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A report  from the Center  for  Global  Sustainabil ity  (CGS)  examines policy  approaches to
decarbonize the building sector,  emphasizing the importance of  net-zero carbon
buildings in  transforming the sector.
The report  discusses predominant policy  approaches to  decarbonize the building sector
and highlights  best  practices  for  each of  these approaches to  drive lasting change.
The report  focuses on net-zero buildings as  an ambitious and high impact  way to frame
building sector  decarbonization in  a  jurisdiction.  Two US case studies  (Boston and
California)  are  highlighted for  how they center  net-zero buildings at  the heart  of  their
decarbonization goals  and efforts.
The report  outl ines  f ive policy  tools  that  have been shown to be instrumental  in
achieving net-zero buildings.  Furthermore,  it  identif ies  ten strategies  to  strengthen and
guide the development,  implementation,  and enforcement of  building decarbonization
policies.

Bui ldings  are  crucial  to  broader  decarbonizat ion ef forts .  The construct ion and operat ion of

bui ldings  already account  for  around 40% of  g lobal  carbon emissions—and the bui lding stock is

expected to  double  by  2050.  Fortunately ,  decarbonizat ion of  the  bui lding sector  is  possible  with

technologies  readi ly  avai lable  today.

Based on a  broad analysis  of  several  ef fect ive  approaches  to  bui lding decarbonizat ion,  the

report  dives  deeper  into  net-zero as  a  part icular ly  powerful  approach.  Net-zero,  whether  def ined

as  net-zero energy or  net-zero carbon,  is  an extremely  ambit ious  standard that  requires  the

combinat ion of  exemplary  energy ef f ic iency alongside renewable  energy.  And whi le  def ining net-

zero is  often chal lenging in  pract ice,  the  overal l  concept  is  straightforward,  intuit ive,  and easy

to communicate—making i t  a  powerful  messaging tool .  

The analysis  f inds,  based on the report 's  case  studies  of  Boston and Cal i fornia,  that  jur isdict ions

that  center  net-zero bui ldings  in  their  overal l  decarbonizat ion ef forts  have had success

mobi l iz ing stakeholders,  spurr ing innovat ion,  and bui lding ambit ion.  In  analyzing these two

jur isdict ions,  in  the context  of  a  broader  considerat ion of  bui lding sector  pol ic ies  throughout

the US and Europe,  f ive  pol icy  tools  stand out  as  notably  high impact  ways  to  achieve net-zero

bui ldings.
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Net-zero building codes
Emissions performance standards
Green zoning requirements
Benchmarking and disclosure
District  energy systems
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T h e  s t r a t e g i c  f r a m e w o rk  o u tl in e d  a bo ve ,  a nd  i n  d e p th i n  t h e  f u l l

r e p o r t ,  p r o v i d es  a  p r o v e n p a t h  to  s ucces s  i n  b u i l din g  se c t o r

d e c a r b o n i z a t io n .  D i f fe r e nt  ju r i s d ic t io n s  m ay  f a c e  d i f fer e n t  b a r r i e r s

t o  d e c a r b o niz a t i o n,  m a k i n g  i t  c h al l e ng in g to  p r e s c r i b e  a  c h e c k l i st  to

g u a r a n t e e  s u c c e ss .  T h e s e  p o l ic y  t o o ls  a n d  s up p o rt i n g s t r a t e g i e s

o f f e r  a  r o a d m a p  to  t r a n s fo r m  t h e  b u i l din g  sec t o r  a nd  e n c o u r a g e  t h e

w i d e s p r e a d  a d o p tio n  of  n e t- z e ro  b u i ld in g s,  r e g a rd l e ss  o f  c o n t e x t .
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Lead by example Bui ld  goodwil l  and demonstrate  benef i ts  through the adoption of  net-zero
performance standards  in  publ ic  bui ldings  before  extending these standards
to the pr ivate  sector

Net-zero as  a  
messaging tool  

Col laborat ion and messaging should be considered to  al ign stakeholders  in
the bui lding sector  behind a  common goal

Flexible 
approach

Jurisdict ions  should be f lexible  with  def init ions  of  net-zero to  increase cost-
ef fect iveness,  stakeholder  buy- in,  and compliance

Stakeholder  
engagement 

Engage diverse  sets  of  stakeholders  ear ly  and often throughout  the pol icy
process

Priorit ize  
compliance 

Enforce pol ic ies  through stakeholder  engagement,  t ra ining and educat ion,
and compliance mechanisms such as  inspect ion and commissioning

Integrated,  data 
driven approach

Integrate  the bui lding sector  with  other  sectors ,  such as  transportat ion and
power  generat ion,  to  ensure  the most  cost-ef fect ive  and direct  pathway to
decarbonizat ion

Policy al ignment Al ign pol icy  at  a l l  levels  of  government,  and even within  a  s ingle  government,
to  el iminate  contradictory  incentive  structures  that  hinder  bui lding
decarbonizat ion

Mandatory 
programs

Jurisdict ions  should focus  on mandates  coupled with  capacity-bui lding
pol ic ies ,  such as  workforce development  and f inancial  ass istance

Just  transit ion The benef i ts  of  a  decarbonized bui lding sector  must  be shared by  al l ,  and
should enable  addit ional  benef i ts  such as  af fordable  housing,  reduced
energy costs ,  and employment  opportunit ies  in  a  c lean energy workforce

Financing Financial  mechanisms should be designed to  use  future  energy savings  to  pay
for  in it ia l  costs  through incentive  programs and publ ic-pr ivate-partnerships

10 STRATEGIES TO MAXIMIZE NET-ZERO POLICIES

Success  in  bui lding decarbonizat ion hinges  on pol icy  design,  implementat ion,  and enforcement
just  as  much as  i t  does  on the choice  of  pol icy  tools  themselves.  The fol lowing ten strategies
provide a  guiding f ramework for  this  process  and help  maximize  the impact  of  pol icy  tools :
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