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Decarbonisation Research Project 

Executive Summary 



Introduction 

From heating our homes to filling up our cars, burning fossil fuels releases the 
greenhouses gases that increase global temperatures1. The strong evidence is that the 
climate is changing for the worse and the world’s population needs emergency 
measures to stop this happening2. 

In line with UK and devolved governments’ requirements, industries across all sectors 
have been looking at how to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 20503. For 
social housing, this involves working on properties maintained by landlords and with 
residents whose homes are affected by net zero targets. 

About the research project 

As the leading data and insight company for the UK housing sector, landlords have been 
talking to Housemark about how to measure progress towards net zero. In early 2022, 
we launched a decarbonisation research project aimed at producing realistic 
comparable scenarios, showing the cost and benefits of decarbonising existing stock 
over periods of time. 

In the spring of 2022, 41 volunteers from social landlords based across the UK 
representing 600,000 homes each answered around 40 questions about 
decarbonisation, which forms the basis of this primary research, with results for the 
financial year 2021/22. 

  

 
1 Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener - October 2021 
2 Take Back Control: Two Futures (or how to beat the climate emergency) – 3 February 2022 
3 Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener - October 2021 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033990/net-zero-strategy-beis.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/take-back-control-two-futures-or-how-to-beat-the-climate-emergency
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1033990/net-zero-strategy-beis.pdf


Headline findings 

Baseline 

Currently, the most established metric for energy efficiency in UK housing stock is the 
EPC (Energy Performance Certificate). The results are presented on a scale of A to G. 
Band ‘C’ is used by UK and devolved governments as a proxy for achieving minimum 
energy efficiency standards. With 35 results for 2021/22, we found that, on average, 68% 
of social homes are EPC C or above.  

By contrast, around half the participants were simply unable to provide calculations of 
greenhouse gas emissions using standardised Scope 1, 2 and 3 categories. The biggest 
difficulty is measuring Scope 3 emissions, which takes into account indirect production 
of greenhouse gases down the value chain – from residents, contractors and suppliers. 
We found that accurate data is not yet widely available for this metric. 

We asked an open-ended question about alternatives to EPCs and greenhouse gas 
emissions. Heat demand – the number of kilowatt hours used in a year to heat a square 
metre of space – was put forward; with estimates for completed properties ranging 
from 45 to 90 kWh/m2/year. 

Targets 

While the UK Government has legislated a 2050 target to reach net zero carbon, there is 
little consensus about when social landlords should achieve individual stages required 
before meeting the overall target. We found that in very broad terms, 65% of landlords 
were aiming for 2050 with the remaining 35% stating they were aiming for an earlier 
target. 
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Broken down over time, 1 in 8 social homes will be net zero carbon by the end of this 
decade, with half achieving this standard by 2040. Around 3% of stock may not achieve 
net zero by 2050 – this is likely to be due to the nature of the building (e.g. grade II 
listed) rather than landlords’ ability to meet targets. 

Carbon off-setting 

In theory, the social housing sector could achieve net zero carbon with very little work 
by paying to offset carbon dioxide production through investing in tree-planting or 
other carbon capture activities. 

However, participants in this research expect to use little or no carbon off-setting to 
achieve net zero carbon. We found that social landlords are looking at investing in their 
own assets rather than paying third parties to capture carbon on their behalf. 

Targets for reaching net zero for existing housing stock 
Proportion of landlords by response 
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Finance 

Work to decarbonise social housing will cost a considerable amount of financial 
investment. Estimates have ranged from £36bn to over £100bn across the sector4 and 
leave little room for other investment. Landlords therefore have some important 
decisions – borrow, apply for grants, sell stock or cut back other activities. 

We found that participants had budgeted an average of £14,600 per property for 
decarbonisation works in the decades up to 2050. The bulk of this budgeted 

expenditure is expected through the 2030s and 2040s. Around three quarters of 
landlords’ budgets fall below the investment figures published by Savills and Inside 
Housing research5 – which suggests there is a gap between investment needed and 
what is being budgeted for. 

At this stage, lack of available funding sources appears to be a significant issue that 
could prevent social housing reaching net zero. 

Progress 

Building fabric - ‘Low regrets’ works to improve the energy efficiency of a building’s 
fabric – insulation, windows, doors – have already started for 84% of participants. The 
known parameters of fabric works: widely understood methods, proven materials and 
established supply chains means that landlords feel confident about delivery.  

 
4 Inside Housing - News - Decarbonising housing association homes to cost ‘at least’ £36bn, 
study warns 
5 Inside Housing - News - Decarbonising housing association homes to cost ‘at least’ £36bn, 
study warns 
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https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/decarbonising-housing-association-homes-to-cost-at-least-36bn-study-warns-72942
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/decarbonising-housing-association-homes-to-cost-at-least-36bn-study-warns-72942
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/decarbonising-housing-association-homes-to-cost-at-least-36bn-study-warns-72942
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/news/decarbonising-housing-association-homes-to-cost-at-least-36bn-study-warns-72942


Over 40% expected to complete their ‘fabric first’ approach in the 2020s, allowing time 
for technology to improve in other areas. 

