
Introduction to Net Zero 
Client handbook

The climate action struggle requires 
all hands on deck. It is everyone’s 
responsibility. Because only together can 
we keep 1.5 degrees within reach and the 
equitable and resilient world we need.

“

”– Antonio Gutierrez,, UN Secretary General
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What does net zero mean?

Net zero is a state where 
people drastically reduce 
greenhouse gases going
into the atmosphere from 
human activity and balance 
remaining emissions with 
equivalent removals out of 
the atmosphere.

Why is net zero urgent?

The scientific consensus shows that net zero 
is required to avoid the worst impacts of 
global warming. In the 2015 Paris Agreement 
all 196 UN member states committed to
net zero to “achieve a balance between 
anthropogenic emissions by sources and 
removals by sinks of greenhouse gases in the 
second half of this century.”*

The IPCC, the United Nations body for 
assessing the science of climate change, 
concluded the need for the world to achieve 
net zero CO2 by 2050, with a 45% reduction 
in emissions by 2030, to remain consistent 
with 1.5°C of warming.

How do we reach net zero?

Achieving net zero entails drastic reduction 
of GHG emissions from fossil fuels and 
other activities from key sectors like energy, 
buildings and heating, transport, industry, 
agriculture and deforestation.

In practice, this means we will need
to consider the net zero impact of almost every 
decision we make - both in the organisations 
we represent and as citizens.

*The Paris Agreement, 2015, Article 4. 
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1. Going net zero

Anthropogenic, or human-caused, climate change is increasingly threatening lives, livelihoods and 
ecosystems globally and locally. Globally, this is causing rising sea levels, desertification, and melting 
polar regions. Locally, it exacerbates extreme heat in urban areas, increases extreme flooding and causes 
lethal heat waves. If action is not taken environmental tipping points could cause irreversible damage, 
such as changes to the Gulf Stream or thawing permafrost. Reducing emissions is the most important task 
of the moment, although concurrent action on climate adaptation is becoming just as urgent.

2. Developing a net zero strategy

Although every net zero strategy is different, the following steps are key building blocks that every 
organisation or city should consider:

Carbon Baseline
To establish an effective, evidence-based strategy that generates widespread support, it is important 
to identify, understand and map emission types, sources and quantities. Although most emissions 
come from sectors such as housing, business and transport, each  local authority  will have its own 
unique characteristics that need to be understood before any strategy can be put in place. This helps to 
prioritise actions, identify early wins and target more complex tasks.

Emissions are divided into Scopes 1, 2 and 3. We have explained what these mean below:

Many net zero plans and targets refer to Scopes 1 and 2, but as Scope 3 is so significant procurement 
policies and action planning should also take this into account, even when not legally stipulated.

Cities and regions can support decarbonising supply chains by prioritising sustainable purchasing, sup-
porting and publicising supplier decarbonisation efforts and offering suppliers favourable weightings for 
social and environmental value in contracting and procurement decisions, for example, in the UK 
through the Social Value Act 2012.

Pathways
Pathways should consider modelling at least three scenarios:

 Business-as-usual pathway (e.g., factoring current and planned climate actions) 

 Net zero pathway (e.g., in line with Paris Agreement objectives of net zero by 2050) 

 Ambitious pathway (e.g., net zero before 2050, most likely 2030 or 2040)

When developing net zero roadmaps understanding local and national trajectories and activity is 
important for effective action selection and prioritisation.  Modelling pathways allows for a more 
informed identification of the actions and investments necessary to achieve net zero ambitions across
different timelines.

Context
The UK is a signatory to the Paris Climate Agreement and has passed a legally binding target for net zero 
greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. Reducing emissions will require a whole society effort. Businesses, 
residents, local and national government, voluntary groups and others will all need to change 
behaviours, adopt new technologies, innovate and provide funding. Local authorities can play a key 
enabling role by building and developing networks, providing seed funding and supporting pilots, and 
driving motivation, strategies and co-ordinating ambitions. 

