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The journey to net zero
Insider brought together five key players in the design and construction 
industry to discuss the future of sustainable office buildings

Paul Newby
technical director, Wates Construction

The focus at the 
moment is on 
collecting data to be 
able to demonstrate 
the technologies and 
solutions that are 
viable in the 
marketplace; whether 
that is in the form of 

digital twins, extending smart buildings 
and linking up building performance to 
manage energy, or other factors such as 
user experience, flexibility or asset value. 
We see that machine learning and AI 
[artificial intelligence] are going to be the 
near and distant future. We’re also seeing 
smart technologies around material 
science, so more EPDs [environmental 
product declarations] that you can 
measure embodied carbon on, as well as 
low-carbon technologies in development 
around key areas of construction – typically 
concrete and decarbonisation of steel. 
We’re starting to see more off-site 
manufacturing in innovative ways emerge 
out of the standard volumetric modular and 
pods market. And the last thing is robotics, 
LiDAR [light detection and ranging] and 
drones and immersive technologies. They 
seemed a little sci-fi only two years ago 
but are now commonplace. If we look at 

the construction sector now, attracting new 
people is really difficult, so the culture is 
probably not what we need it to be for the 
next 25 years to achieve a net-zero carbon 
ambition. New approaches around digital, 
smart or integrated design and architectur-
al engineering create an opportunity to 
bring new people and skills and attract 
more diversity into the workforce. 

Polly Cook
chief officer – sustainable energy and 
air quality, Leeds City Council

All the [public sector] 
funding for retrofit is 
about leading by 
example and getting 
the public comforta-
ble with new 
technologies by 
making them visible. 
A couple of years 

ago we built a no-gas boiler policy for our 
new homes, because that’s the way we 
want house developers to go. Additionally, 
a new secondary school that was built in 
the last 12 months is linked to district 
heating, so we’re pushing the boundaries 
as much as we can. We do have limita-
tions on funding sometimes. For example, 
for a school we have a set grant-funded 
envelope to deliver and there’s always a 
tendency that sometimes sustainability will 

start to [be impacted]. We’ve therefore 
changed the decision making process so 
that we are always looking at whole-life 
costs and what it would then cost to 
retrofit. Our local plan is out for consultation 
at the moment, and it will go to inspection 
next year. It will ask for all new buildings to 
be net-zero and highly energy efficient in 
that all new developments will measure 
their carbon emissions; London is already 
doing that. We need high standards of 
sustainable construction – opportunities for 
renewable energy have been identified 
and also better use of sustainable heating 
technology. If that goes through the 
process with the national inspectorate, we 
will be one of the few authorities that have 
those policies in place.

Paul Pavia
head of development, MEPC

NABERS UK is going 
to become the de 
facto standard for 
office buildings, 
there’s no doubt 
about that. Why? 
Because EPCs 
[energy performance 
certificates] have 

failings and shortcomings. An EPC is like 
having a car that’s got two modes: eco 
mode and sports mode, and you assess 
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the car’s energy efficiency on the eco 
mode and you then drive it in sports mode 
for the rest of its life. EPCs will probably 
stay because the government and 
everyone recognises that, but NABERS is a 
system whereby you get an assessment at 
the design stage which is based on your 
design being independently assessed by a 
third party. That’s only the start of the 
journey. Then you have to get the building 
assessed, but once you’ve got it over the 
threshold of occupancy you have to get it 
assessed again every 12 months. It’s the 
only system that’s going to keep people 
honest and make sure you manage that 
building well, you control those systems 
and you focus on reducing its energy 
efficiency. We can tell people that they are 
genuinely energy efficient if [their building 
is rated] NABERS five-star because they’ll 
see the evidence.

Amanda Whittington
partner, Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios

[Future design 
features and 
construction 
techniques] are
going to be about
the circular economy: 
the use of recyclable 
materials, materials 
that can be reused 

and, at the end of life, buildings that are 
demountable structures in terms of reusing 
steel and facades and pulling things down. 
Timber has got a long way to go in terms 
of getting insurances and confidence in 
the construction industry, but it will 
become prevalent. We need to review 
the data in terms of what’s working. [With 
regards to climate change] it’s getting 
warmer and a lot of building materials 
within offices cannot cope with that level 
of overheating and aren’t particularly 
weather-tight in terms of breathability. 
We have to take it seriously and find that 
happy medium in terms of economic 
viability versus making sure we’re creating 
buildings that are lasting and good for the 
planet. Accreditations are important in the 
sense that they create benchmarking but 
there are over 100 kinds of accreditation, 
so they’ve got to be meaningful in terms of 
what that USP [unique selling point] is for 
your building. I think NABERS will be a 
prerequisite, I hope it replaces EPCs 
because it’s important there is the uptake 
and initial investment needed. Once this 
becomes standard as it is in Australia, it’ll 
be the way forward in terms of gauging 
what the building usage is going to be and 
getting what you pay for. There’s a lot of lip 
service paid to accreditations and you’ve 
got to be careful that the ones you’re going 
for are not just tick-box exercises.

Richard Dunn
partner – agency, Sanderson Weatherall

For a number of 
years there’s been 
this flight to quality. 
That could be for a 
number of reasons, 
including staff 
retention. But now 
with the sustainability 
agenda, and with 

companies on this journey to net zero, the 
location and nature of your building can 
play a big role. At the moment, some 
businesses are more suited to being in 
out-of-town locations, while others want to 
be in the city centre. What occupiers need 
is a good public transport network and 
means of active travel. It’s also about 
having amenities. Our graduates and 
placement students want to be in the 
office but this is part of the whole sell: the 
quality of the office build, the commute, 
learning from people in the office as well 
as the social side of it outside of the office. 
So good quality buildings in accessible 
locations where people have choice and 
means of getting there are going to be 
the ones that prosper. We’ve got some 
fantastic buildings coming forward in 
Leeds that will be finished in the next 
three to 12 months. It’s a really 
exciting time. n
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