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UK’s Carbon policy now calls for 80% CO2 cuts by 2050 compared with the former 
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target of 60%.  

The need to impose a more rigorous target has much to do with the efforts so far 

being ineffectual – despite us being at the top of the curve where the scope to 

make a difference is greatest. 

So why do I suggest that slackening off on future energy standards for new homes 

might aid us getting back on track with the CO2 trajectory needed?  
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My thesis is only about using money wisely – to get the best return on investment; the best 

bang for your buck. 
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bang for your buck. 

Pareto’s Principle gives some guidance as the outcomes of effort (investment) on 

outcomes.   A lot can be achieved at modest effort (cost) but the final push to the goal 

usually involves disproportionately more effort (cost).

Pareto aligns with the Law of Diminishing Return;  a common reality.  
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If we extrapolate the most optimistic forecasts of new home building and old home 

replacement, by 2050, 66% of all homes will still be the ones we see about us today. 
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replacement, by 2050, 66% of all homes will still be the ones we see about us today. 

Fixation with new housing misses the point that the existing stock will be numerically more 

significant for the next century and it should be our greater preoccupation for the next few 

decades.  

Yet it has almost been ignored to date in UK – as a number of Government-funded papers 

freely acknowledge.  (Germany ‘s approach is very different ). 
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The average stock home emits nearly 1tC/yr more than one built to today’s standards.  
From 2010 when housing is built to Code for Sustainable Homes Level 4 standards the 

Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

From 2010 when housing is built to Code for Sustainable Homes Level 4 standards the 
difference will rise to about 1.1tC/year. 

So by 2050, existing homes will not only be twice as numerous as new dwellings but, left 
untouched, each will produce three times the carbon emissions of a new home built from 
2010. So unless emissions from existing homes are dealt with, they will be six times more 
significant in determining UK’s domestic carbon emissions in 2050.

The means and cost of getting to the 2010 standard for new homes Code Level 4 is modest.  
It’s a good buy!

But Government’s goal to move to Code Level 6 (Carbon Neutral , however it’s eventually 
defined) is forecast as far more costly – although the further carbon benefit more modest, 
saving less than half again of the emissions cut achieved by Code Level 4 ref current stock. 

The step change in costs with Code Level 6 arises because it requires electricity generation 
by embedding renewable energy sources at the demand end. 

Code level 4 simply involves good design, tight construction standards and basic  thermal 
Low / Zero Carbon  measures.  Its technologies are more basic , which usually equates at 
domestic scale with being more reliable , and more likely to deliver the promise.   
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The cost/benefit line of moving far beyond Code Level 4 follows Pareto’s Laws of 

diminishing returns – the ‘Bad Buy’ zone.
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diminishing returns – the ‘Bad Buy’ zone.

True, the more technology ‘fixes’ we buy in this zone, the lower will become their unit 

costs.  But the same thesis applies to any bulk bought solution. So it applies equally to the 

neglected  techniques and technologies that would remediate emissions from existing 

homes. 

So to try to balance such cost conjectures, I have held to a generous allowance for ‘fixing’ 

the carbon footprint of existing homes (a sum three times higher than the maximum grant 

under the Warm Front programme.)
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If we proceed with the current planned roll out of CfSH standards to new homes but do 

nothing about existing ones: 
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nothing about existing ones: 

• The good news is that new homes change nothing in the Nation’s 

domestic sector emissions

• And the bad news is that nothing changes – we do not move one jot 

towards the carbon trajectory required. 
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CfSH Level 4 – which achieves about 2/3rd of the goal of zero carbon new homes costs £50 

Billion over that period. 
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Billion over that period. 

Raising the bar by moving from CfSH level 4 to level 6 adds a further £200 Billion to the bill  

- four times the cost but half the benefit of CfSH 4! 

When house building didn’t top 170,000/year in boom years (against Government’s target 

of 250,000/year), surcharging tomorrow’s building costs is something that needs to be 

thought about very carefully. 

A test of this would be to answer the simple question “which is more likely to make the 

housing supply deficit worse:

(a) Adding £50 Billion to the cost of construction?

(b) Adding £250 Billion? “
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As a simple scaling or sanity check, let’s consider what would happen if the £200 Billion 

premium cost of CfSH level 6 was spent  instead on remediating existing stock while new 
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premium cost of CfSH level 6 was spent  instead on remediating existing stock while new 

home standards were left at CfSH Level 4. 

The difference in national CO2 footprint would become startlingly different – tracking the 

policy trajectory – only 10 years too late!! (Here £8000/existing home is allowed – the 

Warm Front programme, possibly  the most successful  of  Government’s programmes for 

existiing dwellings, funded  only £2700). 

The redirection of funds would also move to solve the national disgrace of fuel-poverty.  At 

the moment, despite good intentions, our national CO2 policy includes the blind spot of 

starting at current norms  - a datum that involves appalling hardship for the most 

vulnerable in society . 

It also fails properly to address fuel security.  The best way to cut overall energy use is to 

deal with those sectors that demand the most.   

So the current approach, although a ‘heroic’ use of other people’s money, is not the best 

way to deliver a fair, secure and effective national energy plan for the domestic sector. 
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But in the real world no developer or house-builder will surrender the whole cost of reaching CfSH
Level 6 to a third party (Government) stakeholder to spend on existing stock. 
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But all would consider ‘a deal’ – either accepting CfSH Level 6 or making a contribution of (say) 
25% of the premium cost of Level 6 to a ‘Community Chest’ in return for a Level 4 consent. It may 
prove difficult politically but it wouldn’t be the first community-serving levy ever applied –
although likely one of  the most valuable. 

The difference in aggregated emissions from new homes between level 4 and level 6 is pretty 
insignificant to 2050 compared to the gains  achieved by applying the £50Billion ‘Community 
Chest’ fund to existing homes. It would achieve an almost immediate ‘tipping point’ in UK’s 
domestic carbon trajectory.

By itself it can’t fully restore the required carbon trajectory but it can stimulate the conditions 
where the trajectory can be achieved by:

1.   ‘Fixing’ the carbon footprint of all public sector housing 

2. Funding  large scale demonstration  projects for every major  form of home to inform    
builders ,manufacturers and home-owners  on the ideal set of low carbon options for any 
particular type of dwelling. 

3. Subsidising (eliminating VAT?) private investments in energy /carbon reduction to kick start  
effective action on the 80% of UK  homes that are privately owned. 

4. By reducing the stock’s thermal  and electrical energy demands, making the  impact of 
decarbonised  network energy supplies  more meaningful.    

Also, it will:

• Keep new home prices down, better aligning supply with  targets. 

• Make key in-roads into fuel poverty.

• Reduce UK’s domestic dependence on foreign supplies of gas and oil.

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 10



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 11



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 12



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

13Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 14



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 15



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 16



Edge '80/20' Debate - Proposal 

Z/PRTC/Edge January 2009. 1 17