A net zero strategy is a crucial first step to realistically achieving net zero. A net zero strategy or 
roadmap highlights sources of emissions, identifies problematic areas, unifies existing work and policy, 
models future pathways and demonstrates seriousness. Actively planning the next 10, 20 and 30 years 
of actions to reduce emissions will enable local authorities to ensure key priorities are met, funding 
identified and stakeholders acting together. This approach is also popular with residents and consumers, 
demonstrating organisations are taking proactive steps to address the climate emergency.

Context  
(social, political, 

economic) &  
NZ aspirations 

Emissions 
inventory

Pathways 
(modelling 

scenarions to 
reach NZ)

Identify and 
prioritise NZ 
actions with 
stakeholders

Emissions relate to 
emissions directly made 
by an organisation, such 
as running its vehicle 
fleet.

Refers to indirect 
emissions from energy, 
such as electricity and 
energy in building heat-
ing and cooling.

Indirect consumption-
based emissions, e.g., 
supply chain emissions.
These are often the 
largest source, whereas 
organisations have the 
most control over 
Scopes 1 and 2.

Scope 1 Scope 2 Scope 3

https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2020/01/02/climate-change-gulf-stream/
https://e360.yale.edu/features/how-melting-permafrost-is-beginning-to-transform-the-arctic#:~:text=As%20permafrost%20thaws%2C%20once-dormant%20microorganisms%20break%20down%20organic,%5Bas%20seen%20in%20photo%2C%20right%5D%20from%20the%20tundra.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-becomes-first-major-economy-to-pass-net-zero-emissions-law
https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2021/11/09/concern-environment-reaches-record-high-yougov-top
https://unfccc.int/files/meetings/paris_nov_2015/application/pdf/paris_agreement_english_.pdf
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Actions
The actions cities and regions take will be shaped by local priorities, needs and characteristics, making 
every roadmap unique. Transport and buildings are two main sources of emissions therefore retro-
fitting, renewable energy and active travel walking and cycling infrastructure should be key priorities. 

Plans are often justly criticised if they do not focus on actions to reduce emissions at source, therefore 
it is vital to use science-based approaches and focus efforts on emissions hotspots. But this local      
action, for example to reduce fossil-fuel transport or to restore biodiversity through Nature-based 
Solutions (NbS) can create significant co-benefits in addition to reducing carbon emissions, improving 
wellbeing, lowering air pollution and make neighbourhoods more attractive places to live and work.

To ensure plans are really implemented, we need to understand how they will be paid for and who 
will take responsibility for each component. This requires careful consideration of governance,       
finance and economic impacts, from capital costs, to funding, to opportunities for local green jobs. 

3. Implementing a net zero strategy

A net zero roadmap is a key part of the net zero strategy as it identifies the key programmes of work 
needed for your local authority to achieve net zero.  The roadmap  identifies the key climate actions 
(e.g., policies, programmes and projects) that will be needed to reach climate targets and the time 
period for implementation. It is not a detailed action plan, but provides enough information  to show 
that you understand the key targets and milestones needed to achieve net zero.

Roadmaps typically plan for multiple years and are useful for identifying the actions as well as new 
or existing technologies your organisation will need to develop or purchase to achieve net zero.   
Below is an example of a regional NZ roadmap, with quantified actions to 2041, produced by WSP:

Monitoring and Reporting
To have confidence in a roadmap and demonstrate credibility, rigorous and scientific procedures 
need to be in place to collect data, monitor impacts and report on emissions and delivery. This is 
both to facilitate accountability and democratic oversight as well as identifying effective projects and 
programmes that need additional support or improvements.

Stakeholders, constituents and investors will not have confidence in plans that do not stand up to 
scrutiny. The scale, importance and investment requirements of net zero roadmaps makes having 
transparent metrics to review progress fundamental to good governance. This also allows best practice 
and key insights to be shared.

Stakeholder engagement
Well-intentioned plans can suffer from unintended, or undervalued, consequences without a 
proper process of engagement. For example, green gentrification could price residents out of their 
communities.

