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Solar thermal Building codeS WorldWide

Consider solar thermal 
systems as basic furniture

Some good ideas take a while to be copied. This is the case with solar 

building codes, which were invented in Israel 29 years ago. Within the last 

two to three years, this political instrument has reached all five continents 

and will develop solar thermal markets in a sustainable way. The world map 

shows the status quo in 16 countries. 

More and 
more Swiss 

cantons have 
approved mandatory 

laws or requirements for a 
solar share in the domestic hot 

water supply of residential, public or 
commercial buildings. These solar water 

heating systems in the village of Hedingen in 
the Canton of Zurich were built on a voluntary basis. 

 Photo: SSES
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The world’s first solar thermal building code is 
29 years old. Israel was the first country to pass 
legislation on solar thermal installations. With 

the second oil crisis at the end of the 1970s, mem-
bers of parliament searched for ways to make their 
country more independent of imported energy. The 
result was a law which made solar water heaters man-
datory in new buildings such as residential housing, 
hotels, guest houses and old people’s homes up to 
27 metres high. The legislation came into effect in 
1980. It turned out to be a success. Nowadays more 
than 80 % of the households in Israel obtain their do-
mestic hot water from solar rooftop heaters. A typical 
domestic unit consists of a 150 litre insulated stor age 
tank and a 2 m2 collector. The hot water heaters save 
the country the need to import about 4 % of its ener-
gy needs, and replace about 9 % of the electricity pro-
duction. 

“It is hard to let out a flat without a solar water 
heater in Israel, because people expect it”, explains 
Eli Shilton, Managing Director of the solar thermal 
system supplier Elson Solar Energy Systems from 
Israel. The Israelis consider a solar thermal system 
as basic furniture and not something special. The 
law has made itself superfluous. More than 90 % of 
the solar systems are installed on a voluntary basis, 
i.e. they are installed in existing buildings, or the 
systems are bigger than required by the obliga-
tion.

Therefore, solar obligations seem to be an ideal 
political instrument to: 

increase the market penetration in a long • 
run,
stabilise long-term growth rates in national • 
markets,
get solar technology in at the early planning • 
stage of buildings,
open up new market segments if the imple-• 
mentation is intensively monitored.

“Whatever is not checked, is also 
not installed”

But Shilton also mentions the negative lessons 
learned over the years. In the residential sector the 
Israel Standards Institute monitored the implementa-
tion of the solar requirements very intensively, but 
not in the commercial sector with hotels and guest 
houses. Therefore there are hardly any commercial 
solar thermal installations. His conclusion: “What-
ever is not checked, is also not installed.”

But this is only one of the obstacles this political 
instrument is facing when used in the solar thermal 
sectors. Others were mentioned by the speakers in 
the session about solar obligations at the European 
Solar Thermal Energy Conference (estec2009) in 
 Munich at the end of May. Raffaele Piria, Senior Con-
sultant of the Berlin-based consultancy Eclareon, 
warned of a lack of social and political acceptance 
and a decrease in the quality of systems under oblig-
atory market conditions: “We could risk a backlash 
against the law and therefore also against solar 

Solar obligation is the most common name in 
 Europe for the political instrument making solar 
thermal technology mandatory. This term was in-
troduced and established by the European Solar 
Thermal Industry Federation (ESTIF) which pub-
lished a comprehensive study “Best practice regu-
lations for solar thermal” in August 2007. But this 
name is controversial. Solar thermal professionals 
argue against the term; obligation sounds like a 
“must” and could easily be understood by clients 
and builders as: “It does not make sense, but you 
are obliged to install a solar system by law.” 

