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Decarbonizing Existing Buildings
Will Require

but, successful decarbonization policies for existing buildings 
are not one size fits all
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Achieving Zero Insights
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o Typically have long-term 
capital improvement cycles 
and budgets

o Small number of buildings 
affected

o Systems are complex 
typically vary significantly 
from building to building

Decarbonizing Existing Buildings
Achieving Zero Insights: Big Buildings

Date-specific energy and carbon targets 
allow energy upgrade requirements to 
be planned around capital cycles

Date-specific energy and carbon targets 
present less risk of overtaxing local labor, 
equipment, and financing resources.

Performance and prescriptive compliance 
pathways allow for most flexibility



What is a Building Performance Standard?

Establishes Performance Targets for Market Confidence
A BPS clearly establishes intermediate and final building 
performance targets, providing owners, tenants, 
investors, and financers with the time and certainty 
needed for confident long-term planning.

Includes Multiple Compliance Pathways for Optimal Flexibility
A BPS typically offers multiple compliance pathways including 
prescriptive and performance options, so owners and tenants 
can choose optimal timelines, technologies, and strategies.

Key Elements

Has Consistent Reporting Framework and Period
BPS typically build off, and complement, existing benchmarking 
and disclosure ordinances.



it’s crucial to set carbon targets 
in addition to energy targets

appropriate targets should be set 
based on building type and/or size

incremental performance targets 
should be significant, and final target 
should be zero operating emissions 

Building Performance Standards
Architecture 2030 Insights



Big Existing Building Benchmarking and Transparency 
Policies in the U.S.



Building Performance Standards in the U.S.



Decarbonizing Existing Buildings
Achieving Zero Insights



Intervention Points Policies for Small Buildings

Benefits of aligning policy requirements 
with intervention points include: 

o Can reduce upgrade costs
o Increases financing options

o Point of Sale
Lease
Renovation
Equipment Replacement

o Planned Capital Improvement Cycles
Intervention points include: 

o Life-Safety and Resiliency Upgrades

achieving-zero.org

o Establishes and ensures long-term energy upgrade workforce and market 
o Reduces disruption to occupants



o Do not typically have planned 
capital improvement cycles 
and budgets – adequate 
financing is critical barrier

o Tens of thousands of 
buildings affected

o Systems are typically simple 
and consistent from 
building to building (and we 
know EXACTLY where the 
carbon is)

Decarbonizing Existing Buildings
Achieving Zero Insights: Small Buildings

Alignment with building intervention 
points increases financing opportunities

Date-specific policies could overtax local 
resources. Intervention point policies 
ensure even and steady distribution of 
upgrades and ensures the consistency and 
longevity of the energy upgrade job 
market.

Prescriptive compliance pathways offer 
the simplest approach and save time and 
money by eliminating the need for 
complex pre- and post-upgrade audits 



Small Existing Building Decarbonization in the U.S.
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New Building Decarbonization



new buildings

WHY THE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT?



Decarbonizing New Buildings
Will Require
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“Twenty-six Passive House projects were 
awarded LITHCs during that time, meaning that 
nearly 900 units of Passive House affordable 
housing have been built or are underway in 
Pennsylvania today.”

“Notably, the Passive House projects don’t seem 
to be more expensive to build than conventional 
buildings, likely thanks to the early integrated 
design process that development teams are 
compelled to engage in so that their LIHTC 
proposals can be competitive.”
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Embodied Carbon Reduction Polices



embodied
carbon

WHY THE BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT?



embodied carbon

ACTIONS FOR A 
ZERO CARBON 

BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT
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Insights: What’s Next?

Vincent Martinez
President & COO, Architecture 2030



Climate Positive Planning 
and Landscapes
Providing a significant contribution 
to reversing global warming 
through the exterior built 
environment.

An often misunderstood and 
overlooked component of the 
built environment, site, regional, 
and infrastructure planning and 
design present vast opportunities 
for emissions reductions and 
active biogenic carbon 
sequestration.
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The Intersection of
Embodied Carbon Reductions 
and Existing Building 
Decarbonization

Existing building retrofits present 
planners and designers with a 
unique opportunity to 
simultaneously impact both 
operational and embodied 
carbon emissions while providing 
place-based social and economic 
co-benefits.



Material Innovation
Engaging design industry leaders to 
unlock the potential for widespread 
low-carbon building systems

Material innovation is growing 
and offers immediate, scalable, 
low-carbon and carbon-storing 
alternative. However, gaps 
remain between theory and 
practice, aspirations and market 
realities, slowing uptake in 
professional practice and 
policymaking.





Questions
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