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Feature Sustainability

From the darkness of recession and a world polluted by buildings and 
manufacturing, CM has a vision of a green utopia. Elaine Knutt embarks 
on a voyage of discovery to find out if it can become reality 

Green dream 
oncE upon a timE, the leaders of 192 
nations met in copenhagen to discuss 
the financial, technical and moral burden 
of slashing worldwide carbon emissions. 
there were shipping emissions, aviation 
emissions, manufacturing emissions and 
building-related emissions, a huge, dark 
carbon-filled cloud blotting out china 
and smaller ones hanging over brazil 
and india. because these developing 
economies needed room to grow, it 
fell on the Western nations to cut co2 
harder, faster and with more impact on 
their populations. meanwhile, a big, bad 
recession lurked in the background. 

 but one industry anticipated the 
challenge and came up with solutions. 
in an era of limited resources, it showed 
that, pound for pound, it was highly 
efficient at turning investment into 
carbon cuts. it changed its traditional 
outlook to take a lifetime view of new 
buildings, returning to monitor and modify 
projects post-completion. So public 
funding streams – linked to tough eco-
standards – began to flow. low-carbon 

public sector frameworks rewarded the 
best contractors, and challenged the rest. 
Partially state-owned banks followed suit, 
linking property deals to carbon targets. 
eco-homes became status symbols, jobs 
and growth were created, and everyone 
lived happily ever after.  

a fairytale? Sadly, at the moment, it is. 
but with roughly 45% of emissions linked 
to the built environment, population 
growth in the coming decades possibly 
driving an expansion in demand and public 
sector spending constraints likely to be a 
feature of the next decade, construction 
needs to make the fairy story a reality. 

“the building sector not only has the 
largest potential for significantly reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions, but this 
potential is relatively independent of the 
cost per tonne of co2 equivalent [saved],” 
says a pre-copenhagen report from the 
un environment Programme, adding 
that energy savings of 30-50% can be 
achieved without increasing costs.  

“We have the evidence, the technology 
and the know-how, and the investment 
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is cheap compared to pumping money 
into the power infrastructure or carbon 
storage,” echoes Paul toyne, head of 
sustainability at bovis lend lease. 

but as in all the best fairytales, there’s 
a forbidding forest of obstacles. the 
targets that should drive change are 
split between legislative and voluntary, 
and neither is consistently enforced nor 
monitored. in the recession, clients that 
could be setting the agenda are instead 
focused on procuring at the lowest price. 
low-carbon design is best achieved 
through collaboration, not the current 
system of competitive tendering and 
value engineering.

and as technology improves, the gap 
between new and built stock will widen 
further with no contractual or financial 
mechanism to close it. in short, there’s too 
many disconnections and too many gaps 
for good ideas to fall through. 

“We can’t reach zero carbon using the 
current procurement processes,” asserts 
george martin, head of sustainability at 
Willmott dixon. “We need construction >
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contracts to be aligned with [hitting 
targets set under] planning permission, 
with developers obligations, supply chain 
obligations, and enforcement at every 
step,” agrees bovis’s toyne. 

So what would a carbon-busting 
construction sector fit for the coming 
decade actually look like? on the eve of 
the copenhagen summit, and with new 
policies for 2010 bringing the low carbon 
economy ever nearer, leading-edge 
contractors and consultants are looking at 
what needs to change before the industry 
can ride to the rescue of national – and 
international – co2 policy.

companies would first need to set their 
own house in order, shrinking carbon 
emissions from their own operations, sites 
and transport fleets. the overall target 
– as set by the government’s committee 
on climate change – is a 15% cut in 
construction-related emissions by 2020. 
on site waste, the target of “halving 
waste to landfill by 2012” is enshrined 
in the Strategic Forum’s construction 
commitments.

bam construct is well on its way:  
carbon intensivity – emissions expressed 
against turnover – fell 7% between 2007 
and 2008. but as bam’s climate change 
manager Jesse Putzel points out, there is 
no common reporting standard. 
constructing excellence has kPis for 
energy used and vehicle emissions in the 
construction phase, but there is no overall 
methodology to calculate total emissions 
on and offsite, or normalising them 
against turnover, staff or size of premises. 

