 

	– Advantages of the adoption of minimum energy performance 
standards of the residential buildings. 

	– Carbon pricing, eco-design and energy labelling – advantages 
and importance.
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The Right to Energy 
Coalition
Habitat for Humanity 
Bulgaria was invited and 
became a member of the 
European “Right to Energy” 
Coalition in 2020. As a 
member of the Coalition 
Habitat for Humanity 

Bulgaria joined the discussion about amending the EU Energy Efficiency 
Directive and proposed several amendment on energy poverty issues.  

National Recovery and Resilience Plan of Bulgaria 
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria developed and submitted policy 
positions on each of the four versions of the national Recovery and 
Resilience Plan, particularly on Pillar 2: Green Bulgaria, Policy Area: 
Circular and Low Carbon Economy - National Programme for Energy 
Efficiency of Multifamily Residential Buildings.
Two declarations were developed and submitted to the Bulgarian 
Parliament, the members of the Standing Parliamentary Committee 
on Budget and Finance, the Bulgarian Council of Ministers, the Prime 
Minister, Minister of EU funds, Minister of Regional Development and 
Public Works, to all Bulgarian MEPs, as well as to DG REFORM in 
2021. Both declarations insist on immediate changes of the financing 
and implementation mechanisms of the energy efficiency projects for 
the renovation of the building stock in accordance with the economic 
logic, the national goals and the European ambitions in the energy 
efficiency area. 
At a work meeting with Mrs. Violeta Komitova, caretaker Minister 
of Regional Development and Public Works, and her team, Minister 
Komitova made a commitment that all the recommendations and 
proposals of Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria will be adopted in the 
residential energy efficiency programme in the Recovery and Resilience 
Plan of Bulgaria.  
Habitat for Humanity Bulgaria’s recommendations are in the following 
main areas: requirement for financial participation of owners, 
differentiated support for low-income households, linking grants to the 
depth of renovation, attracting the banking sector and engaging owners 
to control the costs and quality of construction activities.
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RESIDENTIAL ENERGY 
EFFICIENCY FOR LOW-INCOME 
HOUSEHOLDS” PROJECT IN 
ARMENIA

Varsenik Khloyan, MBA 
Project Manager, Habitat for Humanity Armenia

Varsenik Khloyan is the project manager of 
“Residential Energy Efficiency for Low Income 
Households” project at Habitat for Humanity 
Armenia. She is an expert in  development 
and application of replicable financial models 

in multi-apartment buildings renovation and energy upgrade field. 
Since 2015 she works in the housing sector on the development 
of enabling environment for residential energy efficiency through 
creating financial tools, enhancing institutional capacities of HOAs 
and organizing awareness raising activities. Since 2017 Varsenik is 
engaged in advocacy activities focused on the reform of residential 
buildings management law.  She holds Master’s degree in Business 
Administration with focus on Green Energy and Sustainable Businesses 
(University of Bologna) and has more than 17 years’ work experience 
of which 6 years in housing sector and 6 years in banking sector. 

Background Information
In Armenia, as in most countries in the region, heating of multi-unit 
apartment residential buildings accounts for more than 30% of energy 
use. The reason is the incompatibility of previously used construction 
and heating methods with energy efficiency standards, which leads to 
significant energy loss. As a result, rising energy prices are having an 
increasingly negative impact on the budgets of low-income households.
Addressing this issue, Habitat for Humanity and the United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) has launched a 
program to increase the energy efficiency of residential buildings for 
low-income families in Armenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and North 
Macedonia. 
The project was launched in Armenia in 2013. It is funded by 
USAID and co-financed and implemented by Habitat for Humanity 
Armenia Foundation (Habitat for Humanity Armenia). The project 
aims to demonstrate that joint efforts in this area can lead to essential 
improvements in the living conditions of low-income households in 
Armenia and reduce energy poverty in the country at the national and 
regional levels.  
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The main goals of the project are:
•	 Mitigate the impact of rising prices of energy on the budgets of 

low-income households
•	 Improve living standards of low income households through 

creating enabling conditions for the renovation and energy 
upgrade of residential buildings in Armenia

•	 Develop and test viable and replicable financial models
•	 Improve the legislative framework for residential buildings 

maintenance and energy upgrade in Armenia
•	 Enhance the institutional capacities of residential buildings’ 

management bodies.

Problem Statement

Poor Condition of Multi-Apartment Housing Stock 
The vast majority of the multi-apartment housing stock in Armenia 
is in deplorable condition. About 23% of multi-apartment buildings 
(MABs) (about 4 400 MABs) constructed in Armenia are panel based, 
multi-story apartment buildings that are generally  badly insulated and 
maintained and as a result provide  low level of energy efficiency and 
living comfort.  About  75% of the buildings were built between 1951–
1990:  The energy audit shows that the current thermal insulation value 
of the panel based building in Armenia is twice less than the required 
local and international standards. 
Institutional and Legislative Gaps
Due to current socio-economic situation and low performance of 
the institutional and legislative framework, including the absence of 
working mechanisms for the implementation of various legislative 
provisions, there are a number of problems in the field of management 
and maintenance of the multi-unit housing stock that call for immediate 
solutions. The capacity level of current management bodies of MABs 
is low. No qualification requirements are set by law for the managers 
of MABs.
Low collection rate of maintenance fees
Homeowners have wrong perceptions regarding responsibilities towards 
maintenance of common share areas. This is the result of the old system 
of state taking care of the maintenance of common share properties. In 
addition to this, the current enforcement mechanisms for the payments 
of maintenance fees for implementation of mandatory norms are 
ineffective. There is also lack of transparency in the management of 
MAB maintenance funds.



47

Lack of Access to Finance
No financial products are available for homeowner associations for 
the renovation of the buildings as financial institutions consider high 
risks in lending to HOAs. HOAs do not possess assets to serve as 
collateral for securing the loan, as well as they maintain poor financial 
documentation and have lack of experience in working with financial 
institutions. There are also legal concerns related with inconsistencies 
between the laws related to MAB management and HOAs.
No availability of technical and energy data of MABs
There are no provisions set for the buildings‘ technical and energy data 
accumulation and registration. As a result of this, buildings’ technical 
and energy data is not available. There is a need for creation of a unified 
registry of real estate database by registering rights of building owners 
upon residential buildings and inclusion of MAB energy profile/passport 
in the passportization form of MAB common shared ownership.
Low level of awareness regarding energy efficient (EE) and 
renewable energy (RE) investment benefits and savings in MABs
There is a lack of awareness about EE and RE measures implementation 
benefits in MABs among the population. In addition to this there are 
long payback periods and high investment costs and lack of financial 
capacities of homeowners for investments in full thermal retrofitting of 
the buildings.

Project Target Group
The main target group of the project beneficiaries are tenants of multi-
apartment buildings. 

Project Stakeholders 
The main stakeholders involved in the project are as follows:

•	 Homeowner associations 
•	 Financial institutions
•	 Municipalities
•	 Government bodies 
•	 NGOs
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Way of achieving results
In order to achieve the project goals, Habitat for Humanity Armenia 
focused its activities on the following main directions:

•	 Advocacy
•	 Access to Finance
•	 Capacity building 
•	 Awareness raising on EE measures.

Advocacy Activities:
Habitat for Humanity Armenia has been engaged in advocacy activities 
since 2015. Through its advocacy efforts Habitat for Humanity Armenia 
submitted recommendations to the Urban Development Committee of 
Armenia which is the main body working on the reform of the RA Law 
on “Multi-apartment buildings management”. The recommendations 
were prepared based on the  “Visegrad Fund” project research findings 
and REELIH project experience in Armenia.  
Since 2019 Habitat for Humanity Armenia participated in the 
Interdepartmental Working Group meetings targeted at the reform of 
the MAB management law. The Working Group was created by the 
Prime Minister on 20.08.2019 with the main goal to improve legislative 
environment for the maintenance and management of housing stock.  
Habitat for Humanity Armenia also organized round table discussions 
and conferences inviting sector related stakeholders for discussion of 
policy issues and knowledge transfer in the respective field. 

