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– ARE YOU READY? 
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Philip Parnell:  
How has the ‘Head of Sustainability’ role changed in 
recent years?

Louise Ellison:
I am not sure the role has changed that much – we are still there 
to carry out the basic business function of setting a strategy to 
improve the sustainability of our assets in a way that supports the 
business. What has changed is the way the industry and many of 
our colleagues view us and interact with us. This has made the job 
easier in some respects – change is easier to deliver if you have 
agency within a business – but also harder in that demands have 
increased.

We are being sought out rather than having to knock down so 
many doors. Development teams, asset management teams – they 
are looking for support to make sure their assets perform. 

The most recent change has been investor and boardroom interest 
particularly in response to the TCFD20 recommendations. The 

of ESG-focused Investor Relations meetings. Knowledge within 
that community varies widely from high levels of experience and 
expertise to some with a way to go before they give climate risk the 
respect it deserves, but there is clear movement. 

If you think of it in ‘stages of grief’ terms: denial-anger-bargaining-
depression-acceptance, I would say we are at the bargaining 
stage, not quite at acceptance yet. And of course there are many 
businesses that are still in denial!

Philip Parnell:  
Hammerson were early adopters of a sweeping 
ESG commitment… going further than ‘net zero’ to 
become ‘net positive’ by 2030. That must have been a 
challenging commitment to make! Can you share the 
overriding drivers for taking this step and the most 

Louise Ellison:
Drivers are relatively easy – Hammerson has understood for a 
long time the importance of sustainability. As a long term holder 

to manage the risks early and well. The direction of travel for 
carbon emissions targets in response to rising climate challenges 
was clear – much bigger reductions are needed than have been 
achieved before. Given the strength of our existing sustainability 
strategy we felt able to set really game-changing targets so we did. 

on delivery. Sustainability has been very important to the culture 
of the business for many years, but Net Positive provided a new 
enthusiasm from my colleagues.

Louise Ellison is the Group Head of 
Sustainability at Hammerson, where 
she is responsible for sustainability 
strategy, target setting, implementation 
and reporting for Hammerson’s retail 
property portfolio.

Prior to joinining Hammerson, Louise 
held similar positions at M&G Real Estate 
and Quintain Estates. She is a Chartered 
Surveyor with experience in academic 
and research roles as well as the 
commercial sector.
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Philip Parnell:  
…And having made the commitment, are there any 
issues that are proving materially more challenging to 
address than you anticipated?

this target level was going to be. To some extent I have been 
surprised by the amount we have managed to do. Reducing scope 
1 and 2 carbon emissions from over 30,000 to under 12,000 

done it without setting that target. What has been interesting is the 
speed with which the market is moving. When we put these targets 
out it was just us and two others who were talking about Net 
Positive within our sector. Four years later, Net Zero is everywhere. 

But of course we aren’t yet where we want to be. Two areas 

procurement. In terms of energy procurement, in a country with 
a developed clean energy market simply switching to a clean 
electricity contract does not reduce carbon emissions. To count 
against any robust targets your energy procurement strategy has 
to bring new additional clean energy into the market. This requires 
a power purchase agreement with a developer, and this brings 
a whole set of challenges. However, we are seeing changes in 

 
I see it as an important means of reducing carbon emissions 
for the real estate sector in the not-too-distant future  and an 
interesting business opportunity. 

to net positive – you can’t operate real estate without emitting 

option we will turn to. Having made that commitment we are now 

Philip Parnell:
What have been the reactions of your investors  
to your commitment?

Louise Ellison:
Our commitments have placed us in a great position to respond to 
increasing investor concerns about ESG and climate risk. Investors 
who were already engaged have been really positive, interested 
and supportive. Those who have been less engaged in the past 

out more about what we are doing. They are sometimes surprised 
at what we have achieved and are planning. All are generally 
reassured that we have been responding early to the pressures of 
climate risk. And I think that is the critical point: climate risk is just 
like any other risk. We know it is coming, so we need not just to 
acknowledge it but also to manage and prepare for it in a way that 
is positive for the business. 

Philip Parnell:
There are now 25 real estate investor/owner 
signatories to the Better Building Partnership’s Climate 
Commitment to achieve net zero carbon by 2050. What 
have been the key challenges in securing commitment 
from organisations?