“most companies are not currently 
measuring and reporting in the same 
way,” says Putzel. “it’s never possible 
to compare one company to another 
accurately, but a common approach will 
help to level the playing field and make it 
easier to identify reduction measures.”

the next challenge is that low-carbon 
contractors would have to win new work 
at a sustainable price. but in the current 
climate, contractors and designers often 
find that clients’ commitment to the green 
agenda doesn’t last beyond the tender 
stage. terry keech of building surveyor 
calford Seaden regularly advises housing 

associations and other social housing 
clients. “on a recent scheme, the bidder’s 
language was ‘what’s the cheapest way  
of looking green?’ not ‘what’s the best 
way of achieving long-term aims?’ We  
can talk about best practice in our 
professional institutions, but day to day 
we’re working with employers who want 
the most cost-effective solution.”

one answer would be the wider 
adoption of whole-life costing, which 
encourages clients to look beyond upfront 
capital costs to take a long-term view 
of energy emissions, and embedding 
this in the procurement process. in a 
recent position paper on the low-carbon 
economy, Willmott dixon chief executive 
John Frankiewicz calls on public and 
private sector clients to adopt a PFi-style 
approach by merging budgets for capital 
and operational expenditure. 

to help with the haziness of 
calculations – for instance how exactly 
do you accurately factor in future energy 
prices and product lifespans? – the ricS 
will next year publish new Rules of 
Measurement for whole-life costing.

as for carbon emissions from the 
buildings themselves, the revised Part l 
2010, due to come into force in april, sets 
the bar at a challenging 25% improvement 
on a notional 2006 building. the new 
version also promotes the use of a mix 
of energy supplies and renewables, and 
supporting users to operate the building 
efficiently. it also seeks to close the gap 
that can open up between designs and 
the as-built building.

but while 25% sounds like a tough 
target, it would be far tougher if building 
regulations were enforced via mandatory 
post-completion testing at regular 
intervals. “Why aren’t buildings judged like 
cars?” asks bovis’s Paul toyne. “We should 
give buildings mots every two years. 
Having a polluting car on the road isn’t 
acceptable, so why is it acceptable to have 
a polluting building?” 

Peter caplehorn, technical director of 
architect Scott brownrigg, adds another 
suggestion: “contracts could state that 
contractors have to return at one, five and 
ten years post-completion, and implement 

new technologies to tune performance as 
they become available.” 

However, from next year, new policies 
will start to incentivise clients and project 
teams to think holistically about building 
projects, from design to handover to 
lifetime operations. From next april, 
the carbon reduction commitment will 
penalise the large public and private 
sector property owners that fail to make 
year-on-year emissions cuts from their 
buildings. covering local authorities, 
nHS health trusts, government estates, 
property companies and even the largest 
contractors, the measure will start to 
place a high price on corporate inaction.  

“it’s likely to trigger building 
improvement programmes, especially by 
large property owners that can’t pass 
energy costs onto tenants,” says davis 
langdon partner Simon rawlinson. “as 
clients ask ‘where do i spend to get the 
maximum benefit’, we’ll build up expertise 
in low-carbon refurbishment.” He points 
to the example of the recently-completed 
Queen elizabeth court in Winchester 

by architect bennetts associates 
and contractor bam, a refurbishment 
of a 1960s building that cut energy 
consumption by 70%. “it’s a good example 
of spend to save,” he says.

april will also bring the introduction of 
feed-in tariffs (Fits), which could re-write 
the economic case for photovoltaic panels, 
wind-turbines, and combined heat and 
power (cHP) systems. Fits will require 
utility companies to pay a competitive 
price for electricity fed into the national 
supply from renewables, raising the 
possibility of buildings becoming energy 
centres. Similar policies in germany 
and Spain have been highly effective, 
with owner-occupiers taking out mini-
mortgages to spread the capital cost of 
the kit, farmers planting fields with solar 
arrays, and school playing fields hosting 
wind-turbines.

in converting the renewable energy 
into a secure income stream for building 
owners, Fits will help ensure that 
technology such as Pv and cHP make it 
from the design stage to the built project. 

“in the first year of Fits, the clients 
will be the sort of people who would 
have considered Pv or wind turbines 
anyway but just needed an extra push. 
then the market will grow and we’ll see 
manufacturers respond with cheaper 
products and more products suited to the  
uk market,” says Simon roberts, an 
associate director in arup’s future-gazing 
Foresight group. 

