
Informal notice 1 

 

 

Economic Commission for Europe 

Informal Meeting of the Committee on Housing and Land Management  

Geneva, 7 May 2014 

 

  Discussions on the possible scope and objectives of the 
proposed Charter on Sustainable Housing for the ECE 
Region1 

  Note by the secretariat 

 

Summary 

In its sixty-sixth meeting,2 the UNECE Executive Committee (EXCOM) encouraged the 

Committee to further investigate and discuss the possibility of developing a Charter on 

Sustainable Housing for the ECE Region.  

 

This informal note provides background information and proposals for possible elements of 

the Charter.  

 

The Committee is invited to discuss the possible content, scope and objectives of the 

Charter and next steps for its preparation. 

 

 

  
1 Possible elements of the draft Charter are in the Annex. 
2 Held on 6 February 2014 in Geneva. 
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I.  Challenges in housing and land management in the ECE region 

1. The development of sustainable housing and real estate in the ECE region faces 

multiple challenges resulting from the globalization, demographic changes, climate change 

and the recent economic crisis. 

2. Housing provision, management and demolition impact the environment; these 

processed consume primary resources (land and building materials) and produce CO2 

emissions. Reducing this impact requires the engagement of Governments and the 

assistance of ECE and other international organizations. The concept of life-cycle approach 

in design should be promoted as a way to reduce the impact of this sector on the 

environment. 

3. The lack of effective maintenance has allowed a large share of the region’s 

residential housing stock to deteriorate, affecting the quality of life of the residents and 

causing energy losses. In the countries concerned, achieving effective housing 

management, investing in large-scale retrofitting, including for energy efficiency, and 

developing housing financing mechanisms are policy priorities. 

4. Stable and transparent real estate markets are a prerequisite for available and 

affordable housing. The 2008 crash in asset prices and the subsequent financial and 

economic crises underscored the vital role that the real estate market plays in the world 

economy; there is a need for more robust regulatory frameworks in the ECE region to 

ensure the stability and transparency of the real estate market.  

5. In a globalized economy, cities and regions strive to become attractive to foreign 

investment. Spatial planning should include adequate policies for the distribution of 

economic activities and urban management should promote the improvement of technical 

and social infrastructure, urban regeneration and affordable housing.    

6. As a result of the financial crisis, there is limited access to affordable and healthy 

housing of adequate quality. Many young people lack access to affordable housing. Senior 

citizens are faced with unhealthy and unsafe housing and physical barriers. The poor and 

disabled often lack adequate and affordable housing solutions. In some cases, emigrants are 

segregated from the rest of the population. Some groups, such as Roma communities, face 

discrimination and social exclusion. Those living in informal settlements lack water, 

sanitation and other public services. A 2013 UNECE survey3 demonstrated that member 

States are concerned over growing economic disparities in the region and the need to 

promote social cohesion by making housing more affordable both for young people and for 

vulnerable groups of the population. 

7. Housing conditions have a direct effect on the physical and mental health of the 

population. Poor housing and indoor environments cause or contribute to many preventable 

diseases and injuries, such as respiratory, nervous system and cardiovascular diseases and 

cancer. A degraded urban environment, with air and noise pollution and lack of green 

spaces and mobility options, also poses health risks. 

8. Urbanization has led to the continuing expansion of urban areas and urban sprawl, 

reducing the land available for other uses. This urbanization has often been uncontrolled, 

creating and expanding informal settlements, whose residents may lack security of tenure 

and social and physical infrastructure. 

  
3 Available at http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2013/ece.hbp.2013.02.e.pdf 
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9. Climate change has become a tangible reality, with rising global temperatures, 

flooding, storms and landslides affecting people’s lives and assets and causing economic 

losses. Houses and human settlements need to become resilient to extreme weather events 

caused by climate changes. 

10. Natural disasters, such as earthquakes, floods and landslides, as well as human-

generated disasters, including the effects of a changing climate, have resulted in large-scale 

damage to housing across the ECE region and present serious challenges for governments.  

11. Member States should cooperate to develop climate change adaptation and disaster 

risk reduction frameworks which include contingency planning and risk-prevention 

measures, including building safer houses in safer places and siting hazardous industry and 

other activities at safe distances from housing. This would contribute to the global 

implementation of the UNISDR Hyogo Framework for Action
4
 as well as to the 

development of a post-2015 framework for disaster risk reduction. 

