New UK homes force residents to pay £1,000 more annually due to poor energy standards
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Residents of newly constructed homes in the UK are facing energy bills that could be nearly £1,000 a year higher than necessary, driven largely by poor construction standards. An analysis conducted by the Energy and Climate Intelligence Unit (ECIU) highlights a troubling trend; occupants of houses built since 2016 have collectively paid about £5 billion more in energy costs than they would have under prior regulations designed to ensure low-carbon construction.
The analysis underscores a stark reality: equipping new homes with heat pumps, solar panels, and improved insulation would have required an initial investment of £5,000 to £8,500. However, housebuilders have often claimed that these higher standards are financially prohibitive. As a result, a significant proportion of new homes continue to be fitted with gas boilers instead of the more efficient heat pumps, and around 60% of recent builds lack solar panels altogether. Despite the government's recent indication that new regulations may soon enforce the inclusion of renewable energy solutions, uncertainties linger regarding the extent and adequacy of these mandates.
Jess Ralston, an energy analyst from the ECIU, commented on the predicament, stating, “Governments giving in to housebuilder lobbying have left Britain with more poor-quality homes, more dependent on foreign gas, and more exposed to the highly volatile gas markets during the ongoing energy crisis.” This dependence on gas has become increasingly untenable, particularly as the North Sea's output declines, asserting the need for better-designed homes that prioritise energy efficiency.
The planned ban on gas boilers, set to be implemented in most new homes by 2027, is a welcome development, although it has been subject to considerable debate. Originally announced in 2019, the Labour administration plans to finalise the regulations by May 2025. This new standard aims to significantly reduce carbon emissions, potentially creating opportunities for the UK to become a leader in the heat pump market. Currently, the UK lags behind, installing the fewest heat pumps per household compared to its European neighbours. Nevertheless, if these regulations mandate heat pumps for new builds, sales could soar from about 100,000 units a year to an estimated 400,000.
Opponents of the new proposals, including Neil Jefferson, Chief Executive of the Home Builders Federation, contend that the ECIU’s findings are based on flawed assumptions regarding policy timelines, arguing, “New-build homes have become increasingly more energy efficient and now save owners thousands of pounds in energy bills compared with older homes.” Jefferson emphasised that ongoing improvements in construction practices should not be overshadowed by perceived failures to meet earlier low-carbon standards.
This debate has deep roots; the zero-carbon homes standard was established under the previous Labour government in 2006, with a decade provided for builders to prepare. However, intense lobbying led to the scrapping of these regulations in 2015, leaving a regulatory vacuum that has persisted for years. The delayed rollout of the 'future homes standard' has raised concerns among campaigners, who fear that it may be further weakened in response to industry pressures, particularly regarding essential features such as heat pumps and adequate solar panel installations.
In a troubling backdrop, it is worth noting that the Conservative party has received a significant portion of its donations from housebuilding and property development companies, which may further complicate the regulatory landscape. Meanwhile, the ongoing housing crisis has resulted in sharply declining rates of affordable housing construction, especially in urban areas like London, where pressures from inflation and safety regulations have severely limited new projects.
The ECIU's analysis concludes that the 1.35 million homes built since 2016 at poor standards may each require an estimated £20,000 to retrofit for low-carbon compliance. Even with recent improvements to building regulations — which now mandate higher insulation standards — a mere 5% of new homes were fitted with heat pumps last year, while only about 13% included solar panels.
In light of these challenges, it remains clear that the UK’s housing policies must adapt promptly to ensure that future homes are both environmentally sustainable and economically viable for their occupants. As the government prepares to unveil new regulatory frameworks, the stakes remain high for homeowners and renters who are already grappling with rising energy bills amid an evolving energy crisis.
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