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Dear Rona Hamilton, 

 

Towards a low carbon economy for Scotland: SBF response to the Scottish 

Government’s Consultation on the low carbon economy discussion paper 

 

I am grateful for the opportunity, on behalf of the Scottish Building Federation, to respond to the 

Scottish Government’s consultation on its discussion paper entitled “Towards a low carbon 

economy for Scotland”. 

 

This submission seeks to provide input to the consultation, to the extent that the questions 

raised have direct implications for the Scottish construction industry. 

 

1. Does this document sufficiently communicate the vision, drivers and implications of a 

low carbon Scottish economy? How could this be improved? 

 

The Scottish Building Federation fully endorses the view that there will be a need for significant 

additional investment to support the transition to a low carbon economy. It also agrees that the 

Scottish Government should use “its influence to ensure that the low carbon economy grows in 

a manner consistent with the Government's Economic Strategy and with the pathway for 

emission reductions set by the Climate Change (Scotland) Act.” 

 

We note that the latest Labour Market Intelligence Report from ConstructionSkills projects an 

increase in Scotland’s construction industry workforce of around 20,000 between now and 2013. 

This follows a prolonged period of decline in the number of people employed in the construction 

sector as a consequence of the economic downturn. 

 

It is also interesting to note that many of these new jobs are anticipated to come from the drive 

to reduce carbon emissions. The ConstructionSkills report states: 

 

“For Scotland, employment will be driven by work in two sectors, housing and infrastructure. 

The strength of a recovery in the housing sector will be influenced by factors such as 



affordability and access to mortgage lending and at the moment it is difficult to judge how 

these will shape up in the legacy of the banking crisis. However meeting greenhouse gas 

emissions reductions targets will mean implementation of low carbon building standards 

along with a programme of improving energy efficiency of existing buildings.” 

 

We would endorse the view that, particularly in the short to medium term, Scotland’s built 

environment has a crucially important role to play in contributing to the transition to a low carbon 

economy. In this context, significantly improving the energy efficiency of the existing built 

environment must be a major priority. 

 

Without additional investment in this area, we would question whether the projections for jobs 

growth in the Scottish construction sector over the next four years are realistic. 

 

We would also emphasise the crucial contribution the construction sector will have to make 

towards delivering the new infrastructure that will be required for emerging low carbon industries 

to achieve their potential. 

 

In this context, failure to invest in the construction sector in the immediate short term poses the 

following risks: 

 

• A loss of capacity which could stoke up significant price inflation in future years once 

demand for construction starts to recover – this will have a particularly damaging effect 

on low carbon industries in view of the significant requirements those industries will have 

for construction of new infrastructure (onshore and offshore windfarms, marine power 

generation facilities, infrastructure to improve connectivity of the more remote parts of 

Scotland to the National Grid). Inflated construction costs could hamper the 

competitiveness of Scotland’s renewable energy sector and those other sectors of the 

low carbon economy with potentially significant future construction requirements; 

• A loss of skills which will make it more difficult to meet the requirements of the Climate 

Change (Scotland) Act, when it comes to greening the built environment, use of which is 

responsible for around 50% of total carbon emissions. 

 

2. Section 2 identifies a range of low carbon economic opportunities based on 

Scotland’s key strengths and opportunities and aligned with growing global market 

opportunities and domestic regulatory and legislative drivers. 

a. are there significant additional opportunities that should be addressed by the Low 

Carbon Strategy? 

b. in the light of the Government’s objective of accelerating Scotland’s rates of 

productivity and economic growth, which are the opportunities of greatest 

economic potential within a global context? Which opportunities should we focus 

on in the short- to medium-term? 

 

In terms of short- to medium-term domestic opportunities, evidence from the UK Government’s 

Foresight Group suggests that a major energy efficiency drive could tap into significant growth 



potential in the building refurbishment sector and could add as much as 50% to the current 

domestic building repair and maintenance spend of around £24 million p.a. 

 

Meanwhile, the Scottish Government’s own Energy Efficiency Action Plan estimates the cost for 

Scotland’s 2.3 million homes to meet the target of 42% carbon reduction by 2020 at around £16 

billion. By comparison, public funding currently earmarked to meet that target is a small fraction 

of this figure. 

 

Given that use of the built environment (homes, office and commercial buildings) is responsible 

for around 50% of total carbon emissions, improving its energy efficiency should be regarded as 

an important short- to medium-term opportunity. 

 

The recent 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. On this basis, in terms of greening the built 

environment, the report concludes that the short term strategy needs to focus on maximising the 

energy efficiency potential of existing buildings, increasing the implementation rate for cost-

effective energy efficiency measures from less than 40% today to at least 90% by 2020. 

 

To achieve this, additional resources will need to be channelled towards funding measures to 

improve energy efficiency in the built environment – be that via public investment or (more likely 

in the current climate) targeted tax incentives. 

 

Concerted investment in this direction in the short term will help to safeguard green skills and 

capacity in the construction sector and avoid the situation described above, whereby a failure to 

support the construction sector in the short term stokes up significant price inflation in the 

medium term which could hamper those sectors of the low carbon economy likely to have a 

significant future need for construction services. 

 

3. Already, many sectors and businesses are actively exploiting low carbon market 

opportunities. But an effective transition towards a low carbon economy requires 

much greater awareness, activity and collaboration. How should the Scottish 

Government and wider public sector join up to best support business to exploit low 

carbon opportunities? 

 

As already indicated, there is a need to prioritise additional support and funding towards 

improving the energy efficiency of the existing built environment, coupled with targeted 

information campaigns to raise awareness amongst homeowners and businesses about the 

measures they can take to improve the energy efficiency of buildings. 

 

Furthermore, the need for up-front investment to retain skills and capacity in the construction 

sector must also be recognized as a key ingredient for allowing business to take full advantage 

of many of the new business opportunities associated with transition to a low carbon economy.  

 



4. Building on the recent National Economic Forum discussion, how should the Scottish 

Government, in partnership with the wider public sector, research base and 

investment community, help increase the level of innovation, investment and skills 

support to match the scale of opportunity in low carbon markets? 

 

5. How should the Scottish Government and its partners coordinate their activities to 

ensure that innovation, investment and skills support is aligned effectively? 

 

We would fully endorse the need for the Scottish Government to “make up-front investment 

where necessary” and “consider the use of fiscal stimulus and match EU funding to secure the 

best infrastructure benefits for the industry in Scotland”. 

 

In this context, we would re-emphasise the crucial contribution the construction industry will 

have to make towards delivery of this infrastructure and hence the need to focus significant 

effort towards retaining skills and capacity within the construction sector in the short term in 

order that the infrastructure benefits referred to can be successfully delivered over the longer 

term. 

 

On behalf of the Scottish Building Federation and Scotland’s construction industry, I would like 
to express my thanks once again for the opportunity to submit evidence to the current 
consultation. I hope this response provides helpful input to the consultation process. 
 
If I can be of any further assistance, please let me know. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

 
 

Michael Levack 

Chief Executive 

Scottish Building Federation 

Crichton House 
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Edinburgh 
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Tel. 0131 556 8866 

 

Email: michael.levack@scottish-building.co.uk 

 


