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At Pi Labs, we can accelerate the growth of proptech 
by investing in the bright ideas that will transform 
real estate. The high-growth startups innovating in 
this space cannot succeed in isolation. They need an 
ecosystem of mentors and experts to inform their 
decision-making and provide financial, operational, and 
strategic advice. Our mission is to deliver this and to 
help the most exciting early-stage companies scale and 
thrive, both regionally in Europe, and globally.

Technologists, entrepreneurs and investment leaders 
are increasingly identifying sustainability as the defining 
issue of our times. Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos and Larry 
Fink are just some of the influential figures that have 
refocused their business priorities towards protecting 
the environment. As investment continues to be 
channelled into addressing the significant challenges 
ahead, we anticipate that enormous new opportunities 
will emerge across all sectors, particularly in real estate.  

Our company has always believed that proptech 
innovation can contribute to a more sustainable 
world. Our prior investments in Switchee, Demand 
Logic, 720 Degrees, and QFlow, have demonstrated 
a clear commitment to innovations that monitor 
energy consumption, carbon emissions, air quality and 
environmental risk in property development. 

Already, 20% of companies within our portfolio work 
to directly tackle ESG related issues (by count).
We’re proud of this, but it is only the beginning for  
us. We believe technology has a vital role to play  
in the global conversation about real estate’s social  
and environmental impact, and we want to be part of 
that debate. 

This research paper serves as an education tool about 
the property industry’s impact on the environment 
and how technology can help improve sustainability. 
There are two powerful facts that we believe makes a 
compelling case for companies to forward plan their 
ESG metrics and goals. 

1. Sustainable buildings earn higher rentals of +53 
basis points1

2. New buildings must be net-zero by 2030 and all 
buildings must be net-zero by 2050.2

Over the next few years, the rapid emergence of green 
solutions and technologies will disrupt business models 
that challenge the status quo. We hope that by distilling 
our unique insights and expertise into this report, we can 
deliver a practical vision for how property innovation will 
help asset owners do their part in managing the changing 
climate — and help us to build a more sustainable world.

FAISAL BUTT, 
CEO & FOUNDER

Foreword
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The real estate sector is one of the biggest contributors 
to global warming. According to conservative estimates 
from the World Economic Forum, the industry consumes 
41% of global energy annually and accounts for 20% 
of international carbon emissions.3 This presents an 
opportunity for property innovation to play a crucial 
role in limiting global warming and reducing the risks 
associated with long-lasting and irreversible changes to 
the Earth’s atmosphere and ecosystems.

Sustainability is a complex ambition that requires us to 
address many diverse and interrelated issues. Plastic 
pollution, loss of wildlife habitat, and the depletion of 
natural resources are each critically important challenges 
that threaten the very survival of planet Earth. Most 
urgent of all, however, is the human-made rise in global 
temperatures attributed to fossil fuel consumption. This 
poses an existential threat that cannot be ignored.

At the 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference, 
195 countries adopted The Paris Agreement — a global, 
shared commitment to limit global warming to below 2 

degrees Celsius.4 According to the World Bank, the real 
estate sector must achieve a 36% reduction in emissions 
by 2030 if the targets agreed in Paris are to be met.5 

This translates to an annual decrease of 1.25% in energy 
consumption and 3% in emissions across the sector. 

If carbon emissions are not curtailed, global temperatures 
will rise dramatically over the coming decades, and 
the results will be disastrous. Experts predict food and 
freshwater scarcity and widespread disease across many 
areas, as well as sea level rises which will flood coastal 
cities, many of which are high-population megacities, and 
permanently submerge many island nations. According 
to the United Nations, an average temperature rise of 1.5 
degrees Celsius will prompt extreme weather events and 
create shockwaves for national economies, investment 
performance, and the property industry as a whole.6

Introduction

Key Statistics

The real estate industry is a major contributor 
to global warming, responsible for:

The sector must achieve annual reductions of:

of global energy  
use each year

in energy 
consumption

of carbon emissions 
worldwide  in emissions
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Governments and municipalities across the world are 
actively exploring long-term policies to incentivise 
support for sustainability initiatives, particularly from 
investors. As the environmental cost of our built 
environment comes under greater scrutiny, the real 
estate sector will remain a target for policy action. This 
presents both new challenges and new opportunities for 
the industry with profound and inescapable implications 
for both owners and occupiers.