Creating Access to Finance:
Since the launch of the Project in 2013, viable and sustainable financial 
model for residential buildings’ partial energy efficient (EE) renovations 
was developed and tested using the combination of loan, subsidy and 
loan guarantee mechanisms to ensure that investments made in the 
buildings will be maintained and continued in an organized fashion by 
the management bodies.
Two financial models were created and tested. Initially, the financial 
model was aimed to create opportunities for full thermal insulation of 
the building, but market research showed that the residents were not 
yet ready to invest enough money for full retrofitting of the building. It 
was decided to implement the program with a step-by-step approach, 
starting from partial thermal insulation of MABs. 
The first model involved subsidies which were provided by Yerevan 
municipality and loans which were provided by “Inecobank” CJSC. 
The loans accounted up to 70% of the total cost of the renovation works 
of the selected buildings and the subsidies accounted up to 40%. In 
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certain circumstances HOAs would invest savings from that specific 
building. Through this model EE measures were implemented in 13 
buildings. 
Since 2020, Habitat for Humanity Armenia started cooperation with a 
new financial institution, e.g. “Agroleasing Leasing Credit Company” 
Ltd, and introduced guarantee mechanism. So, the second model 
encompassed guarantee fund which would cover up to 50% non-
payment risk of the borrowers. This financial model enabled provision 
of loans for HOAs with preferential interest rates, e. g. interest rates 
which were comparably lower in the market and competitive. This 
stimulated HOAs to take loans without subsidies from the municipality.  
So, the financial model became more sustainable. 

Financial Models Financial Models

Capacity building activities:

Habitat Armenia conducted trainings for homeowner associations and residents of MABs. 15 
courses were organized for HOA managers, which were aimed at institutional capacity
strengthening, as well managerial and organizational skills improvements. The trainings for 
the residents were mainly aimed at improving the tenants’ knowledge in the field of EE / ES 
and raising the efficiency of decision-making.

Awareness raising activities:

Trainings on energy efficiency measures were conducted for homeowners of multi-
apartment buildings. In total 15 trainings were organized and 232 tenants increased their 
knowledge on EE and renewable energy measures in the buildings. In addition to this 
Habitat Armenia organized training of trainers’ seminar in order to make such trainings 
happen on regular basis upon necessity. Through ToT seminar, 12 participants, including 
HOA representatives, sector specialists and Habitat Armenia respective personnel, received 
necessary knowledge for conducting such trainings. 

Capacity building activities: 
Habitat for Humanity Armenia conducted trainings for homeowner 
associations and residents of MABs. 15 courses were organized for HOA 
managers, which were aimed at institutional capacity strengthening, as 
well managerial and organizational skills improvements. The trainings 
for the residents were mainly aimed at improving the tenants’ knowledge 
in the field of EE / ES and raising the efficiency of decision-making.

Awareness raising activities:
Trainings on energy efficiency measures were conducted for homeowners 
of multi-apartment buildings. In total 15 trainings were organized and 
232 tenants increased their knowledge on EE and renewable energy 
measures in the buildings. In addition to this Habitat for Humanity 
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Armenia organized training of trainers’ seminar in order to make such 
trainings happen on regular basis upon necessity. Through ToT seminar, 
12 participants, including HOA representatives, sector specialists and 
Habitat for Humanity Armenia respective personnel, received necessary 
knowledge for conducting such trainings. 

Main results and benefits
The difficult political situation in Armenia has been making the 
implementation of the Project quite challenging. The revolution in 
2018 resulting in significant changes in the government staff created 
big obstacles in pursuing policy changes in the country. In addition 
to this, Covid-19 pandemics, followed by the state of war in Armenia 
in 2020 have created even more difficulties for achieving project 
milestones. Irrespective of this, Habitat for Humanity Armenia could 
achieve the following results through implementation of the project. 
Particularly, more than 30 residential buildings were renovated/
energy upgraded, resulting in improved living conditions for more 
than 3400 families. 
The windows and the doors of the common stairwells have been 
repaired, the lighting systems have been modernized, the roofs have 
been repaired, and the basements have been insulated.
The energy audit carried out in 3 model buildings recorded an up 
to 6% improvement of energy saving. It is noteworthy that as an 
additional result, the façade of the buildings and the level of comfort 
have been improved, which directly affects the prices of real estate, 
making them more competitive in the market.
Through its advocacy efforts, in 2020 HFH Armenia reached the first 
success in one of its policy positions advocated since 2015. According 
to this Decision, each building shall have a separate bank account for 
the management of its funds (payments for implementing mandatory 
norms, as well as other payments for the operation and betterment of 
the building) which will increase the transparency of the management 
of the funds for each building. In addition to this by the decision of 
the homeowners assembly there can be a separate reserve fund account 
opened in the bank for each building, which will be used to cover the 
expenses related with the unforeseen accidental renovation works in 
the building, as well as other expenses related with the operation and 
betterment of the building. The payments by homeowners will be done 
through on-line platform.
Through trainings in residential energy efficiency, 30 condominiums 
increased their capacities in this field; more than 200 households 
increased their awareness on energy saving tools and measures in 
apartments. As a result of trainings conducted for HOAs, 6 new HOAs 
were engaged in the project and 7 additional buildings were renovated.
Post training monitoring results showed that about 70% of course 
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participants started using energy at home more economically․
•	 38% turn off unnecessarily turned-on lights
•	 49% have replaced old light bulbs with new, energy-saving 

ones
•	 8% insulated the exterior walls of the apartment
•	 2% started using EE household appliances

Within the framework of the project, the www.taqtun.am website was 
created and launched, in which the importance of energy efficiency 
and energy saving is presented. It is a unique guide to residential 
energy efficiency. Implementing such measures at the system level will 
significantly reduce greenhouse gas (CO2) emissions. 
The popularization and duplication of the REELIH project in other 
condominiums in Armenia will improve the living conditions of low-
income families, saving the family budget, which will help reduce 
energy poverty in Armenia.

Implemented works – Buildings renovation

Avan Arinj 1/4  building, Yerevan
BEFORE AFTER
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Gayi 2 building, Yerevan
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ADDRESSING THE ENERGY 
POVERTY AND AIR POLLUTION 
ON LOCAL LEVEL:  
THE SARAJ CASE

Fexhri Selami, MA
Project Coordinator, ZIP Institute – Skopje 

Fexhri Selami is a Project Coordinator at ZIP 
Institute, a non-governmental organization est. 
2011 in Skopje an independent, nonpartisan, public 
policy organization geared towards producing 
and disseminating high-quality, objective and 

comprehensive ideas and analyses central to the democratization and EU 
Integration of North Macedonia. Previously, Fexhri, served as a Director 
of the State Labour Inspectorate of North Macedonia, an institution 
founded to counter grey economy and occupational health and safety 
at work places. He graduated with honors from South Eastern European 
University on Public Administration, and proceeded his master studies 
on Diplomacy and International Relations at the same university. 

Executive summary
This policy memorandum addresses air pollution in Saraj, a peri urban 
municipality falling under the City of Skopje, as a major problem that 
poses life-threatening concerns to the citizens of Saraj. It seeks to do 
that by utilizing the latest innovation in enabling citizens’ participation, 
labeled as Citizens’ Assembly. The local Citizens Assembly will 
represent a more cohesive group of citizens living in a semi-urban area 
which would allow for a fast convening of the Citizens Assembly and a 
faster policy outcome. Though local pollution is an issue which affects 
the whole of the country, it has particular hotspots, and the peri-urban 
areas, such as the municipality of Saraj are bigger emitters and at the 
same time more affected, making it a more urgent location for measures 
against air pollution. The Citizens’ Assembly recommendations to 
be presented to the two authorities in charge of air quality, Ministry 
of Environment and Municipality of Saraj, shall be centered on the 
adoption of a program to reduce air pollution. The implementation of 
the program shall require a systematic approach in reducing emissions. 
Strategically planned and deployed measures will be applied from all 
identified sectors. This shall lead specifically to the following outcome: 
reduction of air pollution in Saraj for up to 50%, by 2025. Specific 
recommendations for achieving this end goal are enclosed in the 
document.
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Background

