
Construction Industry Needs Whole Life
Carbon Understanding to Hit Net Zero

New report calls for measurement and data sharing to set clear
targets and rapidly change an industry that counts for 38% of
global emissions.

NEWS RELEASE BY WORLD BUSINESS COUNCIL FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT (WBCSD)

A new report from the World Business Council for Sustainable Development

(WBCSD), supported by professional services firm, Arup, calls on the built

environment industry to adopt a whole life-cycle approach to assessing the

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from buildings. The authors of the report estimate

that less than 1% of building projects currently calculate and report their full carbon

footprint.

The building industry is responsible for 38%, or around 14 gigatons, of all energy-related

GHG emissions each year. Global decarbonization trajectories indicate that the industry

needs to reduce these emissions by 50% by 2030 if it is to reach net zero by mid-century

and achieve the climate goals of the Paris Agreement.

The report authors claim that the vast majority of buildings currently do not receive an

assessment of the carbon footprint across the whole life cycle. The industry has focused

on measuring and reducing operational energy use and the carbon associated with it.

However, the report highlights the importance of measuring the embodied carbon

associated with construction, refurbishment and end of life as part of the building&#39;s

whole life-cycle footprint. The report studied six modern buildings and found as much as

50% of the whole life carbon emissions came from embodied carbon.

Given the industry’s overall contribution to global GHG emissions, and the necessity to

rapidly and systematically decrease these, the authors argue the industry must

understand much more clearly “where it stands” with regards to each building delivered.

Clear targets and collaboration are crucial to achieving progress.

Using the WBCSD Building System Carbon Framework, the report outlines detailed

whole life carbon assessments (WLCA) of six case studies representing what might be

considered “best practice” buildings today. Based on these case studies and a discussion

of emerging benchmarks in some markets, the authors estimate that by setting explicit

targets from the start of a building project and through collaboration along the value

chain, emissions could be halved in every building project by 2030. The six case studies
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found:-  An average whole life carbon footprint of 1,800 kgCO 2 e/m 2 was estimated

across the six case studies.- As much as 50% of whole life carbon emissions in a building

comes from embodied carbon (manufacturing of materials and the construction process)

the majority of this being emitted immediately at the start of the life-cycle.- Typically as

few as six materials account for 70% of the construction-related embodied carbon.

Roland Hunziker, Director Sustainable Buildings and Cities at WBCSD, said: “To get the

construction industry on track to reach global climate targets, all companies need to

start measuring the full carbon footprint of their real estate assets. This report builds on

WBCSD’s Building System Carbon Framework, which helps companies understand where

emissions occur all along the value chain and how they can work together to reduce

them. The report shows that if all parties in the building value chain collaborate and

focus on whole life carbon emissions reductions, we can start setting this important

sector on a path towards net zero.”

Chris Carroll, Building Engineering Director at Arup and one of the report authors,

said: “We have to consider carbon like we currently consider money. The idea that you

would build a project and not know how much it costs financially would seem incredible.

But the industry currently doesn’t know where it stands when it comes to carbon

emissions, making it difficult to set meaningful targets and drive progress. We must see

more data sharing, more collaboration and transparency to be able to achieve the

decarbonization that the world demands of us in the next few decades.”

The authors of the report recommend some key actions for the industry to take in

order to make progress towards a net-zero future:- Carry out whole life carbon

assessments on all projects, using a consistent methodology and open-source sharing of

the data obtained- Develop consistent and transparent carbon intensity data for

components, systems and materials used by the industy- Commit to clear global targets

across the buildings industry, including a valid approach to residual emissions

(offsetting)- Adopt a clear definition of a net-zero building, taking into account whole

life-cycle carbon- Achieve wider collaboration as individual organizations taking action

is not enough.

The authors launch a call to action to stakeholders from across the built environment to

conduct whole life carbon assessments of their projects and openly publish the results to

create a body of evidence and foster shared learning.

About WBCSDWBCSD is a global, CEO-led organization of over 200 leading businesses

working together to accelerate the transition to a sustainable world. We help make our

member companies more successful and sustainable by focusing on the maximum

positive impact for shareholders, the environment and societies.Our member companies

come from all business sectors and all major economies, representing a combined



revenue of more than USD $8.5 trillion and 19 million employees. Our global network of

almost 70 national business councils gives our members unparalleled reach across the

globe. Since 1995, WBCSD has been uniquely positioned to work with member

companies along and across value chains to deliver impactful business solutions to the

most challenging sustainability issues. Together, we are the leading voice of business for

sustainability: united by our vision of a world where more than 9 billion people are all

living well and within planetary boundaries, by 2050. www.wbcsd.org. 

About ArupArup is the creative force at the heart of many of the world’s most prominent

projects in the built environment and across industry. Working in more than 140 countries,

the firm’s designers, engineers, architects, planners, consultants and technical specialists

work with our clients on innovative projects of the highest quality and impact.

www.arup.com.

View additional multimedia and more ESG storytelling from World Business Council

for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) on 3blmedia.com
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