
Net Zero Explained
How to plan for a sustainable future



Net Zero is a state which 
is achieved when no more 
greenhouse gas is released 
into the atmosphere than is 
removed.

Simply put, we are 
generating the same as we 
are taking out to create a 
perfect balance.



Net Zero is the best way to tackle climate 
change by reducing global warming. What 
we do in the next decade to limit emissions 
will be critical, which is why we must work 
together as businesses to cut the carbon 
we produce. 

The Paris Agreement’s ambition is to limit 
global average temperature increase to 
1.5°C which should limit the increase in 
erratic weather patterns and create a more 
stable environment for the future.

Why is Net Zero 
important?

What we do in the 
next decade to limit 
emissions will be critical, 
which is why we must 
work together as 
businesses to cut the 
carbon we produce.
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How are we 
doing against the 
Paris target?
Evidence shows that our planet is getting hotter. Since the 
1880s, the average global temperature has increased by 
1.8°F. However, the average rate of increase since 1981 
(0.18°C / 0.32°F) has been more than twice that rate.

The amount of future warming depends on how much 
carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases we emit in 
the coming decades. Today, our activities, such as burning 
fossil fuels and clearing forests, add about 11 billion 
metric tons of carbon to the atmosphere each year.

45%
HOW MUCH MAN-MADE 
CARBON DIOXIDE EMISSIONS 
NEED TO FALL BY 2030

1.5°C
PARIS CLIMATE CHANGE 
AGREEMENT TARGET

Annual Global Temperature Change for Surface & Ocean
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What is carbon’s 
part in all this?
Often carbon will be referred to 
interchangeably when we refer to 
Net Zero, this is because (depending 
on the industry) carbon is likely the 
biggest contributor to a company’s 
greenhouse gas production.

It is important to consider that 
without balancing out emissions for 
all gases (however small the amount) 
you will only achieve Net Zero 
Carbon.

Net Zero Carbon
Only refers to the balance 
of CO2 emissions.

Net Zero
Includes all greenhouse gas 
emissions, such as Methane 
or Nitrous Oxide etc.
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Why Net Zero isn’t 
really Zero...
Offsetting
Is a way of counteracting the greenhouse 
gas you have used by essentially paying 
someone else to extract the same amount 
from the atmosphere. Offsetting claims are 
only valid under a vigorous set of conditions, 
and clear standards still do not exist.

Net Zero
Offsetting is used to create a delicate 
balance between production and removal.

Absolute Zero
Eliminating all emissions without the use 
of offsets.

Reducing your emissions should always 
come first, you should be aiming for your 
usage to be as low as possible.

Achieving Absolute Zero is not realistic 
for everyone before 2050, so the use of 
offsetting to achieve Net Zero is a more 
attainable short term target. 
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Where do a building’s 
emissions come from?
Buildings currently account for 37% of today’s global CO2 
emissions, this includes:

Greenhouse gases used 
in buildings

Ways to reduce 
these emissions

For more details see:
Climate Change Committee, The Sixth Carbon Budget
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Direct Greenhouse Gas Emissions Indirect Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Emissions created from sources owned by the 
building owner.

Emissions created by activities within the building 
but are owned or controlled by another entity.

For example, using fossil fuels for heating 
(primarily gas).

For example, electricity for lighting and 
appliances (some electric heating in 
commercial buildings).

 — Switching out your gas boiler for heat 
pumps, district heating systems or a 
biomass boiler.

 — Behavioural measures to alter patterns 
in energy consumption (switching off 
lights etc.).

 — Energy efficiency through an effective 
energy management system (better 
control over usage).

 — Primarily CO2, with some 
methane and CO2e created from 
combustion processes.

 — Nitrous oxide in hospitals 
(anaesthetic gas).

https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Sector-summary-Buildings.pdf


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.

What does Net 
Zero in a building 
look like?

UK Green Building Council
Net Zero Carbon Buildings, Levels 
of Performance
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What are the national 
goals for Net Zero?
Every country, sector and industry will be responsible for setting 
their own achievable goals for reaching Net Zero by 2050.

The UK was the 
first major world 

economy to pass a Net 
Zero emissions target into 
law. This target, which 
was recommended by the 
Committee on Climate 
Change, is one of the 
most ambitious in the 
world and requires the UK 
to bring all greenhouse 

gas emissions to Net 
Zero by 2050. Heating 
and powering buildings 
currently accounts for 
40% of the UK’s total 
energy usage. The 
minimum energy efficiency 
standards that we set for 
buildings must put us on 
the right path to achieve 
our Net Zero target.

Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government
The Future Buildings Standard, Jan 2021
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How do we measure 
Net Zero?

Scope 1 / Your usage
Emissions: Direct from operations.
Example: Heating your building.

It is important to report and track progress 
when it comes to Net Zero to be able to 
provide evidence of reduction or offsetting 
in every area of your business. To do this we 
use a categorisation called ‘scopes’, scopes 
1, 2 and 3 are used to break down different 
kinds of emission creation into smaller 
stages determined by the activity which 
creates them. 

By breaking down emissions by activity type, 
it allows ownership to be associated with 
a responsible individual or team, someone 
who knows that area and how to create the 
greatest reduction opportunities. So be it a 
building manager’s responsibility to upgrade 
a gas boiler to a heat pump or HR’s job to 
rethink the company travel policy, it ensures 
the possibilities for reducing emissions are 
considered across all areas of the business.