The real estate sector is diverse and complex. The latest 
estimates by Savills World Research put the industry’s 
global value at approximately $217 trillion, or around three 
times the GDP of the entire world.7 Of that value, $162 
trillion is residential, $29 trillion is commercial, and $26 
trillion is agricultural land. The significant value of these 
assets reinforces our belief that sustainability efforts 
must be at the top of the agenda for our sector in 2020 
and beyond.

The outlook is clear: there has never been a more urgent 
need for sustainable innovations to transform the world’s 
most important and valuable industries. A rapid response 
is required, and whether it succeeds matters to us all. But 
no companies can become net-zero without creating a 
significant budget for sustainable solutions.

This report sheds light on how emerging technologies 
can help reduce emissions and achieve sustainability 
goals. Investors have a crucial role to play, and they are 
increasingly seeing the financial benefits of championing 
these developments. By exploring the current state of 
real estate innovations and the latest thinking in urban 
living, we aim to demonstrate the importance of proptech 
in delivering a more sustainable built environment.

41%

30% 29%

Real estate's contribution to energy use

GLOBAL ENERGY USE BY SECTORS

REAL ESTATE

INDUSTRY

TRANSPORT



ESG in Real Estate



Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) investment 
practices are now an important consideration for 
businesses, consumers, and governments alike. The 
growing threat of climate change is prompting shifts in 
the priorities of investors and asset managers worldwide. 
As a result, more and more investment opportunities 
face evaluation based on non-financial metrics as well as 
more traditional financial measures.

Real estate investors have been quick to adopt ESG 
measures in their investment decisions. A United Nations 
survey of global real estate investors — between them 
managing over $1.1 trillion in assets — found that 93% now 
include ESG in their decision-making criteria, while 83% 
have seen an uptick in investor demand for sustainability 
disclosures.8 As a result of this, we’re seeing greater 
levels of investment flow to companies that are working 
towards building a more sustainable future.

Demand for sustainable investment is growing, especially 
from the younger generations. According to EY, millennials 
are nearly twice as likely to invest in companies or funds 
that target specific social or environmental outcomes.9 
This trend is also being driven by top-down policies, such 
as the EU Commission’s efforts to introduce ESG as part 
of its action plan on sustainable finance and London’s 
mandate to become a net-zero carbon city by 2050. 

SUMMARY: 

EU ACTION PLAN  
ON SUSTAINABLE FINANCE

• Formulate a clear classification 
system for sustainable activities

• Establish EU labels for green financial 
products

• Introduce measures to clarify asset 
managers' and institutional investors' 
duties regarding sustainability

• Strengthen the transparency of 
companies on their environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) policies 

• Introduce a 'green supporting factor' 
in the EU prudential rules for banks 
and insurance companies10
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In addition to the efforts of the European Commission, many cross-border organisations 
are working to accelerate the process of formalising definitions of ESG investment. Until 
the relevant international bodies agree these definitions, Pi Labs shapes its investment 
decisions around the following commonly understood descriptions of ESG:

Each of these goals serves a vital role in ensuring that investment practices are 
sustainable. It is clear, however, that the environmental pillar has the most far-reaching 
implications for real estate. Physical buildings currently account for more than one-
third of global greenhouse gas emissions and global energy consumption.11 To address 
this, a growing number of mandatory and voluntary environmental regulations and 
certifications are beginning to shape private real estate investments.

Creating a better world through investing in ventures that 
improve the sustainability of the built environment and 
minimise its negative impact on the Earth’s ecosystems. 

Championing appropriate governance and compliance 
measures which establish responsible management structures 
and ensure a fair work environment.