On a global scale, air pollution holds a large share among the key 
risk factors for human health. It tops the list of four greatest overall 
risk factors jointly with blood pressure, dietary risks and smoking. 
This is perfectly illustrated with the WHO report of 2016, based on 
which ambient air pollution kills about 3 million people annually and 
is affecting all regions of the world, although Western Pacific and 
South East Asia are the most affected. About 90% of people breathe 
air that does not comply with the WHO Air Quality  Guidelines11.  
Air  pollution  is  recognized  as  a  pressing  sustainability  concern  
and  is  directly mentioned in two SDG targets: SDG 3.9 (substantial 
reduction of health impacts from hazardous substances) and SDG 11.6 
(reduction of adverse impacts of cities on people). Interlinkages of air 
pollution with other SDGs are described in detail in Supplementary 
material (Section S1). Action in the energy sector, including industry, 
transport and domestic subsectors, is essential to the attainment of the 
air pollution related SDGs.
The city of Skopje often tops the lists of air pollution rating, but air 
pollution is only a result of deep environmental, social, and political 
issues in North Macedonia. Air pollution in North Macedonia is among 
the highest in Europe, leading to a high rate of air pollution-related 
deaths in Europe caused by the widespread use of fuelwood heating by 
households in urban areas2. The WHO report of 2016 asserts that there are 
66 deaths annually for 100.000 inhabitants in North Macedonia, listing 
it in the top 15 countries with highest numbers of deaths attributable 
to air pollution. Air pollution is the biggest cause of premature death 
and an increasing number of diseases in humans. It is the biggest 
environmental risk to the health of citizens in Europe, where according 
to EEA and WHO data it is the cause of about 400,000 prematurely 
lost lives. Unfortunately, according to the latest report of the European 
Environment Agency for air pollution in Europe, the Republic  of North 
Macedonia is ranked worst among all European countries, with the 
most polluted air in the cities. Skopje, Bitola and Tetovo are among 
the 10 most polluted cities in Europe in 2017. According to the latest 
analysis of the World Health Organization (WHO), air pollution is the 
main cause of over 1300 deaths per year, and an increasing number of 
people with respiratory diseases. According to World Bank analyses, 
air pollution costs the country about 2.5% of annual GDP for additional 
funding for health services, or 300m euros a year.
Fuelwood is considered a ‘social fuel’ due to its cheap price. It is as such 
used by households in energy poverty to keep their energy costs and 

1 Ambient air pollution: A global assessment of exposure and burden of disease.  
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/250141/9789241511353-eng.
pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y 

2 http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/949621468090285546/pdf/
ACS81790ESW0wh0h0Country0Assessment.pdf
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electricity bills low, which are those that cannot satisfy their domestic 
energy needs. This issue of material deprivation and environmental 
degradation, although on a first look might seem intimate to the situation 
of certain poor households only, is, however, a challenge of grave 
proportion given the rather desperate fact that half of the households 
in North Macedonia are faced with energy poverty.3 The dependency 
on fuelwood heating is a policy failure the political system is finding 
difficult to resolve. The widespread material deprivation is a result of 
the change of the system which did not manage to establish protection 
of the most vulnerable, did not democratize the energy system, and 
failed to set sound environmental standards. After the change from the 
socialist system, energy prices rose, while the housing sector remained 
inefficient, heat infrastructure under-developed, and the energy 
market remained monopolized. The rising electricity prices prompted 
households to switch to fuelwood, which has wider environmental 
implications as deforestation.4 Air pollution came as a result of the deep 
systematic weaknesses including, among others, the lack of clean and 
modern heating alternatives to cheap fuelwood and lack of protection 
of vulnerable consumers which even use unconventional highly toxic 
materials, such as garbage, plastics and used furniture for heating 
their households. The interconnected factors that come at play make 
the air pollution crisis an issue which cannot be addressed in isolation. 
Its strong ties with policies for energy, climate, transport, trade, 
agriculture, biodiversity and other issues imply that the problem needs 
to be addressed through a holistic approach that takes into consideration 
all the peculiar aspects of the accompanying problems.
The extensive use of fuelwood which is also intentionally used to 
replace electricity for services, such as preparing hot water and 
cooking, exposes the vulnerability of households to electricity, and also 
to the institutional set-up. Only in 2018, there were 73727 disconnected 
electricity consumers5 due to unpaid bills. The electricity supply is 
in private ownership and a monopoly. The Ombudsman of North 
Macedonia has continuously criticized the single electricity supplier 
since there are cases of disconnections from electricity without warning 
even after only one unpaid bill, causing damage to households6.

3 http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S001671850600039X
4 http://www.analyticamk.org/images/stories/files/energy_poverty/poverty_eng.pdf
5 http://www.erc.org.mk/odluki/2019.04.25%20GI%20za%20rabotata%20na%20

RKE%20za%202018%20godina-final.pdf
6 http://ombudsman.mk/upload/Godisni izvestai/GI-2017/GI-2018.pdf
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The municipality of Saraj
The municipality of Saraj is a relevant case of a multi-ethnic rural 
municipality in Skopje where issues of material deprivation and 
environmental challenges are magnified. Interviewed households living 
in Saraj report the poor quality of electricity, issues with collective 
electricity disconnections in parts of the municipality, and lack of 
support from the municipality. Regarding the low quality of electricity, 
they report unable to turn on several appliances at the same time. They 
also try to use fuelwood as much as possible and bottled gas to avoid 
paying high electricity bills. They feel that also fuelwood is more 
expensive to obtain since the forests they own are already depleted. This 
entrapment of Saraj households to avoid electricity and use fuelwood 
without infrastructural support leads to a higher level of air pollution in 
this area of the city, hitting its peaks during winter time.

The question
How can the Citizens’ Assembly of Saraj help tackle air pollution at the 
local level?
This question is a key starting point to having people learn about the 
complexities of the issue, uncovering the systematic weaknesses and 
at the same time offers citizens an empowered role of co-shaping the 
local policymaking. Setting up a Citizens Assembly at the municipality 
of Saraj is the adequate first step in dealing with air pollution due to the 
following set of reasons:

•	 The local Citizens Assembly will represent a more cohesive 
group of citizens living in a semi-urban area which would 
allow for a fast convening of the Citizens Assembly and a faster 
policy outcome.

•	 Local pollution, although is an issue which affects the whole of 
the country, has particular hotspots, and the peri-urban areas, 
such as the municipality of Saraj are bigger emitters and at the 
same time more affected, making it a more urgent location for 
measures against air pollution.

•	 One key reason for increased local pollution is the use of 
fuelwood for domestic heating which is overrepresented as a 
type of heating in Saraj municipality.

•	 The municipality of Saraj has sufficient legal obligations to 
adopt measures against air pollution based primarily on the 
Energy efficiency program which each municipality should 
adopt and implement.

•	 The municipality of Saraj has sufficient legal obligations in the 
area of social and environmental affairs so that it may adapt 
measures to address these policies at the local level as they are 
related with air pollution.
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•	 The municipality of Saraj through the Association of the Units 
of Local Self-Government7, has the possibility to report on its 
work to other municipalities in the country, as cooperate with 
other relevant institutions which might complement their work 
in areas of environment, social and energy issues.

•	 Addressing local air pollution in this context requires addressing 
first hotspots, which is achieved with Saraj municipality, and 
active participation of citizens which is done with the Citizens 
Assembly.

•	 Based on a detailed study of the Energy efficiency programs of 
municipalities by 2015, the conclusion is that one municipality 
by focusing on measures that address citizens, can have a big 
impact, despite the limited financial and human capacities 
a municipality has on disposal8 because it depends on the 
institutional will of the municipality.

The Citizens Assembly
•	 This question is well suited for a Citizens Assembly due to a 

set of reasons:
•	 It offers a space of representation and recognition of various 

socio-demographic profiles of citizens representing the multi-
ethnic society of Saraj.

•	 It offers a starting point for citizens to feel included and impact 
the local decision-making based on their expert and layman 
insights of being citizens of Saraj.

•	 It offers a good space for citizens to exchange with external 
experts on various issues, such as climate change, inequality, 
poverty, and good governance, allowing for a balanced policy 
suggestions.

•	 It resonates with current trends of environmental movements, 
such as Fridays for Future, where young people lead by 
pressuring governments to comply with the Paris agreement.

•	 It increases solidarity and inter-section cooperation at the 
municipal level.

•	 It allows for greater policy impact of citizens, for example by 
proposing budget changes to the Municipal Council to support 
their policy suggestions.

