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The District Energy in Cities Initiative is a multi-stakehol-
der partnership that assists developing countries and cities 
to accelerate their transition to lower-carbon and climate 
resilient societies through promoting modern district en-
ergy systems. District energy systems are intelligent energy 
infrastructure, efficiently integrating clean sources of en-
ergy for cost-effective heating and cooling. 

Through economies of scale, diversity of supply, balan-
cing and storage, these systems can reduce primary energy 
consumption for heating and cooling of urban buildings 
by up to 50%. High levels of affordable renewable energy 
supply can be integrated with district energy, combining 
efficiency with clean energy, making them a key measure 
for cities/countries that aim to achieve 100% renewable 
energy, clean air, or carbon neutral targets.

The Initiative is coordinated by UN Environ-
ment, with financial support from Danish Interna-
tional Development Agency (DANIDA), the Glo-
bal Environment Facility (the GEF), and the Italian 
Ministry of Environment and Protection of Land, and Sea.  
The Initiative is an accelerator of the Sustainable Energy 
for All (SEforALL) Energy Efficiency Accelerator Platform 
and aims to double the global rate of energy efficiency im-
provements for heating and cooling in buildings by 2030 
and quantify the corresponding decrease in greenhouse 
gas emissions.

District Energy in Cities currently provides technical sup-
port to cities in four pilot countries (Chile, China, India, 
and Serbia) and ten replication countries (Argentina, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina, Colombia, Egypt, Malaysia, Mongo-
lia, Morocco, the Seychelles, and Tunisia). 

ON‑THE‑GROUND, DISTRICT ENERGY IN CITIES

n  Raises awareness on how governments can 
use district energy to achieve multiple policy  
objectives

n  Advises local and national governments on locally 
tailored planning and policy frameworks

n  Provides technical assistance to identify bankable 
projects in cities  

n  Builds capacity to accelerate investment, especially 
through the private sector, in modern district 
energy systems

DES IN NUMBERS

$26.5 million  
LEVERAGED IN‑KIND and 
CASH INVESTMENT including 
$21 million in project 
financing

$3.4 million DIRECT 
INVESTMENT, including GEF, 
Denmark, and Italy

14 COUNTRIES 
Argentina, Bosnia & Herzegovina, 
Chile, China, Colombia, Egypt, 
India, Malaysia, Mongolia, 
Morocco, Russia, Serbia, the 
Seychelles, Tunisia

8 CITY RAPID ASSESSMENTS 
have been completed

25 CITIES Committed to 
INITIATIVE

43 PARTNERS Engaged

15 new PROJECTS

18 TRAINING WORKSHOPS 
and EVENTS in pilot and 
replication countries

65  INTERNATIONAL 
CONFERENCES

7 WEBINARS



The Global Environment Facility – catalysing investment and 
growing the market for district energy 

Although progress is being made on every continent, district 
energy is a long way from achieving its full potential globally. 
Major barriers stand in the way of investment, including a lack 
of project identification and awareness on technology solu-
tions, a shortage of funding for neutral early-stage assessments 
and the ‘death valley’ of project development – supporting 
viable projects through the complicated commercialisation 
process to investment. To help overcome these barriers, in 
2015 the GEF announced a $2 million global funding package 
to the Initiative leveraging $9.7 million in co-finance from the 
Initiative’s 43 private and public sector partners.

Today the GEF’s initial seed funding is catalysing significant 
co-finance and expert support across each major barrier in 
project development while ensuring UN Environment can 
engage decision makers on district energy and deliver neutral 
advice to cities and countries. This is delivering real invest-
ments in district energy projects across the Initiative’s pilot 
countries and cities. 

National governments across the pilot countries are following 
closely the results of the pilot cities and are designing with 
the Initiative national funding programmes for district energy 
that can emulate the GEF’s model of catalysing investment.

STAGE STAGE STAGE STAGE

01 02 03 04
Prioritising technology solutions, 
identifying projects and aligning 
district energy to city goals. 
National consultations.