Working with partners who share our values and can help us 
create a level playing field amongst industry stakeholder groups. 
This means encouraging diversity, community involvement and 
transparency. We also foster a mentoring and support network 
for the entrepreneurs we invest in, creating a community that 
helps them cope with the challenges of start-up life.

SOCIAL

GOVERNANCE

ENVIRONMENT

Defining Sustainable  
Investment for Real Estate
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The Opportunity for Investors
We know from our discussions with real estate investors 
that ethical concerns are not the only motivation 
for their ESG investment practices. The adoption of 
sustainability performance metrics simply makes good 
business sense too. A variety of factors can lead ESG 
investments to ultimately deliver greater performance 
in the real estate sector.

For example, analysis from asset management firm 
M&G Real Estate has shown that investments in 
sustainable buildings tend to incur higher operating 
costs due to their use of sophisticated technologies 
(typically +31 basis points). But they also return a 
higher rental income of +53 basis points.12 Overall, the 
research found that increased initial investment in 
green buildings resulted in cash flows 19 basis points 
higher than in conventional buildings.13

A five-year study by LaSalle Investment Management 
found that sustainably-operated properties achieved 
better long-term performance at both the asset and 
portfolio levels. Green properties often escape the 

cost of modernisation and repositioning because 
the buildings were developed to the latest standards 
or because initial construction work was partially 
state-subsidised to meet green standards.14 LaSalle’s 
research also concluded that the demand for green 
buildings is proliferating, particularly in the case of 
more solvent tenants, which is prompting reductions 
in vacancies and market risk.

These factors have contributed to the snowballing 
confidence and support for ESG practices. According 
to a green banking survey by the UN in 2016, 8 out of 
10 banks provide green lending for commercial real 
estate, including a £1 billion lending initiative from 
Lloyds Banking Group.15



More recently, 23 of the UK’s leading commercial property owners — managing 
approximately £300bn of assets and 11,000 commercial properties globally — signed a 
groundbreaking commitment to tackle the climate crisis.16 The commitment, drawn up 
by the Better Buildings Partnership, has been signed by 23 members, which between 
them contribute more than 1.2m tonnes of C02 to the environment. The commitment 
asks real estate owners to publicly share how they plan to get to net-zero by 2050 for 
both existing and new buildings. It is due to be published by the end of 2020.

10PI LABS | SUSTAINABILITY IN THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

SIGNATORIES OF THE BETTER 
BUILDINGS PARTNERSHIP CLIMATE 
CHANGE COMMITMENT:



The Better Buildings Partnership pledge is just the tip of 
the iceberg though. According to a PwC survey, almost 
half of European real estate investors say climate change 
has become a greater risk within their portfolio, and 73% 
expect that risk to increase over the next five years.17

The ESG investing trend is incredibly important  
to Pi Labs as a company, as well as to our  
investors, partners and collaborators. We know that  
every company and every person has a role to play in 
the safeguarding of our planet’s environment and that 
responsible investment practices offer an exciting and 
pragmatic vehicle for delivering the necessary changes.

At Pi Labs, 20% of our portfolio companies provide 
technical solutions to help reduce the built environment's 
impact on the environment. Fresh innovations in data 
processing, analytics and smart technologies have 
broad applications to transform the way owners and 
occupiers interact with our built environment, but also, 
crucially, to environmental and sustainability outcomes. 

As we embark on a new decade of property innovation, 
we are committed to investing in new companies that 
help address climate change. We look forward to rapidly 
expanding our execution of sustainable investing 
programmes without compromising on profitability.

KEY INSIGHTS:

• 8 out of 10 banks already offer 
green lending for CRE.

• Green buildings incur higher 
operating costs but return 
a higher rental income — 
typically 19 basis points above 
conventional buildings.

• European real estate investors 
recognise climate change as a 
risk in their portfolios, with 73% 
expecting the risk to rise within 
5 years.
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New Green 
Technologies



Traditionally, the real estate sector has been slow to 
embrace new technologies, which is why Pi Labs is 
committed to accelerating the growth of these promising 
innovations as they emerge. It has never been clearer 
that those innovations must drive the industry towards a 
more sustainable and environmentally-conscious future. 
Only by investing and developing new technologies will 
we be able to reduce the carbon footprint of our built 
environment and meet the ambitious targets set out in 
The Paris Agreement.