The scale of the net zero challenge requires a whole society effort and in-depth stakeholder 
engagement should seek to build a consensus for actions and buy-in: social inclusivion and equity 
are key components in any net zero strategy. Local authorities hope to achieve net zero on their own 
but a roadmap shaped by a wide range of voices is more likely to have popular support and           
commitment from the actors needed to implement changes – such as retrofitting in private accom-
modation or fuel switching. 

https://www.iucn.org/theme/nature-based-solutions
http://www.bcnuej.org/green-gentrification/
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Case Studies
WSP has delivered projects for local and national government, private industry and international 
partnerships. Three recent projects were net zero strategies for the West Midlands Combined 
Authority and West Berkshire Council and a carbon reduction roadmap for Jakarta, Indonesia.

West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA)
WSP produced the first Five Year Plan (FYP) for 2021-26, providing technical 
and evidence-based guidance on what measures to implement for the 
Combined Authority to become net zero by 2041. WSP delivered extensive 
stakeholder engagement, data analysis, exploring routes to delivery and 
identifying financing mechanisms to create a unified climate action plan, 
balancing various stakeholder priorities and preferences within a single, user-
friendly roadmap.

WSP developed an innovative ‘city region energy model’ using sub-national 
energy and emissions data as a baseline assessment. Projects were then 
created to reflect a business-as-usual scenario and modelled measures to 

show a possible trajectory towards the net zero-carbon target in 2041.

West Berkshire Council
WSP devised a Local Action Energy Plan (LAEP) for reducing emissions to 
net zero by 2030 on a council and district level. The focus was on local energy 
system decarbonisation which required interactive stakeholder engagement 
and data analysis to decarbonise in line with local net zero targets. The plan 
identified the policies and investments required to enable decarbonisation and 
economic growth at the district level. 

Energy system decarbonisation needs local leadership and stakeholder 
engagement due to the systemic changes required and the number of 
stakeholders involved. WSP had a four-stage process for developing the 
LAEP, translating West Berkshire’s strategic vision into an actionable net zero 

roadmap.

Jakarta Net Zero Roadmap
The International Finance Corporation (IFC) selected WSP to develop a 
‘Smart and Sustainable City Roadmap’ for Jakarta, Indonesia to reduce 
carbon emissions by 30% whilst enabling the city to continue growing. As 
suggested by WSP, the analysis also provided practical recommendations 
on ‘necessary projects’ (e.g., piped water expansion programme) which 
will deliver significant carbon savings and improve quality of life. Baseline 
mapping of urban needs was carried out using data from a policy review, 
research and stakeholder engagement exercises, which included an in-country 
visit. The five opportunity areas identified are: Municipal Governance; Low 
Carbon Energy Systems; Low Carbon Transport; Waste & Water; Smart Green 
Buildings.

A sustainable city roadmap for Jakarta was developed that highlighted viable 
and impactful low carbon projects.

4. Future trends 

We know that our future world will be very different from today’s in many ways. Our Future Ready 
programme sees the future more clearly to work with clients to design for the future as well as 
today’s needs. WSP consider net zero strategies using our Future Ready programme to ensure that net 
zero strategies protect cities and society against a changing climate and consider the technology and 
resources needed now and in the future.

5. What WSP offer

WSP have an experienced and dedicated team of net zero city experts who have designed and led 
stakeholder engagement processes, tailored strategies and modelled outcomes based on extensive 
data collection and research. We have a suite of bespoke tools that encompass all the tasks needed for
net zero planning and our innovative Future Ready programme ensures staff are at the forefront of 
emerging trends.

With 47,000 employees across 40 countries, WSP draws on insights and expertise internationally. 
In our Sustainability and Climate Change department we have experts in economics, engineering, 
energy and buildings, sustainable development and analytics who offer quality assurance and advice
on projects as needed.