Project prefeasibility studies and 
tendering, training, plan of future 
investments and policies. Adapt 
benchmarks and guidelines to local 
context. National potential study

Demonstration project 
commercialisation and capital 
investment. Replication city training 
and support. National funding  
programme designed

Additional investments realised in 
the pilot city and replication cities. 
National support programme and 
fund established

e.g. DES experts funded by Danfoss 
foundation lead local stakeholder 
consultations and initial analyses.
The Ministry of Environment 
of Chile decides to co-finance rapid 
assessments for four additional 
cities.

e.g. IFC and ENGIE funding 
prefeasibility studies in Thane and 
Temuco and 5 replication cities. 
EESL, Empower & UN Environment 
fund national study in India. 
Aalborg University co-financing a 
national heat roadmap for Chile

e.g. Investment in first district energy 
projects in pilot cities. EESL develops 
additional fast pilots. Chile government 
is creating a national programme on 
district energy to support project 
commercialization and construction. 
GCF readiness funds provided to Chile 
for district energy.

e.g. India and Chile develop GEF-7 
projects with co-finance from 
national governments, EESL and 
development banks. 
Banks and private sector  use tools 
and guidelines from the pilot city

$60,000 (GEF)
$180,000 (co-finance)

$110,000 (GEF)
$250,000 (Co-finance)

$35 million 
(estimated investment)

$250 million 
(estimated, 5 years)
$250 million 
(estimated, 5 years)

$100,000 (GEF)
$300,000 (co-finance)

$125,000 (GEF)
$350,000 (Co-finance)

$50 million 
(estimated investment)

$300 million 
(estimated, 5 years)

CHILE

INDIA



 

PILOT  COUNTRY:
SERBIA
PILOT CITY: 
BELGRADE

PILOT  
 COUNTRY:
INDIA
PILOT CITY: 
THANE

FAST FACTS

 k Rapid assessments in 5 cities  
have identified over US$ 600 million  
in investment opportunities 

 k District energy is included in 
India’s National Cooling Action Plan

District cooling is known to provide power grid resilience in contexts where 
cooling demand is surging, such as in Indian cities, where air conditioning can 
contribute up to 60% of peak electricity use. It can also help to meet India’s 
Kigali commitments to phase down HFCs – refrigerants with a strong global 
warming potential – cutting them by 85% from 2028 to 2047. District cooling 
has demonstrated it can reduce emissions from such refrigerants by up to 90%, 
depending on the source of cooling (e.g. in Paris). 

Energy Efficiency Services Limited (EESL) and the Initiative are working with 
Bhopal, Coimbatore, Pune, Rajkot and Thane to connect potential projects with 
investment in support of India’s ‘smart city’ agenda. Thane and UN Environment 
together with International Finance Corporation (IFC), ICLEI, and Carbon Trust 
are completing pre-feasibility studies to take projects to market.

FAST FACT

 k Belgrade plans to 
transition to 65% 
renewables or 
recovered heat in 
its district heating 
network, requiring 
approximately 
$ 470 million in 
investment over 
the next 25 years

Improving energy efficiency at the system 
level, in both the city’s buildings and district 
heating network, is a priority for Belgrade, as is 
switching the network to new heat sources such 
as renewables and waste heat. This will help lower 
the utility costs spent on imported natural gas each 
year ($130 million), improving energy security 
and the sustainability of heating in Belgrade. Two 
projects are being assessed for investment which 
can include network interconnection, renewable 
energy integration, and/or modernization and 
expansion of the district heating system, which 
covers around half of the city’s population.  In 
2019, at least one of these projects will be taken 
to market and the policy-investment plan will be 
submitted for city adoption.



 

UN Environment is collaborating with the National Development and Re-
form Commission (NDRC) and the China Energy Conservation and Envi-
ronmental Protection (CECEP) Group to promote integrated urban plan-
ning and efficient district energy – a technical solution in the G20 Energy 
Efficiency Leading Programme, begun under China’s G20 leadership in 
2016.  Five cities are being selected to take part in the Initiative and new 
policies, incentives and business models for district energy systems will be 
developed and demonstrated. International guidelines, standards, bench-
marks and best practice for district energy will be adapted to China and 
Chinese best practice in district energy will be disseminated worldwide.

The Initiative will also support China’s International Coalition for Green 
Development on the Belt and Road, which aims to green a complex 
network of transport links and associated infrastructure being developed 
in Asia, Europe and East Africa.