II. Global and regional agreements and documents related to 
sustainable housing in the ECE region 

12. The following global and regional agreements and documents support the efforts of 

the governments in the region to promote sustainable housing.  

13. Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Article 11 of the 

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights provides for the right to an 

adequate standard of living and adequate housing for all. The latter states that adequate 

housing as being more than a mere commodity and builds on the right to adequate housing, 

and on the progressive implementation of its various elements, including: legal security of 

tenure;  affordability;  habitability; availability of services, materials, facilities and 

infrastructure; accessibility; location; and cultural adequacy. 

14. Agenda 21
5
 calls for 1) providing adequate shelter for all; 2) improving human 

settlements management; 3) promoting sustainable land-use planning and management; 4) 

promoting the integrated provision of environmental infrastructure: water, sanitation, 

drainage and solid waste management; 5) promoting sustainable energy and transport 

systems in human settlements; 6) promoting human settlements planning and management 

in disaster-prone areas; 7) promoting sustainable construction industry activities; and 8) 

promoting human resource development and capacity-building for human settlements 

development. 

15. The report of the Brundtland Commission, “Our Common Future”
6
, the Rio 

Declaration on Environment and Development, the Johannesburg Declaration on 

Sustainable Development and the Rio+20 UN Sustainable Development Conference 

outcome document, “The Future We Want”, define sustainable development as based on 

the three pillars of sustainability (economic, environmental and social). 

  
4 UNISDR, Hyogo Framework for Action - Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters 

www.unisdr.org/2005/wcdr/intergover/official-doc/L-docs/Hyogo-framework-for-action-english.pdf  

5 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 3-4 June 1992. 

Agenda 21, Chapter 7: Promoting sustainable human settlement development. 

6 Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common Future, Chapter 2: 

Towards Sustainable Development; adopted by the General Assembly at its forty-second session, Resolution 

no. A/RES/42/187,  
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16. “The Future We Want” recommends that significant attention be given to the 

sustainable development of human settlements, especially in urban areas. It also emphasizes 

the importance of improving the quality of these settlements through on integrated 

approach and recognizes the need for policies to support inclusive and affordable housing 

and the importance of adopting energy-efficiency programmes in building management. 

17. The Habitat Agenda establishes the goals of adequate shelter for all and sustainable 

human settlements development in an urbanizing world and states the need for 

Governments to create an enabling environment that allows the involvement of all actors, 

public and private, to achieve these targets and recommends actions to promote these 

issues, supported by international cooperation.
7
 

18. The UN-Habitat Global Housing Strategy to the Year 2025 aims to advance the 

Habitat Agenda theme of “adequate shelter for all”. It uses an innovative urban planning 

framework in which housing planning and construction are fully integrated with the urban 

planning. This new housing paradigm will aim to ensure the availability of services, 

materials, facilities and infrastructures, affordability, habitability, accessibility, proximity to 

employment and   socio-economic opportunities as well as cultural adequacy.  

 

19. The Aarhus
8
 and Espoo

9
 Conventions and Protocols on SEA

10
 and CCA/DRR

11
 

focus on the following important for housing topics:  

• Environmental protection 

• Urban planning, and 

• Biodiversity in urban areas. 

20. Various European Union directives support different aspects of sustainable housing. 

These include the Urban Waste Water Directive
12

 (Council Directive 91/271/EEC of 21 

May 1991 concerning urban waste water collection and treatment), the EU Directive 

2012/27/EU on energy efficiency;
13

 the Mortgage Credit Directive
14 

2014/17/EU on credit 

agreements for consumers relating to residential immovable property; and the EU Energy 

Performance of Buildings Directive15 2010/31/EU (EPBD), the main legislative instrument 

to reduce the energy consumption of buildings. 

21. These agreements and documents cover some, but not all of the aspects of 

sustainable housing in the ECE region.  