If you look globally, you find many alternatives 
for “solar obligations”, which in most cases make 
this term unnecessary. A few examples: 

The Australian state of Victoria introduced • 
a 5 Star standard for new residential 
buildings, which should either possess a 
solar water heater or a rainwater tank for 
toilet flushing. 
The Brazilian campaign “Cidades So-• 
lares” (solar cities) simply talks about 
municipality laws and state laws on their 
homepage www.cidadessolares.org.br.
In Ireland the term • building regulation is 
used for the renewable obligation which 

was implemented at a national level in 
 July 2008.
Germany introduced the name • renewable 
heating act for the renewable require-
ments of the heating system in new build-
ings, which was implemented at a nation-
al level at the beginning of 2009. 
Runqing Hu, Assistant Professor at the • 
Center for Renewable Energy Develop-
ment (CRED) in China and a well-known 
solar thermal specialist, speaks about 
“solar regulations” in her presentations 
on solar conferences in Europe. 
Riccardo Battisti, one of those responsi-• 
ble for the European project ProSTO (pro 
solar thermal ordinances) decided to use 
the term solar ordinance, because he 
wants to stress that “it’s something which 
comes from a reasonable economic and 
environmental assessment”.
The Director of the Indian Ministry of New • 
& Renewable Energy, A.K. Singhal, 
 referred to building bye-laws in a presen-
tation he was giving at an international 
stakeholder meeting in October last 
year. 

One political instrument and many names
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 thermal technology.” Piria requested all market play-
ers from the industry, the authorities as well as asso-
ciations, to carefully accompany the implementation 
of solar building codes. 

David Perez Navarro, Managing Director of 
 Eclareon Madrid, analysed the effects of the market 
through the coming into force of the Spanish Techni-
cal Building Code (CTE) in March 2006. “The increase 
in competition, higher bargaining power and a less-
than-expected market growth led to a significant 
price pressure”, said Navarro. This unleashed a move-
ment towards lower quality too.  “Furthermore, firms 
which have historically specialised in solar thermal 
technology now have to redefine their strategy”, ad-
vised Navarro. His argument: solar thermal is not a 
specialist product anymore in Spain. Solar thermal 
collector systems are receiving more attention. Con-
struction companies and big distributors are gaining 
a higher market share. 

The main lessons for future solar obligations are:
clear legislation and enforcement frame-• 
work,
quality assurance measures for installation • 
and performance,
implementation of an official monitoring • 
system, 
training of authorities as well as installers,• 
increasing the motivation of all players • 
 involved.

These measures can be more easily realised at a 
regional or municipality level, hence it is not surpris-
ing that the idea of solar obligations has spread 

Renewable building codes are supported by the new 
Renewable Energy Directive (2009/28/EC), which 
was adopted by the European Parliament in 
December 2008. The most important paragraph for 
solar thermal is article 12 (4), where it says: 
“Member states shall introduce in their building 
regulations and codes appropriate measures in 
order to increase the share of all kinds of energy 
from renewable sources in the building sector.” 
When looking at the already existing regulations in 
Europe, it is clear that we are still very far away from 
harmonisation. Regulations from the five national 
renewable building codes in Europe are:

Spain• : 30 to 70 % of the domestic hot water 
demand in new buildings and those with 
major renovations.
Portugal• : 1 m2 of collector area per head for 
the domestic hot water demand in new and 
renovated buildings.
Germany• : At least 15 % of the heating de-
mand has to be covered by renewable ener-
gies in new buildings only. 
Ireland• : Each year, irrespective of the total 
heating and cooling demand of the building, 
10 kWh/m2 of floor space has to be covered 
by renewable sources in new buildings and 
after major renovations.
Switzerland• : shares of up to 20 % of the 
heating demand of new buildings are re-
quired from renewable energies. 

