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1. Context and Purpose

This report presents the first comprehensive qualitative study in Bulgaria devoted entirely
to single-family houses. A segment that accounts for nearly half of the national housing stock
yet remains largely overlooked in national energy efficiency policy. The research explores the
real attitudes, barriers, and motivations shaping home renovation, bringing together the
perspectives of homeowners, municipal authorities, professionals, and civil society
organizations. Across all groups, a strong consensus emerges: renovating single-family
houses is not a privilege but a long-overdue necessity: economic, social, and environmental
alike.

The report contends that without a coherent policy framework addressing individual homes,
Bulgaria will be unable to meet the objectives of the European Green Deal or to narrow the
widening social and spatial inequalities between residents of apartment blocks and those living
in houses.

2. Methodology and Participants

This qualitative study draws on 24 semi-structured, in-depth interviews, organized into four key
target groups:

e Homeowners (6 interviews): Families and individuals from both urban and rural areas,
aged 25-65.

e Professionals (8 interviews): Architects, engineers, and energy consultants involved in
building design and retrofitting.

e Non-Governmental Organizations (6 interviews): Experts working on energy efficiency,
housing, and climate policy.

e Municipal Administrations (4 interviews): Officials from diverse types of municipalities -
metropolitan, regional, industrial, and mountain.

All interviews were recorded, anonymized, and thematically coded in accordance with
established qualitative research standards. Thematic saturation was achieved after the
fourteenth interview, confirming the robustness of the findings. Although not statistically
representative, the dataset provides deep qualitative insight into how individuals experience,
interpret, and engage with the process of home renovation. The analysis is structured around
both shared and group-specific themes, including housing conditions, barriers, perceived
benefits, institutional roles, and expectations for future programs.



3. Key Findings by Stakeholder Group
3.1. Municipal Administrations

Municipalities describe single-family houses as the “blind spot” of Bulgaria’s energy policy.
Although these homes constitute a substantial share of the national housing stock, they largely
remain outside the scope of existing support schemes.

A key barrier identified by local authorities is the absence of reliable data. There is no national
or municipal register compiling the technical, energy or social characteristics of single-family
dwellings. Without such a database, municipalities are unable to assess needs, set priorities, or
design targeted interventions. As one participant observed, “We have a cadastral map, but no
energy register. We are working in the dark.”

Yet despite these constraints, municipalities recognise the considerable potential for energy
savings and wider co-benefits including lower household energy bills, improved comfort,
enhanced aesthetics, and the stimulation of local economies.

Their main barriers fall into three categories:

e Financial, including low household incomes and limited access to credit;

e Administrative, such as irregular ownership and the absence of building passports;

e Organisational, involving a lack of local expertise, advisory centres and contractors,
particularly in smaller towns.

Municipal experts recommend differentiated co-financing, based on income, vulnerability, and
building condition, instead of 100% grants. They support a “step-by-step” approach, funding
specific modules (insulation, heating systems, renewables) to allow gradual but consistent
progress towards deep renovation.

Crucially, they call for long-term predictability - a multiannual program with stable rules and
constantly open application windows. Local one-stop-shop centers are seen as essential for
providing consultations, assistance, and trust between citizens and institutions.

3.2. Non-Governmental Sector

Civil society organisations act as intermediaries between institutions and citizens, combining
technical expertise with social awareness. They see the renovation of single-family houses as a
means of tackling energy poverty, improving public health and revitalising small communities.

Non-governmental organisations emphasise that this housing segment is both extensive and
socially fragile. Many such homes are occupied by elderly or low-income households who heat
only one or two rooms during the winter months. Renovation, therefore, is not simply a question
of saving energy. It is a matter of dignity and wellbeing.



Organisations identified several major barriers to the renovation of single-family houses. Chief
among them are the lack of affordable finance, the shortage of qualified professionals,
burdensome administrative procedures and limited public awareness, often coupled with distrust
towards public institutions.

Experience from Bulgaria’s multifamily building programmes offers valuable lessons. On the
positive side, the public has gained a clearer understanding of the benefits of energy renovation.
However, the 100% grant model fostered passivity, weakened oversight and compromised
quality.

Non-governmental organisations therefore propose a hybrid approach that combines grants,
low-interest loans and guarantees, ensuring continuous access and clear social targeting. They
also advocate the development of standardised renovation packages tailored to the most
common house types, in order to reduce costs and simplify implementation.

Finally, NGOs stress the importance of capacity-building through the training and certification of
builders, energy auditors and project designers. As one participant succinctly observed,
“Without people, there is no programme.”

