Decarbonisation

Decarbonisation refers to the process of eliminating or drastically reducing carbon dioxide (CO2) and
other greenhouse gas emissions from residential buildings, particularly through energy efficiency
upgrades, renewable energy adoption, and transitioning away from fossil fuel-based heating
systems. In the UK social housing sector, this involves retrofitting existing properties to align with
national net-zero targets by 2050.

Synonym: Carbon reduction (partial, though decarbonisation implies a systemic transition rather
than incremental cuts).

Explanation

In the UK, social housing accounts for approximately 17% of households, with many properties built
before 1980 and reliant on gas boilers or inefficient insulation. Decarbonisation in this context
addresses both environmental and social priorities:

1. Core Objectives

o Energy Efficiency: Upgrading insulation, windows, and ventilation to reduce heat loss
(e.g., loft insulation, double glazing).

o Low-Carbon Heating: Replacing gas boilers with air-source heat pumps or district
heating networks powered by renewables.

o Renewable Integration: Installing solar panels or communal energy systems to offset
grid dependence.

2. Social Housing-Specific Challenges

o Fuel Poverty Mitigation: Retrofitted homes reduce energy bills for low-income
residents, tackling fuel poverty while cutting emissions.

o Health Benefits: Improved thermal comfort lowers risks of respiratory illnesses linked
to cold, damp housing.

o Regulatory Pressure: Compliance with the Social Housing Regulation Act (2023) and
Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards (MEES) drives landlords to prioritise
decarbonisation.

3. Implementation Barriers

o Funding Gaps: High upfront costs for retrofits, despite long-term savings, require
blended financing (e.g., government grants, green loans).

o Tenant Engagement: Successful retrofits depend on resident cooperation,
necessitating clear communication to minimise disruption.

Real-World Applications

¢ Case Study: Energiesprong UK
This Dutch-inspired initiative provides whole-house retrofits for social housing, using
prefabricated insulation and solar panels to achieve net-zero energy use. In Nottingham, 150
homes were retrofitted in 2023, cutting energy bills by 70% and emissions by 85%.

¢ Scottish Government’s Social Housing Net Zero Standard
By 2045, all social housing in Scotland must meet EPC Band B, with £3.4 billion allocated for
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retrofits between 2022-2032. Early projects in Glasgow combined external wall insulation with
heat pumps, achieving 60% emission reductions.

Related Terms

¢ Retrofit: Structural modifications to improve energy performance (e.g., insulation, heating
upgrades).

e Net Zero: Balancing emitted greenhouse gases with removals, critical for UK’s 2050 climate
targets.

e Fabric-First Approach: Prioritising building envelope improvements before installing
renewable systems.



