
In 2020, the annual Global Risks Report was published  
by the World Economic Forum ahead of the annual meeting 
of world leaders at Davos, Switzerland. It revealed the grea-
test perceived risks as reported by 750 experts and decision 
makers from around the wold. All of the top five risks were, 
for the first time ever, climate related.  

Now governments and large organisations around the  
world are declaring climate emergencies, declarations  
that are rapidly being followed by pledges for dramatic  
carbon reduction.

To reduce emissions to net zero and prevent climate  
change, we must tackle the carbon emissions associated 
with national infrastructure such as transport, water,  
waste, energy and communications.

Although the public is increasingly aware of the climate 
impact of other industries, the emissions associated with 
infrastructure construction have been largely overlooked.

Limiting infrastructure  
emissions is key to combatting  
the climate crisis

Climate Action Carbon Cost in Infrastructure

Today, infrastructure sectors in nations such as the UK account for over 50% of carbon emissions.   
As our urban population grows and the requirement for new and improved infrastructure continues in 
Europe, this figure could rise to as much as 90% by 2050. The report Carbon Cost in Infrastructure: the 
Key to the Climate Crisis? studies one of the largest contributors to carbon emissions – the infrastructure 
sector – and provides key insights on the costs of reaching net zero.



An increasing number of organisations,  
municipalities and countries are committing  
to net zero carbon targets, but very few are  
considering the associated costs. 

KEY REPORT INSIGHTS
•   Globally significant quantities of carbon are emitted 

through infrastructure construction; however, these 
emissions are often overlooked in favour of carbon  
from its use.

•   Carbon cost tipping points exist beyond which carbon 
reduction actually increases cost.

•   To successfully address the climate crisis, we must make 
carbon reduction contractual, not just coincidental.

•   Carbon cost management is needed across all  
projects and design stages in order to acheive net  
zero emissions targets. 

The point at which costs start to increase to reduce  
carbon further may be defined as the ‘carbon cost  
tipping point’.

Knowing that there is a relationship between carbon  
and cost is important, but to practically apply this  
knowledge requires a deeper level of understanding.

Read more about how we can better understand, mitigate 
and adapt our planning and construction of infrastructure 
to limit carbon emissions. 

Carbon Cost in Infrastructure: The Key to the Climate Crisis? 
is the first in a series of Urban Insight reports from Sweco 
on the topic Climate Action in which our experts highlight 
specific data, facts and science that are needed to plan and 
build safe and resilient future urban environments. 
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53%
 UK carbon emissions from  

infrastructure including its use

16%
UK carbon emissions from the  

construction, operation and maintenance 
of infrastructure

90%
Predicted UK carbon emissions  

from infrastructure by 2050 

“ Reduce carbon, reduce cost” 
has been a key message 
for years in this sector, but 
‘Carbon Cost Tipping Points’ 
exist beyond which carbon 
reduction increases cost. 

UK Infrastructure Emissions

https://www.swecourbaninsight.com/climate-action/carbon-cost-in-infrastructure--the-key-to-the-climate-crisis/?utm_medium=pdf&utm_source=extern&utm_campaign=summary-of-report-1-2020

