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Background Briefing 

 

General Observations 

• While accepting the principal role of the Sullivan Panel is to focus on the role of new 

buildings in reducing carbon emissions, we are concerned about the overriding level of 

emphasis and reliance placed on improved energy efficiency in new build as compared to 

measures to green the existing built environment. 

• Published in December 2009, the Carbon Trust report ‘Building the future, today’ notes that 

only 1% of building stock each year is comprised of new buildings and that around 60% of 

today’s buildings will still exist in 2050, representing 40-45% of total floor space. 

The report also points out that there is significant scope for improved energy efficiency in 

existing buildings with the current rate of implementation of cost-effective energy efficiency 

measures standing at less than 40%. 

• Furthermore, the volume of new houses built is now significantly lower than was the case 

when the Sullivan Panel was originally convened. The number of new homes completed in 

Scotland has fallen from 25,262 units over the 12 months to September 2007 to 15,046 over 

the 12 months to September 2012 – a decline of 40%. 

• Affordable housing budgets continue to face significant cuts while private housebuilding 

continues to struggle as a consequence of restrictive bank lending and poor availability of 

affordable mortgages for first-time buyers in particular. 

• It is also worth bearing in mind the knock-on impact the economic downturn has had on 

jobs, available skills and capacity within the Scottish construction industry. The loss of skills 

and capacity experienced over the past five years will create additional challenges for the 

Scottish Government and for individual building companies in seeking to develop the specific 

low carbon skills needed to meet increasingly stringent energy efficiency standards for new 

build properties. 

• In the current economic climate, the case for prioritising investment in measures to improve 

the energy efficiency of existing buildings is even stronger as is the need to keep compliance 

costs for energy efficiency improvements in new build to a level compatible with achieving 

long-term recovery in the Scottish construction sector. 

 

Process 

• SBF supports the view that, due to impracticalities of meeting very low carbon standards on 

many sites, delivering very low carbon mainstream housing through an entirely ‘on-site’ 

strategy is not viable. 

• SBF would therefore actively support consideration of an ‘allowable solutions’ approach 

involving offsite and offsetting solutions as a means of creating greater flexibility and 

maximising cost-effectiveness in delivering very low carbon mainstream housing. 

• We believe that the fund that would be created for developers to pay into as part of an 

‘allowable solutions’ approach should be targeted towards ramping up the installation of 

cost-effective retrofit energy efficiency measures to the existing built environment. 

 

 

 



Costings 

• In previous submissions to the Scottish Government’s consultation on its Sustainable 

Housing Strategy, SBF has expressed support for the trial introduction of building MOT’s to 

support the drive towards a market transformation in favour of higher purchase prices for 

more energy efficiency homes; 

• Under this system, through regular inspection and certification, building owners would be 

encouraged to implement a planned “building maintenance” regime, thereby reducing the 

potential for their buildings to deteriorate and become dangerous over time. 

• Such a system of regular assessment of individual buildings would also provide an 

opportunity to assess their energy efficiency and propose cost-effective measures to make 

them more energy efficient. 

• At the same time, we recognise that the associated costs and administration of such a 

system might act as a disincentive for property owners to participate. We would therefore 

advocate an initial trial involving public sector buildings to assess its effectiveness in 

practice. 

• In seeking to introduce a new system of sustainability labelling within the building standards 

system, we would strongly emphasise the importance of keeping any associated 

bureaucracy or compliance costs to an absolute minimum since the new building standards 

themselves already have significant compliance costs associated with them. 

• On this basis, any new system of labelling must be simple and low cost to administer, to 

encourage as many builders as possible to strive to achieve a level of sustainability that goes 

beyond basic compliance with the 2010 building standards. 

• Our more fundamental concern is that the proposed new labelling system ought to be 

accompanied by a system of incentives to mitigate the potentially significant costs of 

achieving compliance with any of the optional upper levels. 

• Otherwise, in view of the current economic circumstances, it is doubtful that many building 

companies will be in a position to justify committing the additional investment needed to 

secure a silver, gold or platinum label. 

 

Eventual and Staged Standards 

• As outlined above, SBF shares general industry concerns that the Sullivan Panel’s original 

recommendations need to be revisited in light of the prolonged economic downturn which 

has hit the construction industry particularly hard. 

• The target dates set out in the EU Directive on the Energy Performance of Buildings – i.e. to 

achieve ‘nearly zero energy’ standards from the end of 2018 in the public sector and from 

the end of 2020 for all new build – offer scope for a more gradual timetable for the 

introduction of stricter standards than was originally set out in the Sullivan Report. 

• The definition of ‘nearly zero energy’ also offers some scope for greater flexibility in 

implementing the Directive in Scotland than was previously envisaged. 

• In terms of addressing the ‘missed opportunities’ of lost emissions abatement which would 

result from taking a more gradual approach to achieving compliance with the EU Directive, 

the focus has to be on ramping up investment in and incentives for improved energy 

efficiency in existing buildings, where there is in any case (as acknowledged by the 

discussion paper) much greater opportunity to cut emissions through the retrofit of cost-

effective energy efficiency measures. 


