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General Information and Background 

    

For a considerable period of time, the topics “climate change”, “energy efficiency” 

and “preservation of resources” has been brought on the global agenda. The 

Brundtland-Report of 1987 is just one prominent example. The UIA has also 

responded to these matters by a various number of resolutions, accords and 

guidelines. Additionally, personal responsibility in the sustainable use of global 

resources continues to play an increasingly important role in the life of the average 

consumer. Subject to constant re-evaluation based on the latest scientific findings, 

the term “Sustainability” is characterized by a high degree of complexity. In regard 

of that, the evaluation and visualisation of sustainability criteria has become more 

and more important. One of these possibilities is the certification system, also 

known as “Eco or Green Labelling”. Worldwide the number of Green Labels and 

other assessment systems comprises more than 15 – with an upward trend. 

Concrete examples are for instance BREEAM since 1990 (UK), LEED (USA) since 

1996, CASBEE since 2002 (Japan), Green Star (Australia) also since 2002 or SBAT 

since 2004 (South Africa). It is the main purpose of these systems to identify the 

main environmental aspects of a building considering a vast number of parameters 

such as life-cycle, energy performances or even design. Finally, in 2002 eight 

nations formed the World Green Building Council (WorldGBC) – a union of national 

councils whose mission is to accelerate the transformation of the built 

environment towards sustainability. The WorldGBC supports the adoption and 

ongoing development of market-based green building transformation systems that 

meet local needs for each country. The council does not promote any particular 

system or methodology as a global standard. Rating tools should facilitate the 

sharing of information on environmental building performance that is relevant to 

the regions climatic and commercial context. 

 

    



 

  

    

Current state of affairs/discussion  

    

Having shortly mentioned above the basic information, the complexity and 

importance of this topic is at hand. It is crucial that these assessment 

systems are and will influence strongly the architects’ profession. 

Architects in their daily work have been dealing already with a vast number 

of sustainability issues. Many aspects are backed by national planning law 

frameworks and building regulations, covering e. g. energy efficiency, air 

quality or accessibility. With this respect labelling systems do not 

exclusively relate to more sustainability in the construction sector.  

 

But there is an obvious growing demand for Green Labels. One reason is 

the fact that this might be an excellent marketing tool for governments or 

real estate companies but also to raise the environmental awareness of all 

the stakeholders like tenants, owners and the public.  

 

In April 2008 the European Commission had commissioned a study to the 

Italian Agency for the Protection of the Environment and for Technical 

Service (APAT). The main aim is to define and display standards to develop 

a voluntary eco-label. The study contains an updating on the market 

analysis on the building sector and a first investigation on the most relevant 

topics insisting amongst criteria of existing eco-labels. Steps to be taken 

are to find product groups definitions and to consider possible negative 

environmental impacts of a building. A final report of the development of 

European sustainability criteria for building is scheduled by December 

2009. After recognising these facts some main discussion points hereby 

arise: 

 

1. The education of architects in this field is therefore crucial. Several 

bodies – including university-level institutions, architects chambers 

or state-approved companies are already offering services or 

training courses. To ensure and to promote a high architectural 

quality, the accurate assessment of buildings must be carried out in 

an independent manner by qualified and accredited experts.  

 

2. Issuing of Green Labels concerning the evaluation and verification 

of a building causes higher planning costs and complexity for 

Architects. The costs and liability for issuing a Green Label or 

assessing a building vary considerably. In some cases these costs 

are not covered by the fee scale or have to be negotiated 

separately. This issue has not been sufficiently expanded into the 

general public discussion yet. 



 

  

 

3. With currently more than 15 different Green Labels worldwide, 

every single assessment system has its own approach and covers 

different topics of sustainability. Whereas the Italian “CasaClima” 

assessment system covers merely two topics namely energy and 

materials/resource use, the US-American LEED includes 

furthermore design, construction phase, transport, pollution, water 

and land use, health and management aspects.  

 

First estimation 

    

It is obvious that the Architects’ profession must respond on this topic and 

ensure that Green Labels or other assessment systems which verify the 

sustainability of buildings will positively contribute to the development of a 

quality built environment for all citizens and any policy that it develops. The 

global discussion about what and how sustainability can be transported and 

communicated to all stakeholders is at the moment in the phase of finding 

a common ground. Partially, the process of agreeing a political and social 

consensus has not been sufficiently terminated yet. Similar to a continuous 

organism, the single elements of a building are connected into one 

homogenous structure and therefore demands complex thinking and 

individual solutions.  

 

Especially the question which aspects can be expediently visualized and 

which ones have not even reached the state of a clear scientifically basis 

(state of the technology vs. state of the research) is still unanswered. 

Additionally, the considerable numbers of Green Labels may lead to a lack 

of transparency and confusion not only to end-users but also to 

professionals. The construction business is already one of the most 

overregulated sectors worldwide. Nevertheless, it can be however also a 

tremendous chance for Architects they are capable to respond to the 

worldwide challenges towards global warming and the preservation of 

resources. Finally it might be an excellent opportunity to verify and 

demonstrate that the buildings Architects design follows a holistic 

approach. 

 

Three Questions for consideration and brainstorming 

 

• What are the advantages / disadvantages of promoting a Green 

Label worldwide? 

• What should be the UIA role in counselling and professional support 

towards the involved stakeholders?  

• What could be a common position of the UIA in respect of the 

world-wide highly different issues we are dealing with e.g. socio-

cultural aspects, climatic conditions and historical backgrounds? 
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