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SIX
DRIVERS AND BARRIERS TO IMPROVEMENT

ISSUES SPECIFIC TO MEXICO

In Mexico, policy initiatives to address energy use in buildings did not begin until 
the mid-1990s when the National Energy Savings Commission (Conae) promoted 
the design and implementation of mandatory energy effi ciency standards for 
lighting and the building’s envelope in non-residential buildings. 

In practice, authority for building regulations lies with municipalities. Of the 
2,500 municipalities, only 72 have their own building regulations. Absent local 
regulations, the municipalities use state regulations. In many cities (even in 
the largest ones) certain aspects of building regulations, such as those related 
to water and electrical systems, are not always fully enforced due to their 
quantity and technical complexity and the lack of capacity and unawareness of 
municipal offi cials. In general, building regulations in Mexico are highly variable 
from a topical and technical standpoint, and still lack the basic elements of a 
comprehensive or systematic focus for green building success (in particular, those 
that relate to energy effi ciency and the use of renewable energy).

Lack of specifi c data on energy and water use in buildings has been a 
signifi cant issue, as it tends to make policy initiatives and benchmarking of 
building performance more diffi cult. In addition, the fact that the Federal 
Electricity Commission (Comisión Federal de Electricidad—CFE) classifi es 
a large part of electricity consumption in commercial buildings—offi ces, 
hospitals, schools, shopping centers, hotels and department stores—as 
industrial (reporting them accordingly in the national energy reports), leads to 
a signifi cantly diminished importance of these buildings in energy consumption 
records, and thus is a major barrier to awakening interest in specifi c policy 
initiatives and independent certifi cation. 

An especially important issue in Mexico is the limitation of land use planning and 
real estate tax assessment, which lack environmental criteria, such as building 
height restrictions, densities, etc., necessary to attain green building objectives. 
Green housing regulations have been regarded as a driving factor, though they 
are still in the early draft stages. Initially, these regulations will apply only in the 
Federal District, which will cause disadvantages vis-à-vis other metropolitan areas 
in Mexico.41 

Finally, another factor is that although buildings use electricity, their air quality 
impacts are not always well understood by local authorities because the power 
generation sources may come from outside their communities. However, 
climate change concerns and Mexico’s international commitments and its large 
dependence on fossil fuels for power generation have made policy-makers 
there more aware of the importance of the energy and environmental impacts 
of buildings.

41  See <http://www.funtener.org/importayconsumo.html>.
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The relative newness of green building efforts presents an opportunity for 

the three countries to work together to improve the building sector. The 

building industry is changing rapidly. Product standards are increasingly 

international, with ongoing efforts to harmonize performance metrics 

across national boundaries. Building components designed in the United 

States may be manufactured in Mexico and assembled on-site in Canada. 

These types of changes underscore the benefi ts that can come from a 

North American effort to share resources and information, to promote 

international trade in environmentally-preferable building products and 

proven-yet-underutilized technologies, to support eco-labeling programs, 

to pursue joint research opportunities, and to disseminate research and 

training information. For example, work could be done to contribute to 

and harmonize Canadian, Mexican, and US building data via existing life-

cycle inventory databases, analyze building material trade fl ows among 

the countries, support bioregional mapping efforts for use by standards 

developers in regionalizing national rating systems, develop life-cycle 

scenario modeling for building products, explore opportunities for reuse 

and recycling of construction debris among the countries, and promote 

technology and knowledge transfer among all three countries.

PROMOTING 
MUTUALLY 

BENEFICIAL 
COOPERATION

7
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SEVEN
PROMOTING MUTUALLY BENEFICAL COOPERATION

This effort can help strengthen the economies of North America by spurring 

new markets and business opportunities for manufacturers, utilities, and other 

companies. The rest of the world is moving forward. Europe has strong green 

building programs and segments of Asia and Latin America are beginning 

to embrace it. In December 2006, the United Kingdom announced its goal 

that, by 2016, all new homes will be net zero-energy buildings,42 while 

Swedish residents are aiming to cut their GHG emissions in half by 205043 and 

municipalities are switching off oil-based heating even on the darkest days of 

winter.44 Asian economies are undertaking actions: LEED-India recently certifi ed 

its fi rst government sector green building by incorporating an evaporative 

cooling technique45 and China, the world’s largest construction market, 

adopted a new design standard mandating energy-saving technologies in 

public buildings.46 The world’s biggest solar energy producer is Germany, a 

country not known for sunny, hot weather.