Far away from harmonisationA newly built residential buil-
ding in Kufstein, Austria: the 
owners of the “three-genera-
tion building” with TiSun large 
collectors on the roof (total of 
24 m2) fulfilled the ecological 
requirements for receiving 
housing support in the state of 
Tyrol without any problems. 
 Photo: TiSun
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among cities’ and counties’ authorities. The first mu-
nicipality in Europe was Barcelona in August 2000. 
The building code was revised in February 2006. In 
the new version the regulations now apply to more 
building types and the solar fraction was increased. 
The effect is already measurable. Before the law was 
passed, 1,650 m² solar collectors had been installed 
in Barcelona. This corresponds to an area of 
1.1 m²/1,000 inhabitants. Eight years later this figure 
has increased to 25 m²/1,000 inhabitants. 40,095 m² 
have now been installed in the city. The Barcelona 
 Energy Improvement Plan (PMEB) has set a target that 
about 96,300 m² of solar collectors should be operat-
ing in Barcelona by 2010. 

It was not until 2006 – after many more municipal-
ities had followed the Barcelona model – that a na-
tional solar building code was implemented in Spain. 
The Spanish Government approved the new Technical 
Buildings Code (CTE) in March 2006. It includes an ob-
ligation regarding the use of solar thermal energy in 
all new buildings and buildings undergoing major ren-
ovation and/or changes of use. Solar energy is sup-

posed to cover 30 to 70 % of the domestic hot water 
demand, depending on the climate zone. 

But in other countries too, local authorities were 
taking the path of solar building codes long before 
the national discussion about this political instru-
ment even started. This could have been observed in 
Ireland, for example, where Fingal was the first coun-
ty to approve a solar building regulation back in Feb-
ruary 2005. It took another three years before the 
building regulations came into effect at a national 
 level, in July 2008. 

In Africa it is the city of Cape Town which is taking 
the lead. ”Cape Town did consider other ways of pro-
moting solar water heating use, but concluded that 
the bye-law model has been the one most systemati-
cally evaluated”, says Osman Asmal, Cape Town’s 
 Director of the Environmental Resources Manage-
ment Department. The draft law must undergo a pub-
lic participation first, which is why it is still unclear 
when it will come into effect. The latest draft version 
requires solar thermal systems for all new buildings 
as well as any extensions to existing ones which have 
sanitary equipment or a kitchen where hot water is 
used. The draft version does not encompass private-
ly funded residential buildings of a size less than 
100 m², nor does it include buildings used merely for 
industrial purposes. 

Reducing the burden of the electricity load: a solar water heater in the Indian city 
of Delhi. The city’s government is focusing on two measures to accelerate the 
growth of the solar thermal market in the region: a solar bye-law and an incentive 
programme. Photo: Koto Trade & Service
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From the very few examples which have been men-
tioned so far in this article it is already clear that, 
firstly, solar obligations are spread over all five conti-
nents, secondly, there are very many different types 
of regulations, and thirdly, every country uses differ-
ent names for mandatory rules for solar thermal (see 
text box on page 61). The author of this article prefers 
the term solar or renewable building codes, because 
it seems to be easily understandable by most of the 
solar thermal players worldwide.

The world map of solar / renewable building 
codes on pages 66 to 67 gives a global overview of 
the implementation of this promising political instru-
ment. 16 countries worldwide have approved some 
sort of solar or renewable building code – among 
them important solar thermal markets such as 
 Germany, India, Brazil and Australia.  

Japan is not among them, even if there are some 
rumours about a solar obligation in Tokyo. In July last 
year the Tokyo Metropolitan Government (TMG) made 
it obligatory for developers to make a feasibility study 
about the possibilities of the usage of solar thermal 
technology in new buildings larger than 2,000 m2. 
But this obligation can be fulfilled just through paper-
work. There is no mandatory regulation saying that a 
feasible solar thermal system must be installed. The 
developers can do this on a voluntary basis. Hence, 
this is no solar obligation in the strict sense.  