Louise Ellison:
The idea for the climate commitment emerged from a dinner with 
business partners back in January 2019. Being a response to a 
call from those leaders, getting sign up has never really been an 
issue. Many more organisations have signed up than we initially 
anticipated. This is interesting in itself and I think was indicative of 
a growing demand for a clear framework against which real asset 
owners can set a path for change. There are many frameworks 

investment, ownership and management was missing, and this 
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Philip Parnell:

be published this year with regular progress reports 
due from then on. Given everything that 2020 has 
thrown at us, is this on track/realistic?

Louise Ellison:
Yes it is. We will certainly be publishing ours. 2020 has of course 

weather events. A number of the BBP members are already quite 
advanced with their thinking on their pathways. This is the power of 
signing up to something so public with a follow-up mechanism that 
will be published – it has triggered work within those businesses 
that would otherwise have been unlikely to happen. That work will 
support businesses in reducing carbon emissions and addressing 
climate change. 

Philip Parnell:
There is a lot of market talk currently that the COVID-19 
pandemic is only serving to heighten the importance of 
accelerating the transition to improved ESG performance. 
‘Build back better’ is an increasingly common turn of 
phrase. Do you believe this is truly achievable and how do 
you see this happening in practice?

Louise Ellison:
It’s not just achievable, it’s essential. This is not the moment to slow 
down our response to climate change, it’s the moment to accelerate. 
The recovery needs to be a clean one: this will bring opportunities 
for businesses that are ready, risks for those that are not. There 

increasingly come with climate risk strings attached – whether 
they are private or public funds. And with that comes innovation 
and opportunity. Not taking this opportunity would be highly 
irresponsible in my view, and I don’t think I am alone.

environmental impacts – both positive and negative. This makes it 
essential for us to respond right now. Hammerson and businesses 
like us are currently designing buildings that will be developed over 
the next ten years and will be expected to be on the planet for at 
least the next 50 years, hopefully longer. We are therefore thinking 
now about how comfortable those buildings will be in 2030, 2050 
and beyond, how much power and water they will need, how they 
will be repaired and maintained as well as how much carbon will be 
used in their development now. Even if your own investment horizon 
is a short one, apart from it being unacceptable not to understand 

to trade in a climate-aware market. 

There also undoubtedly needs to be a collective, coherent global 
response, particularly on biodiversity and resources. We can deliver 
change at a personal, corporate, sector and even industry level, but 
there also has to be delivery at the level of international institutions. 

Real estate is fundamentally 
a long-term asset class with 

impacts – both positive 
and negative. This makes it 
essential for us to respond 
right now.
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Philip Parnell:
From your position as one of 
the market’s most pre-eminent 
sustainability and ESG experts, 
what do you believe is required 
from various stakeholders to 
accelerate the changes that few 
would disagree are required within 
the real estate investment and 
development arena?

Louise Ellison:
 • From government….leadership. She says, 
trying to work out whether to laugh or 
cry. Without it, businesses will ultimately 
step in given the scale of the challenge 
we are facing, but with clear government 
leadership, national and international, 
change will happen. Our attitude to 
loss of biodiversity is one of the biggest 
problems here and a classic tragedy of 
the commons. We are still fundamentally 
wringing our hands rather than acting to 
stop it. 

 • From our professional bodies… ESG being 
expressed explicitly within standards. 
If the fundamental role of professional 
bodies is to establish and police a set of 
standards that ensure their members 
can be relied upon by anyone using them, 
then ESG needs to be central to those 
standards. The recent changes to RICS 
Valuation Guidance are an example of 
this. It will bring more information to the 
market and in doing so enable the market 
to evolve. We need more of this sort of 
change from professional bodies across 
the sector. It can’t be a voluntary code, it 
needs to be an expectation. 

 • From advisors... expertise. Advisers are 
central to the functioning of the real 
estate markets, from agents and lawyers 
to valuers, architects and quantity 
surveyors. It really is incumbent upon 
them to bring sustainability expertise 
to their clients. The traditional response 
has been that clients don’t ask for it, but 
that really isn’t good enough now. This 
links back to the professional body issue 
– if they are setting those standards, 
advisers will follow them. 

