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Dear All, 

Welcome to the latest issue of the EU-China Energy Magazine.

June was an extremely active month for ECECP. From June 19 to 21, and I would like to share with some of our exploits this month. 

Thanks to the generous support of the Centre of Science and Technology & Industrialisation Development, and the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, ECECP participated and established our own booth at the 20th China International Exposition of Housing Industry & Products and Equipment of Building Industrialisation. Our booth served as an information and exchange hub, showcasing the platform’s work and featuring European companies at the cutting edge of innovative energy solutions. More images from this event can be found on the following page.

The exhibition attracted a multitude of visitors, all keenly interested in EU companies’ energy solutions and ECECP’s efforts to promote EU-China energy cooperation, particularly in the area of building sector decarbonisation. In this issue, we delve deeper into this topic, exploring the role of wood in the decarbonisation of construction and scrutinising China’s recent progress as well as challenges in the development of green buildings.

ECECP was very fortunate to have the opportunity to organise a visit to China’s extraordinary nuclear fusion test facility EAST on June 26, 2023, with support from the EU delegation and the Institute of Plasma Physics, Chinese Academy of Science. It is truly inspiring to witness how international cooperation can facilitate significant technological breakthroughs in the pursuit of ultimate clean energy. This visit serves as a powerful reminder of the potential for open collaboration to deliver benefits for humanity as we move into the future.

At the time of writing, we are embarking on a study tour to the EU with the State Grid Energy Research Institute and the China Electricity Council. This is another exciting event on our agenda, featuring visits to Directorate General Energy of the European Commission, Hydrogen Europe, ENTSOg, Ricerca sul Sistema Energetico (RSE S.p.A.) and the Department of Energy, Systems, Territory and Constructions Engineering of the University of Pisa.

The success of these recent intensive activities and indeed the past four and half years would not have been possible without the guidance, support, and patience of Octavian Stamate, counsellor of energy and climate action from the EU Delegation in China, who will be leaving Beijing early next month. Octavian has been working closely with ECECP during the entirety of the platform’s operational period. We extend our profound gratitude to him and hope he will join us again at the year’s end project closing event. 

We’re also delighted to announce that our Assistant Team Leader, Helena Uhde, has recently earned her doctoral degree. On behalf of the entire team, we congratulate her on this impressive achievement and wish her a bright and prosperous future.

We invite you to delve into this issue of the EU-China Energy Magazine, filled with insightful updates in the energy sector. We hope it provides you with an engaging and informative reading experience.

Dr. Flora Kan

ECECP Team Leader
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1.  Can building with wood decarbonise construction?
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By replacing energy-intensive building materials and locking away carbon from the atmosphere, building with sustainable timber could save more than 100Gt of CO₂ by the end of the century – but there is a catch.

[image: IMG_256]

A building site using mass-timber construction. Credit: KK Law via naturallywood.com/Flickr.

The climate impact of the buildings and construction sector is still headed in the wrong direction. Despite booming investment to increase energy efficiency and lower energy intensity, emissions and energy consumption from buildings and construction have rebounded from pandemic levels to an all-time high.

By the latest assessment, the sector accounts for 34% of energy demand and 37% of energy and process-related CO₂ emissions. Operational energy-related emissions reached ten gigatonnes (Gt) of CO₂ equivalent in 2021 – 5% over 2020 levels and 2% over the pre-pandemic peak in 2019. Similarly, operational energy demand for heating, cooling, lighting and equipment in buildings rose by 4% from 2020 and 3% from 2019.

Decarbonising the sector is a priority if there is to be a chance of limiting global warming to even 2°C to avoid the most cataclysmic impacts of climate change. The sector desperately needs to further improve building energy performance, decrease building materials’ carbon footprint, multiply policy commitments alongside action and increase investment in energy efficiency.

