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Time to reflect

ÅIs the zero-carbon building our 

highest ambition?

ÅIs there more to delivering genuinely 

sustainable buildings than zero-

carbon?

ÅWhat are the dangers and pitfalls?



Major concern in the UK that the Zero-

Carbon Agenda could lead to:

Å Imbalance

Å Missed opportunities

Å Highly perverse outcomes



Firstly, what do we mean by net-zero 

Carbon and is it an illusion anyway?

Terminology and definition are currently very confusing. Over the past 

year, different government departments/agencies have used at least 

three different definitions:-

Zero Carbon: no carbon-emitting fuels are burnt on site and

no electricity is imported from the grid.

Net Zero Carbon: carbon emitting fuels are burnt on site, but

locally generated renewable energy is

exported to the grid to make up for this.

Carbon Neutral: offsite generated renewable energy is

imported from the grid via private wires.



ÅThere is no standard definition of what constitutes a ñrenewableò technology or 

low carbon technology, different government departments, agencies and 

programmes recognise various systems, technologies and energy sources as 

ñrenewablesò.

ÅñActiveò renewable options include:-

ï Biomass/biofuels/biogas

ï Photovoltaics

ï Solar Thermal

ï Heat Pumps

ï Wind Turbine

ï Micro-chp

ï Hydro (including wave/tidal)

ï Energy from waste

ï Hydrogen Fuel Cells?

What is a renewable or low carbon 

technology?



Advanced wind powered solar assisted renewable low carbon drying system

Some technologies donôt even feature in any 

government list of renewable technology but 

are (arguably) the most effective!



Å Law of Diminishing Returns

Å Law of Unintended Consequences

Å MurphyôsLaw

What are the risks from the 

zero-carbon agenda?



Carbon emissions vs. Code Level ïthe law of 

diminishing returns!

Å Based on an 80m2 semi-detached house
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Å Summertime overheating

Å Flood resilience

Å Transport

Å Security

Å Acoustic performance

Å Indoor air quality/Health problems

Å No IAQ regulations

Å c1900 about 50 materials (mostly natural)

Å Now over 50,000 compounds and chemicals

Beware the law of unintended 

consequences



Murphyôs Law

Over-reliance on complex / unproven technologies

Å As a general rule, simple building technologies work, complex 

ones can prove problematic!

Å Mis-selling/misspecification of technologies could have hugely 

damaging consequences 

- Micro-wind turbines in the urban environment

- Air source heat pumps 

- are they appropriate for the UK climate?