The world map marks the different categories of 
building codes. The first, most obvious distinction, is:

1. Solar building codes (red) and 
renewable building codes (blue)

Blue stands for regulations which accept different re-
newable technologies to cover the obligatory renew-
able share of the heating and/or the domestic heat-
ing demand of the building. In Central Europe the 
building codes of Ireland, Switzerland and Germany 
require that a certain share of renewable energies 
cover the heating and domestic hot water demand of 
the building, and therefore the owner of the house 
has the freedom to use the technology he or she 
wants, which includes, among others, solar thermal 
technology as well as heat pumps, biomass boilers 
and efficiency measures. Spain and Portugal have 
implemented solar obligations only for the domestic 
hot water; they prioritise solar thermal technology, 
but also accept other renewable technologies (see 
text box on page 62). An exception is Victoria in 
 Australia, which is coloured in blue because the re-
quired 5 Star standard lets the homeowner choose 
between two options, one of which is not heating- 
related, namely between a rainwater tank and a solar 
water heater. 

The rest of the world map is red, which means 
that the bye-laws in India, the regulations in China 
and the municipality laws in Brazil are focused on so-
lar thermal technology only. In these countries solar 
water heaters are obligatory for the domestic hot 

http://www.solimpeks.com
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 water demand of buildings. Other renewable technol-
ogies or heat pumps are not eligible. One exception 
might be Cape Town in South Africa. Heat pumps are 
also being discussed, and may be made eligible in 
the draft law of a solar obligation. 

2. National, federal, provincial or 
municipal building codes

The second very important distinguishing factor is 
the level of the political authorities which are in 
charge of building law in a particular country. There 
are countries like Germany, Ireland, Portugal or 
Spain, where an amendment of the national building 
law is binding for all federal states, counties, prov-
inces and municipalities in the country. Consequent-
ly, the whole area of these countries is uniformly 
 coloured in the world map.  But this is rather the ex-
ception among the 16 countries considered. Mostly 
the building codes are the responsibility of the re-
gional levels, such as the cantons in Switzerland or 
the states in the USA. Sometimes it is even the mu-
nicipality level which deals with amendments to 
building codes. 

This is definitely the case in Brazil, as Carlos 
Arthur A. Alencar, Managing Director of the Brazilian 
collector manufacturer Enalter Engenharia Indústria e 
Comércio, explained in an interview (see page 74). 
The South-American country has no fewer than 5,564 
municipal districts which themselves possess very di-
verse demographic and climatic characteristics. Ac-
cording to Alencar, 30 municipalities have already ap-
proved a building code – among them major cities 
such as São Paulo. That means Brazil will be always a 
carpet of single points on the world map, but never a 
fully coloured country. The national campaign “Ci-
dades Solares” (solar cities) of the solar thermal in-
dustry federation DASOL/ABRAVA thus directs its 
work towards the main and strategic cities, expecting 
its effects to then spread across the regions. 

In India, Italy or China the situation is slightly dif-
ferent. In these countries the building laws have to be 
implemented on the municipality level as in Brazil, 
but the states in India, as well as the provinces in 
 Italy (text box on page 69) and China (text box on 
page 72), play a crucial role in pushing the municipal-
ities. For example in India, Maharashtra State, which 
is the home to a lot of solar collector manufacturers, 
is leading the way on solar bye-laws. The Maharash-
tra Energy Development Agency (MEDA) has been 
pushing hard to make solar hot water mandatory in 
all municipal corporations (local governments of 
 cities with a population of 200,000 or more) and 

Brazil hit the road of solar obligations to reduce 
electricity consumption in the country, because 
hot water is mostly produced by electricity. This is 
expected to drive the market even faster. Even now, 
without building codes in place, you can already see 
a lot of larger installations, including on multi-family 
houses. Photo: Enalter

Solar thermal Building codeS WorldWide
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The Italian situation concerning solar building codes is very complex. 
“We have a framework law with a renewable heat obligation for new 
and refurbished buildings, but application rules for this law were 
 never developed”, says Riccardo Battisti from the Italian Research 
 Institution Ambiente Italia, who is also responsible for the European 
project ProSTO (pro solar thermal ordinances). The Ministry of Eco-
nomic Development postpones the publication of application rules 
from month to month. Therefore, obligations are only operating where 
local authorities in regions or municipalities have developed their 
own rules. 