Green building will help ensure North American competitiveness in the global 

market for products, technologies, and practices essential to North America’s 

future. Such products, technologies, and practices include heating and 

cooling systems, advanced building materials, water-reclamation systems, high 

effi ciency appliances, energy effi cient lighting, construction and demolition 

debris recycling, and many more.

42  See <http://aec.ihs.com/news/uk-tech-guidance.htm>.
43  Climate policy, see <http://www.sweden.gov.se/sb/d/5745/a/21787>. Government Offi ces of Sweden.
44  Swedish municipalities going fossil fuel free, Post Carbon Cities, 20 June 2007, 

see <http://postcarboncities.net/node/261>.
45  IGP Offi ce, Gulbarga – India’s fi rst green building in the government sector. GreenHabitat, September 2007, 

<http://www.igbc.in/igbc/mmbase/attachments/1651/Green_Habitate_newsletter.pdf>.
46  China pushing for energy-effi cient buildings. Worldwatch Institute, 25 January 2007. 

<http://www.worldwatch.org/node/4874>.
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With these drivers and barriers, regional variations, and global changes 
pushing and pulling the markets in different directions, what can North 
American leaders do to help ensure green building becomes standard 
practice in North America?

As part of the development of this report, the CEC Secretariat’s 

Green Building Advisory Group issued a Statement and Advice on 

Recommendations for the Secretariat.47 This advice sets forth a specifi c 

path for how North America can accelerate the market uptake of green 

building and make it the standard practice for all new and existing 

buildings. The CEC Secretariat has adopted the Advisory Group’s advice 

as its recommendations for this report.

Today, there is strong and increasing momentum supporting green 

building. These recommendations are designed to support and build 

on the efforts already underway in North America at the federal, state/

provincial and local governmental levels, as well as among the many 

industry, trade and nongovernmental organizations. Efforts to implement 

these recommendations should begin right away and should not be 

cause for delaying or slowing any ongoing federal, state/provincial or 

local initiatives. Building decisions made today will have consequences 

that last for generations. 

With strong leadership, a clear vision, and the right mix of policies 

and practices, North America can make green building standard 

practice for all new and existing buildings. There is today strong and 

increasing momentum supporting green building. We must capitalize 

on that momentum.

47 The Advisory Group’s statement is found in the appendix. The entire Statement and Advice on 
Recommendations can be found at <www.cec.org/greenbuilding>.
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EIGHT
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NORTH AMERICA

THE SECRETARIAT’S RECOMMENDATIONS ON MAKING 
GREEN BUILDING STANDARD PRACTICE IN NORTH 
AMERICA

Our top recommendations are to develop: 1) a common vision for 
green building in North America, 2) targets for enhancing building 
performance, and 3) strategies for helping to drive profound change in 
the North American building sector.

1. Develop a Lasting and Achievable Vision
North American government, industry and nongovernmental leaders 
should work together to develop a lasting and achievable vision for 
green building in North America. This vision could help drive targets 
and strategies for green building and could result in the creation of a 
common set of principles and planning tools for green building, with 
each country having region/context-appropriate policies and programs 
to address differences in building codes, regulatory environments, 
climate, and economic and social conditions. 

1.1 Adopt a vision. Our vision is that green building will evolve to 
be not only a way to “do less bad” environmentally, but into 
a continuous process for creating materials, buildings and 
communities which are healthy, restorative, and regenerative and 
for strengthening the economic, environmental, and social fabric 
of North America.

