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The pandemic has tested every sector over the past 
14 months. Real estate is one of those with some 
big changes to contend with. Many organisations 
are now looking to optimise and repurpose their 
portfolios, which can support their sustainability 
goals, but it isn’t that simple. Many organisations 
will struggle to accurately predict their maximum 
capacity as their sectors readjust. Those looking to 
exit a commercial lease agreement early will require 
expert legal advice, and we will undoubtedly see 
adjustments continuing beyond this year.

These changes may accelerate an organisation’s 
ability to contribute towards the UK’s net zero target 
by 2050, but this is a tougher challenge for those 
owning and occupying heritage buildings that were 
not designed and built with modern technologies 
and working practices in mind. Reducing the 
carbon footprint of these sites is more complex and 
potentially more expensive but the environmental 
benefits remain.

Why do heritage sites matter?
Heritage sites add to our sense of community and 
shared history. Despite a good proportion of these 
sites being closed during the pandemic, many people 
have taken the opportunity to visit them virtually. 
They are the cornerstones of our community and 
businesses can benefit from basing their teams 
within them. A 2018 survey from Historic England 
found that 85% of businesses operating in historic 
buildings expressed satisfaction with their premises 
and nearly two-thirds felt that working in a historic 
building enhanced their business. Retaining historic 
fabric leads to the retention of cultural significance. 
The most appropriate method to achieve this is by 
undertaking refurbishment on a minimal intervention 
basis so that none of the building’s character is lost.

Caring for historic sites
The biggest contribution that real estate makes 
towards decarbonisation will come from improving 
existing buildings, representing 80% of the national 
estate use by 2050.

DMA Group takes a look at the difficulties facing heritage 
sites when it comes to net zero
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As Carl Elefante, former president of the American 
Institute of Architects, once said: “The greenest 
building is the one that already exists”. Research 
in 2019 from Historic England’s The Heritage 
Counts showed that demolishing a historic building 
and replacing it with a new building can result in 
greater carbon emissions by 2050. This is due to 
the associated embodied carbon. So, let’s use what 
is already there. 

Heritage buildings hold intrinsic value and importance 
over and above their carbon capture. Yet they pose 
unique challenges when it comes to sustainability. 
Internal alterations generally do not require 
planning permission, but listed building consent is 
needed to make changes to certain features such 
as fireplaces, panelling, decorative architraves or 
plasterwork. External work is rigorously regulated 
and requires consent. It is important to communicate 
effectively with stakeholders to recognised their 
expectations and demands. Retrofit, refurbishment 
and conversion all generate embodied carbon 
emissions so the number of materials used, the 
carbon content of these materials, and how retrofit 
is carried out must be carefully considered upon 
any project.

Looking ahead
Cutting carbon emissions and meeting net zero 
targets must be central to all policies moving 
forwards, with smart technology, renewables and 
digitalisation playing a central role. Off-the-shelf 
computerised systems have worked well in the 
past to support any form of building maintenance. 
However, agile forward-thinking organisations are 
turning to cloud-based platforms which provide real-
time transparency, data analytics and proactively 
manage and predict energy use while identifying 
savings opportunities. The technology exists for 
heritage building owners to better understand what’s 
happening in real-time when it comes to service 
delivery and their energy consumption.
Our heritage is one of our greatest national assets. It 
must be treasured. From rich architectural traditions 
to pristine, historic objects. Yet now these sites 
have another important role to play. A role which will 
impact generations for decades to come - the race 
to net zero. 
Heritage sites will contribute to our low carbon, 
green future, but it’s vital to recognise the challenges 
they face in doing so. We have a responsibility to 
properly conserve, repair and maintain our historic 
buildings. By doing so we extend their lifespan, 
preserve our limited natural resources and reduce 
greenhouse emissions.