So far 167 municipalities have implemented solar building codes, 
according to a recent study done by the Italian environmental organ-
isation Legambiente. Altogether there are 2,996 municipalities in 
 Italy. “Copy well”, advised Edoardo Zanchini of Legambiente during a 
workshop on solar obligations during the Solarexpo fair in Verona in 
May. There are reference laws provided by the state government and 
they make the implementation much easier for the municipalities. 

Today there are also a few regions which have implemented re-
newable building standards, among them Lombardy and Lazio. The 
speech during the above-mentioned workshop by Alessandro Drago, 
a representative of the Lazio Region, made clear how difficult it is to 
implement the requirements from the provincial building standard at 
a municipality level in Italy. “The first building efficiency law 192/2005 
did not work at all”, said Drago. The regional law with the title “Regu-
lations to foster the use of solar thermal energy and reduction of 
waste water in buildings” stated the necessity for the municipalities 
to use solar thermal systems in new buildings to produce domestic 

hot water, but it did not declare the solar fraction or define a deadline 
for the approval of local obligations by municipalities. ”Only 5 of 378 
communities adopted the building code.” Hence, an amendment was 
made at the end of 2007. In this new economic financial law there was 
a paragraph saying that end consumers in municipalities which im-
plemented the building codes of 2004 would receive higher incen-
tives than in those not implementing the building code. There was a 
deadline of April 2008 for the municipalities. “But still only 6 munici-
palities more adopted efficiency standards for buildings”, explained 
Drago. 

In fact, some municipalities even took the issue of incentive re-
duction, with which they were being threatened by the regional gov-
ernment, to court.  The latest attempt by the region followed in May 
2008, when a solar building obligation was approved which follows 
the rules of the national obligation. 50 % of the domestic hot water 
must be covered by solar thermal technology in newly constructed 
buildings as well as those undergoing major renovations. A simple re-
placing of the boiler or the heating system is not considered a major 
renovation. In historic buildings or city centres, the share of solar en-
ergy of the domestic hot water demand is reduced to 20 %.  These 
regulations are part of the law governing ecological materials and 
sustainable energy in buildings, which also envisage training for mu-
nicipal experts.

“Bureaucratic obstacles are the biggest problem in implementing 
building codes”, concluded Drago. It needs intensive training in mu-
nicipalities to get them into action. He aims at convincing at least ten 
new municipalities this year.  

Difficult task: implementing solar building codes in Italy

http://www.abener.com
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 municipal councils of smaller cities. Already, ten ma-
jor  cities have approved solar bye-laws; others will 
follow soon. Maharashtra state is India’s third largest 
state by area and second largest by population (al-
most 97 million people).

In Switzerland building codes are the responsibil-
ity of the canton level. It is the Conference of Canton-
al Energy Directors which can phrase recommenda-
tions. One with slightly unconventional phrasing was 
to adopt a regulation placing the maximum share of 
non-renewable energies in new heating systems at 
80 %. The majority of the 26 cantons have followed 
this recommendation. There are two cantons which 
have implemented an extra regulation for domestic 
hot water. The first one was Vaud. The canton in the 
southwest of Switzerland already set the share for 
producing hot water through renewable energies in 
newly constructed buildings to 30 % in the autumn of 

2006. Solar water heaters, biomass and geothermal 
systems are options according to article 27, heat 
pumps are not. 

The requirements in the canton Basel-Country go 
beyond that. A renewable share of more than 50 % of 
the domestic hot water demand is required in new 
residential buildings, as well as schools, restaurants, 
hospitals, swimming pools and other premises with 
a high domestic hot water demand. These rules also 
apply in cases of a major renovation of the domestic 
hot water system, but not in cases of a simple re-
placement of the heating boiler. This brings us to the 
third crucial criterion of solar / renewable building 
codes:

3. Requirements for new buildings 
(new) and/or major renovations 
(MR) 
The situation is the same everywhere; the number of 
newly constructed buildings in a country is only a very 
small fraction of the total amount of refurbished 
buildings every year. Therefore it is a major criterion 
whether the solar / renewable building codes apply 
to new buildings only or whether they also apply in 
cases of a major renovation of existing buildings. 