1.2 Work toward the vision. We recommend the creation of multi-
stakeholder national task forces in each of the CEC countries, 
coordinated nationally by the environment or other appropriate 
ministry of each country and linked internationally through a 
cooperative mechanism such as the CEC, to promote aggressive 
and consolidated national approaches for accelerating the 
achievement of this vision at the North American level, with united 
and integrated participation of representatives of all components 
of the building sector. 
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EIGHT
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NORTH AMERICA

2. Set Targets to Enhance Performance
North American leaders should set clearly defi ned targets, with the goal of 
achieving the most rapid uptake of green building possible in North America. 
These targets will help drive performance by providing a means to measure 
progress toward a stated vision.

2.1 Set aggressive, realistic targets for carbon-neutral buildings. We recommend 
that national and subnational governments in North America set aggressive 
and realistic targets to reach carbon neutrality for all buildings, new and 
existing, understanding that the timeframe for achieving these targets 
may differ regionally or nationally based upon political, economic, and 
environmental considerations. We applaud and support the action of the 
more than 500 cities in the United States that have signed the United States 
Conference of Mayors’ Climate Protection Agreement and those who have 
adopted the carbon–neutral building targets set forth in the American 
Institute of Architects and the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada’s “2030 
Challenge.” We recommend that Canada and the United States adopt targets 
at least as strong as the targets in the 2030 Challenge. Noting that buildings in 
Mexico currently have a lower unit carbon footprint than those in Canada and 
the United States, and that the 2030 Challenge does not yet have institutional 
recognition in Mexico, we recommend that Mexico adopt the most aggressive 
target practicable for carbon-neutral buildings. 

2.2 Conduct modeling and set targets for other environmental parameters. 
Noting the critical importance of environmental challenges in addition to energy 
and climate change, we recommend that modeling similar to that presented 
in the CEC background studies for greenhouse gas reductions associated with 
green building be used to establish aggressive and technically-achievable 
targets for other environmental parameters, such as water, land conversion, use 
of environmentally-preferable materials, embodied energy and waste loads. 
These targets should aim to:

 meet water needs within the capacity of local watersheds;

 maximize urban renewal and development of brownfi elds and minimize 
conversion of undeveloped or agricultural land;

 ensure that non-renewable materials are 100 percent recycled;

 minimize embodied energy in buildings; and

 eliminate emissions of toxic substances into the air, water and land.

2.3 Monitor performance to support continual improvement. We recommend 
that national and subnational governments implement monitoring and testing 
protocols to track progress on achieving these targets for green buildings and 
to gather information to support continual improvement in implementation and 
policy development, including any necessary changes to targets and to policy and 
regulatory approaches. Results of monitoring should also be used to enhance the 
foundation for life-cycle analysis and costing of buildings.
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3. Implement Strategies to Drive Change
North American leaders should implement an integrated set of strategies to 
transform the market to push for accelerated, continuous uptake and improvements 
in green building. We acknowledge the growing government and private sector 
activity in support of green building throughout North America and the progress 
made to date, and make the following recommendations with a view to enhancing, 
accelerating and integrating those efforts. 

3.1 Promote private sector fi nancing and proper valuation methods. We are 
convinced that the net benefi ts of developing green building should be suffi cient 
to attract existing capital at market prices for green building. We recommend 
that governmental and private sector leaders, with appropriate support from 
independent nongovernmental organizations:

 cooperate to promote the development and adoption of life-cycle assessment 
and costing tools that integrate capital and operating budgets;

 pioneer special fi nancing vehicles, performance contracts, guarantees and 
leasing arrangements that favor green building and remove barriers such as 
“split incentives,” long payback periods, and other risks and uncertainties;

 support efforts to develop fundamental valuation and underwriting information, 
methods and practices for the proper valuation of green building; and

 support the gathering and analysis of post-occupancy fi nancial and 
environmental information that will improve knowledge of green building 
features and fi nancing. 

3.2 Raise awareness and knowledge through research and development, capacity 
building and outreach. Transforming the market requires raising the level of 
awareness and knowledge of building design, engineering and construction 
professionals, developers, building owners and users, investors, building valuation 
and fi nance experts, academics, and government offi cials at all levels about the 
vision, targets, and strategies for green building and on the particular benefi ts of 
integrated design and other issues that green building may raise for each of these 
market actors. We recommend that government and nongovernmental leaders 
promote awareness and knowledge of green building practices and benefi ts, by:

 making a strong commitment to a comprehensive and integrated program of 
research, development, and demonstration on green building topics;

 funding and conducting training, outreach, and education campaigns;

 developing partnerships involving government, the building and development 
sector, academic institutions, and nonprofi t organizations; and 

 supporting the use of labels and disclosures on green building performance.