[image: IMG_256]

Aiming to do just that, last month agriculture ministers in Germany’s states called for the use of wood in new housing projects to be made easier. The quota of wood in residential construction should be raised to 30% by 2030 (from 20% currently), they wrote in a joint letter, saying that forests and wood products make positive contributions to climate protection, resource efficiency and value creation.

Indeed, wood has a far lighter environmental footprint than other building materials like steel and concrete, and even locks carbon away from the atmosphere. A recent study by the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, found that if most of the new urban population were housed in newly built timber buildings, constructed with engineered wood (wood composite materials), it would save around 10% of the carbon budget needed to limit global warming to 2°C this century.

Sending construction back to its roots

Emissions from major raw material production for conventional buildings, such as cement and steel, accounts for roughly 10% of global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. However, according to a new report from the Environmental Coalition on Standards (ECOS), an international network of environmental NGOs, building using timber structures from sustainable forestry can significantly lower that embodied carbon footprint by factors ranging from 10% to 67%.

[image: IMG_256]

Graphic by ECOS

In fact, ‘using a wood building frame instead of concrete can reduce emissions by 75%, as well as reduce the whole life carbon of the building by 10–20%,’ said Lauri Linkosalmi, director of product sustainability at Finnish wood and paper production group Stora Enso at a recent ECOS webinar.

The added benefit of structural timber – wood used as a building material for beams and columns – is its ability to store carbon for decades and sometimes centuries; potentially even matching the time needed to grow new trees. That could account for a vast amount of global carbon considering structural timber is 50% carbon by mass.

As trees are harvested, their sequestered carbon is transferred into a wide range of products such as building structures, furniture and window frames, but they can also be transformed into short-lived products like bioenergy, paper and single-use items such as cutlery, which depletes wood resources at a faster pace.

To be of most use to the climate agenda, storage should last as long as possible; both to delay the eventual carbon losses and to control demand for harvested wood products. To that end, timber building materials would need to be maintained through multiple reuse and recycling loops in line with the circular economy. ECOS proposes a ‘cascading’ use of wood resources across the sectors that use wood – chemicals, construction, energy, furniture, packaging, paper and textiles – to both conserve forests and address the twin climate and biodiversity crises linked to forest harvests. Today’s timber buildings are not designed with this circularity in mind, and it would require a systemic shift in industry practice to improve longevity, modularity and ease of construction.

[image: IMG_256]

Graphic by ECOS

Research shows that if such mass-timber construction (using engineered wood for load-bearing wall, floor and roof construction) were to become the norm by 2050, annual carbon storage could be as high as 700 million tonnes of carbon instead of just ten million tonnes in a business-as-usual scenario. This would, however, require an optimised use of wood to prevent forest degradation and loss.

‘This transition requires a whole value chain collaboration,’ said Linkosalmi. ‘Property owners and investors also need to demand more sustainable buildings, and we need to renovate our buildings so that they have less operational emissions.’

Planetary boundaries to timber construction

Nonetheless, there is a downside to mass-timber construction. Most net-zero scenarios, including those from the International Energy Agency and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, foresee a role for biomass in the energy transition, but if demand for forest products was to grow equally across the economy, there simply would not be enough biomass to go around.

‘Timber buildings cannot be the green transition,’ said Susanne Winter, programme director for forests at non-profit WWF Germany, at the ECOS webinar. ‘A green transition needs first to maintain the ecosystems and their functionality for the climate: the nutrient and water circle, and the biodiversity. We have to stop the overconsumption. We will degrade forest ecosystems by building houses with wood. The planetary boundaries have to be our default settings.’

According to a 2021 report from Material Economics, a consultancy, EU national climate plans forecast a 40–100% increase in demand for forest and agricultural products for energy and materials than will be sustainably available – due, in large part, to the planned increase in bioenergy demand. In fact, global wood consumption is already overshooting the lowest risk boundary of what global forests can sustainably provide by 67%, with this overconsumption only likely to grow, according to a recent WWF report. And this increasing demand for forestry products is cutting the carbon sink capacity of forests, even in regions where forest cover is growing, such
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