Landlords are less confident about decarbonised power, heat and ventilation as there is 
not yet an established component to replace natural gas fuelled boilers at scale. Around 
41% of participants mentioned that they continue to install gas boilers – as they remain 
cost effective, comparatively efficient and in some cases, hydrogen ready. 

Air source heat pumps are the most popular electrified form of heating system. Over 
94% of participants felt that air source heat pumps would become the predominant 
form of water and space heating after natural gas is phased out. 

Engaging residents 

New technology and increased insulation often require changes in lifestyle from 
residents. We found that most participant are tackling decarb works as they would other 
major works and component replacements using an ‘investment model’ approach. 

We found that innovative landlords are directly tackling questions about lifestyle 
changes by gathering data, modelling outcomes for individual residents, and making 
ongoing adjustments in the months after completing retrofit works. This is an area that 
many landlords will start to tackle as programmes move from lower impact fabric first to 
more intensive power, heat and ventilation components. 

Targets for completing retrofitting building fabric for existing housing stock 
Proportion of landlords by response 

Tenants’ buy-in to this is key. Without tenant engagement and understanding you will 
never know the "real" effect of any retrofit measures you complete. The engagement 
needs to be relevant and relate-able to them, in easy to understand, non-jargon filled bite 
size chunks. Using tenant engagement officers, specifically for this, who have relevant 
training, and identifying tenants that already have an understanding and an appetite for 
this will help to deliver the message. 



Skills 

New technology will require landlords to become more knowledgeable about specifying, 
installing, and monitoring decarb works. We asked a series of questions around skills 
gaps in this area. 

Around three quarters of landlords identified gaps for post-retrofit ongoing 
maintenance skills, technical skills monitoring building performance and 'carbon literacy' 
amongst non-specialist staff. No landlord was confident enough to say they had no skills 
gaps internally. 

Many landlords have started to tackle this by recruiting and developing in-house 
specialists alongside carbon literacy training for all employees. With skills gaps also 
evident among third parties, there is still work for most landlords to use their role as 
clients to help the wider labour market improve in order to meet 2050’s net zero 
targets. 

Risks 

The primary risk for landlords to manage in decarbonising housing stock is not being 
able to meet the 2050 target set in UK Government legislation. We found that 81% of 
decarb experts in the social housing sector saw funding as the biggest risk to missing 
net zero by 2050. 

In addition to not know where funding will come from, many are currently grappling with 
grant applications which allow little time for procurement, let alone programming works. 
Put simply, decarb finance is such a risk because it is largely outside the control of 
landlords charging regulated rents, with competing asset priorities, limited borrowing 
headroom and no long-term assurance about grant-funding. 

We also found concerning examples of Government and other agencies not joining 
together to help landlords plan and deliver decarbonised housing stock. Landlords using 
contractors to complete EPCs are currently unable to access underlying data through 
DLUHC as they are deemed personal to residents. This is hampering grant applications 
for BEIS’s social housing decarbonisation works fund.  
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Other landlords reported clashes with local authorities and Historic England about 
whether preserving history was more important that tackling the climate emergency. 

These issues will require strategic intervention to agree a priority. 

Expectations 

With the likely increase in technology within residents’ homes and under-developed 
markets for servicing low carbon heat sources, we asked participants about the 
expectations for future maintenance costs. Over half (56%) expected energy efficient 
homes to be more costly to maintain. – with more technology and under-developed 
markets for manufacturing and servicing components. 

Our final two questions in the research focused on participants’ views on whether net 
zero in social housing was achievable in itself. Participants were more confident about 
what they had control over – that their own organisation would achieve net zero with 
74% scoring 7 or above. This compares to 54% scoring 7 or above for the UK sector, 
where individuals have far less control. 
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Back in November 2021, we were told we were no longer able to upload data from the 
EPC certificate. This means we cannot accurately transfer any new EPC data from our 
systems onto Sava Intelligent Energy. DLUHC has determined that because the EPCs are 
linked with a unique property reference, they are classed as personal data. This means 
we are not able to fully utilise our Sava IE system, as no new EPC data completed can be 
exported to it. We have no idea when this situation will be resolved and, in the longer 
term, it will impact on our ability to deliver decarbonisation works. 

Shannon McCrea, Customer Insight Officer, Stroud District Council 

 



Throughout this research, landlords have told us they must rely on partners to help them 
meet net zero targets. If they cannot depend on third parties in their work to 
decarbonise homes there is a significant risk that the sector will fail on this objective.  

The conclusion to draw from this is perhaps more for sector representatives, trade 
bodies and external stakeholders – achieving net zero will require a team effort. 