Our Net Zero City team manages all stages of the net zero strategy and roadmap design and 
implementation. When working with local authorities our team will offer an initial inception meeting 
to agree methodologies and timelines. The team will  fully review existing plans, policies and targets 
and analyse emissions to form a baseline and local perspective. Stakeholder engagement then informs 
our recommended actions to form a tailored, evidence-backed, realistic but ambitious roadmap the 
local authority can use to spur and co-ordinate efforts.

To streamline our service offering, and the evidence base we draw upon, WSP is digitising our carbon 
emission project data. This is used to enhance the quality of our advice, inform future services and 
embed lessons learned from project to project. Ensuring the ongoing refinement of our expertise.

Link to the Net Zero Cities website | WSP

How will your project, 
infrastructure, or 

community hold up 
against the effects of global 

warming, flooding and 
rising sea levels, and more 

disruptive storms?

The way we move around 
our cities, the way we 

design our neighbourhoods, 
and the way we plan 
infrastructure are all 

impacted by changes in 
social and cultural norms.

Protecting and restoring 
natural resources and 

ecosystems, environmental 
and biophysical obligations 

and compliance with 
changing legislation, 

regulations and policies.

Changing lives through 
long-term, shared prosperity 

by identifying funding
and revenues for places to 
achieve a just transition, 

ensuring that nowhere, and 
nobody, is left behind.

Climate Society Ecological Emergency
Economic 

Opportunities

https://www.wsp.com/en-GB/who-we-are/future-ready
https://www.wsp.com/en-GB/campaigns/delivering-net-zero-in-our-towns-and-cities
https://www.wsp.com/en-GB
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Glossary of Terms

Active travel 
 – non-motorised transport, such as walking and cycling, using your own energy

Carbon footprint 
 – carbon released from the activities of a specific organisation or individual

Climate Change Committee (CCC) 
 –  independent, statutory body established by Climate Change Act 2008 to advise UK & devolved 

governments  

Climate finance 
 –  public, private or alternative sources of financing supporting climate mitigation and adaptation 

actions

Community energy 
 –  aspects of collective action to reduce, purchase, manage and generate energy with an emphasis on 

local engagement, leadership, benefits and control 

Decarbonisation 
 – measures to remove systemic carbon use

Ecosystem services 
 –  benefits provide by natural environment, such as pollination and air filtering

Emission sinks 
 – absorb greenhouse gases, atmosphere (44%), ocean (30%) and land (26%) 

Emission sources 
 – emitters of greenhouse gases, such as combustion engines and construction

Green finance 
 –  any structured financial product or service aiming to create better environmental outcomes 

Green gentrification 
 – higher housing prices driven by attractive climate schemes

Greenhouse gases (GHG) 
 – contribute to global heating, such as methane and carbon

International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
 – UN body for assessing climate change science

Local Action Energy Plan (LAEP) 
 – informs, shapes and enables local energy decarbonisation 

Minimum energy efficiency standard (MEES) 
 – national regulation that sets a minimum energy efficiency level  

Municipal finance 
 – revenue and expenditure decisions by local government 

Nature-based Solutions (NbS) 
 – interventions that use ecosystem services to address challenges

Net zero 
 – where greenhouse gases going into the atmosphere are balanced by those removed 

Offsetting 
 – planting trees, seagrass and other measures to remove carbon emitted elsewhere

Paris Agreement 
 – 2015 international agreement committing to keep global temperature rise below 2°C

Photovoltaic (PV) 
 – conversion of light into electrical energy usually via solar panels 

Public Sector (Social Value) Act 2012 
 – weighting given to social and environmental metrics in public procurement

Public Sector Decarbonisation Scheme (PSDS) 
 –  provides grants to public sector bodies to fund heat decarbonisation and energy efficiency 

measures 

Retrofit 
 –  new materials, products and technologies to existing buildings, reducing energy demand

Glossary of Terms

Scope 1

direct emissions

Scope 2

indirect emissions 
from energy

Scope 3

indirect emissions, e.g., 
supply chains
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For more information please contact: 

Dr. Katherine Maxwell
Associate, Net Zero Cities

Katherine.maxwell@wsp.com