Smarter Climate 
Control
Heating, air conditioning, and other forms of climate 
control are major contributors to global warming.  
They are often extraordinarily energy-intensive and 
produce dangerous byproducts that result in pollution, 
localised temperature increases, and the emission of 
greenhouse gases. Because of this, transitioning the 
way we heat and cool our built environment towards 
less harmful processes must remain a priority for the 
real estate sector.

Residential and commercial heating systems in buildings 
are the single largest source of UK carbon emissions. 
According to the Department for Business, Energy 
and Industrial Strategy, heating alone accounts for 
37% of total greenhouse gas emissions in the country.18 

Addressing this challenge will result in disruption for 
consumers and will require a level of coordination 
beyond most public policy change programmes.

Similarly, cooling technologies such as refrigeration 
and air-conditioning have a significant impact on the 
climate. The US Environmental Protection Agency 
estimates that these devices are already responsible for 
12% of non-carbon dioxide emissions.19 That number is 
expected to swell as the Earth heats up and populations 
grow in already-warm climates.

In India’s second most populated megacity, Delhi, 
summer temperatures regularly climb above 40 degrees 
Celsius and cooling accounts for between 40% and 
60% of peak electricity generation.20 This is despite only 
around 5% of residents currently having cooling systems 
in their homes.21 As temperatures soar and the country’s 
middle class grows, it’s likely more Indians will opt to 
spend their disposable income on energy-intensive air 
conditioning units.

MAJOR CONTRIBUTORS TO GLOBAL WARMING IN REAL ESTATE

NEGATIVE RESULTS

AIR CONDITIONINGHEATING ELECTRICIT Y 
USAGE

ENERGY COST OF INITIAL 
CONSTRUCTION

POLLUTION LOCALISED TEMPERATURE 
INCREASES

GREENHOUSE GASES
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Case Study: FenestraPro
Founded: 2012 | Location: Dublin, Ireland

FenestraPro provides architects with the 
tools they need to design environmentally-
efficient buildings more cost-effectively. 
Its software platform enables designers 
to rapidly optimise the thermal, solar and 
daylighting requirements of building façades, 
and provides a detailed understanding of 
how key design decisions affect energy 
performance improve occupant comfort.

There is enormous potential for proptech innovations 
to improve the efficiency of the cooling and heating of 
buildings by intelligently managing these systems. For 
example, entrepreneurs are already applying machine 
learning techniques to optimise climate conditions 
through Internet of Things (IoT)-connected sensors. 
This is an exciting growth area in proptech with the 
potential to facilitate fast progress in making the built 
environment more sustainable.
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Key Statistics

Heating accounts for

Refrigeration and A/C accounts for

of greenhouse gas 
emissions in the UK

of non-CO2 
emissions in the US
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Transforming real estate operations and practices 
requires effective monitoring tools. The ability to 
accurately quantify building data creates opportunities 
to manage properties more sustainably while also 
contributing to the effectiveness of environmental 
initiatives. 

In the past, environmental initiatives often relied on 
end-users to actively change their behaviours because 
many conservation measures were performed manually. 
This meant tenants were required to remember to 
switch off the lights, turn down the heating, or separate 
the recycling. Without access to the right data, these 
decisions were made in the dark, which has historically 
demotivated participants and hindered participation. 