Scope 2 / Purchasing
Emissions: Associated with purchased 
energy and how it’s produced. 
Example: Choosing your 
energy supplier.

Scope 3 / Extras
Emissions: Indirect within your 
value chain associated with 
company activities. 
Example: Business travel.
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5 steps to 
start your Net 
Zero journey

Do your research
Whilst Net Zero basics are important to 
understand, every sector, industry and 
building will have a different focus and 
opportunity for reduction based on their 
operations. Making it important to follow 
Sector or Science Based Targets and 
guidance, once they have been developed. 

Engage the experts
Many companies now have sustainability 
representation at board level whilst others 
utilise the skills of a specialist energy 
consultant or agency for research and 
planning. You will need the help of an expert 
at some point in your Net Zero journey, 
but to get started why not join an industry 
specific task force, make likeminded 
industry connections to share knowledge or 
attend conferences like EMEX (The Net Zero 
& Energy Management Expo).

Create a strategy
Before you think about actionable goals, it 
is important to work out where you stand 
now, and where your biggest areas of 
improvement need to be. As a business 
you will have to create an informed balance 
between delivery and sustainability, making 
adjustments which drive you towards Net 
Zero, but also align with your business 
goals and growth. In order to achieve the 
behavioural change that is needed for 
Net Zero, you need to consult, align and 
communicate your strategy along the way. 

Invest in tech
To achieve Net Zero, you will need to be 
able to effectively monitor and manage your 
progress, providing transparency through 
regular reporting and tracking. There will 
also be a massive amount of energy data to 
manage and analyse. Think about whether 
you are equipped to handle this, or need to 
invest to make this easier and more efficient 
for greater accuracy in the long term.

Review and adapt
As policies and standards continue to 
evolve, a mix of external factors and your 
own business objectives will have an 
impact on Net Zero activities. All of these 
effect your energy usage and strategy, so 
you need to set aside time to regularly re-
evaluate progress and keep adapting to this 
ever changing objective so you don’t get 
caught out.

As a business you will have 
to create an informed 
balance between delivery 
and sustainability
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Want to learn more?
Be aware of relevant 
Government initiatives and 
ongoing strategy or support
 - Heat and Buildings strategy from 
Department for Business, Energy & 
Industrial Strategy

 - Net Zero Estate Playbook, A guide to 
decarbonising government property

Learn from those 
already doing it
ARUP Global Sustainability Commitments 
including their Net Zero Carbon Strategy

Utilising existing 
frameworks on Net Zero 
to inform your own plan
UK Green Building Council - Net Zero 
Buildings Framework

Set yourself a science-
based emission reduction 
target to keep accountable
Science Based Targets, Ambitious Corporate 
Climate Action

We all have a 
role to play in this 

adjustment. One of the most 
basic roles is asking questions

Mark Carney
Special Envoy on Climate Action and 
Finance, United Nations
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1044598/6.7408_BEIS_Clean_Heat_Heat___Buildings_Strategy_Stage_2_v5_WEB.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1044598/6.7408_BEIS_Clean_Heat_Heat___Buildings_Strategy_Stage_2_v5_WEB.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1044598/6.7408_BEIS_Clean_Heat_Heat___Buildings_Strategy_Stage_2_v5_WEB.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1035417/Net_Zero_Estate_Playbook__1_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1035417/Net_Zero_Estate_Playbook__1_.pdf
https://www.arup.com/our-firm/arup-commitments
https://www.arup.com/our-firm/arup-commitments
https://www.ukgbc.org/ukgbc-work/net-zero-carbon-buildings-framework/
https://www.ukgbc.org/ukgbc-work/net-zero-carbon-buildings-framework/
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/


I hope this guide has helped you to feel more 
confident about planning for Net Zero. You 
should have a more realistic understanding 
of what it means and you can move forward 
with the right questions in mind, in order to 
prepare your business for a Net Zero future. 

It is still early days, every country, industry 
and business is trying to find clarity about 
what Net Zero means for them, and it’s hard 
to move forward in a constant state of flux.

But the end goal is clear - to use less, 
minimise our impact and make better 
decisions for the future of our planet.

It is our responsibility to keep learning, 
planning and sharing knowledge because 
there is no ‘when’, the time to start working 
towards Net Zero is now.

Shauna Carysforth
Head of Customer Insight, learnd

Every country, industry 
and business is trying to 
find clarity about what 
Net Zero means for them

From the author...
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This Guide was compiled by 
learnd, the UK’s fastest growing 
ESG player in buildings.
Our purpose is to create a world where all 
buildings deliver outcomes for everyone.

We have an ambitious vision to help 
decarbonise the one million non-residential 
buildings in the UK.

We’re well on the way: learnd is already 
delivering outcomes for one in 20 large non-
residential buildings in the UK.

Our secret power is that we combine vast 
engineering capabilities and a 24/7 service 
offering with a platform that can support 
any legacy technology. This means giving 
our customers the insights they need and 
the control they want over their buildings. 
From reducing emissions to making energy 
savings and flexing their buildings to meet 
changing needs.

To find out more visit: learnd.co.uk.
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https://learnd.co.uk


Third Floor, 1 New Fetter Lane, London, England, EC4A 1AN
+44 (0)161 413 8449

learnd.co.uk
info@learnd.co.uk

Follow learnd on LinkedIn

http://learnd.co.uk
mailto:info%40learnd.co.uk?subject=Net%20Zero%20Guide