7 http://www.zels.org.mk/Default.aspx?id=041bca17-a99d-463c-99a2-
e35d17eba662

8 http://www.analyticamk.org/images/Files/Programi_za_EE_final_48a08.pdf
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Authority
Air quality and reduction of emissions are a major competence of 
the Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning. Therefore, the 
findings emanating from the Citizens’ Assembly on air pollution 
need to be communicated primarily to this institution. In addition, 
the findings will be sent across other institutions holding a stake on 
the issue of air pollution, such as: Saraj Mayor and Saraj Municipal 
Council. Last but not least, the findings and recommendations will be 
also communicated to the the Prime Minister’s office, the Ministry of 
Health, and the Association of Local Self Government Units (ZELS). 
The knowledge resources and expertise will be generated from the 
highest authority in charge of managing the situation with air pollution 
Ministry of Environment whose internal capacity and expertise will 
be widely utilized in the project activities by providing knowledge 
resources, expertise, and information relevant for the drafting of the 
information kit. Once the process is finalized, a Memorandum of 
Understanding shall be signed with the Ministry of Environment and 
Saraj Municipality who, inter alia, will commit to assist the process in 
all ways they can and take findings from the citizens assembly reports 
into serious consideration upon devising recommendations and policies 
aimed at reducing the air pollution rates in Saraj and the wider Skopje 
region. This will allow for greater policy impact of citizens, for example 
by proposing budget changes to different layers of governance: the PM 
office, Ministry of Environment, and the Municipal Council of Saraj as 
a sustainable measure in supporting their policy suggestions.
The first step towards solving the pollution problem is to determine the 
sources of pollution. For that purpose, the Ministry of Environment and 
Physical Planning, the City of Skopje and other relevant institutions 
in the past years have conducted a series of analyses and studies to 
determine in which period of the year the highest concentrations 
of pollutants occur. According to these studies, the highest peaks 
(highest concentrations), when analyzing the average monthly or daily 
concentrations, occur during the winter period i.e. during the heating 
season. All analyses and findings conducted so far indicate that heating 
is the biggest air polluter in the Skopje region. Such findings are 
confirmed in the study prepared by the Finnish Meteorological Institute 
within the twinning project with the MoEPP where it is estimated that as 
much as 90% of the total emissions of PM particles come from heating 
(fuelwood).
Apart from heating, the sources of pollution from other sectors are not 
to be neglected and underestimated. Waste and illegal landfills, as well 
as their incineration, then industrial facilities, construction expansion 
and non-compliance with construction rules, numerous untidy areas 
from which dust rises, as well as traffic add to the complexity of the 
challenge and diversify the causes of pollution and complicate the 
process of finding long-term solution to the problem. Hence, the 
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conclusion is that only a combination of measures aimed at changing the 
ways of heating households and all other sectors: construction, heating 
of small companies, transport, regulation of public areas, together with 
the strengthening of the capacities of the inspection supervision and 
frequent controls in the industrial capacities and other legal entities will 
give the best results for solving the problem.

Exploring problem-solving concepts
Air pollution is the visible end result of failures in energy policy – a 
difficult political issue globally. Since it has been established that 
air pollution is just a consequence of deeper structural issues, which 
makes it a difficult case to be solved, however, this section explores 
some grassroots approaches which show that the pressure of citizens 
can make an impact. One approach is the concept of the ‘right to 
energy’ which has been used by civil society organizations as an 
overarching solution to eradicating energy poverty in Europe. They 
demand the prohibition of disconnections, special tariffs for low-
income households, and energy efficiency for low-income households 
with no extra costs for them, but also clean energy9. This example is 
relevant since it comes from activists and NGOs working very closely 
with energy-poor households. The Alliance against Energy Poverty in 
Catalonia10, a social movement which is led by energy- poor people, 
pressured their Catalan government into adopting a law that protects 
vulnerable consumers from disconnection.
A second example comes from experiences in North Macedonia. In 
2013 massive energy protests took place in the country as a result of the 
increasing energy prices. This initiative resulted in a draft law signed by 
more than 13.000 people and was presented in front of the Parliament. 
The initiative demanded to allow releasing the disconnected consumers 
from the obligation of paying any reimbursement for heat energy if 
disconnected and introducing a cheap daily electricity tariff, but it did not 
succeed. However, after the change of the government, these demands 
have been adopted. This movement shows that citizens’ involvement 
in agenda-setting can at least offer a wider range of policy options. 
Important reflection is that the debate of the draft law offered a relevant 
forum of experts, representatives of institutions, and affected people to 
exchange about the nexus of system lock-ins, energy liberalization, and 
human rights.
Based on the institutional setup in North Macedonia, local government 
units have some legal obligations to deal with issues regarding 
energy poverty and air pollution. They have to adopt local plans for 
economic development and have some authority over social and 
environmental issues too. For the past few years, they have to adopt 

9 http://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/Right to energy web reading - 
EN.pdf

10 https://pobresaenergetica.es/
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energy efficiency programs where they have the opportunity to tackle 
issues of relevance to their citizens, such as giving subsidies for new 
heating stoves for households, offering programs to improve the energy 
efficiency of houses, and similar. Systematic research of 2015 shows 
that municipalities have a low rate of adopting an ever lower rate of 
implementing energy efficiency programs11. No such program is found 
on the website of the municipality of Saraj.

Suggested Policy Options
In the case of Saraj, the Citizens’ Assembly shall propose the adoption 
of a program to reduce air pollution for the realization of which a 
systematic approach in reducing emissions will be applied from all 
identified sectors in strategically planned and deployed measures. 
This shall lead specifically to the following outcome: Reduction of air 
pollution in Saraj up to 50% by 2025.
The program shall be implemented through a holistic approach that 
entails interventions across key domains relevant to air pollution: 
monitoring, inspection, public campaign, amendment of relevant laws, 
sectors that are the most critical sources of pollution (household heating, 
transport, construction, urban greenery, waste management).
With this pollution reduction program for Saraj Municipality, in the 
period 2024-2025 activities to be proposed for financing are as follows:

1. Air quality monitoring - the activities will be aimed at improving 
the air quality monitoring system in Saraj, through: complete 
replacement of all instruments in the monitoring stations; and 
Application of modern mathematical models for modeling and 
appropriate air pollution prediction.

2. Improving the capacity of the local environmental inspectorate 
to perform inspections in order to ensure full implementation 
of the relevant legal regulations for environmental protection. 
Activities will include: legal changes where necessary 
(Inspection Council, Environmental Inspectorate); increased 
number of employees/inspectors and strengthened capacities 
of these institutions, increased volume of regular inspections, 
and introduction of a more efficient system of performing 
inspection controls.

3. Raising public awareness through educational campaigns shall 
be one of the priority activities in this program that will aim 
to inform Saraj inhabitants on the harmfulness of using non-
ecological sources for heating, but also educate them about 
alternatives that are more efficient, more environmentally 
friendly and more cost-effective opportunities for heating, 
transportation, waste disposal, etc.

11 http://www.analyticamk.org/images/Files/Programi_za_EE_final_48a08.pdf
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4. Reduction of emissions of pollutants from heating in households. 
As the largest source of pollution, most activities shall be 
implemented by this sector. Given that subsidies are not the 
most appropriate and effective way to encourage change, and 
at the same time can negatively affect market activities in this 
sector (supply and demand for new technologies and heating 
energy), activities need to be focused on finding models for 
encouraging private companies to offer more appropriate 
packages so that households can more easily decide to change 
their heating habits and technologies.

5. Urban greenery - neglected areas and dust are also major 
sources of pollution in urban and peri-ubran areas such as 
Saraj municipality. Delayed debris and waste on the same areas 
further aggravates the situation, and their frequent burning is too 
dangerous for all surrounding settlements. Therefore, activities 
within this domain shall also have priority in implementation.

6. Waste management - some of the activities in this sector are 
mentioned in the previous point. With over 3000 small and 
large illegal landfills across the country, many of them located 
within Saraj municipality, this sector significantly contributes 
to emissions of pollutants. The activities in this sector shall 
be crafted around the following priorities: landfill cleaning; 
educational activities to reduce waste generation and its reuse 
and composting of organic waste; installation of nets in rivers 
for waste collection; stimulating the collection, sorting and 
recycling of plastics, and other activities.