On the world map this distinction is made by add-
ing brackets after the name of the country or prov-
ince, with “new” for new buildings and “MR” for 
 Major Renovations. A few examples: the renewable 
heating law in Germany only applies for new build-
ings, whereas the building requirement in Ireland al-
so includes major renovations. The 5 Star Standard in 
the two states of Australia – Western Australia and 
Victoria – counts for new buildings only. In most mu-
nicipality laws in Brazil, refurbishments that have to 
receive planning approval by the city hall are includ-
ed in the regulations.  

Generally speaking, the two types are evenly 
spread. There are seven countries where the solar / 
renewable building codes – not just national ones – 
apply to new buildings only: Hawaii, Australia, South 
Africa, Israel, Germany, Austria and Namibia.  In the 
other nine countries there is at least one solar / re-
newable building code that makes regulations for 
new buildings and major renovations obligatory: 
 Brazil, Mexico, Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Italy, 
 Switzerland, China and India. 

This newly constructed 
residential building in the 
Swiss municipality of Gams 
with 14.2 m2 of collector area, 
750 kW of photovoltaics and 
an air/water heat pump points 
the way in the direction of 
solar buildings of the future. 
 Photo: SSES

The size of the Indian solar thermal market is far behind expectations. Only around 
400,000 m2 were installed last year in the sun-rich country. A few states are trying to 
push solar water heaters through solar bye-laws, which have to be implemented at a 
municipality level.
 Photo: Sudarshan Saur
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Province Date when building code came into effect Type of buildings eligible

Anhai 1st March 2009
civic buildings with fewer than 12 floors, public buildings like hotels, schools, 
 swimming pools and hospitals

Hainan 1st January 2007 civic buildings and hotels with fewer than 12 floors

Jiangsu 1st January 2008 civic buildings with fewer than 12 floors, restaurants, hotels

Fujian 1st November 2006 new civic buildings with fewer than 12 floors

Yunnan 1st May 2008 civic buildings with fewer than 11 floors, public buildings less than 24 m high

Hebei 1st November 2008 new civic buildings with fewer than 12 floors

Solar building codes in China

The cities and provinces are the frontrunners in terms of 
the solar building codes in China. Just this year, the city of 
Weihai in the Province of Shandong and the province of  Anhai 
have implemented new solar regulations for their municipal-
ities. Altogether there are already more than 10 cities which 
have issued regulations, as well as several provinces such as 
Hainan, Jiangsu, Fujian, Hebei and Yunnan (see table be-
low). 

The starting point for the implementation of solar build-
ing codes was the Chinese Renewable Energy Law, which 
came into effect on 1st January 2006. “Since then, the whole 
society has paid a lot of attention to renewable energy”, said 
Runqing Hu, Assistant Professor at the Center for Renewable 
Energy Development in Beiijing, China, in her presentation in 

March 2008 in Wels, Austria.
Article 16 in this law makes clear that “the government 

encourages companies and individuals in the installation 
and use of solar water heating systems, solar heating sys-
tems and solar cooling systems”. Furthermore, this article 
states that “local construction authorities should cooperate 
with relevant authorities of the state council in establishing 
technical and economical standards with regard to the com-
bination of solar energy systems and constructions”. The so-
lar retrofitting of buildings is also mentioned in the Chinese 
Renewable Energy Law. “For already existing buildings, resi-
dents may install solar thermal systems according to techni-
cal standards under the condition that their quality and safe-
ty is not affected, unless agreements have been otherwise.”

Solar building codes in Chinese provinces Source: own research, Sven Tetzlaff, Sunrain

Solar systems on the balcony: 
this is the answer to the space 
problem in the mega-cities in 

the eastern part of China. Solar 
obligations force system sup-

pliers to work on systems which 
can be used on the balcony as 
shown in this solar exhibition. 