Sensors and IoT-connected monitoring devices, 
however, are already changing the game in terms of 
future-proofing the real estate sector and enhancing 
investment value. Projections indicate that over 3.6 
billion internet-connected devices will be installed 

in commercial buildings by 202122 and increasing the 
environmental performance of buildings is a key driver 
of adoption. The World Economic Forum estimates that 
84% of existing IoT deployments will play a role in meeting 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals — with the 
figure expected to rise as technologies advance.23
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Key Statistics

internet-connected 
devices in commercial 
buildings by 2021

of existing IoT 
deployments can help 
meet UN SDGs

Smart Buildings & Digital Monitoring Tools



Case Study: Demand Logic
Founded: 2007 | Location: London, UK

Demand Logic’s Software-as-a-Service platform 
provides actionable intelligence to property 
managers, enabling them to improve wellbeing, 
prioritise maintenance, and save energy and 
carbon. The company helps to minimise carbon 
emissions by reducing energy costs by 10-30% 
and maintenance time by 30%. 
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The proliferation of IoT devices is reducing their cost 
and increasing the granularity of data capture. When 
IoT devices are successfully integrated, analytics 
platforms can be used to automate, optimise and 
monitor the performance of building operations 
quickly and effectively. For example, sensors can now 
detect when a tenant is present in a building and 
perform actions like triggering the lights, detecting 
leaks, and using traffic patterns to optimise elevator 
schedules. Having access to these data points 
provides not only a compelling way to reduce waste 
but also minimises maintenance costs and insurance 
premiums for property owners.

The decades ahead will see smart buildings become 
much more common. This will enable both tenants 
and landlords to identify trends that will foster 
better decision-making and facilitate the automatic 
optimisation of resource use. By networking smart 
buildings together, new opportunities will emerge to 
enhance user interaction with buildings and forecast 
use scenarios, such as a building’s likely occupancy, 
through intelligent scheduling.

Case Study: Bloomberg’s European HQ
Constructed: 2017 | Location: London, UK

Bloomberg’s European headquarters has achieved 
the highest sustainability rating of any major office 
development in the world. The building incorporates an 
innovative smart ceiling that uses 40% less energy on 
lighting, as well as  improving the efficiency of heating 
and cooling features. The architecture is optimised 
to channel natural airflow through the building’s 
ventilation system, potentially saving 600-750 MWh of 
power each year. The smart building is also 70% more 
water-efficient than conventional office buildings 
as it captures rainwater and re-uses wastewater. Its 
bathrooms are equipped with airline-style vacuum-
flush toilets, using net-zero mains water.
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Energy efficiency will remain a battleground in ensuring 
the sustainability of the built environment as the real 
estate industry moves forward. But unless that energy 
is derived from renewable sources, these efforts will 
only be able to delay, rather than prevent, human-made 
climate catastrophe. The cost of non-fossil fuel energy 
sources, such as solar and wind, are rapidly decreasing 
and will soon outcompete more conventional sources in 
terms of efficiency.24

Falling costs, rising efficiency and growing ESG 
commitment from real estate investors are opening 
new revenue streams across the property sector. The 
installation of photovoltaic panels on rooftops, for 
example, allows property owners and operators to 

benefit from the same cost-saving practices employed 
by Google, Apple and Microsoft to run their massive 
data centres.25

Meanwhile, combining sensors and adaptive monitoring 
tools with locally-sourced renewable energy generation 
could potentially allow smart buildings to sell excess 
electricity back to the energy grid intelligently. 
Governments are reassessing existing policies that 
regulate energy markets and could play a key role in 
enabling these innovations to succeed. For now, the 
initial investment cost of these installations continues 
to decline, and we expect rapid growth in the number 
of proptech startups aiming to position themselves as 
potential leaders in the market. 
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SOLAR: 
Generates electricity 

from the sun

WIND ENERGY:
Generates electricity 

from wind

HYDRO ENERGY:
Generates electricity 
from dammed rivers

TIDAL ENERGY:
Generates electricity 

from tidal lagoons

GEOTHERMAL ENERGY:
Generates electricity from  

hot air vents

Case Study:  Physee
Founded: 2014 | Location: Delft, Netherlands

Physee provides smart, sustainable and internet-
connected building facades with data-generating 
windows that contain translucent photovoltaic 
panels. The energy is used to operate building 
systems such as air ventilation and sun blinds and 
can be fed back into the grid to generate revenue 
for the owner.