7. Transport - air pollution from this sector is most directly felt 
by the citizens, because the emissions are emitted at the level 
of daily movement of citizens. Therefore, the activities in this 
sector shall be focused not only on reducing emissions, but also 
to reducing the exposure of citizens even while moving from 
one place to another. To this end, activities will be focused on:
•	 Amendments to the law on vehicles (Introduction of 

ecological stickers, subsidies for procurement of electric 
and hybrid vehicles, bike lanes for replacing cars with 
bicycles, etc.);

•	 Restructuring of public transport;
•	 Introduction of winter traffic regime;

8. Construction - construction expansion in the recent years in 
Saraj is more than evident. However, this goes hand in hand 
with non-compliance with legal regulations for construction 
and securing of buildings under construction, and illegal delay 
in construction debris and waste in recent years significantly 
contributes to pollution, including air. Therefore, in this sector 
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the recommendations will be provided around the following 
axis of intervention:
•	 Strengthened controls of construction activities;
•	 Introduction of a system for disposal of waste from buildings 

by preparing a plan to delay the start of construction from 
external companies.
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institutional donors’ funding. Liljana’s areas of 
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active into the energy efficiency in the residential sector, focusing on 
energy poverty and retrofits of multi-apartment buildings. 
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Cyril and Methodius” in Skopje. 
Before joining Habitat she worked for the Macedonian Centre 
for International Cooperation and for the UNDP country office in 
Macedonia on several training and management positions.

Citizens’ participation, citizens’ engagement and community 
engagement seem to be very important elements for any democratic 
society. Numerous development initiatives and projects require 
citizens’ participation and use different forms and methods to provide 
their actual involvement in the processes. 
Still, the impression is that the more we talk about civic engagement, 
the less there is real civic participation in the development and decision 
making processes.
Energy efficiency of multi-apartment buildings and energy poverty 
among homeowners is a burning issue in the Central European 
countries due to various reasons that require an organized approach and 
involvement of all stakeholders in the sector. 
This article intends to emphasize the relations between citizens’ 
participation, community engagement and energy efficiency retrofits 
of multi-apartment buildings, through the best practices of Habitat for 
Humanity Macedonia. 
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Energy efficiency in multi-family apartment buildings
Energy efficiency in the multi-family apartment buildings in the Central 
Eastern European countries is a complex issue due to the several 
reasons:

•	 High level of privatization of the apartments in the multi-
apartment buildings.  

•	 Socialist/communist history of the countries, as well as the fact 
that housing is considered a social, rather than an economic 
category.

•	 Inherited behaviors among the homeowners, state institutions, 
community service providers, etc.

•	 Undeveloped real estate and facility management market for 
the multi-apartment buildings,

•	 Lack of financial support models for retrofits,
•	 Energy poverty and a high number of low-income households,
•	 Mixed social structure of the homeowners in multi-apartment 

buildings,
•	 Deficiency of skilled workers and quality construction materials 

at affordable prices,
•	 Underdeveloped supporting system for low-income and 

energy-poor households.
These factors negatively influence the quality, the volume and the 
scope of apartment building retrofits and are generating other housing 
problems:

•	 High energy consumption at the level of households,
•	 High energy bills that burden family budget,
•	 Lower housing comfort (households are not using the whole 

living space),
•	 Increased air pollution, especially in the urban areas. 

Considering that more than 50% of the urban population in Central and 
Eastern Europe is living in multi-apartment buildings, low retrofitting 
level in these countries becomes a general problem for the governments. 
Some of the Central and Eastern European countries are EU members, 
while the rest of them have candidate status. All of them are members 
of the Energy Community1 in Vienna and are obliged to follow the 
1 The Energy Community is an international organization which brings together the 

European Union and its neighbors to create an integrated pan-European energy market. 
The organization was founded by the Treaty establishing the Energy Community 
signed in October 2005 in Athens, Greece, in force since July 2006. The key objective 
of the Energy Community is to extend the EU internal energy market rules and 
principles to countries in South East Europe, the Black Sea region and beyond on the 
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European Union principles and regulations on energy efficiency.
Most of the European Union initiatives are aimed at creating an integrated 
energy system based on binding rules and principles. The inclusion of 
the residential sector in energy efficiency processes efficiency is crucial 
for a successful implementation of the national strategies, policies and 
programs, and fulfillment of the respective European Union goals and 
objectives. 
Due to the energy crisis in the past two years, several EU Directives are 
now under the process of adaptation, including the most important ones 
for the residential sector, such as: the Directive for Building Performance2 

(EPBD) and Renewable Energy Directive3, (RED II). 
The problem with the low quality of the residential fund in Western 
Balkan Countries is even worse than in the other parts of Europe. A low 
range of retrofitted buildings and a high level of poverty, accompanied 
by the lack of socio-economic mechanisms for protection of vulnerable 
groups, make the region a place with high pollution, high energy 
consumption at the household level, high energy poverty rate etc.  
All of this leads to the conclusion that the energy efficiency intervention 
of the multi-apartment buildings requires a specific approach to planning 
and implementation.
In this context, Habitat for Humanity Macedonia’s experience with 
EE renovation of more than 60 apartment buildings with over 1900 
apartments, showed that the application of hard measures (replacement 
of windows and doors, roofing, thermo-facade, etc.) are leading to an 
overall annual energy savings of 7910 MWh and annual reductions of 
CO2 emissions by 3670 t. 
Through this complicated and demanding process of renovations of 
the multi-apartment buildings, Habitat for Humanity Macedonia has 
put additional efforts to mobilize community engagement and provide 
significant involvement of all stakeholders, including the homeowners 

basis of a legally binding framework.
2 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_6686, The 

revised directive sets out how Europe can achieve a zero-emission and fully 
decarbonized building stock by 2050. The proposed measures will increase the 
rate of renovation, particularly for the worst-performing buildings, modernize the 
building stock, making it more resilient and accessible, supports better air quality, 
the digitalization of energy systems for buildings and the roll-out of infrastructure for 
sustainable mobility. 

3 The Renewable Energy Directive, Directive (EU) 2018/2001, (RED II), established 
a common framework for the promotion of energy from renewable sources in the 
EU and set a binding target of 32 % for the overall share of energy from renewable 
sources in the EU’s gross final consumption of energy in 2030. It also established 
sustainability and greenhouse gas emissions saving criteria for biofuels, bio liquids 
and biomass fuels and lays down rules on financial support to enhance the use of 
renewable energy usage. The RED II is a recast of the Directive 2009/28/EC (RED I). 
The recast was made as part of the ‘Clean energy for all Europeans package’.
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and their associations, the local governments, the academic and expert 
communities, the business and the civil society sectors.

Citizen participation
“Commitment is the other side of apathy: people are committed when 
they want to achieve something, apathetic when they don’t. But what 
leads to commitment? Not, in my experience, telling people `you ought 
to care’, inviting them to public meetings or bombarding them with 
glossy leaflets. I think people care about what they are interested in, and 
become committed when they feel they can achieve something. Hard 
selling won’t achieve that. If people are apathetic about your proposals, 
it may simply be that they don’t share your interests or concerns.” 
(David Wilcox)4.
The citizens’ engagement in activities at the local/community level, 
in general, is the essence of the democratic societies. There are 
different approaches to creating models for citizens’ engagement in the 
community decision-making processes.5

However, we live in a time of false democracy and easy manipulation 
of civic participation in social processes. Technology, social media and 
social distance between people have created a space for formal, instead 
of meaningful citizen involvement.
In the article, “The Ladder of Citizen Participation”, Sherry Arnstein6, 

stays that there are eight levels of citizens’ involvement in the local 
development processes: 

Figure 1. Levels of participation

4 http://partnerships.org.uk/guide/main1.html approached on 05.03.2021, David 
Wilcox guidance

5 The Guide to Effective Participation (1996), http://partnerships.org.uk/guide/main1.
html , approached March 2022

6 https://lithgow-schmidt.dk/sherry-arnstein/ladder-of-citizen-participation_en.pdf
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This model is explaining eight levels of citizens’ participation, and 
intends to promote meaningful participation of citizens, instead of 
participation “per se”. 
The first two steps on the ladder are 1.Manipulation and 2.Therapy, 
which are making the Nonparticipation. These levels are used whenever 
there is a need to show citizens’ participation, while power-holders are 
in a position to educate and/or “cure” participants.   
The Tokenism, which includes 3. Informing, 4.Consultations and 5. 
Placations , is used whenever there is a need for symbolic efforts as 
citizens’ engagement levels. The Informing and Consultation are used 
to hear the voice of under-represented groups, but l they do not yet have 
enough power to be sure whether their views will be heeded by the 
powerful. The Placation is a high level of tokenism. In this situation, 
the have-nots (in our energy-poor households) will be put in a position 
to advise the power-holders but still have no rights in the decision-
making.
Further up the ladder are levels of citizen power with increasing 
degrees of decision-making partnership. The partnership enables them 
to negotiate and engage in decision-making processes with traditional 
power holders. The 7. Delegated Power and 8.Citizen Control, have-not 
citizens obtain the majority of decision-making seats, or full managerial 
power.

