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To help meet the challenge of climate change, the 
UK Climate Change Act imposes a target of Net Zero 
emissions of greenhouse gases by 2050.  For the housing 
sector, this means that all homes must achieve a balance 
between energy demand reduction and carbon-free 
energy supply.  The balance is necessary because carbon-
free generation and distribution capacity is uncertain (see 
Modules 2 and 6 of this toolkit for further info).  Over 
80% of today’s existing dwellings will still be standing in 
2050, and most of them are poorly insulated, inefficient 
and reliant on fossil fuels.  A thirty-year programme of 
retrofitting at least 25 million dwellings to reduce energy 
demand and decarbonise emissions is therefore essential 
to meeting the national target.
  
For social housing organisations, retrofit brings multiple 
benefits, both to the organisations themselves and to 
their tenants.  These include: reduced energy demand; 
reduced energy costs (alleviating fuel poverty); reduced 
greenhouse gas emissions; improved comfort for 
residents; improved health and wellbeing; and reduced 
repair and maintenance costs.

This toolkit is intended to provide housing organisations 
with a comprehensive primer on retrofit in the social 
housing sector: why it is necessary, what the policies 
are, what best practice zero-carbon strategies and 
methodologies look like, how to engage and motivate 
staff and residents; how to manage risks and ensure 
quality; and how to reinforce your supply chain.  It also 
provides a jargon-busting glossary and a summary of 
the other support available from the Retrofit Academy 
through our Centre of Excellence.
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Introduction

Policy Drivers

This document provides a general overview of the UK policy landscape for buildings and housing, 
from the point of view of energy efficiency, reduction in greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and 
sustainability.  The summary focuses on national and local policies that will impact on investment 
planning.

The context for Government policy on buildings and housing is provided by 
the Climate Change Act 20081 and the Clean Growth Strategy (Department 
for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), 2018)2.  Under the Climate 
Change Act, the UK’s statutory national target for reduction of anthropogenic 
GHG emissions, derived from the Kyoto Protocol and Paris Accord, was until 
recently 80% reduction by 2050, against a 1990 baseline.  How this reduction 
was to be distributed across activity sectors (including housing) was a matter 
for Government policy, guided by the Committee on Climate Change, which 
sets regular ‘carbon budgets’.  The most recent intermediate targets have 
been a 34% reduction by 2020 and a 57% reduction by 2032.  By 2013, all GHG 
emissions had been reduced by 29.8% and carbon dioxide emissions by 21.8%, 
so some progress has already been made.

In June 2019, the Government amended the Climate Change Act and replaced 
the target of 80% reduction in GHG emissions by 2050 with a statutory target 
of Net Zero emissions by 2050.  This means that by that time, there can be no 
emissions associated with activity in any sector of the economy; any emissions 
that do occur must be completely offset by absorption of GHGs from the 
atmosphere.  For example, carbon dioxide is absorbed from the atmosphere 
by trees, so extensive forest planting could be used to offset emissions that 
cannot otherwise be eliminated.  However, the real challenge set by the new 
target is that one economic sector cannot be used to compensate for emissions 
in another sector, as was the case with the 80% target.  The implication for 
buildings is the removal of fossil fuels (i.e. gas and oil) and their replacement 
with heat or power derived from renewable sources – electricity from wind 
and solar energy, heat and power from solar systems, and heat from waste or 
biomass.  Where buildings cannot be sufficiently insulated (e.g., because they are 
protected for heritage reasons), there will be a significant technical challenge in 
providing them with energy solely from zero-carbon sources.

BEIS’s modelling has confirmed that if overall GHG emissions are to be reduced 
as required by either the Climate Change Act or the new net zero carbon target, 
then emissions associated with energy use in buildings will have to be reduced to 
zero by 2050.  This is a very challenging target.  The strategic focus is therefore 
on moving towards zero-carbon buildings over thirty years, and Government 
acknowledges that the strategy for this is not on track – new initiatives and 
innovation are required.  Essentially, the technical challenge is to improve energy 
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efficiency and thus reduce demand, then to satisfy the remaining demand 
from zero-carbon sources.  This is not a matter of retrofit or decarbonisation.  
Conversion of all domestic heat demand to zero-carbon electricity demand (via 
heat pumps with CoP 2.5) would require the equivalent of twelve times as much 
wind power supplying the grid as at present.  If the housing stock is retrofitted 
to reduce heat demand, only the equivalent of four times as much wind 
power will be needed.  This leads to the inevitable conclusion that retrofit and 
decarbonisation are needed.

Against this background the current Buildings Mission (one of the ‘Grand 
Challenges’ embedded in the Clean Growth Strategy) is to halve the energy use 
of new buildings and halve the cost of retrofitting existing buildings to the same 
standard, by 2030.