17

The Renewable Energy Transition



Rethinking  
Urban Living
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We live in a rapidly urbanising world. Over the next 30 
years, approximately 70 million people will move to 
urban areas each year.26 By 2050, two-thirds of the global 
population will live in cities.27 As urbanisation takes hold, 
the built environment is expanding at unprecedented 
rates and is projected to continue its rise. 

Over the next 40 years, the world is expected to build 
230 billion square metres in new construction — adding 
the equivalent of Paris to the planet every single 
week.28 This rapid growth, however, is not without 
consequences. While new technologies have been 
prompting improvements in the energy intensity of 
buildings over recent years, this has not been enough to 
offset rising energy demand. 

Buildings-related CO2 emissions have continued to rise 
by around 1% per year since 2010, and more than four 
million deaths each year are attributable to illness from 
household air pollution.29 Fortunately, cities are taking 
the lead on encouraging new innovations that will 
accelerate the transition towards more energy-efficient 
and low-carbon solutions for the built environment. The 
real estate sector must take note.

Key Statistics

million people per year 
are moving from rural 
to urban areas

of the global 
population will live in 
cities by 2050

sq/m of new 
construction within  
40 years

annual rise in 
buildings-related CO2 
emissions since 2010



Around the world, municipal governments of all 
kinds are embarking on smart city initiatives. Market 
research firm Frost & Sullivan anticipates that these 
projects will create enormous business opportunities, 
with a market value of over $2 trillion by 2025.30 Smart 
physical and digital infrastructure will become more 
crucial to the competitiveness and success of cities 
and their inhabitants, as well as to their ability to 
address sustainability challenges. 

As cities become smarter, they will also become more 
sustainable. Currently, cities occupy just 2% of the 
total land available, but they account for 60% of global 
energy consumption, 70% of greenhouse gases, and 
70% of global waste.31 This is why half of all smart city 

goals will be focused on climate change, resilience, 
and sustainability by 2020.32 However, unless these 
initiatives are focused on innovation in real estate, the 
objectives are unlikely to be met.

The ability to connect private property to broader 
smart city infrastructure will be critical in determining 
whether urban planners can meet sustainability goals. 
Consider that people spend nearly 87% of their time 
indoors, mostly in privately-owned spaces.33 While 
IoT investment in outside infrastructure can improve 
the sustainability of a city at large, integrating this 
technology indoors has the potential to unlock new 
value for both occupants and owners. 

20

SMART LAMP POSTS

ELECTRIC VEHICLE 
CHARGING POINTS

SELF-DRIVING 
CARS

SMART WASTE 
MANAGEMENT

PARCEL 
DELIVERY
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Smart Cities Infrastructure



Case Study:  CHRG Network
Founded: 2017 | Location: Vilnius, Lithuania

CHRG Network provides an innovative Software-
as-a-Service platform for electric vehicle charging 
that connects private charging stations situated 
on both commercial and residential real estate 
into a single, easy-to-navigate network. The young 
company’s ambition is to become the Airbnb of 
electric charging by allowing the owners to share 
and monetise their charging stations.

Key Statistics

Cities are responsible for:

of global energy 
consumption

of greenhouse gases

of global waste

21PI LABS | SUSTAINABILITY IN THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

A major hurdle for smart city adoption is defining who 
owns and who is responsible for the data collected. In 
commercial real estate, accurate information about a 
property can make the difference between closing a 
deal or abandoning it. Cities are likely to seek new ways 
to make data-sharing more attractive for individual 
property owners in a bid to attract private involvement. 
While smart infrastructure such as energy-efficient 
street lamps may not be directly relevant to 
commercial real estate owners, city infrastructure that 
enables them to improve tenant comfort intelligently 
could result in more leasing renewals and reduced 
maintenance costs.

Real estate also extends beyond the indoor environment. 
Car parks, private roads, plazas and gardens also provide 
opportunities to improve the availability of electric 
vehicle (EV) charging points. 