From citizens’ participation to community engagement 
Given the complexity of the problem of energy poverty and the energy 
efficiency of the multi-apartment buildings, it is inevitable to think of a 
comprehensive approach to overcoming it. Creating an effective system 
for implementing energy efficiency measures in residential buildings 
is one of the ways to approach this problem. In such a system, it is 
crucial to consider all of the involved parties, their relationships, and 
the circumstances supporting or hindering the implementation.
The creation of a “supportive eco-system for energy efficiency” 7 
means that the citizens, the homeowners who live in multi-apartment 
buildings and who are organized in homeowner associations (HOA,) 
play the main role in the process. Accompanied by the local authorities, 
NGOs and the business sector, citizens (homeowners) play the central 
role in the energy efficiency in multi-apartment buildings. All parties 
in the “eco-system” have their responsibilities, decision-making power 
and motivation to participate in the process. The participation of all 
stakeholders in the process of ensuring energy efficiency in the multi-
apartment buildings is vital, not only for the retrofits, but also for 
building the capacities of the sector and for creating an environment 
for further improvements in residential energy efficiency. Nowadays, 

7 This term is used as a title of the  Work Package 2 (WP2) in Horizon 2020 , ComAct 
project..
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the global society is faced with many challenges - globalization and 
domination of the IT technology in people’s everyday life, poverty, 
unemployment and low level of education are tearing the society apart, 
breaking down the linkages between the civil society, the government 
and the private sector. Thus, the need for an active and meaningful 
participation of all stakeholders in the development initiatives is an 
imperative for keeping the society vigorous for further socio-economic 
and human development.
This can be achieved only through meaningful and productive 
involvement of all stakeholders in residential energy efficiency.  
Community engagement initiatives are relying on citizens’ engagement 
as household members, NGO and business sector representatives and 
their participation in the processes for sustainable energy efficiency.  
To put it simply: To have a community engagement, we need citizens’ 
engagement and participation. 
There is a slight difference between the terms citizens’ engagement 
and citizens’ participation.  Namely, the key difference between 
participation and engagement is that citizens’ engagement requires an 
active, intentional dialogue between the citizens and the public decision-
makers, whereas citizens’ participation can come from citizens only.8 
Citizens’ engagement and participation have the same goal- to improve 
the quality of life (ex. improving public service deliveries, policy 
projects, planning and implementation of common initiatives, etc.) and 
have the same actors (citizens, community groups, decision-makers, 
governmental bodies and officials, etc). The difference is in the role the 
citizens play in both of the concepts.
In general, Citizens’ engagement is a top-down initiative organized by 
decision-makers and officials, who are encouraging citizens to discuss, 
monitor and assess policies, programs and plans, and to contribute to 
the implementation of the community initiatives. The main questions 
for the organizers is how to approach the citizens, how to make them 
interested in the issue, how to establish citizens’ engagement strategy, 
how to select the most appropriate tools and how to offer them the 
information needed to make a decision.

8 By Ilona Lodewijckx Civic Engagement 09/10/2020  https://www.citizenlab.co/
blog/civic-engagement/what-is-the-difference-between-citizen-engagement-and-
participation/
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Figure 2. Distinction between citizen participation, citizen engagement  
and community engagement

Citizens’ engagement is very important for the implementation of 
sustainable energy projects in municipalities. Citizens’ engagement 
is a broader term for the involvement of citizens and communities in 
the energy transition in a variety of forms, placing the citizens at the 
centre of policymakers’ considerations, not just as a target, but also as 
agents. Under the right circumstances, citizens’ engagement can help 
local governments to improve public service delivery, public financial 
management, governance, social inclusion and empowerment. Citizens’ 
engagement has become crucial for more democratic, sustainable and 
just energy transitions, and responsive to human needs.
The Council of Europe is proposing 6 steps of community engagement9:

•	 Agenda setting – when political agenda is established by the 
governmental bodies, civil society and the private sector can 
participate and shape the regulations through campaigns and 
lobbying in order to fit the issues, needs and concerns on behalf 
of collective interest.

•	 Drafting – there is a well-defined process for policy drafting, 
and civil society and private sector can participate in identifying 
problems, proposing solutions and providing evidence for 
performing regulations.

•	 Decision – decision-making procedures can be organized in a 
participative manner, so the governmental bodies can evaluate 
different views and opinions before or during the process.  

•	 Implementation – during this stage most of the stakeholders are 
active, implementing the development activities. Coordination 
and partnership are crucial for achieving the intended results 
and impact.

9 Council of Europe, Code of Good practice for Civil Participation in the Decision-
making Process, 2008
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•	 Monitoring – in this stage a transparent monitoring system 
needs to be in place in order to provide a realistic assessment of 
the implementation processes. 

•	 Reformulation – the knowledge gained from the assessment, 
coupled with evolving needs in society, often requires a 
reformulation that can be based on current needs and initiatives.

 On the other side, citizens’ 
participation is motivated 
and initiated by the 
citizens and is considered 
a bottom-up approach. 
This informal approach 
requires a high level of 
societal inclusiveness 
and awareness among the 
citizens. Its main challenge 
is how to mobilize the 
citizens and how to achieve 
massive support to target 
larger policy domains. 

Imminently, initiatives 
for energy efficiency in 

the multi-apartment buildings in the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe are mainly related to civic engagement. Apart from several self-
organized activities, the citizens’ participation is still underused as a 
mechanism for improving energy efficiency in the residential sector.
In this context, citizens’ engagement is perceived more as citizens’ 
(homeowners, in the case of multi-apartment buildings) involvement 
in initiatives motivated by external actors, mainly by donors’ projects.  
Given the complexity of residential energy efficiency and energy 
poverty, this approach is not adequate to provide scaling up in building 
renovations, changes in consumers’ and energy service providers’ 
behavior, enhancement of energy efficiency market opportunities, 
etc. Thus, most of the EU (and other donors) financed projects about 
residential energy efficiency focusing on stakeholders’ motivation and 
increased citizens’ engagement, requiring as a compulsory element the 
so called Stakeholders engagement strategies and Communication and 
dissemination strategies and programs.

Social capital as an integrating factor for community engagement
Another element in creating a supportive ecosystem is the social capital 
in the community. Social capital for communities refers to establishing 
trust-based networks. Not only does this mean establishment of strong 
connections, but also a reinforcement of the quality of those relationships 
among families, communities and organizations.

 Figure 3. Community engagement cycle

• Agenda setting – when political agenda is established by the governmental bodies, civil society and 
the private sector can participate and shape the regulations through campaigns and lobbying in order 
to fit the issues, needs and concerns on behalf of collective interest. 