Between 2010 and 2015 the Coalition Government promoted a flurry of new and 
existing energy efficiency and sustainability initiatives for housing, including:
 
• Zero Carbon Standard for new homes 
• Feed-In Tariff for local microgeneration
• Renewable Heat Incentive for low carbon heat 
• Green Deal for domestic retrofit 

The cutting back or abolition of most of these initiatives after the General 
Election in 2015 left an apparent policy vacuum, especially in central 
Government. The emphasis of policy has been on the supply side of the energy 
industry (decarbonising the electricity supply system and developing low-carbon 
heat networks) rather than on reducing energy demand.  In the domestic sector, 
initiatives such as CERT, CESP and the Energy Company Obligation (ECO) have 
resulted in energy efficiency improvements, but these have only been sufficient 
to offset the emissions associated with the construction of new housing, not to 
reduce the emissions associated with the housing stock as a whole.

However, the devolved nations’ administrations and city authorities to some 
extent stepped into the policy vacuum.  Scotland set a target of achieving a 
net zero carbon economy by 2045.  The Welsh and Scottish governments are 
developing national housing retrofit programmes focused on reducing the 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions associated with energy use in housing, and on 
mitigating fuel poverty.  City authorities, notably including London, Manchester, 
Bristol and others have developed and implemented strategies to move towards 
‘low carbon’ economies, embracing the promotion of significant reduction in 
energy demand, particularly in buildings and housing. Bristol and several other 
local authorities have set the ambitious target of achieving Net Zero carbon by 
2030.  These strategies are strongly endorsed politically, based on declarations 
of a climate emergency, but are generally under-funded with great emphasis 
on bringing in private funding (in Bristol £1bn tender proposals were invited in 
Sept 2019) and often rely on funding from surviving national programmes such 
as ECO (a fuel poverty programme) and national retrofit pilots (see below).  They 
also involve meeting zero carbon targets well ahead of 2050 (2030, 2036 and 
2038 for Bristol, Wales and Manchester respectively).

Current Policy
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Emerging Policy

Current Initiatives

Emerging Government policy for homes is heavily influenced by the Climate 
Change Committee’s report UK Housing: Fit for the Future? (February 2019)3, 
which proposes a ‘Future Housing’ standard for new homes similar in its technical 
features to the existing international Passive House Standard and the EU’s Near 
Zero Energy Buildings standard (which is defined slightly differently in each EU 
member state), supplemented by renewable energy systems.  A feature of the 
report is the recommendation that gas-fired heating and gas hobs for cooking 
should not be installed in new housing beyond 2025 (at the latest).  Instead, low 
carbon heating (via heat networks and heat pumps) and cooking (via electric 
induction hobs) should be installed.  This recommendation has implications for 
the existing housing stock.  The Committee’s report is also influencing current 
updates of Building Regulations Part F (Ventilation) and Part L (Energy Efficiency), 
with respect to requirements for both new and existing housing, which are under 
consultation and expected to be brought into force during 2021.

For existing homes, emerging policy is firmly rooted in the implementation of 
Each Home Counts: An Independent Review of Consumer Advice, Protection, 
Standards and Enforcement for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy 
(Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy | Department for 
Communities and Local Government, December 2016)4.  Implementation of 
the Each Home Counts review has led to the establishment of the TrustMark 
quality mark for housing improvement work, and of the BSI Retrofit Standards 
Framework, the main manifestation of which is the new comprehensive domestic 
retrofit standard PAS 2035 Retrofitting Dwellings for Improved Energy Efficiency: 
Specification and Guidance (BSI, June 2019).  Compliance with the TrustMark 
requirement is mandatory for all ECO-funded improvement work, and TrustMark 
will require compliance of ECO-funded retrofit work with PAS 2035 not later than 
July 2021. The current update to Building Regulations, Part L (Energy Efficiency) 
is expected to align with PAS 2035 in respect of work to existing dwellings.

Current policy initiatives are generally based on consolidated experience of the 
earlier Innovate UK Retrofit for the Future and Scaling Up Retrofit programmes, 
the Greater London Authority’s RE:NEW retrofit programme and the Green Deal 
Communities programmes (e.g., SMART Homes in north London).  Research 
recently commissioned by BEIS is intended to evaluate process, technical 
and moisture risks associated with domestic retrofit, identify packages of 
improvement measures appropriate to different parts of the housing stock and 
assess their scope for overall GHG emissions reduction.

BEIS is also running a series of Retrofit Supply Chain Pilots, in London, 
Manchester, Bristol, Oxfordshire, Sussex and Cornwall5.  These pilots are 
intended to gain experience of different ways of engaging households and

3. www.theccc.org.uk/publication/uk-housing-fit-for-the-future/
4. www.eachhomecounts.com
5. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/energy-efficiency-improvement-rates-local-supply-chain-demonstration-projects/
local-supply-chain-demonstration-projects-summaries
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delivering quality-assured retrofit.  Most are adopting the PAS 2035 retrofit
process standard.  However, these projects have recently had their budgets cut 
by 30%, impacting particularly on installer training plans.

