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In 2016 the UK set itself a target to be carbon neutral by 2020 and although these are certainly 

ambitious projections, we’re further off hitting the mark than we would have liked. That being said, 

sustainability within building design and construction has measurably driven forward to help offset 

the somewhat dwindling efforts of other sectors. If you keep an ear to the ground and an eye on the 

skyline you’ll notice considerable efforts to improve the ‘eco-friendliness’ of new urban and non-

urban structures, leading key designers, architects and construction professionals to suggest we 

could be on the cusp of a seismic shift in the way we approach eco-friendly building construction, 

and indeed building construction as a whole.  

This article explores the environmental merit some of the most intriguing and forward-thinking 

buildings in the UK which support the idea that we really are on the edge of an eco revolution when 

it comes to the business of constructing buildings.  

 

Four St Pancras Square, London 
 

[IMAGE] 

Four St Pancras Square has been praised from all corners of the globe for both its architectural and 

environmental credentials. Designed by Erik Parry, this commercial structure forms the final section 

between two spectacular buildings, St Pancras and King’s Cross, to enclose St Pancras Square. With 

some eye-boggling statistics to its name, this distinctive exposed steel structure nods to the 

industrial era these famous railway stations were built in. 1,900 tonnes of steel and a 27m long 

uninterrupted facade fills the once empty space with an imposing yet, what architect Kenneth 

Frampton described as, ‘highly refined’ composition.  

Heritage and statistics aside, this modern build boasts green technology which reduces its 

environmental impact and running costs that is far from historic. BREEAM (Building Research 

Establishment Environmental Assessment Method) described Four St Pancras Square as ‘excellent’ 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/apr/17/uk-to-review-climate-target-raising-hopes-of-a-zero-emissions-pledge
https://www.kingscross.co.uk/four-pancras-square
https://morfusuk.com/blog/londons-top-5-spaces/
https://www.breeam.com/


  
 

and awarded it winner of the 2018 Commercial Project Post Construction Prize. Integrated into the 

design is thermal mass for cooling, passive ventilation, solar shading, and a connection to the district 

heating network.  

Four St Pancras “provides an exemplary demonstration of the value of feedback loops in 

design and procurement. This inherently complex project has been taken through a process 

of learning from earlier projects to push the boundaries further forward and upward.” 

BREEAM, 2018.  

 

GSK Centre for Sustainable Chemistry, University of 

Nottingham 
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Situated outside the centre of Nottingham in a leafy suburb is the university’s carbon neutral 

laboratory. A wide and unusual looking structure designed with the intention of being totally carbon 

free over its lifetime – a remarkable feat as chemistry labs are very energy intensive. In fact, 

estimates suggest it could even offset the carbon footprint of its construction within 25 years. 

Commissioned with £12m grant by pharmaceutical giants GSK, this building includes staggering 

technology to help it achieve its environmental goals. 

A mixture of savvy construction at low environmental cost and intelligent green design helps it along 

the line to reach carbon neutrality. These include:   

- PEFC and FSC-certified timber used for walls, floors and frames 

- Garden areas which capture even low-level heat which is then distributed 

- Roof fitted with biodiverse crops  

- Advanced water reduction technology and drainage 

But perhaps what is most impressive about this building its duplicability. GSK deliberately wanted to 

create a structure that could set an example; a template with open-source technology that could be 

copied, mimicked and built upon. It demonstrates that achieving carbon neutrality in the creation 

and maintenance of something as energy-demanding as a laboratory could be done. It is no surprise 

that this building received high praise by globally renowned third party assessment, namely LEED 

(Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) which awarded it a platinum certificate.  

 

National Trust Headquarters, Swindon 
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This structure is a shining example of why designers, architects and construction teams need to 

adapt their way of thinking. Rather than dwell on the aesthetics, in this case it’s best to get straight 

https://sasintgroup.com/insight/specification-criteria/thermal-mass-cooling/
https://www.windowmaster.com/solutions/natural-ventilation/passive-ventilation
https://www.designingbuildings.co.uk/wiki/Solar_shading
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/chemistry/research/centre-for-sustainable-chemistry/the-carbon-neutral-laboratory.aspx
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/chemistry/research/centre-for-sustainable-chemistry/the-carbon-neutral-laboratory.aspx
https://www.gsk.com/
https://new.usgbc.org/leed


  
 

into the environmental merits. This structure is estimated to pay back its construction costs in 

roughly 20 years. How? Well it’s a masterpiece in capturing light for both energy reduction and 

energy creation. It maximises daytime lighting with carefully calculated orientation which allows 

light into the open-plan ground and first floors, whilst the 1554 photovoltaic solar panels line the 

roof to significantly offset electrical consumption. With greater natural lighting comes lower heating 

bills, which they’ve supplemented with a ‘cardigan culture’, encouraging visitors to dress for 

changing temperatures! 

 

Bloomberg Headquarters, London 
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Heralded as the most sustainable office building ever built, Bloomberg HQ possesses some of the 

most revolutionary environmental technology available and is paving the way for future commercial 

structures. Located in the heart of the City of London, this modern-looking 3.2 acre site has a facade 

made up of sandstone frames and bronze fins which successfully distinguishes it against the dull 

glass-based structures surrounding it. However, as with almost every element of this build, 

aesthetics is a secondary focus. In this case, the fins help to guide air around the building, providing 

natural ventilation in the stuffy city.  

The environmental statistics attributed to this pioneering workspace are staggering thanks to its use 

of the latest technology in lighting, water, power and ventilation. Compared to a standard office 

building in the area, Bloomberg HQ:  

- uses 73% less water 

- uses 35% less energy overall 

- produces 35% less CO2  

- recycles and reuses waste products   

(statistics available at Bloomberg.com) 

Having set the bar immensely high, this structure is in many ways a lamentable reflection of what 

should be commonplace in UK cities and what was most likely envisioned when the Green 

Government Commitments were made in 2016. No surprise then that it was awarded a 98.5% in a 

sustainability assessment by BREEAM, and named ‘Outstanding’. It is a feat of environmental 

engineering that should be recognised and iterated. 

 

Looking forward 
  

The above architectural pieces are somewhat anachronistic – that is to say they represent a 

(hopefully) not too distant future, yet remain a little too far removed to call them ‘the norm’. 

According to the ambitious targets set by the Green Government Initiative in 2016 these buildings 

https://www.bloomberg.com/company/london/
https://www.bloomberg.com/company/announcements/bloomberg-most-sustainable-office-building/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/greening-government-commitments-2016-to-2020/greening-government-commitments-2016-to-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/greening-government-commitments-2016-to-2020/greening-government-commitments-2016-to-2020


  
 

should be more commonplace than they currently are. That being said, the construction business is 

booming and efforts to weave green principles and technology into the fabric of new buildings is fast 

becoming prerequisite. However, the buildings mentioned in this article have sustainability at their 

core, rather than only a side-thought. It can only be hoped that whilst these buildings are quietly 

repaying their carbon debts, that the industry as a whole takes the plunge towards carbon 

neutrality. 

 

Sustainability is at the core of Morfus’ ethos and products. Discover more sustainability news from 

the Morfus blog.  

     

https://morfusuk.com/about-morfus/
https://morfusuk.com/blog/