• Drafting – there is a well-defined process for policy drafting, and civil society and private sector can 
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• Decision – decision-making procedures can be organized in a participative manner, so the 
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According to some definitions, social capital,10 is the concept in social 
science that involves the potential of individuals to secure benefits and 
invent solutions to problems through membership in social networks. 
Social capital revolves around three dimensions: interconnected 
networks of relationships between individuals and groups (social ties 
or social participation), levels of trust that characterize these ties, and 
resources or benefits that are both gained and transferred by virtue of 
social ties and social participation. 
A high degree of trust among network participants fosters a sense of 
mutual obligation and permits them to be more effective in pursuing 
shared objectives. Social participation may take place in political, 
civil, or religious arenas or even in the workplace. Social capital is 
also enhanced through network closure—when individuals know 
each other in several capacities, for example, as neighbors, business 
partners, parents of same-age children, and so on. Social capital has 
proven to be of great importance for societal well-being. Studies have 
found that levels of social capital are related to levels of employment 
in communities, academic performance, individual physical health, 
economic growth, and immigrant and ethnic enterprise. 
In this context, “social capital refers to the social resources available 
through networks, social norms and associated levels of trust and 
reciprocity” 11  Megan McMichael was examining a social approach to 
the concept of social capital and tried to answer the questions regarding 
household energy use: does a positive relationship exist between social 
capital and household energy consumption? Quoting many authors who 
examined social capital and its influence on different aspects of life, 
Megan McMichael concludes that even though it is difficult to prove 
empirically, social capital has positive effects on energy efficiency at the 
household level. Considering the social nature of energy consumption 
and the importance of the relations among people, especially at the 
community level, the social capital can be used to spread useful and 
trusted information, mobilize local (community groups) to organize 
collective action, and even to build a social capital into the community.
Social capital is about relations among people that can contribute to the 
community, regional, national and social development. Social capital is 
measured through the density of people’s network, and is lower when 
the density is higher. Social capital was examined mostly by the World 
Bank development programs, and as a concept is used to elaborate on 
the effects of group cohesion in joint initiatives. Social capital can be 
found among families, in ethnic minorities, at the community level, in 
organizations, in the state etc., and has a positive and negative influence 
on a certain situation. In the context of energy efficiency for multi-

10  https://www.britannica.com/topic/social-capital ; accessed February 2022. 
11 Megan McMichael, A social capital approach to household energy consumption, 

article, School of Construction Management and Engineering, The University of 
Reading, UK
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apartment building, social capital has a positive impact on triggering 
new ideas and employing other types of capital: economic (finances, 
technology, resources), human (knowledge, skills, behavior), cultural 
(values, beliefs, social prestige).  Social capital, with the trust and 
common sense about energy efficiency at the community level can 
contribute to reducing energy consumption, motivate the use of more 
efficient energy services and home appliances, and enhance initiatives 
for environment protection and climate change mitigation.

Community engagement techniques in residential energy 
efficiency and energy poverty reduction 
In the context of residential energy efficiency there are many different 
approaches to provide meaningful citizens’ participation and to organize 
effective community engagement processes. 
Mapping stakeholders at the beginning of the community engagement 
activities is a recommended tool to identify, recognize and analyze all 
relevant actors in the residential energy efficiency sector. Based on the 
“power-interest” relations among stakeholders and the subject matters, 
mapping stakeholders gives a general picture of the relevant actors 
at the area of interest, considering their inter-relations, interest and 
decision-making power.
There are four different “combinations” of stakeholders’ influence in 
the process that are important to focus on and select different approach 
and specific methods to reach them.  
The pyramid presents the hierarchy of community engagement 
techniques, starting from information sharing, which covers a big 
number of stakeholders and requires less effort, to partnership, which 
can be made with only few stakeholders, but requires greater efforts. 
It also shows the relationship between the level of engagement with 
stakeholders’ interest to participate and their power in the decision-
making process.
Level 1. Information: Information is an engagement technique that 
can be used whenever there is a clear guidance or legislation about the 
initiative. It is used at the beginning of the processes, and in most of 
the cases it is a pre-intervention that is followed by higher levels of 
engagement. 
The most effective methods and tools for information are:

•	 Brochures, announcements, posters; Presentations; Social 
media; Web pages, blogs, and other web based processes; Press 
releases and press conferences; Media: radio and TV spots; 
Informative boots; Citizens’ informative centres; Roadshows 
and public exhibitions.
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Figure X 

 

Figure 4. Community engagement methods in relation with stakeholder’s 
mapping

Level 2. Communication: Communication is a two-way process, and 
is used in a situation when the power-holders are interested in hearing 
the opinion of the citizens, but they have an authority to decide whether 
to accept it or not. 
The most effective methods in communication are:

•	 Public hearings; Panel discussion; Round tables; Conferences.
Level 3. Consultation: Consultation is used in a situation when there is 
a need for an exchange of opinion, or the power-holders are interested 
in modifying their proposals. The consultation is appropriate in the 
context when there is a clear vision and plan for the intervention, but 
still there are several alternatives to consider. 
The most effective methods and tools in consultations are:

•	 Research and analyses; Consultative meetings; Consultative 
committees; Workshops; Meetings.

Level 4. Participation: Participating is a high form of civil engagement 
when all stakeholders in the process have the benefits of the joint venture. 
Participation is possible only in the situation when stakeholders have a 
clear idea and interest about the intervention and is time consuming.
The most effective methods and tools in participation are:

•	 Advisory Groups; Rules and procedures for joint activities; 
Temporary and/or long term structures for decision making and 
responsibilities.

Level 5. Partnership: Partnership is the highest form of stakeholders’ 
engagement that anticipate equal power and interest of stakeholders for 
the intervention.
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The most effective methods and tools in partnership are:
•	 Community cooperatives; Self-managing local councils.

Community engagement techniques are about giving equal rights to 
every stakeholder to share their views and to be heard and respected. 
Good community engagement can build new relationships and links, and 
reinforce existing ones. Having good communication among stakeholders 
is essential for building community cohesion and creating social interaction 
that is beneficial for all.

Energy communities
Energy community12 refers to a wide range of collective energy actions 
that involve citizens’ participation in the energy system. The term 
Energy community can describe geographical or interest area and is a 
new form of social movement that allows for more participative and 
democratic energy processes. The changes in the energy system and 
the greater use of renewable energy, increase the need for introduction 
of smaller producers into the electricity grid. Energy communities 
are characterized by varying degrees of community involvement in 
decision-making and benefits sharing. Energy communities provide 
substantial opportunities. An energy community brings consumers 
and producers together and allows them to exchange energy locally 
between buildings. To make energy communities possible, it is 
important that all citizens get equal opportunities to contribute. 
Energy communities are a way of “organizing” collective energy 
activities through an open, democratic system. By actively involving 
consumers, renewable energy can be further rolled out, so that all 
concerned citizens have access to green electricity and contribute 
to the integration of this energy in a flexible energy system. Energy 
communities are already recognized in the EU legislation, while in 
some national legal systems the forms and arrangements are still 
lacking.  European Union is obliging all member states to develop a 
democratic framework by 2021 that gives citizens (households and 
businesses) a more central position and creates an equal playing field 
for production, storage, consumption, sharing and selling of energy. 
In this regard, energy community can be considered as a community 
engagement tool in which stakeholders with high influence and high 
interest are creating partnership in upgrading energy management. 
Through energy communities, citizens are able to work together 
individually (as a renewables self-consumer or as an active customer), 
they can join forces within the same building, e.g. an apartment building 
(as jointly acting renewables self-consumers or as jointly acting final 
customers) or they can organize themselves in a larger group (as a 
renewable energy community or as a citizen energy community).

12 https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/bitstream/JRC119433/energy_
communities_report_final.pdf, approached February 2022
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Habitat for Humanity Macedonia’s best practices in community 
engagement for residential energy efficiency
During the past 12 years dealing with residential energy efficiency 
in multi-apartment buildings, Habitat for Humanity Macedonia has 
been implementing 6 specific projects13  incorporating community 
engagement as a significant element.  
Starting from organizing informative meetings at the building level 
through consultations with the stakeholders, to partnership with 
Homeowners’ Association, Habitat for Humanity Macedonia has put 
great efforts into mobilizing and engaging community in the target 
areas. Community engagement is of crucial importance for successful 
implementation of the energy efficient retrofitting in the multi-apartment 
buildings. 
Habitat for Humanity Macedonia has been working on the community 
engagement following the needs and responses from the homeowners, 
at the same time considering the interests of the other stakeholders in 
the sector, municipalities and companies.
At the beginning of the activities for energy efficiency upgrades of 
multi-apartment buildings, the main focus was put on providing support 
from the local government and motivating construction companies (in 
this case specialized companies for windows and doors) to cooperate 
and do a joint venture.  Community engagement was not considered as 
the crucial activity and was not fully planned. After the first building 
renovation and following the principle “learning by doing”, it was 
clear that the facilitation with the homeowners is the crucial part of the 
process of energy efficiency retrofits of the multi-apartment buildings.
Habitat for Humanity Macedonia renovated the first building in 2009. 
The renovation was done with the involvement of the municipality of 
Karposh (Skopje) and a specialized company for windows and doors, 
using the financial models where municipality provided a grant for the 
façade, while the homeowners invested in the replacement of windows 
and doors. For the windows and doors replacement, they received 
affordable payment conditions (36 instalments) through the specialized 
company. Habitat for Humanity Macedonia provided a cumulative 
loan to the specialized company. Having in mind the segmented 
ownership of the building, it become clear very soon that dealing with 
the homeowners, their specific needs and interests would be one of the 
main factors for successful intervention..  
During the process of retrofitting the building, it was evident that 
the interest and capacities of the construction companies, local self-
government units, finance institutions, consultants, relevant state 