However, Fits still leave a contractual 
disconnect between the client that pays 
for the cHP plant or Pv kit, the contractor 
that installs it and tenants that benefit 
financially. Without better alignment of 
interests – perhaps under PFi-style long-
term Fm contracts – the full potential of 
the policy will not be realised.

but to truly be prepared as the  
low-carbon industry of the future, the 
industry will have to get to grips with 
the complexities of carbon accounting. 
as energy emissions are reined back, 
the carbon embodied in the foundations, 
frame and fit-out of every project will 
become a larger proportion of the overall 
footprint. the totals can be considerable. 
davis langdon has calculated that 
embodied carbon typically represents 
15-20 years of operational energy, while 
re-using an existing building instead of 
new build typically “takes back” 10 years 
of operational carbon. 

at the moment, there is no legislative 
lever tackling embodied carbon, but 
davis langdon partner Simon rawlinson 
anticipates one soon. “if you look at the 
way carbon has to be reduced across 
the board, i can’t imagine there won’t be 
a mechanism that starts to discourage 
heavy manufacture,” he says. 

Some clients are already looking at 
“carbon budgets” – the total carbon 
footprint of a project’s products and 
materials, plus transport, construction and 
waste emissions – to evalute the business 
case for projects. take that thinking a step 
further, and you arrive at a fixed carbon 
budget for a building, adding a fourth 
dimension to the holy trinity of cost, 
time and quality. contractors and clients 
might have to work to a whole-life carbon 
budget, spending more to create thermal 
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Paul Toyne, Bovis Lend Lease
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Feature Commercial vehicles

Driven to distraction 
when carillion initiated a health and safety 
campaign last year, fleet account manager 
Pat brown was keen to reduce the risk 
of accidents caused by reversing. “We 
wanted reversing cameras fitted in all 
our new medium-sized panel vans to give 
drivers a better view of any obstacles 
behind them,” explains brown. “it’s 
particularly useful on building sites where 
there are hazards that can’t be seen in the 
side mirrors and where operatives often 
can’t hear a van’s reversing alarm due to 
noise from machinery.”

but brown was disappointed to  
learn that cameras were not fitted as a 
standard  on new vans and manufacturers 
were instead charging high prices to 
intstall them. ‘the only cost-effective 
option was fitting the systems ourselves,’ 
he complains. 

brown is not alone in thinking 
that manufacturers of medium-sized 
panel vans could do more to meet the 
demands of construction’s end users. 
Fleet managers complain vehicles lack 
other important safety features such 
as electronic stability control, which 
maintains vehicle stability and prevents 
skidding. vans are increasingly used as 
mobile offices, but vital kit such as  
three-pin power points and air 
conditioning is still not fitted as standard. 
and although vans with lower carbon 
emissions are available, many say the 
technology is underdeveloped. 

Regular visits
on the other hand, manufacturers point 
out that feedback from end-users and 
fleet managers often leads to new 
innovation. Phil reed, a spokesman  
for citroën, says: ‘our field-based 
representatives regularly visit managers 

of large fleets. When end users 
highlighted the security risks associated 
with the number of doors on our relay 
panel vans, it led to the introduction of 
central locking on all doors.”

but there’s every reason for 
manufacturers to be listening to their 
construction customers. rok runs a fleet 
of 1,600 vans, for example, while Kier 
has 2,000 and around 70% of carillion’s 
14,000-strong fleet comprises commercial 
vehicles. and in the on-going recession, 
van sales this year are forecast to be 
down 37% on 2008.

in the last 10 years there have been 
significant improvements to safety 
features in medium-sized panel vans. 
Standard models now include features 
previously only seen in cars, such as driver 
air bags and anti-lock brakes. but more 
needs to be done, says carillion’s brown: 
“reversing is one of the biggest causes of 
accidents [the Health & Safety executive 
estimates that nearly a quarter of all 
deaths involving vehicles at work occur 
during reversing.] but reversing proximity 
alarms, which emit a beeping sound that 
gets faster the closer you get to an object, 
are never standard on panel vans and we 
have to fit them ourselves.”

david oliver, head of procurement 
at rok, runs a fleet comprising mostly 
Ford transit vans. He says he would 
consider switching manufacturer if 
driver safety aids seen in most cars 
were fitted as standard – specifically 
electronic stability control. often referred 
to as electronic stability programs 
(eSPs) by van makers, this computerised 
technology improves vehicle stability by 
detecting and minimising skids. When the 
system detects loss of steering control, 
it automatically applies the brakes to 
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individual wheels to correct the vehicle. 
Kier’s head of procurement Stuart 

Lightbody is also keen to see this 
implemented in medium-sized panel vans. 
‘eSP and anti-skid technology would be 
handy as 3,500kg of deadweight out of 
control can be a handful,’ he says.

While simple features such as height-
adjustable seats and adjustable steering 
columns might seem a nice-to-have rather 
than a necessity, Lightbody believes 
they also have safety implications: “Some 
drivers spend all day in their vans but they 
have to make do with an uncomfortable 
driving position. bad posture will not just 
affect comfort, it can also limit visibility of 
the road and increase driver fatigue.”