  
7 The Habitat Agenda is the main political document that came out of the Habitat II conference in Istanbul, 

Turkey, 3-14 June 1996. Adopted by 171 countries, it contains over 100 commitments and 600 

recommendations on human settlements issues. For more information visit the site: 

http://www.unhabitat.org/declarations/habitat_agenda.asp 
8  The ECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to 

Justice in Environmental Matters 
9  Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context (Espoo, 1991) 

10 ECE Protocol on Strategic Environmental Assessment to the Convention on Environmental Impact 

Assessment in a Transboundary Context 
11 Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Reduction frameworks 
12 Urban Waste Water Directive - Council Directive 91/271/EEC of 21 May 1991, available at:  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CONSLEG:1991L0271:20081211:EN:PDF 
13 The EU Directive 2012/27/EU on energy efficiency, available at: 

http://ec.europa.eu/energy/efficiency/eed/eed_en.htm 
14 The Mortgage Credit Directive 2014/17/EU, available at:  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32014L0017 
15 The EU Energy Performance of Buildings Directive 2010/31/EU (EPBD), available at: 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32010L0031 
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III. The Committee’s response to the challenges in housing and 
land management – a discussion of a regional legal 
instrument on sustainable housing  

22. The UNECE Committee on Housing and Land Management was established in 1947 

to provide support to governments in the post-war reconstruction of the housing stock in 

Europe. Its mandate was subsequently broadened to include housing, urban development 

and land administration.
16

  

23. The Committee’s mandate, as reconfirmed by the Ministerial Meeting held 2013, is 

“to promote the sustainable development of human settlements in the ECE region while 

fostering economic and social prosperity and supporting democratic governance”.
17 

Its 

mission is to improve housing and land management throughout the ECE region in a 

sustainable manner, in particular by providing practical solutions and guidelines. 

24. The Committee is the only intergovernmental body dealing with housing, urban 

development and land management matters for the entire ECE region, which is home to one 

fifth of the world’s population.  

25. In 2000, the Committee adopted the ECE Strategy for a Sustainable Quality of Life 

in Human Settlements in the Twenty-First Century.  

26. In 2013, the Committee adopted the Strategy for Sustainable Housing and Land 

Management in the ECE Region for the Period 2014-2020.18 

IV. History of discussions on the development of the Charter 

27. The Committee on Housing and Land Management has discussed the development 

of a possible Framework Convention on Sustainable Housing in the ECE Region over the 

past five years. According to the Committee, such a regional (UNECE) legal instrument 

could promote implementation of the following global and regional agreements.  

28. The Bureau of the Committee initially proposed the development of a convention at 

its meeting in Prague on 21 December 2009, where the Bureau agreed that developing such 

a framework convention would provide countries with an effective tool to address key 

housing challenges. It would also further support the application of existing UNECE 

housing policy tools (e.g., social housing guidelines, housing finance principles and Action 

Plan for Energy-efficient Housing in the UNECE Region). At its meeting in March 2010, 

the Bureau suggested dedicating a part of the next Committee session to discussing a 

convention.
19

 

29. At its seventy-first session in September 2010, the Committee discussed a possible 

legally binding instrument on housing and decided to establish an ad hoc Working Group 

on Sustainable Housing in order to explore the potential added value of such an instrument 

  
16 On the history of the Committee on Housing and Land Management, please read at 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/VitalSpaces/Vital_Spaces_Year_05_-_Issue_1.pdf 
17 http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2013/ece.hbp.173.en.pdf 
18 http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2013/ece.hbp.2013.3.e.pdf 
19 Report of the Bureau meetings of the Committee on Housing and Land Management for the period 2009–

2010 (ECE/HBP/2010/2), available at: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2010/ece.hbp.2010.2.e.050810.pdf. 
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and to define what might be it scope, objectives and possible options. The Committee 

further invited member States to nominate representatives to the Working Group.
20 

 

30. In 2011 and 2012, the Working Group met three times.
21 

 It recognized the added 

value of a Framework Convention on Sustainable Housing as a possible instrument to 

address housing issues in the UNECE region and recommended that the Committee on 

Housing and Land Management consider its development favourably.
22  

 

31. In September 2012, at its seventy-third session, the Committee endorsed the 

conclusions of the Working Group and supported the proposal to open negotiations on a 

possible Framework Convention on Sustainable Housing.
23

  

32. Based on the recommendations of the Working Group, the Committee agreed that 

the convention could have the following scope: “to improve the sustainability of 

housing in the UNECE region through effective policies and actions at all levels 

supported by international cooperation and with a view to contributing to the 

achievement of sustainable development in the region”.
24 

The Committee recommended 

that EXCOM approve the establishment of an Intergovernmental Negotiating Group to 

prepare the framework convention.  The Committee also recommended that this group 

agree on the objectives of a convention as the starting point for its substantive work.
25