13 Habitat for Humanity Macedonia residential EE projects are: 1. E&E Regional 
Energy Security and Market Development (2009-2011)- USAID; 2. Improving 
energy efficiency for the low income households (2011-2015)- USAID; 3. Market 
Development Initiative (2014-on-going) – HFHI-TCIS ; 4. Residential Energy 
Efficiency for the Low Income Households (2017-on-going) 5. ComAct (2020-on-
going) – EU, Horizon2020, 6. EXCITE (2020-on-going) EU, Horizon2020.
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institutions as well as the socio-political, economic, technical and other 
external factors needed to be taken into consideration.  
The project “Improving energy efficiency for the low income 
households” (2011-2015), financed by USAID and Habitat for Humanity 
offered a more organized approach in community engagement and a 
comprehensive methodology on how to target all segments in the energy 
efficiency of multi-apartment buildings “eco-system”.  Covering main 
aspects of energy efficiency of the multi-apartment buildings the project 
was organized in 4 components: 

•	 Component A: Develop and test market-based models for 
energy efficient upgrades in collective housing units; 

•	 Component B: Improve management of collective housing 
units in Macedonia; 

•	 Component C: Facilitate investment, entrepreneurship and job 
creation on energy efficiency and 

•	 Component D: Foster a broad-based societal platform that 
affirms energy efficient consumption of clean energy and 
advocates for efficient and targeted state involvement in the 
housing sector. 

During the 5 years of the project implementation, 36 buildings in 6 
different municipalities were renovated and 6 financial models were 
tested. Community engagement was the essential part of the retrofits as 
well as the separate activities supporting the upgrading of the energy 
efficiency in the residential buildings. Numerous informative and 
educative materials were produced, including two publications: the 
Manual for homeowners for management of multi-apartment buildings 
(3000 copies) and the Comparative study on green jobs potential in 
Macedonia (Macedonian and English, 1000 copies). Both publications 
were followed by training and promotional events in order to disseminate 
the information and increase the awareness about the energy efficiency. 
A so called Tenant’s Association Resource Center was established, as a 
web page www.domuvanje.org.mk. 

Figure 5. Habitat for Humanity Macedonia publications on  
residential energy efficiency
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Capacity building of different groups of stakeholders is an essential 
element in the community engagement. During the implementation 
of “Improving energy efficiency for the low income households” 
(2011-2015) an extra curricula subject was introduced in the technical 
schools which was officially approved by the Ministry of Education and 
Science. The materials were published in the manual for high-school 
students in Macedonian and Albanian languages. The training for high 
school students and professors is part of the annual program of Habitat 
for Humanity Macedonia and so far 4.526 students and 169 high-school 
teachers have participated in this program.

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Capacity building activities with students

Community engagement activities in Habitat for Humanity Macedonia’s 
case are recognized in close cooperation with municipalities in 
providing subsidies for renovation of the common areas in multi-
apartment buildings. In cooperation with relevant state institutions 
including the Ministry of Economy, Ministry of Transport and 
Communication, Ministry of Environment and Physical Planning, 
Ministry for Education and Science, Ministry of Labor and Social Policy 
and the Housing Regulatory Commission there were a lot of successful 
actions in creating enabling legal and social environment for scaling 
up energy efficiency retrofits. As a result of the close cooperation with 
the state institutions, the NGO sector (through Habitat for Humanity 
Macedonia’s representatives) participated in the process of amending 
the legislation and the drafting of the Housing Law, the Law on Energy 
Efficiency and the Social Housing Law.
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Figure 7. Capacity building activities with homeowners

Numerous round tables, group discussions, panels and other public 
gatherings have been organized the share the knowledge and to raise 
awareness among experts, homeowners, authorities and citizens. 
Stakeholders groups, as a form of participation and partnership in the 
retrofits of the buildings, were established within the project “Improving 
energy efficiency for the low income households” and held several 
meetings on different related topics. 
Stakeholders Advisory Groups (SAGs) were a part of the community 
engagement activities in other projects for energy efficiency and they 
contributed to a better planning, implementation and monitoring project 
activities. SAGs are an essential part of ComAct project14 and are 
aimed at becoming the driving force for activating the community in 
energy efficiency, linking the relations between civil society, business 
and public sector, enabling transparent and participative decision 
making processes, and supporting the implementation of action plans 
for declining energy poverty in multi-apartment buildings. SAGs have 
15 – 20 representatives of homeowners, homeowner associations, 
local authorities and the business sector and serve as a catalyst for 

14 Community Tailored Actions for Energy Poverty Mitigation (ComAct)  project 
is funded by European Union’s Framework Program for research and innovation 
Horizon 2020 and implemented by: Nadacia Habitat for Humanity International, 
Slovakia;  Associacija Lietuvos Vartotoju Organizaciju Alijansasalliance of Lithuanian 
Consumer organizations, Lithuania;  Buildings Performance Institute Europe BPIE, 
Belgium; Enova D.O.O. Sarajevo, Bosnia and Hercegovina; Habitat for Humanity 
Macedonia, Macedonia; Initiative Wohnungswirtschaft Osteuropa E V, Germany; 
Eneffect foundation, Bulgaria; Metropolitan Research Institute MRI, Hungary;  
Odessa Housing Union, Ukraine and Municipality of Burgas, Bulgaria. 
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implementation of energy efficiency measures and a link between 
homeowners and local and national authorities. They will bring along 
a bottom up approach in the planning, implementing and monitoring 
activities for energy efficiency upgrades of energy poor households and 
will help to strengthen community cohesion. Stakeholders Advisory 
Groups (SAG). 
The positive experience with the involvement of the stakeholders 
in the decision making process at the local level is significant in the 
projects for improving Roma housing and providing sustainable urban 
development of marginalized communities15. From the perspective of 
encouragement, capacity building, networking and expanding the social 
capital, the establishment of the so called Local Leadership groups in 
these projects was beneficial for the Roma communities in targeted 
towns, as well as for the local authorities, and other stakeholders. 
Energy Efficiency Resource Centers are part of Habitat for Humanity 
Macedonia’s interventions for scaling up retrofits of multi-apartment 
buildings. Starting from the Tenant’s Associations Resource center 
which was transformed into on-line www.domuvanje.org.mk source of 
information, through two community EE Resource Centers in Karpos 
and Kavadarci, Habitat for Humanity Macedonia has been continuously 
working on providing space for the exchange of ideas, information 
and knowledge. We believe that the RC enables a direct support to 
the citizens living in multi-apartment buildings and other interested 
parties such as: CSO, governmental institutions, academic community, 
business sector, etc., providing broad platform for information sharing 
on energy efficiency and management of multi-apartment buildings, 
supporting citizens’ initiatives for energy efficiency and environmental 
protection. They provide technical and legal support to homeowners 
for energy efficiency, organize capacity building activities, such as 
training, consultancy and coaching, provide hands-on advice on a 
variety of issues in order to improve energy efficiency, especially for 
low-income households, management of buildings, energy efficiency 
and active participation in community development.
Energy Efficiency Resource Centers are a valuable tool for improving 
legal environment and for the implementation of the activities of energy 
efficiency and housing: they establish debates and groups of activists 
that will advocate and lobby in favour of an improved legal framework 
for energy efficiency of the residential sector and citizens’ involvement 
in public decision-making and reform processes.  

15 The Habitat for Humanity Macedonia’s projects for upgrading quality of life in 
the marginalized communities are:  Promoting Housing Rights for Roma (2010); 
Developing Indicators for Social Inclusion (2011-2012); Legislation of the Roma 
Housing (2012-2016); Roma Housing Rights for Sustainable Urban Development 
(2014); Developing Sustainable Model for Roma Employability (2015); Enhancing 
Sustainable Urban Development for Roma Communities (2019-20220. 
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