BEIS’s £7.7m Whole House Retrofit (WHR) competition6 is intended to drive 
innovation in retrofit at scale, through projects each involving improvement of 
at least 75 homes by at least 25 SAP energy rating points and to at least Energy 
Performance Certificate (EPC) band B.  The competition also seeks to achieve 
retrofit cost reduction of between 15% and 30%, with a view to 50% in due 
course, in line with the Buildings Mission challenge.  Compliance with PAS 2035 is 
required. The competition’s emphasis on scale and technical innovation is widely 
interpreted as supporting off-site approaches to retrofit such as Energiesprong. 

Following on from the WHR initiative, the Government announced in the July 
2020 Economic Statement that it was setting up several post-Covid 19 retrofit 
initiatives, to help create jobs and economic recovery:

• The £2bn Green Homes Grant Scheme (Green Voucher and Local Authority 
Delivery)7,8.

• The Social Housing Decarbonisation Fund Demonstrator9 of £50m, and the 
£3.8bn 10-year main fund (announced in the Conservative Party manifesto, 
2019).

Subsequently these initiatives, which also fall under BEIS’s Clean Growth 
Strategy, have been subsumed within the ‘ten-point plan’ for sustainability 
announced by the Prime Minister in November 2020.  There is some confusion 
about the recommendation in UK Housing: Fit for the Future? that no gas-
fired boilers should be installed in new homes after 2025, at the latest.  An 
announcement in autumn 2020 suggested that this recommendation would 
be implemented by 2023, but there was no mention of it in the ten-point plan 
announced a few days later.

The Green Homes Grant (GHG) scheme supports the installation of a range 
of insulation and low-carbon heating measures in homes by providing a grant 
of 50% of the cost, up to £5000 (or £10,000 for lower income households).  
The scheme was expected to deliver improvements to between 150,000 and 
600,000 homes by March 2021; it has now been extended to March 2022, but 
the targets do not seem to have been revised and the Government has removed 
approximately £1.5 billion from the budget.  Installers’ competency must be 
certified to Publicly Available Specification (PAS) 2030:2017 or PAS 2030:2019 
and depending on the type of project installations must comply with the 
technical standards in PAS 2030:2017 or PAS 2035.  All projects must comply with 
PAS 2035 from 1 July 2021.  Compliance with PAS 2035 requires the engagement 
of a Retrofit Coordinator.

6. www.gov.uk/government/publications/whole-house-retrofit-competition-successful-bids
7. www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-the-green-homes-grant-scheme
8. www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-homes-grant-local-authority-delivery-scheme-entering-a-bid
9. www.gov.uk/government/publications/social-housing-decarbonisation-fund-demonstrator
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10. www.trustmark.org.uk/

The Social Housing Decarbonisation Demonstrator fund is looking to support 
scale retrofit and targeting the worst performing properties first.  It is intended 
to develop ways of reducing the cost of meeting zero carbon.  It mandates 
a whole house retrofit approach rather than piecemeal improvements.  The 
rationale for this is the drive to improve the standards and quality of retrofit work 
and hence eliminate the legacy problems of condensation, damp and mould 
and of poor design and installation experienced in the past.  All work is subject 
to the Trustmark10 quality assurance scheme and must be compliant with PAS 
2035.  Housing organisations are encouraged to adopt PAS 2035 as their retrofit 
standard wherever possible.  Again, this will require landlords to engage Retrofit 
Coordinators. 

Finally, the GLA’s Home Energy Efficiency Programme (HEEP) is intended to 
deliver retrofits involving at least 60% reduction in carbon dioxide emissions 
through a PAS 2035 compliant process. The programme appears to be focusing 
on the Passive House EnerPHit standard and Energiesprong.

In the non-domestic sector, BEIS has sponsored the development by BSI of 
the new non-domestic retrofit standard PAS 2038 Retrofitting Non-Domestic 
Buildings for Improved Energy Efficiency: Specification (forthcoming in 2021).  
BEIS is also developing a ‘UK Energy Ratings’ scheme for non-domestic buildings 
with over 1000 m2 floor area.  This scheme is based on targeted and measured 
operational energy use and is modelled on the successful Australian NABERS 
scheme with support from the Design for Performance initiative.  It is expected 
to replace the current Display Energy Certificates (DECs) requirements.  The 
UK Energy Ratings scheme will focus initially on office and retail buildings, but 
eventually embrace buildings in other sectors. 

There are other smaller-scale initiatives around and invariably there will be new 
localised or city strategies in the future, some of which may be open to landlords 
to participate in, but these are outside the scope of this brief summary.
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