   

33. At its seventy-fourth session in October 2013, the Committee opened a discussion 

on the possible development of a non-legally-binding Charter on Sustainable Housing for 

the ECE Region. Noting the interest of some member States in a charter on sustainable 

housing, the Committee requested that the Bureau provide further information and, if 

appropriate, in the light of decisions made by EXCOM, to develop elements of the 

proposed charter.
26

  

34. At the sixty-sixth meeting of EXCOM on 6 February 2014, EXCOM encouraged the 

Committee to further investigate and discuss the possibility of developing the Charter. The 

development of the Charter was added to the Committee’s programme of work for 2014-

2015, which was approved by EXCOM (ECE/EX/2014/L.2). 

A proposal for possible elements of the Charter on Sustainable Housing in the ECE Region 

is in the Annex to this document. The Committee is invited to discuss the possible content, 

scope and objectives of the Charter and on the next steps for its preparation. 

  
20 Report on the seventy-first session of the Committee on Housing and Land Management (ECE/HBP/162), 

available at: http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2010/ece.hbp.162.e.pdf 
21 Reports of first, second meeting (ECE/HBP/AC.1/2011/2) (ECE/HBP/AC.1/2011/4) of the Working 

Group, available at: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2011/AC1/ece.hbp.ac.1.2011.2.e.pdf, 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2011/AC1/ece.hbp.ac.1.2011.4.e.pdf and third 

meeting of the Working Group (ECE/HBP/AC.1/2012/2), available at: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2012/ac1/ece.hbp.ac1.2012.2.e.pdf  
22 Report of the third meeting of the Working Group on a Possible Framework Convention on Sustainable 

Housing in the UNECE region (ECE/HBP/AC.1/2012/2), available at: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2012/ac1/ece.hbp.ac1.2012.2.e.pdf 
23 Report on the seventy-third session of the Committee (ECE/HBP/170), available at: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2012/ece.hbp.170.e.pdf 
24 Ibid. ECE/HBP/170 
25 Ibid. ECE/HBP/170 
26 Report of the 74th Session - ECE/HBP/173 For more information visit the link: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2013/ece.hbp.173.e.pdf. 



 7 

Annex 
 

Proposed elements of the draft Charter 
 

1. The aim of the Charter on Sustainable Housing for the ECE region is to support 

member States to ensure: 

 Access to decent, adequate, affordable and healthy housing for every man, 

woman and child. 

 That due attention is given to reduce the impact of housing production and 

consumption on the environment. 

2. The Charter has the following scope:27 to improve the sustainability of housing in the 

UNECE region through effective policies and actions at all levels, supported by 

international cooperation, in order to contribute to sustainable development in the 

region. 

Member States reaffirm that: 

3. Access to housing is a fundamental right and a precondition for human dignity. 

4. Governments are committed to define their national housing policy and to ensure its 

implementation. 

5. Supporting investments in housing renovation and retrofitting is crucial to enhance the 

energy efficiency of the housing stock, achieve targets for energy savings, combat 

climate change and energy poverty and improve the economy. 

6. Good, transparent and efficient mortgage rules protect consumers, enhance housing 

security, increase homeownership and reduce the risks of homelessness. 

7. A healthy construction sector is important: for sustainable, inclusive economic 

recovery; to address climate- and energy-related challenges; to achieve energy savings; 

and to combat poverty and social exclusion.  

8. High-quality, safe and affordable social housing is a tool to meet housing needs, 

promote social cohesion and support the economy. 

9. For centuries, the Roma population has suffered discrimination, including segregation, 

exclusion and different forms of housing deprivation. Positive discrimination in 

housing would partially compensate for this discrimination. 

10. Informal settlements hamper economic development. These settlements need to be 

regulated and upgraded and the population fully integrated into the economy and 

society. 

11. Improving the environmental and energy performance of dwellings contributes to 

combating energy poverty, improving residents’ quality of life and reducing health 

problems (including respiratory and cardiovascular conditions, allergies, asthma, food 

and carbon monoxide poisoning and mental-health conditions). 