Photo: Sven Tetzlaff
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4. Special variants of solar / 
renewable building codes
This last category includes countries where the reg-
ulations apply to a specific group of buildings only 
– for example only public buildings. These are 
marked in the colour green, such as Namibia, which 
approved a building code in August 2007 for all 
new public and parastatal buildings. There is also 
the Brazilian province of Rio de Janeiro, which is 
the front-runner in terms of public solar building 
codes at a state level. In January 2008, its state 
government approved a law that makes it mandato-
ry to cover 40 % of the annual hot water demand of 
new and refurbished public buildings. And the 
 Chinese provinces Jiangsu and Yunnan have ap-
proved regulations that refer to buildings from all 
three sectors: residential, commercial and public, 
which is why they are coloured in red and green 
stripes. 

Secondly, there are very few building codes 
which only apply to the residential sector, which 
are explicitly: Hawaii, Victoria, Western Australia 
and Austria, which are marked on the world map 
with a little house. Austria has taken a different 
path. According to an agreement between the na-
tional and the state governments, housing support 
is only paid if the heating system of the house ful-
fils certain ecological requirements. Efficient oil/
gas boilers with a solar thermal system are eligible 
in most states as well as wood boilers, heat pumps 
and district heating. 6 of 9 Austrian states have al-
ready approved these requirements, 3 will follow 
later this year.  

Conclusion

Solar / renewable building codes are already wide-
ly recognised by politicians at different political lev-
els worldwide. It is a very promising political instru-
ment to increase solar thermal markets in a long 
run, but it is also a problematic one:

whatever is mandatory, cannot be subsi-• 
dised;
whatever is not checked, will not be installed;• 
any kind of obligation leads to non-compli-• 
ance;
implementation brings bureaucratic obstacles • 
with it.

Hence, a strong commitment by all market play-
ers is necessary to reach the same enormous effect 
as in Israel in other countries worldwide. Once suc-
cessfully implemented and monitored, solar / re-
newable building codes will increase the penetra-
tion of solar thermal technology in all sectors and 
stabilise market development. 

Bärbel Epp

Further information:
www.solarthermalworld.org (search keyword: obligation)
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Building codeS WorldWide

A very successful campaign for solar thermal technol-
ogy is the Cidades Solares (Solar Cities) in Brazil. 
There were two major associations that initiated the 
campaign in 2005: DASOL/ABRAVA, the association 
of the solar thermal industry, and the international 
network Vitae Civilis. The campaign’s two main objec-
tives are to implement solar building codes at the 
provincial, as well as municipality level and to organ-
ize trainings for engineers, architects and represent-
atives of local authorities. SUN & WIND ENERGY spoke 
with Carlos Arthur A. Alencar, former President of the 
association DASOL/ABRAVA and Managing Director 
of the solar thermal manufacturer and system plan-
ner  Enalter Engenharia Indústria e Comércio, about 
the campaign’s activities. 

S&WE:  Why does your initiative Cidades Solares 
 focus on municipalities as a key element?
Alencar: In Brazil, decisions on building laws are 
mostly made at the municipality level. As we 
have no less than five regions with 5,564 munic-
ipal districts that themselves possess very di-
verse demographic and climatic characteristics, 
the programme Cidades Solares is a campaign 
that directs its work to the main and strategic 
cities, expecting a spread effect throughout the 
regions. 

S&WE:  How successful was the campaign so far?
Alencar:  Until today, Cidades Solares already initi-
ated and supported the approval of 30 laws – 21 
in the Southeast region, 6 in the South, 2 in the 
Midwest and 1 in the Northeast. At present, there 
are also 94 draft laws going through the approval 

pro cess – 61 in the Southeast region, 20 in the 
South, 7 in the Midwest and 6 in the Northeast. 
There has not yet been any activity in the North of 
the country. 