Reduced speed
manufacturers can fit speed limiters 
on vehicles, which help reduce the 
likelihood of accidents as well as cutting 
fuel consumption. iveco offers 90kmh, 
100kmh and 120kmh alternatives, while 
the Ford econetic comes with a 70mph 
limiter as standard. but these would prove 
less effective if vans are often deployed 
in built-up areas. “Speed limiters would 
have limited impact for us due to the 

shoRt wheel base, low Roof
Price: £17,200
engine size: 2,198cc
Co2 emissions: 208g/km 
average mpg: 35.8
Gross weight: 3,300kg
Max payload: 1,455kg
Capacity cargo area: 8.0m3

load length: 2.7m

MediuM wheel base, low Roof
Price: £53,550
engine: 90kW induction motor
Co2 emissions: 0
Max range: 100 miles on one battery charge
Gross weight: 3,500kg
Max payload: 1,220kg
Capacity cargo area: 6.5m3

load length: 2.9m

shoRt wheel base, low Roof
Price: £18,095
engine size: 2,198cc
Co2 emissions: 189g/km 
average mpg: 32.9
Gross weight: 2,840kg
Max payload: 1,097kg
Capacity cargo area: 6.5m3

load length: 2.6m

Contractors are frustrated that many safety and 
environmental features are not supplied on their 
vans as standard. Stephen Cousins reports

“ Reversing is one of the biggest causes 
of accidents, but reversing proximity 
sensors are never standard on panel 
vans and we have to fit them ourselves.” 
Pat Brown, Carillion

CitRoËn Relay 
2.2-litRe DieSel

Smith eleCtRiC 
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FoRD tRanSit eConetiC
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ContRaCtoR-fRiendliness  7
all models have remote control central locking, 
power steering and a dual passenger seat 

ContRaCtoR-fRiendliness  5
Short battery life makes it only suitable for urban 
or inter-urban journeys

ContRaCtoR-fRiendliness  7
“ Ford is our preferred manufacturer due to up-
time and reliability. in our experience their vans 
are better engineered.” david oliver, Rok

sustainability  8
“ Second-lowest carbon emissions for a diesel 
of this type, and a modified euro 5-compliant 
engine is coming soon.” Phil Reed, Citroën

sustainability  9
“ these vans will definitely become more popular, 
especially on contracts for local authorities who 
are keen to cut emissions.” Pat brown, Carillion

sustainability  8
“ this year we plan to lease several econetics, 
which, thanks to optimisation of gears and 
the engine, increase mpg and reduce co2 
emissions.” david oliver, Rok

RunninG Costs  7
When connected to citroën’s trafficmaster  
fleet management software, fuel savings  
could result

RunninG Costs  8
no fuel costs, but batteries aren’t cheap and are 
likely to need replacing during 
the van’s lifetime 

RunninG Costs  7
the vehicle’s top speed is restricted to  
70mph, cutting fuel consumption 

oPtional extRas  7
electronic stability program, traction control  
and hill start assist are part of a £180  
option package

oPtional extRas  5
none available on website 
or specification documents

oPtional extRas  6
air conditioning, rear parking sensors, rear view 
camera with overhead colour display 
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how contractor-friendly are these leading vans?

tight geographical spread of our sites 
where slower speeds are the norm,” says 
Jonathon Lagden, services development 
manager at Willmott dixon Sustain.

drivers on long journeys are also 
suffering due to lack of air conditioning, 
says Lightbody: “it’s important that 
drivers remain alert, especially when they 
spend four or five hours in a van at a time, 
but air conditioning is still a prohibitively 
expensive option – how are you supposed 
to do a day’s work when you emerge from 

your van feeling like you’ve done  
10 rounds in a boxing ring?”

it seems strange that other basic kit 
needed to perform work-related tasks 
is not standard on many vans. “Satellite 
navigation systems are a very pricey 
option so we have to rely on drivers  
to carry their own systems, but many 
don’t and can’t find their destination,” 
says Lagden. “Sat-nav should be built in  
as standard.”

it’s also far from ideal that drivers still 

have to rely on a small 12-volt socket to 
plug in or charge their Pdas, mobiles and 
satellite communication systems, rather 
than conventional three-pin sockets we all 
use in the home, office and increasingly 
on trains. “You’ll have to go to the body 
builder if you want three-pin ac sockets,” 
concedes Jon Stokes, product manager for 
daily vans at iveco.

as if worrying about the safety and 
welfare of their drivers was not enough, 
fleet managers are facing a huge modern-
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