These efforts are particularly important for Mexico, considering its urgent need 
for affordable housing and the need for widely-recognized green building rating 
systems and a nationally-coordinated framework that will build on and support 
existing Mexican policies and programs that favor green building.
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EIGHT
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR NORTH AMERICA

3.3 Lead by example. As signifi cant market actors in building, buying, 
renovating and leasing building space, governments should play an 
important role in shaping the development of the market for green building 
in North America, at the same time achieving both signifi cant environmental 
benefi ts and long-term cost savings on behalf of North American taxpayers. 
We recommend that government at all levels build on their progress to date 
and, as swiftly as possible, adopt comprehensive and ambitious policies 
requiring all government procurement in the building sector to achieve high 
levels of green building performance, with a fi rm commitment to continual 
improvement over time. 

3.4 Push for continual improvement in policy. Governments at all levels should 
engage the private sector and civil society in instituting a cycle of policies 
and programs that support continued market development of green 
building, with a view to accelerated expansion of green building to the 
entire building sector. These policies and programs must address not only 
energy consumption, but also water, waste, land use, and other issues in 
both new and existing buildings. 

We recommend that:

 The national governments, with appropriate coordination with sub-
national levels of government, should adopt new, or enhance existing, 
national policies and laws that will support the fastest possible uptake of 
green building, including mechanisms that create incentives for green 
building.

 Governments at all levels should enhance the authority of municipal 
authorities to adopt and implement coherent, comprehensive and 
integrated policies and codes to promote or require green building and 
high energy performance in the private sector.

 Existing policies and regulations on energy effi ciency and green building 
should be fully implemented and enhanced periodically as technology 
advances and sector performance improves.

 Tax and other fi nancial incentives for green building be based on proof of 
performance, as opposed to amount of investment.

 Graduated utility rates that encourage conservation and penalize 
excessive consumption should be utilized as well as non-tax incentives 
such as expedited permitting, priority plan review, density bonuses, 
preferential lending and insurance rates and preferential waivers for 
green building projects.

 Effective mechanisms to monitor implementation of policies and codes 
related to green building should be developed and enforced.

 Over time, government should emphasize the appropriate use of 
mandates in addition to incentives, with a view to continual advancement 
toward green building targets and performance.
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We also recommend the development and use in each country of 
comprehensive, rigorous green building rating and certifi cation systems, 
with a view to integrating them into government policies, programs, and 
mandates. Government and civil leaders should cooperate to compile and 
continually update information on best practices and policies on green 
building, and promote dissemination and use of this information.

It is critical that all policies and programs related to green building be 
integrated with comprehensive urban development programs geared toward 
development of sustainable communities, with emphasis on integrating 
green building with sustainable urban infrastructure for transportation, gas 
and electric utilities, potable water, waste disposal and recycling, storm water 
and wastewater management and sewage. This requires special attention 
to extending green building to the many areas in North America facing 
shortages in affordable housing, including those with climatic conditions or 
other circumstances that present unique challenges.

3.5 Promote North American and global cooperation. The CEC and other 
organizations are well-placed to promote cooperation on green building at 
a North American level. We recommend that the governments of Canada, 
Mexico, and the United States engage the CEC and other appropriate 
organizations to promote North American use of green building materials, 
equipment, and services and joint or coordinated research on priority topics 
related to green building. The three countries, through the CEC and other 
appropriate organizations, should:

 support the exchange of data and information on green building in North 
America, with a focus on facilitating the exchange of ideas and best 
practices among North American municipalities;

 facilitate linkages between the North American region and other regions of 
the world in regard to best practices and policies on green building; and

 promote cooperation on education and training information to enhance 
private and public sector knowledge of green building in North America, 
with a special focus on and increasing knowledge, expertise, and 
awareness of green building practices, programs, and policy approaches in 
Mexico by building upon existing mechanisms, capacity, and programs.
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PREAMBLE

We are standing on the threshold of the largest opportunity in human history to 
increase signifi cantly the quality of life for all citizens of North America and the 
vitality of our social, economic and environmental systems.

