The Carbon Compass
Steering a course to
low carbon investment
Short guide

Our ambition
A successful future economy is one that is both
prosperous and sustainable, delivering economic
growth within environmental limits. To realise this,
we need to reduce the economy’s carbon intensity
by encouraging projects that have lower energy
and fuel use, higher environmental standards and
improved efficiency.
At the South West RDA (Regional Development
Agency), we are working towards this goal with an
ambitious low carbon programme for our investments.
We have set a target to ensure the carbon emissions
of our investment portfolio are net zero by 2013. This
means that any carbon generated by our investments
will have to be balanced by carbon savings from other
projects in our portfolio.
We are using a toolkit called the Carbon Compass
to help us achieve this ambition. It will guide our
investment towards projects and programmes that
can demonstrate emissions reductions compared
to current practice.
The Carbon Compass is designed to look at the impact
of an investment at a high level and will be used to
shape our investment decisions from April 2010.
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The Carbon Compass expands the South West
RDA’s current approach to carbon accounting
from monitoring our internal carbon footprint and
energy savings, to assessing the emissions impact
of investments across our portfolio of projects.
It was developed by the South West RDA and
a leading research organisation, the Stockholm
Environment Institute, with guidance from a
panel of experts including Jonathon Porritt,
Professor Anil Markandya and Dr John Barrett.
The Carbon Compass approach is innovative
and more comprehensive than many carbon
accounting methods. It measures the carbon
impact of what the RDA funds, including the
supply chain, as well as the emissions that
result from that investment once it is complete.
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Our ambition relies on a measurement toolkit called
the Carbon Compass, which allows us to estimate
the carbon impact of our investments.
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The Carbon Compass measures our carbon impact at
two stages, referred to as upstream and downstream
emissions.
Upstream emissions: these are calculated according
to what the RDA pays for or buys when we make
an investment, e.g. when investing in a construction
project, we fund the materials, people and resources
required to complete the build - and all of this is
included in the calculation.

Downstream emissions: these are the emissions
or savings that occur once the investment has taken
place. Downstream emissions are always measured
in comparison to what would have happened in
a “business as usual” case. For example, a building
constructed to higher environmental standards would
have lower regulated emissions (heating, lighting) than
one built to standard building regulations. We would
therefore calculate the difference in emissions between
the two scenarios and add the savings to the balance.
The Carbon Compass helps us to measure our carbon
impact at both of these stages, and enables us to take
action to balance the emissions and savings related
to our overall investments.
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How does it work?

The Carbon Compass
works as a five step
process:

We estimate the upstream and
downstream carbon impact of
a project as if it was developed
in a ‘business as usual’ way.
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We calculate how much of
that carbon impact should
be represented by the RDA
investment (an amount
proportional to the level
of funding we provide).

We then take action to
minimise upstream emissions
as much as possible.

To cover the outstanding
emissions at the upstream
phase, we build in efficiencies
that will reduce carbon during
the life of the investment (the
downstream phase). The aim is
that these downstream savings
will equal the outstanding
upstream emissions.

We won’t be able to achieve
this on every project we
invest in. However, on some
projects, such as investment
in renewable technologies,
we will be able to achieve
much more. We aim to ensure
that these projects balance
each other out, and the final
carbon impact across all our
investments is net zero.
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Achieving our ambition

Develop the approach
We have been developing the
approach for two years and have
tested it on a range of projects.

Embed the approach and boost
carbon saving project investment
We’ll begin embedding the approach
into our activities and boost investment
in carbon saving projects. We’ll also
continue to reduce the carbon impact
of projects and find even more rigorous
ways of assessing their carbon emissions.

What will be the outcome?
The Carbon Compass is part of our contribution
towards the development of a low carbon economy
in the South West. We will test drive this approach,
adapting it along the way as we realise its potential,
and share our learning with partners, stakeholders
and government.
We believe that by embedding carbon impact
in our investment decisions, we will help make
South West England an even better place to live
and do business, generating prosperity and reducing
environmental impacts.

Net zero carbon annual
investment portfolio
We’ll reduce the net carbon impact
across all our investments to zero
by continuing to minimise their carbon
emissions and intensifying investment
in carbon reducing projects.
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How can we help you?
We hope the Carbon Compass will contribute
to the debate about carbon accounting and help
others to understand and reduce the carbon impact
of their investments.

Additional information on the South West RDA’s Carbon
Compass can be found in the:
Overview

For further information and advice on the
Carbon Compass, email the South West RDA
at environmentteam@southwestrda.org.uk
There are also a number of organisations in the region
that can help individual businesses reduce their resource
use and improve efficiency. For more details please
contact Business Link on 0845 600 9966 or email
environment@businesslinksw.co.uk
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Download at: www.southwestrda.org.uk

Technical
guide

The South West RDA has made all reasonable
efforts to ensure that the information is accurate
at the time of inclusion. However, there may be
inadvertent and occasional errors for which the
South West RDA apologises.
This document has been printed on Revive uncoated,
100% recycled from 80% de-inked post-consumer
waste and 20% mill broke. All papers are Elemental
Chlorine Free.
B-031002

You can get a summary of this document
on audio tape from us. Translated versions
will also be produced on request.
Head Office:
South West RDA
Sterling House, Dix’s Field
Exeter, Devon, EX1 1QA
Phone: 01392 214 747
Fax: 01392 214 848
www.southwestrda.org.uk
Follow us on
www.twitter.com/southwestrda
or www.press.southwestrda.org.uk

