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Dear Hareth,  

 

Max Fordham - UKGBC Net Zero Carbon Framework - Audit 
 

Etude were commissioned by Max Fordham to evaluate the company’s Max Fordham Offices UKGBC Net Zero Carbon 

Buildings Report for compliance against the UKGBC’s Net Zero Carbon framework. 

The Net Zero Carbon Buildings Framework was introduced by the UKGBC in 2019 to provide a first step toward 

delivering buildings that are in line with the aims of the Paris Climate Agreement: Buildings with net zero lifetime 

carbon emissions. The present version of the framework is intended to act as guidance, while a more comprehensive 

version with more specific requirements is developed. 

The framework provides two definitions for net zero carbon, one for construction of a building and the other for 

operational energy. This review focuses only on operational energy, as Max Fordham occupies existing buildings that 

have not been subject to major refurbishment. 

Within buildings they occupy, Max Fordham have pursued measures to reduce carbon emissions beyond what would 

reasonably be expected from any tenant. Their ambition and approach in seeking third party evaluation against the 

UKGBC Net Zero Carbon Framework is commendable: they have started their journey towards Net Zero Carbon and 

are leading by example.  

The following pages contain our views on compliance of Max Fordham’s buildings against the Net Zero Framework. 

 

 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

Chris Worboys 

 

Senior Energy Consultant 

E T U D E 

t: +44 (0)20 3176 4464 
 

3 Dufferin Avenue  

London  

EC1Y 8PQ 

http://www.etude.co.uk  

 

http://www.etude.co.uk/
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1.0  Understanding the UKGBC Net Zero Carbon Framework 

The UKGBC’s definition for a net zero carbon building, based on evaluation of operational energy is:  

“When the amount of carbon emissions associated with the building’s operational energy on an annual basis is zero or 

negative. A net zero carbon building is highly energy efficient and powered from on-site and/or off-site renewable 

energy sources, with any remaining carbon balance offset.”  

 

The UKGBC definition of net zero operational carbon requires maximisation of measures that can be taken on-site 

before use of carbon offsetting. The practical ceiling of measures that can be taken on site is currently open to 

interpretation. UKGBC guidance indicates that energy use intensity targets and thermal energy demand targets were 

planned to be introduced before the end of 2019. Further guidance on off-site renewable energy and use of offsets is 

expected in 2020, and a timetable for phasing out use of offsets in 2021.  

 

 

2.0  Documents reviewed 
 

Max Fordham Offices UKGBC Net Zero Carbon Buildings Report_Rev D 

Appendix D: Supporting Documents (containing billing and energy consumption data for all five offices) 

 
 
3.0  Criteria used for evaluation of compliance 
 

A summary of the criteria used for evaluation of compliance against the framework is summarised below.  

Future changes to criteria that are required to achieve net zero carbon by 2050, and therefore likely to be implemented 

in future versions of the framework, are also indicated. Future audits would use an updated framework, therefore 

compliance of individual buildings may change. 

 

Criteria Current UKGBC requirement 
 

Indicates that the organisation has 
started its journey towards  

Net Zero Carbon 

Likely future requirement 
 

Based on technical requirements to 
achieve Net Zero Carbon  

by 2050 

1.1 Establish scope for net zero carbon 
construction 

Net zero carbon - construction 

1.2 Establish scope for net zero carbon 
operational energy 

Net zero carbon – operational energy 

2.1 Whole life carbon assessment N/A – existing building N/A – existing building 

2.2 Embodied carbon measured + offset N/A – existing building N/A – existing building 
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3.1 Prioritisation of reductions in energy 
demand and consumption 

No specific requirement 
 
Fossil fuel use permitted with 
carbon offsetting 

Maximum delivered energy of 57-
72 kWh/m²/yr (GIA) 
Fossil fuel use not permitted 

3.2 Calculation and public disclosure of in-
use energy consumption 

Annual disclosure required Annual disclosure required 

4.1 Prioritisation of on-site renewables No specific requirement.  
Carbon offsetting permitted 

Minimum of 40 kWh/m² of building 
footprint up to 200 kWh/m² if 
possible 

4.2 Additionality of off-site renewables No specific requirement. 
Carbon offsetting permitted 

Additional new off-site renewable 
energy sources must be installed to 
meet remaining electricity demand 

5.1 Recognised offsetting framework for 
remaining carbon 

Remaining carbon should be offset 
using a recognised framework 

Offsetting of emissions from 
operational energy use not 
possible for buildings 

5.2 Public disclosure of offsets Public disclosure of offsets required 

 

 
 
4.0  Evaluation of Max Fordham’s offices against net zero carbon criteria 
 
The performance of Max Fordham’s offices against the criteria required for net zero carbon are outlined below.  

 

Criteria 

Current UKGBC requirement 
 

Indicates that the organisation has 
started its journey towards  

Net Zero Carbon 

Likely future requirement 
 

Based on technical requirements to 
achieve Net Zero Carbon  

by 2050 
1.1 Establish scope for net zero carbon 

construction ✓ Net zero carbon - construction 

1.2 Establish scope for net zero carbon 
operational energy ✓ Net zero carbon – operational energy 

2.1 Whole life carbon assessment N/A – existing building N/A – existing building 

2.2 Embodied carbon measured + offset N/A – existing building N/A – existing building 

3.1 Prioritisation of reductions in energy 
demand and consumption 

✓  

3.2 Calculation and public disclosure of in-
use energy consumption  

✓ ✓ 

4.1 Prioritisation of on-site renewables ✓  

4.2 Additionality of off-site renewables ✓  

5.1 Recognised offsetting framework for 
remaining carbon 

✓ Offsetting of emissions from 
operational energy use not 

possible for buildings 5.2 Public disclosure of offsets ✓ 
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The result of our analysis is that Max Fordham are compliant with the current requirements of the UKGBC Advancing 

Net Zero Carbon. Teams of energy champions are in place across their portfolio of offices to monitor and reduce 

energy consumption, they have started their journey towards Net Zero Carbon properly and are leading by example.  