For the UK to meet its net-zero carbon target, for 
example, the country will need an average of 4,000 EV 
charging points, and domestic heat pumps installed 
every day until 2050.34
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Rapid innovation in the construction industry is enabling 
developers to reduce the environmental cost of new-
build projects. New materials, green technologies, 
and data-driven approaches to project management 
are all positive developments towards sustainability. 
Retrofitting existing properties, however, provides a 
crucial pathway for the real estate industry to achieve 
positive sustainability outcomes for the overall sector.

There is nothing more sustainable than maintaining the 
heritage around us and identifying innovative ways to 
integrate technology within those buildings. To meet the 
goals of The Paris Agreement, governments are pledging 
support for proposals mandating that all new buildings 
must operate at net-zero carbon from 2030 and 100% of 
buildings must operate at net-zero by 2050.35

The UK government is actively encouraging real estate 
companies to achieve net-zero carbon within the next 
few decades. Given that 87% of the buildings people 
will occupy in 2050 already exist36, the real estate 
industry must find ways to bring them up to the same 
sustainability standards as brand new, cutting-edge 
property developments.

Case Study:  Renolution
Founded: 2014 | Location: Haaksbergen, Netherlands

Renolution provides a method for transforming 
existing houses into energy neutral houses using 
specialised roof and facade elements. These 
fixtures can be fitted without the need for tenants 
to leave their home during renovations. The 
methods used by Renolution apply to all sorts of 
structures and make sustainable building easier 
for housing corporations, municipalities, and other 
construction partners.

Retrofitting Existing Properties
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Unlike new builds, the responsibility for retrofitting 
existing homes largely falls on the individual householder 
or landlord. Decision-making will be influenced by a 
range of factors, including cost, social norms, and the 
inconvenience or ‘hassle’ associated with retrofitting. 
We believe that proptech has a role to play in guiding 
the market towards the necessary changes.

According to government figures, England’s housing 
stock has an average energy performance rating of 
D37, meaning homes leak energy and incur higher bills 
for tenants and property owners. Analysis shows 

that 186.000 tons of CO2 savings can be made from 
retrofitting existing buildings in the City of London alone, 
with potential savings of £4.5 billion on energy bills over 
the next ten years.38

Proptech startups that focus on retrofitting buildings will 
position themselves as pioneers — not just in London, 
but across the world. Municipal authorities are realising 
that popular support exists for policies that require 
existing properties to meet the highest environmental 
standards.

of the buildings people 
will occupy in 2050 
already exist

tons of CO2 savings by 
retrofitting old buildings 
in the City of London
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Key Statistics

To meet the goals of The Paris Agreement, 
governments propose that:

all new buildings 
operate at net-zero 
from 2030

of buildings operate 
at net-zero by 2050



Convincing construction companies to embrace new 
technologies is notoriously difficult, but entrepreneurs 
like Brittany Harris and Jade Cohen are taking on the 
challenge — and moving the industry into a new era.

The construction industry has a hard-earned reputation 
for being slow to innovate, but that could be about 
to change. According to figures from Crunchbase, 
US construction tech startups experienced a 324% 
increase in funding in 2018, winning nearly $3.1 billion in 
capital compared with just $731 million in 2017.39 One of 
Pi Labs’ portfolio companies, QFlow, has taken on the 
challenge of tempting construction companies away 
from paper systems and onto digital platforms.

CLOSING THE LOOP ON CONSTRUCTION 
PROJECTS

QFlow provides a cloud-based platform that tracks, 
monitors and predicts environmental risk on 
construction sites. Its users gain access to real-time 
data and actionable insights to aid compliance, increase 
performance, and utilise fresh opportunities. Their 
solution dramatically reduces the need for manual 
data handling, which in turn, reduces overall project 
management costs and frees up team members to focus 
on other aspects of the job. 

It was Brittany’s first-hand experience of working 
in the construction sector as a civil engineer that 
inspired her and business partner Jade Cohen, a former 
environmental advisor in the industry, to found QFlow 
two years ago.

“We realised that a lack of information was creating 
bottlenecks for those involved with planning 
construction projects. At the same time, a massive 
bank of data was being manually captured on-site 
but not actually used for anything useful beyond 
meeting regulations,” Brittany explains. “We saw a clear 
opportunity to close the loop between what’s planned 
on construction sites, what actually happens, and what 
the environmental impact is.”