North America is facing unprecedented challenges in areas such as climate 
change, concerns regarding the security of energy supplies and the depletion of 
water and natural resources.

These challenges are not insurmountable. Canada, Mexico and the United States 
have the resources, wealth and ingenuity to overcome these challenges and 
create a sustainable, healthier and more productive North America. 

Success, however, will require a fundamental shift in the way we think about 
our environment. At the heart of this thinking should be a plan to make green 
building a foundational driver for change in North America. 

Green building is a generic term that refers to the use of environmentally-
preferable practices and materials in the design, location, construction, 
operation, re-use and disposal of buildings. It applies to both renovation and 
retrofi tting of existing buildings and construction of new buildings, whether 
residential or commercial. Green building is a key component of building 
healthy, vibrant and economically strong communities.

We note that the CEC uses the term “edifi cación sustentable” as the Spanish 
translation of “green building,” although a more precise translation of 
“edifi cación sustentable” may be “sustainable building.” Sustainability generally 
encompasses environmental, economic and social aspects. While the focus here 
is on environmental aspects of building, we emphasize that to be sustainable, 
building must also account for economic and social concerns.

THE URGENCY OF GREEN BUILDING

Green building designers and builders are already creating buildings that 
dramatically lower energy consumption, use renewable energy, conserve water, 
harness natural sources of light and ventilation, use environmentally preferable 
materials, minimize waste and create healthy and productive environments. 
Examples highlighted in the CEC report and portfolio of green buildings 
in North America, and in a growing body of other information sources, 
demonstrate the potential of green building to achieve these benefi ts on a 
wide scale. 

For example, a large state offi ce building in Jefferson City, Missouri uses highly 
effi cient mechanical systems, advanced building envelop design, lighting with 
sensors and photovoltaic roof collectors, resulting in 59% more energy effi ciency 
than a conventional building. 

APPENDIX: 
ADVISORY GROUP 

STATEMENT 
(Excerpted from Advisory Group 

Statement and Advice on 
Recommendations,

CEC’s Green Building in North 
America Study, 8 November 2007)
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APPENDIX  
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The museum and visitor center at the Xochicalco archeological site in Mexico 
uses 100 percent on-site solar power and is self-suffi cient for water nine months 
of the year. A university research facility in Vancouver, British Columbia needs no 
sewer connection, employing wastewater reduction strategies to cut waste by 90 
percent.

Despite clear benefi ts, green building represents only a very small portion of 
the North American building market. One key barrier to greater uptake of green 
building is the predominant practice of separating capital and operating budgets 
instead of using life-cycle budgeting. 

There is also a tendency to rely on Business-as-Usual approaches in view of the 
perceived cost, risk and uncertainty of green building. Other barriers include 
limited awareness and knowledge of green building and lack of coordination and 
consistency in government policies for building. Change will require signifi cant 
and sustained action, not just by individuals, but by all sectors of society.

The risks of not acting are too great. These risks include climate change crises 
with the potential for catastrophic events; continued and worsening energy 
dependency with attendant security implications; serious water shortages in 
several regions in North America; loss of economic vitality and competitiveness; 
and threats to human health and quality of life.

Green building is an essential, potent tool to combat all of these problems. 
We are convinced, for example, that green building is one of the quickest 
and cheapest ways to address climate change, with the potential to reduce 
signifi cantly greenhouse gas emissions. We note the following:

 According to the United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, buildings represent the greatest opportunity for considerable 
reductions in CO2 emissions, with net economic benefi t; 

 A report by an international consulting fi rm indicates that building energy 
effi ciency measures are some of the most cost-effective and cheapest ways 
to reduce carbon emissions worldwide. The report also notes that these 
measures would require no reduction in quality of life or comfort. In our 
view, many of these measures in fact would increase our quality of life and 
public health; 

 Background research undertaken in connection with the CEC Secretariat’s 
report on green building fi nds that with aggressive market uptake of 
existing and emerging technologies and methods for construction, 
renovation and retrofi tting of buildings, enormous reductions in energy 
use and greenhouse gas emissions from new and existing buildings are 
technically achievable by 2030.
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Green building will also help ensure North American competitiveness in the 
global market for products, technologies and practices essential to North 
America’s future. Such products, technologies and practices include heating and 
cooling systems, advanced building materials, water-reclamation systems, high 
effi ciency appliances, energy effi cient lighting, advanced insulation systems and 
many more.