 

The analysis also highlights that their buildings will have to be improved in order to achieve true Net Zero Carbon by 

2050.  

 

5.0  Detailed building assessment  
 

Key measures taken to reduce greenhouse gas emissions at each office are summarised below. 

 

Manchester currently consumes 158kWh/m²GIA/yr. The building underwent a partial upgrade to the fabric in 2007. 

Natural ventilation is used in summer in place of mechanical cooling. Mechanical ventilation with heat recovery is fitted. 

Lighting and plant meet good levels of efficiency. 

 

London currently consumes 146kWh/m²GIA/yr. Fabric has been improved through roof insulation and secondary 

glazing. Natural ventilation is used in summer in place of mechanical cooling and blinds have been fitted to limit solar 

gains. Fluorescent and LED lighting meets good levels of efficiency and has been fitted with daylight dimming and 

automated occupancy sensors. IT equipment is efficient and control strategy in place to power down auxiliary devices. 

 

Edinburgh currently consumes 86 kWh/m²GIA/yr. Built in 2010, the fabric and services already meet reasonable levels 

of energy efficiency. A heat metering system has been installed by Max Fordham to enable submetering of their heat 

consumption. 

 

Cambridge currently consumes72kWh/m²GIA/yr. Max Fordham’s occupied area has undergone extensive fabric retrofit 

work and does not use fossil fuel heating on-site. Mechanical ventilation with heat recovery is used during the heating 

season, with natural ventilation in summer. Automated controls have been fitted to the lighting systems and a sub-

meter is in place. 

 

Bristol is estimated to consume 225kWh/m²GIA/yr. The high consumption in part due to the conservative methodology 

used to estimate energy consumption. Options for Max Fordham to improve the energy performance of this building 

are limited as the building is listed and they occupy a small proportion of the overall floor area. 
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6.0  Comments on the UKGBC Framework 
 
Carrying out this review revealed several areas where the UKGBC net zero carbon framework could be strengthened to 

ensure net zero carbon buildings are delivered in practice. 

 

The extent of the responsibility for the building has a profound impact on the level of decarbonisation that can be 

achieved in any building. Tenants cannot reasonably be expected to invest large amounts of money in decarbonising 

buildings they do not own, unless some form of compensation is provided by their landlord. However, we also do not 

believe it is acceptable for a building to be classified as net zero carbon simply because the tenant is unable to justify 

the required investment. It is highly desirable for future versions of the net zero carbon framework to somehow drive 

better tenant-landlord relationships to collaboratively decarbonise buildings. 

 

Greenhouse gas emissions for company reporting have been used to provide carbon emission factors for gas and 

electricity. The DEFRA carbon factor for electricity is calculated using a rolling average over the past five years and 

therefore does not accurately capture rapid decarbonisation of grid electricity. This means that emissions from 

electricity are overestimated and costs of carbon savings from different measures are not properly weighted, which 

could affect future strategies to achieve net zero. We also believe that requiring use of BEIS figures for the year being 

considered for assessment would be a straightforward way to more accurately calculate carbon emissions from grid 

electricity. The most recent figure from BEIS is 208gCO₂/kWhi. 

 
Fossil fuelled heating must be phased out to achieve net zero carbon emissions by 2050, according to the Committee 

on Climate Change. We believe, with some urgency, that buildings using fossil fuel heating should not be permitted to 

achieve net zero carbon emissions. Incentives and guidance within the next version of the framework could discourage 

use of fossil fuel heating, encouraging decarbonisation of heat. 

 

Levels of energy efficiency expected from a net zero carbon compliant building need to be quantified. We believe this 

should be done using science-based targets, in addition to benchmarking. The LETI has recently published guidance 

indicating 57kWh/m²/yr (GIA) is likely to be required for new build offices. We believe the UKGBC’s Paris-Proof level of 

72kWh/m²/yr (GIA), or less, would be a sensible level for existing buildings. 

 

Levels of on-site renewable energy that are net zero compliant need to be quantified. The Passivhaus Institute’s 

Passivhaus Plus and Premium achieve this by setting requirements for kWh generation per m² of building footprint. We 

believe that 40kWh/m² represents a sensible lower limit, while 200kWh/m² represents best possible practice and should 

be encouraged. 

 
Carbon offsetting is currently acceptable under the framework for ‘any remaining carbon’. The Committee on Climate 

Change are clear in their Net Zero report that the UK’s offsets will be consumed entirely by hard to treat sectors such as 

aviation, therefore the majority of buildings must emit no carbon. We believe it would be better to spend money on low 

carbon heating systems, building fabric efficiency and on-site renewable energy, than on offset schemes that are not 

scalable to support emissions from buildings. 

 
i BEIS (2019) Digest of UK Energy Statistics – Table 5E (while this is formally classified as ‘provisional’, it is more accurate than the 

DEFRA figure for company reporting) 