S&WE:  Once you set the ball rolling, it keeps getting 
faster?
Alencar:  In fact, the São Paulo law from July 2007 
highly increased the awareness among policy mak-
ers. The city has 19 million inhabitants and a GDP of 
US$ 102 billion. Its authorities made solar water 
heaters a mandatory part of new buildings, for both 
residential and non-residential estates – applying 
the bye-law to hotels, sport clubs, schools, swim-
ming pools, restaurants, etc. It is our hope that the 
created awareness will help to spread our campaign 
faster than before.  Cidades Solares – a very suc-
cessful campaign for solar thermal technology has 
resulted so far in a number of 30 solar building 
codes in municipalities in Brazil. The São Paulo law 
from July 2007 is a milestone. 

S&WE: Is refurbishment part of the solar building 
codes?
Alencar:  Each law is a particular obligation in itself, 
but most of them apply to both residential and com-
mercial sanitary installations that have a demand for 
hot water. I think that, in most municipalities, refur-
bishment could be part of the solar building laws as 
it needs to be approved by the city hall. São Paulo’s 
law works in that way, for example. Commercial ap-
plications would also be considered if the building 
itself is not a truly new one, but the operation permit 
is. 

“São Paulo feels the first effects of its solar building code”

Cidades Solares (Solar Cities) – a very 

successful campaign for solar thermal 

technology has resulted so far in a 

number of 30 solar building codes in 

municipalities in Brazil. The São Paulo 

law from July 2007 is a milestone. “It is 

our hope that the created awareness 

will help to spread our campaign faster 

than before”, says Carlos Arthur A. 

Alencar, Managing Director of the solar 

thermal manufacturer and system 

planner Enalter Engenharia Indústria e 

Comércio and former President of the 

association DASOL/ABRAVA. Photos (2): Enalter
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S&WE: We know from Israel or Spain, where solar 
building codes came into effect some years ago, 
that what is not controlled, will not be built. So how 
do you control whether the requirements of munic
ipal solar building laws are fulfilled?
Alencar:  First, the municipality controls whether the 
building permission complies with the law. After 
construction is complete, the owner has to get the 
“habite-se” certificate from a specific city hall de-
partment that declares the building as constructed 
according to approved plans and ready to be used. 
The Cidades Solares initiative is additionally starting 
a monitoring programme as a follow-up between 
plan approval and “habite-se”. 

S&WE: What is the role of the state governments?
Alencar:  There are 26 states. All of them are not al-
lowed to implement solar building laws for residen-
tial or commercial buildings on their own. But they 
can devise obligations, so-called binding regula-
tions, that require solar hot water systems for public 
buildings and publicly financed projects, such as 
schools, swimming pools, hospitals, asylums, reha-
bilitation centres etc. The state of Rio de Janeiro was 
the first to implement such a law in January 2008. 
The São Paulo State law is the next in process. 
 Several states have included solar thermal tenders 
for new social housing projects.

S&WE: Have there already been perceptions on how 
the solar building codes influence the solar thermal 
market? 
Alencar: We already felt the first effects in the cities, 
but they have been very difficult to quantify. For ex-
ample, in São Paulo we are developing a method to 
analyze the impact on the market. The São Paulo 
law could have a huge local influence – maybe on 3 
to 4 % of the national market – but it will still need 
time to achieve its full potential. You have to consid-
er that the obligation just started and will affect only 
building permits approved after July 2008. 
Nowadays, there is a second, significant impact on 
the market: the national regulation by the Brazilian 
Electricity Regulatory Agency (ANEEL), pledging elec-
tricity distributors to invest 0.25 % of their net turn-
over in efficiency projects with a social background. 
Those projects are approved and controlled by ANEEL 
whose focus is on spending a great part of the bud get 
on solar thermal.

The interview was conducted by Bärbel Epp.

Driver of the solar thermal market: Brazilians 
utilities are pledged to invest 0.25 % of their net 
 turnover in efficiency projects with a social back-
ground like in this housing project on the photo. 

 Photo: Enalter
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