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Thank you very much.  The environmental footprint of our buildings is of tremendous importance.  Buildings have an immediate impact on their environment and locality and in the locations that provide materials for construction but the impact of our buildings is particularly significant, because they are a lasting legacy for future generations.  Today, most of us live and work in buildings that were built long before we were born, and our successors will, similarly, have to live with environmental consequences that are associated with the buildings that we construct today.


I hope I do not have to convince anyone here that the climate change is real and that it poses enormous challenges.  Temperatures in central England have already risen by almost 1ºC over the last 100 years.  The last 10 years were the warmest on record and this Summer a new record UK high temperature was reached.  We face a future of greatly increased risk of drought and flooding.



The worst potential effects of climate change can be avoided if greenhouse gases in the atmosphere are stabilised instead of being allowed to go on increasing.  The UK has already cut our emissions by around 14% compared with levels in 1990 but we must continue to play our part in delivering the much deeper cuts that will be needed if we are to avoid even more serious impacts.  The Energy White Paper recognised that when the Government accepted the Royal Commission’s recommendation that we should put the UK on a path towards reduction in carbon dioxide emissions by around 60% by about 2050.


In thinking about how we can address that challenge, we need to recognise that the buildings in which we live and work have very significant environmental impacts.  Buildings contribute almost half – about 46% - of the UK’s carbon dioxide emissions, with our homes alone contributing about 27%.  Demand for water has risen and continues to rise and around 56% of water supplied is used by households.  Buildings also have significant impacts in terms of the use of natural resources such as timber and materials in their construction, and construction and demolition waste is a significant waste stream.  As demand for housing continues to grow, there is increasing pressure to find more land for development.  Therefore, it is vital that we turn the principles of sustainable development into practice in our buildings, and try to ensure that we minimise harmful impacts for those who come after us.


What makes a sustainable building?  In broad terms, as I said at the beginning, a building that leaves as small an environmental footprint as possible.  It should be economic to run over its whole life-cycle and fit will with the needs of the local community.  It must be energy and carbon efficient, which means that it must be designed to minimise energy consumption with effective insulation, the most efficient heating or cooling systems and appliances.  It will probably also make use of integrated renewables or combined heat and power, and be part of a district or community energy scheme, or it may incorporate new technologies such as micro... and fuel cells.


A sustainable building will not only be highly energy and carbon efficient.  In parts of the UK, water is already a scarce resource where unsustainable extraction regimes often result in environmental damage.  So buildings must also be designed and constructed to enable occupants to use less water through, for example, the installation of more efficient fittings and appliances. 


A sustainable building must also be built with good access to public transport in mind and important will be a minimum of waste in its construction and the maximum reuse of on-site materials such as waste soil, together with use of renewable, recycled and sustainably managed construction materials, including timber.  Of course, buildings should also be designed to make recycling and composting easy for the occupants.


We must recognise that, however successful we are at combating climate change in the longer term, we will need to adapt more and more to its impact, to what is already built in.  Our buildings will have to be robust to hotter, drier Summers, warmer, wetter Winters and rising sea levels.  Many impacts of climate change can be reduced by building adequate protection into plans at an early stage.  We should not wait until we are forced to act by sudden problems or mounting maintenance costs.


We know that all that is achievable with new build and we have some exciting developments here in the UK that prove it can be done.  John has given us many examples of these this morning.  The challenge for today is to ensure that the highest environmental standards are applied more widely.  So I am really delighted that John has just announced that, alongside the revision of energy efficiency provisions in the Building Regulations, he will also be setting higher mandatory national standards for water efficiency and to the same timetable.  I think that that is particularly timely given the plans for significant new build in the growth areas in the Southeast where water resources are, as I say, already a major environmental constraint.


As John also mentioned, we expect, too, to see new developments meeting the highest standards and want to encourage best practice across the whole range of sustainability issues.  So we have decided to establish a high level task group consisting of a small number of key players from industry, the NGO community, regulators, expert bodies and local authorities to advise Government on how best to drive up standards of environmental performance in buildings, particularly for new developments and communities.  The group will identify specific improvements in performance in energy and water use, waste reduction and use of materials that industry should be able to deliver, together with further actions Government could take to facilitate faster progress.  I shall be asking the task group to report back in February next year to coincide with the anniversary both of the sustainable communities plan and of the Energy White Paper.


However, new build forms only a small proportion of our building stock.  Significantly raising the environmental standards of our existing stock poses a much greater challenge.  A real sticking point has been adequate insulation of some of our older housing stock, and that is why I am also delighted that the Carbon Trust is today launching its solid wall insulation challenge.  There are seven million solid wall dwellings in the UK and insulating those in a cost-effective way would bring real benefits.  It is important, too, to recognise that along with environmental benefits come social benefits: reduced energy use and water consumption, reduced bills, helping those in fuel poverty and on low incomes.  


Government clearly have an important role as a sponsor of house building, as a major client for the property sector and, of course, in setting the overall policy and legislative framework.  We also need effectively to communicate the message about climate change and how our behaviour can tackle it, and the right fiscal signals need to be in place.  The Treasury is jointly consulting with my department on fiscal incentives to promote household energy efficiency, and I would urge you all to make your views known in that consultation.


Skills have a crucial role to play in achieving our goals, and we must deploy all the resources available to Government and its partners to ensure we have the skilled workforce we need.  Again, I am delighted to announce today that we are launching a major new training programme for heating installers in partnership with the Energy Saving Trust, the Learning and Skills Council, the heating industry, the Energy Efficiency Partnership for Homes and CORGI.  The programme, which will train around 70,000 installers by the end of 2005,  should ensure that when higher efficiency boiler standards are introduced in April 2005, there will be enough people willing and able to install them.  Many of you will know that that has been a problem in the past.  


However, again, Government alone cannot deliver the step change we need.  We are committed to setting a supportive policy framework but we need property clients to demand more sustainable buildings.  We need financial institutions to back developers.  We need sustainability at the heart of our skills and professional training.  We need architects and designers to incorporate sustainability in their designs.  We need manufacturers to deliver efficient building services and fabric components and we need house builders and the wider construction industry to develop and market sustainable buildings and consumers to demand those higher standards.


Government are committed to higher environmental standards and faster, and want commitment from the industry to work in partnership to deliver them.  I see the Sustainable Buildings Task Group as a vital means of helping to ensure that we all work together towards this common goal and that today’s best practice rapidly becomes tomorrow’s norm.  I hope everyone is clear that business as usual, or perhaps business as it used to be, is not an option.  I hope that today’s event and the debate which it can stimulate throughout the industry will be the start of that partnership.  I hope we have given you evidence already of a new partnership within Government to work with you to deliver it, and I call now on Patrician Hewitt, Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, to make her contribution.