 

  
27 The Committee, at its seventy-third session in 2012 agreed on the possible scope Framework Convention. 

The  report of the session is available at: 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2012/ece.hbp.170.e.pdf 
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Member States commit to the following:
28

 

1. Enhance the energy efficiency of the housing sector and protect the environment by 

taking measures to: 

1.1 Improve standards for the environmental and energy performance of dwellings. 

1.2 Reduce the carbon footprint of the housing sector, taking into account the life cycle of 

buildings. 

1.3 Increase the number of low-energy housing units. 

1.4 Substantially increase the use of low carbon and renewable energy technologies in 

housing. 

1.5 Retrofit existing housing stock in an environmentally-friendly and energy-efficient 

way, making use of local solutions and knowledge when possible. 

1.6 Ensure that energy-efficient renovations are affordable. 

1.7 Put in place strategies the design and construction of dwellings will take account of the 

principles of sustainability. 

1.8 Contribute to sustainable urban development, planning and management through the 

adoption and integration of greener housing policies. 

1.9 Make waste and water management an integral part of sustainable housing strategies 

and policies. 

1.10  Ensure that the disposal, recycling and reuse of housing, construction and demolition 

waste is done in a sustainable and environmentally-friendly way. 

1.11  Ensure that the life-cycle approach is taken into account in housing design, material 

supply and manufacturing, construction processes, maintenance and refurbishment. 

1.12  Reduce energy use in the housing sector. 

 

2. Promote economic development through support to the housing sector by taking 

measures to: 

2.1 Increase the availability of housing options. 

2.2 Develop affordable mechanisms for housing refurbishment and ensure effective 

management of the housing stock. 

2.3 Contribute to well-functioning, efficient, equitable and transparent housing and land 

markets which respond to different types of housing demand. 

2.4 Review policies and procedures for maintenance and utility systems and encourage 

green investments in the sector. 

2.5 Promote public-private partnerships, private investments and other means of financing 

in order to increase investment in sustainable housing. 

2.6 Generate additional employment and improve working conditions in the sector through 

sustainable housing policies. 

  
28 These proposed objectives are based on Summary of discussions related to the development of a 

possible framework convention on sustainable housing in the UNECE region (ECE/HBP/2012/2) available at 

http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/hlm/documents/2012/ece_hbp_2012/ECE_HBP_2012_2_E.pdf 
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2.7 Encourage the use of efficient local solutions for the design and construction of 

sustainable housing while respecting the cultural and geographical particularities of 

member States. 

2.8 Establish easy, clear and transparent procedures, as well as appropriate institutions for 

issuing building permits that ensure fairness and non-discrimination and that fight 

monopolies, land speculation and corruption in the housing market. 

 

3. Promote healthy, barrier free and safe housing by taking measures to: 

3.1 Improve access for all to decent, affordable, good quality and healthy housing, to 

reduce homelessness and improve access to barrier-free housing. 

3.2 Increase investments in social or affordable housing and ensure adequate new 

construction of social and affordable housing. 

3.3 Gather data on homelessness and report it in national statistics. 

3.4 Develop programmes to protect mortgagors that are in default because of social or 

economic shocks and are threatened with homelessness. 

3.5 Develop social housing in a way that avoids gentrification and includes financial 

incentives to develop mixed housing, to avoid social segregation. 

3.6 Ensure healthy dwellings through housing design, maintenance and retrofitting. 

3.7 Improve the resilience of buildings to natural and human-generated disasters through 

ensuring safe of construction. 

3.8 Apply, when possible, principle of universal design to the housing sector.
29

 

3.9 Improve access to water and basic sanitation through sustainable housing programmes. 

3.10  Develop sustainable housing strategies that improve access to basic services and 

contribute to better living conditions. 

3.11 Ensure that provisions on non-discriminatory processes are reflected in housing 

legislation. 

4. Promote the continued application of sustainable housing principles by taking measures 

to: 

4.1 Ensure investment in innovation and research, with particular attention to energy 

savings, social innovation and green, compact, inclusive and smart cities. 

4.2 Support good governance, effective public participation and the rule of law regarding 

housing  

4.3 Intensify the regional and international exchange of experience and cooperation 

regarding housing, urban planning and land management. 

  
29 Universal design is the design of buildings to be usable and accessible by everyone, to the greatest extent 

possible, without the need for later adaptation or modification to accommodate special needs, such as the use 

of wheelchairs. 