BUILDING TODAY IN NORTH AMERICA

Buildings have a massive economic and environmental footprint. Every day we 
learn more about how the design, location, construction and operation of buildings 
deeply impact economic productivity, human health and our natural world.

Currently, over 125 million commercial and residential buildings exist in Canada, 
Mexico and the United States. In the United States alone, the total built fl oor 
space covers over 27 billion square meters, or more than fi ve and a half times the 
size of Grand Canyon National Park. Just within Mexico City, there are more than 
3 million meters of high quality commercial offi ce space, an area more than 
170 times larger than the city’s zócalo square. 

Every year several million new buildings are constructed on the continent. In 
Canada, more than 123,000 new single-family homes were built in 2006. In the 
United States, an average of 1.24 million single-family homes are built every year. 
Mexico projects an average of one million new homes every year for the next 
twenty-fi ve years. 

Building—including material manufacturing and shipping, design and 
engineering jobs, construction, real estate, facilities management, and 
investments in buildings—comprises a signifi cant part of the economies of 
Canada, Mexico and the United States. According to the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development, the building and construction 
industry typically represents 5 to 10 percent of total employment and 5 to 
15 percent of national gross domestic product. 

In Mexico, Canada, and the United States, commercial and residential 
buildings account for about 23 percent, 30 percent, and 40 percent of energy 
consumption, respectively. Every year, buildings in North America cause more 
than 2,200 megatons of CO2 to be released into the atmosphere, about 
35 percent of the continent’s total CO2 emissions. That makes the building 
sector one of the leading contributors of greenhouse emissions in North 
America. Canada’s residential building sector is responsible for approximately 
80 megatons of CO2 emissions annually and its commercial building sector for 
approximately 69 megatons of CO2. 

APPENDIX 
ADVISORY GROUP STATEMENT
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In the United States, residential buildings account for approximately 
1,210 megatons of CO2 per year while commercial buildings are responsible for 
approximately 1,020 megatons of CO2. In Mexico, residential buildings account for 
approximately 42 megatons of CO2 emissions annually, while commercial buildings 
are responsible for approximately 20 megatons of CO2. In 2001, the carbon 
associated with energy services to United States buildings alone constituted 8 
percent of total global emissions of CO2, equal to all emissions from Japan and 
the United Kingdom combined. 

Buildings contribute signifi cantly to the use of key resources such as energy and 
water. For instance, in the United States, building operations consume 12 percent 
of fresh water supplies. In Canada, the building sector consumes half of all natural 
resources used and generates a quarter of all landfi ll waste. Worldwide, buildings 
consume around 40 percent of all raw materials. 

Poor indoor air quality exacerbates asthma, allergies and the spread of fl u, and is the 
cause of sick building syndrome and illnesses such as legionnaire’s disease. In the 
United States, the annual cost of building related sickness is estimated to be 
$60 billion. According to researchers, green building has the potential to generate 
an additional $200 billion annually in worker performance improvements by creating 
offi ces with better indoor environmental quality, including air and natural light.

Beyond individual buildings, our patterns of development also often lead to 
congestion and ineffi cient land use, which results in greater energy consumption 
and travel times, loss of productivity, polluted runoff to streams and waste water 
treatment systems, loss of agricultural lands, fragmented habitats, and fi scal stress 
on local communities.

With strong leadership, a clear vision, and the right mix of policies and practices, 
North America can make green building standard practice for all new and existing 
buildings. There is today strong and increasing momentum supporting green 
building. We must capitalize on that momentum.
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