3.3. Professional Community

Architects, engineers and energy specialists describe single-family houses as “the invisible
giant” of Bulgaria’s building stock: numerous, diverse, often legally ambiguous, yet rich in
potential. They note that more than 90% of these dwellings fall below modern energy efficiency
standards, with many lacking structural or energy documentation. The professional community
emphasises the urgent need for a national inventory and typology, mapping the age,
construction materials, size and patterns of use of single-family homes.

According to professionals, the analysis highlights a pattern of systemic shortcomings:
excessive bureaucracy and centralised decision-making; inconsistent and sometimes conflicting
technical standards; and a lack of independent mechanisms for quality assurance and
oversight.

To address these issues, experts propose:

A 10-15-year national programme with transparent rules and annual budgets;
Independent inspection and monitoring, including before-and-after measurements;
A national register of certified professionals;

Simplified procedures for minor, non-structural works.

They also endorse the principle of “the right material for the right building” ensuring that new
systems are compatible with traditional structures and that interventions respect breathability,
moisture dynamics and the full lifecycle impact of materials.

In conclusion, professionals agree that while deep renovation should remain the ultimate
objective, a well-coordinated, phased approach represents the most realistic path forward.



3.4. Homeowners

Homeowners demonstrate strong motivation but face equally significant constraints. Most
occupy houses built between 1950 and 1970 - solidly constructed yet uninsulated, with outdated
electrical and heating systems. As a result, energy bills are high and comfort remains limited.

Repairs are usually reactive and piecemeal, carried out as household finances permit: replacing
windows, repairing roofs or upgrading heating equipment. Many residents rely on self-help and
family labour, often because of limited trust in contractors or prohibitively high costs.

Despite these constraints, households display a surprisingly sophisticated understanding of
energy efficiency. Several explicitly associate comfort not only with temperature but also with air
quality, safety and the durability of their homes.

Homeowners are unanimous in their calls for:

Clear and straightforward procedures;

Direct human assistance, rather than online forms alone;

Partial co-financing, allowing them to retain both choice and responsibility;

Guarantees and transparency regarding materials and workmanship;

And the use of ecological, building-compatible materials, particularly for stone or heritage
properties.

Their vision of a successful programme is one that is “clear, human and predictable”. A system
that supports long-term modernisation rather than one-off repairs.

4. Cross-Sector Analysis

When the perspectives of all stakeholder groups are compared, a striking degree of alignment
emerges.

e Municipalities seek better data, coordination and capacity;

e Non-governmental organisations emphasise trust, social justice and public outreach;
e Professionals call for quality, clear standards and long-term continuity;

e Homeowners prioritise accessibility, fairness and reliability.

Taken together, these perspectives form a coherent foundation for an integrated national policy
on single-family house renovation.

5. Core Insights and Policy Principles

e National Priority: Renovating single-family homes is essential to achieving Bulgaria’s
climate, energy and social objectives.

e Hybrid Financing: Combine grants, loans and guarantees, avoiding fully grant-based
schemes that weaken ownership and accountability.



Predictability: Establish stable rules, continuous access and multiannual funding to
ensure long-term commitment and market confidence.

Technical Assistance: Develop a national network of one-stop-shop advisory centres to
guide households through every stage of the renovation process.

Quality and Oversight: Introduce mandatory before-and-after monitoring and ensure
public disclosure of results and performance data.

Human Capacity: Invest in the training and certification of engineers, contractors and
municipal specialists to build lasting professional competence.

Social Equity: Prioritise vulnerable groups and low-income households, ensuring that
no community is left behind in the transition.

Public Communication: Conduct ongoing, transparent information campaigns to foster
trust, awareness and citizen participation.

6. Recommendations and Next Steps

The report concludes with a clear roadmap for policy action:

Develop a National Strategy for Single-Family Renovation with a 10-15-year
horizon, bringing together the efforts of the energy, environment and social ministries
under a single coherent framework.

Create a National Housing Renovation Fund pooling EU, national and private
resources to ensure consistent and sustainable financial support.

Strengthen Municipal Capacity by establishing local advisory centres, training staff
and providing financial assistance for community-level initiatives.

Empower the Professional Sector through targeted training, certification and
independent quality control systems.

Institutionalise NGO Involvement by entrusting civil society organisations with
communication, social outreach and monitoring roles.

Renovating single-family houses is more than an energy policy. It is a social transformation: a
means of revitalising communities, improving living standards and rebuilding trust between
citizens and the state. The closing line of the report encapsulates its essence: “We are not only
talking about houses. We are talking about people, about trust, and about the future.”



