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Low carbon requirements in the UK 
 
Richard Hill, director, and Tassos Kougionis, associate director, both based in Currie & 
Brown’s London office, outline the requirements for low carbon and meeting net-zero carbon 
by 2050 in the UK. 
 
As the world decarbonises and transitions to green energy, the UK is determined to lead the 
way in this new revolution. The UK has a net-zero statutory target, set by the Climate 
Change Act 2008, of at least a one hundred per cent reduction in UK greenhouse gas 
emissions by 2050 (compared to 1990 levels).  
 
Delivering the 2050 net-zero target means largely eliminating emissions from domestic and 
commercial buildings by 2050. Buildings are the second largest source of emissions after 
transport in the UK.  
 
The construction sector, therefore, needs to prepare 
for potentially significant changes. From a regulatory 
and compliance perspective we expect a rapid 
tightening of minimum energy and carbon 
performance requirements.  
 
At the same time, we expect buildings to largely 
benefit from the introduction of additional renewable 
energy generation into the electricity grid (electricity 
grid decarbonisation) and the development of new 
construction methods, materials and technologies 
(including modern methods of construction, heat 
pumps, low temperature heating, hydrogen and 
others).  
 
The construction sector is often seen as being more traditional and conservative than sectors 
like IT, innovation and technology. The industry has made it clear, however, that it is eager to 
adopt the latest thinking.1  
 
Stewart Baseley, executive chairman at the Home Builders Federation (Sep 2020), has 
stated: “The environmental agenda is an absolute priority for the UK’s house building 
industry and one on which we are committed to leading the way. We have been set a huge 
challenge by government, but it is one we are determined to deliver. We will work with 
government and stakeholders to set ambitious but deliverable goals that will ensure we make 
our contribution to environmental targets and achieve our ambition of net-zero homes and a 
net-zero industry.’’ 
 
In terms of policy direction, the intention to improve current standards is reflected within 
almost every relevant national and local policy update.  
 
From the introduction of Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards (MEES), the expected update 
of the Approved Document L of the Building Regulations on conservation of fuel and power 
and the announcement of the 2025 Future Homes standard, to the recent energy white paper 
Powering our Net Zero Future in December 2020, the signals are clear.  
 
 
 
 

 
1 https://www.hbf.co.uk/news/green-housing-revolution/ 
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Preparing for the future 
 
While the policy direction for new homes is clear, further information is also expected on non-
domestic new building standards and for existing houses and non-domestic buildings.   
 
Should the 2050 date be brought forward, the industry will face additional challenges. 
Regulations will change many times between now and 2050 and the current regulations are 
insufficient to meet the 2050 target, according to the Climate Change Committee (CCC). 
 
At the same time as the requirements for buildings to improve their emissions are being 
increased, other elements of the decarbonisation agenda will also have an impact on the 
construction sector. For instance, demand for at-home electric vehicle (EV) charging points 
will require power networks to be expanded.  
 

Other lifestyle changes are 
also likely to depend on 
increased electricity 
generation, largely from 
renewables. This is another 
challenge that has still to be 
met. 
 
By focusing on setting 
standards to be achieved 
rather than dictating 
solutions, the government is 
inviting innovation.  
 
Nevertheless, the industry 
still has a steep learning 
curve to climb.  

 
In terms of additional costs to develop and operate the highly energy-efficient buildings, the 
definition currently allows for flexibility in the design approach. There is a risk of cost 
premiums being passed down to the consumer, either through additional sales costs or 
during operation (if bills are higher than expected due to all-electric options). It may be 
possible to reduce the risk of such a cost premium though economies of scale, prefabricated 
building components, future changes in technological solutions prices and the adoption of 
cost-effective construction processes.  
 
To be able to evaluate such an impact on an individual organisation basis, developers and 
stakeholders should start producing a robust net-zero carbon pathway, addressing their 
individual requirements.  
 
This should be informed not only by forthcoming policies (reactive) but most importantly 
should be proactive and informed by current processes. It should reflect corporate 
responsibilities, strategies, investment programmes, future plans, supply chain, etc (proactive 
evaluation).  
 
Construction stakeholders will need to produce robust net-zero business cases, which ought 
to consider all relevant elements (whole-life carbon, whole-life cost, supply chain, regional 
policies and factors, business growth plans, skills and knowledge, etc) in their practices.  
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The legacy challenge 
 
Retrofitting existing properties will present a challenge and needs to be considered when 
deciding on the new buildings of today. Even buildings being constructed at present may not 
be immune from further change, as they may have to be revisited and improved further in 
coming years so that they meet the standards set for 2050. 
 
It can be significantly more complex and expensive to convert existing structures to high 
energy efficiency standards than to build new ones correctly. Subsidies may be available, but 
the financial burden of adapting older buildings is still going to be a challenge for many. 
There is also an embodied carbon penalty with knocking down a building and rebuilding it.  
 
Hence the need to build the long-lived items to a higher standard now because it will be far 
more expensive to address in the future. This was a key finding of the research with CCC 
‘The costs and benefits of tighter standards for new buildings, 2019’2.  
 
Moving towards zero carbon is going to require a greater degree of exactness in delivery to 
ensure that ‘as-built’ performance matches the performance intended at the design stage. 
The industry has historically faced a challenge in this respect (performance gap). 
 
Reviewing a building’s actual in-use performance will inevitably mean more digitisation and 
standardisation of products. Products such as smart thermostats, supply-demand controls for 
ventilation, heating, renewable energy generation, etc will not only optimise the performance 
of the building but will also feed actual performance information to the user.  

 
We expect the latter to become more 
mainstream as buildings become more 
complex, with renewables, battery storage 
units, demand supply and peak/tariff 
controls in place.  
 
There is also likely to be a tightening of the 
standards and expectations around 
guarantees and warranties when it comes 
to the energy performance of buildings. At 
present, these only extend to the structural 
integrity and to post-build snagging issues. 
 

From factory to fit-out  
 
The transition that is currently taking place from on-site construction to pre-manufacture of 
construction components should help address some of the challenges, though the sector is 
still working on better understanding how best to use these new processes while addressing 
other technology and energy/carbon management elements of the process.  
 
The sector has both the capability and capacity to deliver the changes required to achieve a 
net-zero carbon transition, but it is not easy to contemplate what the industry will look like in 
30 years’ time. Will we have Amazon, Apple and Google Homes, or their equivalents? 
 
It is certainly a fascinating time for the construction industry. There is every reason to be 
confident that the sector can deliver the objectives and provide added value to the consumer. 
Each organisation will need to plan in advance, include energy and carbon in all of their 
decision-making tools, and robustly assess their preferred approach.  

 
2 https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/the-costs-and-benefits-of-tighter-standards-for-new-buildings-currie-brown-and-aecom/ 