FAST FACT

 k Nearly 55% of the total  
heating surface in north China 
is supplied by district heating 
(EuroHeat & Power)

PILOT   
COUNTRY:
CHINA

PILOT CITY: 
SELECTION 

IN‑PROCESS

 R 16,100 TR 
capacity 
of district 
cooling 
system

 R 17%, 10years 
IR2R and 
payback

 R $36.3 
million total 
investment

 R 5.8 ktCO2/yr 
reduction

 R 7.5 GWh/yr 
of electricity 
saved

 R 2.6 tonnes  
of efrigerant 
saved over 
project life 
cycle

300-acre integrated township built by the Hiranandani Group. 

This is a fast expanding, mixed-use development with a business park.
PROJECT HIRANANDANI ESTATE

Undertake pre-feasibility study
 R Undertake pre-feasibility study

 R Design connection policy  
to secure load for district 
cooling system.

 R Co-develop policies with the 
city of Thane to incentivize 
district cooling development 
through municipal taxes, 
provision of lower cost land 
and direct subsidy of low-cost 
municipally owned solar 
electricity.

 RWork alongside real-estate 
developers and the city 
government to seamlessly 
integrate district cooling 
as the city expands, rapidly 
outgrowing its current borders. 

 R Secure environmental 
credentials (e.g. LEED) for 
connected buildings reflecting 
their enhanced energy 
efficiency and attracting 
tenants.

NEXT STEPSASSESSMENTS RESULTS

The Initiative has undertaken a rapid assessment of  district cooling in the Hiranandani with the below results.



 

COYHAIQUE

PILOT   
COUNTRY:
CHILE
PILOT CITY: 
TEMUCO

Chile, in partnership with the Initiative, is developing its 
first national programme on district energy to address air 
pollution and scale up renewables in its cities. This includes 
implementing regulatory and financial mechanisms to unlock 
the market. The Initiative is also developing, with the support 
of Aalborg University, a heating and cooling roadmap for the 
country, similar to the EU’s seminal “Heat Roadmap Europe.’’ 
In partnership with the Ministries of Environment and Energy 
and the private sector, a total of 10 cities will receive technical 
support to identify projects and policies to deliver improved 
air quality and clean energy to their citizens.

FAST FACTS

 R Chile’s Presidential Plan names district energy as 
a key technology to improve air quality.

 R Pre-feasibility studies to identify bankable 
projects will be completed in five cities in 2018, 
including Santiago, and at least two projects will 
be taken to tender.

Renato Lema Hernández is a 10-year-old boy 
born in the most polluted city of Latin America 
– Coyhaique, an isolated city in southern Chile 
with high energy poverty. He is excited to join 
his friends and enjoys learning at  the local 
primary school, where he receives food and a 
warm room. Each classroom in Renato’s school 
is heated with a wood stove, just like his house 
and most buildings in Coyhaique. His family is 
poor and sometimes can’t afford wood, so they 
put whatever they find into the stove to obtain 
heat...shoes, tires, plastic bottles...Coyhaique is 
cold and heating is a necessity.

But even with the wood stoves at home and 
school, Renato must always keep his hat, coat and 
gloves on indoors during autumn and winter, 
which makes it hard to concentrate in class. He 
has been coughing as long as he remembers, but 
like most of his friends, his family cannot afford 
to see a doctor. 

These realities contribute to air pollution being 
responsible for 4,000 annual cases of premature 
deaths by cardiovascular diseases in Chile and 
cost the government $690 million per year in 
associated medical expenses and reduction in 
labor productivity. The majority (94%) of this 
pollution in Coyhaique is due to the  burning of 
wet wood for heating homes. Concentrations of 
particulate matter, extremely tiny particles that 
severely affect little lungs like Renato’s, are five 
times higher than WHO standards in southern 
Chile.

UN Environment is helping children like Renato 
gain access to the quality of life and clean air 
they need. Through working with the schools 
and communities of Coyhaique to develop a 
district heating network we can help provide 
clean heating so that people can stop breathing 
toxic air and properly heat their buildings.

COYHAIQUE, CHILETHE STORY



DISTRICT ENERGY ADVANCING THE GLOBAL AGENDA
KIGALI 

AGREEMENT 
Phasing down HFCs by replacing 
conventional cooling systems

NEW URBAN 
AGENDA 

Recognized as a key solution to 
integrate renewables and efficiency in 
cities

PARIS  
AGREEMENT 

Helping cities and countries achieve 
carbon mitigation targets

SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS – SDG 7 

Reducing demand, optimizing the 
energy system and shifting supply of 
heating and cooling to efficient and 
renewable sources

“ Combatting climate change with the promotion of energy 
efficiency and renewable energy is a key priority for the 
European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). 
The bank has therefore joined forces with the District Energy in 
Cities Initiative as a platform to scale investment in renewable 
energy projects. We look forward to replicating this approach 
in the region and with the bank’s partner countries.”

