
Sustainable Building

Countdown to 
zero emissions
Acknowledging the warnings of the Stern Review (Refocus November/December 2006) 
about the need for urgent international action to combat climate change, the UK govern-
ment has set an ambitious green agenda for all new build homes. Gail Rajgor reports

Come 2016, all new homes built 
in the UK will be zero carbon 
under ambitious plans outlined 

by the government. As well as the pub-
lication of a code for sustainable homes, 
the country’s building regulations are 
to be progressively tightened over the 
next decade to boost energy efficiency 
and reduce the carbon footprint of new 
homes. “There is no more fundamen-
tal threat to our future” than climate 
change, says communities secretary Ruth 
Kelly, who launched the plan. “But the 
opportunity exits to avert this threat. 
New and emerging technologies and 
building techniques can help reduce car-
bon emissions and build a better quality 
of life for all.”

Currently, the energy used to heat, light 
and run homes accounts for 27% of all 
of the UK’s carbon emissions, equivalent 
to around 40 million tonnes. “With a ris-
ing population and more people living in 
smaller households the demands on hous-
ing are only set to increase. So it is vital 
that homes and other buildings are as 
sustainable and eco-friendly as possible,” 
she says. “Further tough action is still 
needed to deliver significant energy use 
reductions in existing homes, but within 
a decade I want every new home to be 
zero carbon. This country is the first to set 
this ambition, and we look forward to our 
international partners matching it.”

Initially the code for sustainable homes, 
which comes into effect as of April, will 
be voluntary, but the government says it 
would like to see it become mandatory as 
of April 2008, something environmental 
groups and green building organisations 
have warmly welcomed. Government is 
seeking comments on this in its consulta-

tion, Building a Greener Future: Towards 
Zero Carbon Development. The purpose 
of the code is to increase the environmen-
tal sustainability of new homes and give 
homeowners better information about 
their home’s sustainability. It sets out a star 
rating (from one to six, with six being the 
most sustainable) which can be applied to 
all new homes. Each rating has minimum 
energy efficiency/carbon emission and 
water efficiency standards. Significantly, the 
code covers all energy use in the home, 
including all applicances, rather than just 
heating or fuel uses only. In addition, 
it rewards other environmental consid-
erations, such as sustainable construction 
materials and the availabiliy of recycling 
facilities, cycle spaces and home offices.

The code “sends the right signal loud 
and clear for house builders to put zero 
carbon development at the top of their 
agenda,” says Paul King, director of cam-
paigns at WWF.

“Moving to a whole building carbon 
dioxide target emissions rate acknowledg-
es that, beyond getting the building fabric 
right, establishing how a building is used 
and what is used in it, is a further vital 
step in reducing total emissions,” agrees 
Chris Herring, chair of the Association of 
Environment Conscious Building.

Consultation will now focus on 
whether to make the code mandatory. 
“We believe a mandatory rating of all 
new homes will encourage take-up of 
higher environmental standards, and will 
boost demand for more environmentally 
friendly technologies and construction 
methods,” says government in its consul-
tation document. “The code contains lots 
of positive recommendations, but unless 
it is made mandatory it is unlikely to have 
a significant effect,” agrees Friends of the 
Earth’s planning advisor Hugh Ellis.

However while contemplating mak-
ing assessment under the code manda-
tory, government is not suggesting all 
new homes must meet all of the code’s 
tough standards per se, except where 
public funding is involved. It does though 
see merit in making the energy/carbon 
aspects of the code mandatory and if 
it proceeds down this route it will use 
building regulations to enforce them.

Deadline
Setting a timetable now for progres-

sive tightening of standards over the next 
decade will “provide certainty for busi-
ness, driving innovation in the maket and 
reducing costs of technologies,” suggests 
Kelly. Stewart Baseley, executive chairman 
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 The levels of improved energy/carbon performance proposed

Date 2010 2013 2016

Energy/carbon improvement as 
compared to Part L (Building 
Regulations 2006)

25% 44% zero carbon

Equivalent energy/carbon 
standard in the Code

Code level 3 Code level 4 Code level 6
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of the Home Builders Federation agrees about the need for a staged 
approach. “Progress will be achieved most effectively through a frame-
work in which government sets clear objectives, industry is given the 
space to deliver and consumers are on board,” he says. “Home builders 
alone cannot deliver carbon-zero homes.” All stakeholders need to be 
involved, he says, from regulators to suppliers, NGOs to utility compa-
nies and government “must avoid the temptation to tinker, to interfere, 
to intervene unnecessarily.”

Under its plan, government wants to see a 25% improvement in the 
energy/carbon performance requirements set in the building regulations 
by 2010, rising to 44% in 2013 and 100% in 2016, putting all new 
houses built from then in the zero carbon bracket. “We will be looking 
next at the best approach to reducing carbon emissions from the non-
residential sector,” adds the document. The 25% by 2010 target, it says, 
should be achievable by some improvement to the building fabric and 
efficiency of heating and lighting. For the 44% by 2013 requirement, 
some form of low or zero carbon energy use will be needed, while for 
zero carbon emissions by 2016, homes will need renewable or very low 
carbon energy in additional to high levels of insulation and so forth.

If achieved, the government’s plan is expected to deliver estimated 
savings of 5-7 million tonnes of carbon (Mtc) in the period to 2020. For 
the period 2007-2050, some 127-136 Mtc would be saved. Moreover, 
based on current prices and given current energy consumption patterns 
and fuel prices, the 2010 target (equivalent to code level 3) will save 
households £50 a year, while the 2013 target (code level 4) will save 
them £100 a year.

Cost increases could occur in the short term, primarily in relation to 
construction costs, in meeting the higher levels of the code, acknowl-
edges the government. For code level 3 this could be between 2-3%, 
or £2000 per dwelling, it says. “However these estimates are based on 
the technologies needed to improve energy standards based on con-
ventional (brick and block) methods of construction,” it notes. “Some 
housebuilders have indicated that such improvements can be achieved 
without additional cost though new techniques and materials, eg using 
off-site or modern methods of constuction using concrete panels.” As 
standards improve so cost increase estimates rise, with code level 4 
expected to require a 4-7% increase. It will “depend on the technolo-
gies that the market deliver in response to more demanding require-
ments, economies of scale and transforming supply chains.”

However, government is convinced “over time there are potential 
opportunities for cost savings.” It notes: “Estimates based on experi-
ence of low and zero carbon technologies indicate that costs could be 
reduced significantly for each doubling of installed capacity.” Indeed, 
industry analysts have predicted that if there were 12 million installed 
micro-combined heat and power units the additional cost might fall 
from around £2000 to £400.
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Stamping out stamp duty:
A draft Planning Policy Statement (PPS) on climate change has also 
been issued which expects new development to be located to optimise 
its carbon performance and make the most of existing and planned 
opportunities for decentralised, renewable and low-carbon, energy sup-
plies. Moreover, to kick-start deployment of low or zero carbon tech-
nologies the governent plans to introduce a time-limited stamp duty 
exemption in 2007 for the vast majority of new zero carbon homes.
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