 • From occupiers… collaboration 
and expectation. The traditionally 
commercial, rights and obligations basis 
of the owner-occupier relationship is a 
barrier to change. Many times we have 
a good sustainability outcome delayed 
our stopped by our desire for change 
being used as a negotiating point by 
an occupier or often by their lawyer or 
adviser. It’s going on right now. That 
sort of behaviour really needs to stop 
where matters of climate change are 
involved. Greater collaboration, and an 
expectation of collaboration from both 
sides, would trigger a lot of change. 
The BBP has an Owners and Occupiers 
Working Group that is building on the 
themes we explored, so there are ways to 
get involved but this is always one of the 
hardest elements of our work. 

Philip Parnell:
There has been much discussion 
regarding the potential for ESG to 

have you seen any evidence of this?

Louise Ellison:
Pricing levels are a product of many, many 
things so attribution to something as hard 
to quantify as ESG is impossible. One 
can analyse and theorise but it remains 
implicit within the numbers. The major 
change since we started researching the 
relationship between sustainability and 
pricing, some 15 or more years ago, is 
the availability of environmental data – 
particularly on energy and climate risk. 
And inevitably, once data is available the 
market looks to turn it into information. 
There is now a growing expectation of 

when informed investors are looking to 
acquire. The BBP Acquisitions Toolkit sets 
out these requirements. The latest RICS 
guidance requires information on the ESG 

valuation report. These are all adding to 
the information that goes into the pricing 
mix, and ultimately assets that are seen as 
exposed to higher levels of ESG risk will be 
less attractive.

Philip Parnell:
Notwithstanding the increasing 
recognition and acceptance of the 
importance of the ESG agenda, 
what do you see as the key barriers 
(or hurdles) to progress?

Louise Ellison:
Many, many things, ranging from the 
human capacity to ignore risks we know 

Michele Wucker terms them – to the sheer 
scale of the challenge. One unifying theme 
is distance – both physical and temporal. 
Businesess, even in a long-term asset class 
like real estate, are still tied to near-term 
return expectations. That these might be at 
the expense of longer-term returns is still 
hard for mainstream investors to accept, 
particularly when they themselves are 
judged on an equally short-term basis. 

respond to a threat that is both a long 
distance and a long time away. It is 
interesting that once David Attenborough 
brought the plastics in the oceans problem 
into our living rooms via Blue Planet II, 
and we saw that it was happening now, 
we were moved to do something about 
it immediately. Climate change remains 
something that feels distant in time, and 
the worst consequences, even though 
they are being felt now, seem far away. We 
are not forced to act or invest now, so we 
don’t. We know it will be harder and more 
expensive later, but we still do nothing. 
Humans are hopeless!

estate-focused answer would still be short-
termism. As an industry we remain driven 
by short-term returns. Until we can get past 
that we will continue to make sub-optimal 
decisions from an ESG point of view. 
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Philip Parnell:
Some readers may wish to engage 
more fully in the ESG agenda but 
feel ill-equipped from a knowledge 
perspective. What would be your 
guidance to them?

Louise Ellison:
 • Start – don’t delay. If your business isn’t 
addressing this issue it needs to get on 
with it so whatever your role, do your 
best to get ESG on the agenda. You don’t 
need to have all the answers to raise 
the question – quite the contrary, there 
are specialists to help with that. But it 
must be acknowledged as an issue in 
the same way as any other business 
management issue. There are also great 
training programmes around if you want 
to improve your own skills, and I would 
also advocate upskilling your senior team. 
Once they see the scale of the challenge, 
they are much more inclined to address 
it. We use the Cambridge Institute for 
Sustainability Leadership for this which 
also has great cross-sector resources 
available. 

 •
information that is already out there. 
For real estate I would obviously direct 
everyone to the Better Buildings 
Partnership website and resources. We 
have published practical toolkits and 
guidance, written by and for industry 

support industry colleagues without 
sustainability expertise. 

 • Remember that you know your  
business – any ESG or sustainability 
strategy has to be right for your business. 
Once you start to understand the 
issues you will start to see the risks and 
opportunities it presents for you. 

 • Treat climate change with the respect 
it deserves – it is arguably the biggest 
challenge the global economy is facing. 
Our response has to go way beyond 

While useful, drivers, indicators and 
incentives won’t solve the problem.  It 
requires long-term thinking, creativity, 
ambition and leadership alongside 
investment. These are all characteristics 
that our sector has so we should be really 

That’s an opportunity worth taking.
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