Ian Brown, Head of EBRD in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

“ The district cooling pilot projects of the District Energy in 
Cities Initiative will serve as an inspiration for the rest of the 
country and enable it to meet its sustainable development 
goals and the Paris Agreement.”

R. Purushothaman, President, Danfoss, India.   

Virtual Platform

with wiki-style 
resource library

Rapid  
assessment  
tool
to help cities make 
simple cost-benefit 
analyses of 
potential projects

Highlights the success of C40 cities in planning 
and delivering district energy systems 
(C40 Cities and UN Environment)

STUDY ON DISTRICT ENERGY IN CITIES IN SUPPORT OF KOREA’S ECO ENERGY TOWNS APPROACH           
 

1 
 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

WASTE FOR HEATING AND COOLING: HOW DISTRICT ENERGY TRANSFORMS 
LOSSES INTO GAINS 

  
2017 

Six detailed, state-of-the-art case studies in 
recovering different ‘wasted’ heat resources to 
provide clean energy
(UN Environment in partnership with the 
Copenhagen Centre of Energy Efficiency and 
Korean Energy Economics Institute) 

Solution Gateway for 
Sustainable Heating and 
Cooling 

A platform for cities to 
evaluate district energy 
options applicable to their 
local context for heating 
and/or cooling 

The release of the 2015 UN Environment 
flagship publication district energy

was a significant step towards helping 
governments advance on energy efficiency 
and renewable energy objectives. 
UN Environment teamed up with 45 cities 
and 19 companies to develop a technical 
guide for local and national governments 
on technology options, policies, regulatory 
frameworks, and business models. Through 
an analysis of 45 city case studies it lays out a 
policy and investment road map comprising 
10 key steps for district energy development. 
This knowledge laid the foundation for the 
District Energy in Cities Initiative. 

Other Initiative Resources

Coming Soon...

Waste for Heating 
and Cooling: 
How district energy 
transforms losses 
into gains

C40 Good 
Practice Guide

KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTS



Ms Lily Riahi, 
Programme Manager and Global Lead

District Energy in Cities Initiative 
Energy and Climate Branch, UN Environment - Economy Division

lily.riahi@un.org

@DES_Initiative

experts@districtenergyinitiative.org

www.districtenergyinitiative.org

  INVESTMENT 
$29. 9 MILLION

 $26.5 M leveraged 
in-kind and cash 
investment, including 
$21 M in project 
financing... so far!

 $3.4 M direct 
investment, including 
GEF, DANIDA, Italy 
and Danfoss

  ENERGY SAVED 
18,057,350 GJ

 Total estimated direct 
energy savings for a 
period of 20 years 
based on District 
Energy in Cities deep 
dive country and 
city action under 
development

CO2

 EMISSIONS 
REDUCTIONS 
823,050 TONS OF CO2 
EQUIVALENT

 Total estimated 
emissions reductions 
for a period of 20 
years based on District 
Energy in Cities deep 
dive country and 
city action under 
development

  PARTNERS  
AND CITIES 
43 PARTNERS 
36 CITIES IN  
14 COUNTRIES

 25 cities joined as pilot 
and replication cities 
(learning cities) & 11 
as partnering cities 
(champion cities)

For more 
information, 

contact:

ADVOCACY AND AWARENESS‑RAISING 

You can use your reach, visibility, and credibility 

with peers to help UN Environment advocate and 

catalyse for action on district energy

INFORMATION AND KNOWLEDGE SHARING

You can provide market data, information and 

technical expertise 

INNOVATION
You can combine expertise/capacities with your 

peers in new ways to develop, test or share new 

products, technologies, services and approaches

IMPLEMENTATION /TECHNOLOGY 

TRANSFER
You can use your core business competencies to 

deliver training, projects and programs at the 

local, national, and regional levels

POLICY AND STANDARD SETTING 

You can assist in setting the agenda and 

developing policies and frameworks that reflect 

all parties’ interests and foster private sector 

investment and delivery

HOW TO CONTRIBUTE  

TO THE INITIATIVE?