The global construction sector accounts for 36% of 
global final energy use and nearly 40% of energy related 
carbon dioxide (CO2) emission40, according to estimates 
by the United Nations. Since the very beginning, 
QFlow has worked hard to raise awareness around the 
environmental impact of projects and champion high 
sustainability standards in construction. 

Jade Cohen (left) and Brittany Harris (right), Founders of Qflow
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Championing Higher Sustainability 
Standards in Construction
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To affect change in a traditionally-minded industry, it has 
been crucial for the company to make a targeted and 
convincing business case for sustainability, ensuring 
the digital platform delivers valuable benefits for their 
customers. This has meant focusing on monitoring 
and forecasting environmental risk, reducing the 
carbon footprint of projects, minimising disruption 
to local communities, and avoiding penalties for 
non-compliance with environmental standards — all 
significant challenges for the sector.

FUTURE-PROOFING CONSTRUCTION

Early adopters of the QFlow platform include Canary 
Wharf Contractors, the firm behind some of London’s 
largest office complexes, and Sir Robert McAlpine, 
a leader in the building and civil engineering space. 
Meanwhile, the startup’s seed round last summer, led 
by Pi Labs, raised a total of £790,000. The company will 
use this new capital to accelerate development of its 
platform and recruit six additional team members in 
preparation for its expansion into Europe.

Brittany and Jade are certainly making progress in their 
mission to modernise construction. Pi Labs is proud to 
be part of QFlow’s mission to reduce the environmental 
impact of construction, while also delivering impressive 
business value by streamlining processes and increasing 
efficiencies across the sector. 
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The real estate industry faces significant challenges on its 
journey towards realising sustainability. Success relies on a 
drastic reimagining of the built environment, and this must 
happen within the next two decades. The environmental 
impact of real estate has been an afterthought for too 
long. Now, with new technologies prompting rapid industry 
shifts, that is set to change.

URBANISATION
There is a disproportionate need to rethink our relationships 
with urban centres if we are to meet global climate 
targets. Rapid urbanisation means that cities are growing 
faster than ever before, but this growth is unsustainable. 
Existing properties should not be replaced with more 
environmentally-friendly alternatives, but instead, be 
brought up to the same sustainability standards mandated 
for new builds. 

SMART CITIES
Many governments around the world are partnering with 
technology firms to deliver smart city initiatives. These 
projects offer an ambitious view of the future —  one that 
positions the environmental impact of human activity as a 
central focus. With the right innovations, better connected 
urban infrastructure can both provide a blueprint for 
less carbon-intensive living and facilitate rapid growth 
opportunities for disruptive new companies.

ENERGY
Existing technologies are insufficient to address the 
sustainability challenges faced by the real estate industry. 
The way we generate electricity is changing at an 
exponential rate: Localised renewable energy alternatives 
are decreasing reliance on fossil fuel grid energy and 
creating new revenue streams for property owners.

AUTOMATION & DIGITISATION
Innovation in real estate is intensifying as policymakers 
focus on restricting pollution, waste, and the emission of 
greenhouse gases with stricter legislation. This is creating 
a higher demand for new technologies that provide real-
time data on the sustainability of buildings, which, in turn, 
creates opportunities for automation and digitalisation in 
the management of built assets.

ESG INVESTMENT
Investors are already playing a key role in the adoption 
of greener practices across the real estate sector. ESG 
practices are becoming more common as investors 
recognise the increased returns on offer. It is no longer 
simply an ethical stance to invest in sustainability, but a 
sound investment decision too.

At Pi Labs, we recognise the importance of using technology 
to raise sustainability standards and address the human-
made climate crisis that is already underway in today’s world. 
The targets set by intergovernmental agencies necessitate 
the rapid transformation of the way we understand our 
built environment. Our sector experience demonstrates 
that the imagination, ideas and incentives needed to meet 
them is readily available.

Summary
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