
Science Based Targets

The Next Level of Carbon Reduction and  
Sustainability Goals in Real Estate 



By 2015, over 80 percent of the 500 largest global companies had set goals for 
reducing carbon emissions and/or energy use.1 Though this represents tremendous 
progress toward rolling energy and sustainability into business plans, most of these 
goals are not official Science Based Targets (SBTs) as determined by the SBTi, and 
consequently many companies will fall short of the rate of emission reductions 
established in the Paris Agreement.

ULI’s Greenprint Center for Building Performance interviewed five sustainability leaders 
in real estate to get their insights and lessons learned from setting their own SBTs: 

• Jill Ziegler, Brookfield Properties (formerly Forest City Realty Trust)2

• Jessica Loeper, Commonwealth Partners

• Valerie Chen, Commonwealth Partners 

• Sara Neff, Kilroy Realty Corporation

• Jeannie Renne-Malone, Prologis 

Their insights can be found in the Tips section on page 5 of this primer.

As companies continue to push the envelope on global sustainability in the built 
environment, some are looking to a new movement, the Science Based Targets 
initiative (SBTi), to calculate and drive their long-term goals.

Kilroy Realty Corporation
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1 Science Based Targets, “Leading companies elevate their climate goals in response to science,” September 25, 2015,  
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/2015/09/25/leading-companies-elevate-their-climate-goals-in-response-to-science/.

2 The SBTs referred to in this primer are attributed to Jill Ziegler’s input for Forest City Realty Trust, which has since been acquired  
by Brookfield Properties.

“Kilroy Realty Corporation  
has committed to achieving 
carbon-neutral operations  
by the end of 2020. For that 
commitment to be meaningful, 
we needed to demonstrate 
that we understand our 
carbon emissions, which is 
why setting Science Based 
Targets, and having those 
targets validated, was of  
critical importance.” 

Sara Neff, Senior Vice President,  
Kilroy Realty Corporation



Addressing the Need for Global 
Carbon-Emissions Reductions  
with SBTs
SBTs are goals set by companies across all sectors to reduce their 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions as part of a corporation-driven 
effort to keep global temperature increases under 2°C. This increase 
is the level the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) has marked as the threshold that temperatures must 
remain below in order for the planet to avoid the worst climate 
disasters in the coming decade.

SBTs represent the most rigorous, uniform method available to 
companies looking to set climate mitigation goals. All SBTs include 
the following three components:

• a global carbon budget—the overall amount of GHGs that can 
be emitted and still limit warming to 2°C;

• an emissions scenario—the magnitude and timing of 
emissions reductions; and

• an allocation approach—how the carbon budget is allocated  
to companies.

The SBT initiative is a cross-collaborative nongovernment 
organization that oversees and approves all targets.

By the end of 2018, about a dozen real estate companies 
had received approval of their SBTs, among them several ULI 
Greenprint members such as Kilroy Realty Corporation and Prologis; 
CommonWealth Partners recently submitted its targets for approval.

For Greenprint members that have set SBTs, the initiative’s 
methodical and data-driven approach was a natural next step after 
they had set their own broader climate and energy goals—e.g., a 20 
percent reduction in energy use by 2030. First setting incremental 
climate goals helped companies begin changing business practices 
and operations, making the jump to SBTs less daunting. Many real 
estate companies also use approval of their SBTs as an opportunity 
to announce a larger companywide strategy to reduce emissions, 
shrink their carbon footprint, and increase overall sustainability. 

SBTs for Real Estate Companies

CommonWealth Partners has committed to reducing its 
scopes 1 and 2 GHG emissions by 50 percent per square 
foot by 2030 from a 2013 base year.

Forest City Realty Trust has committed to reducing its 
scopes 1 and 2 GHG emissions per square foot by 27.5 
percent by 2025 against a 2016 base year. Over the same 
period, the firm has committed to reducing absolute scope 
3 GHG emissions by 33 percent.

Kilroy Realty Corporation has committed to reducing 
its scopes 1, 2, and 3 emissions on an absolute basis 
by 31 percent by 2030 from a 2017 base year, with a 
longer-term goal of a 72 percent reduction by 2050 in 
alignment with the IPCC Fifth Assessment Report. 

Prologis has committed to reducing absolute scopes 1 and 
2 GHG emissions by 21 percent by 2025 and 56 percent 
by 2040 from a 2016 base year. Prologis has also committed 
to reducing absolute scope 3 GHG emissions by 15 percent 
by 2025 and 40 percent by 2040 from a 2016 base year.
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“Setting a Science Based Target and better understanding how our greenhouse gas impacts fit into the 
real estate industry as a whole, as well as the global environment, added more context and credibility 
to Forest City’s sustainability goals. That really resonated with our leadership and motivated our 
property and development teams to reduce emissions.” 

Jill Ziegler, Director of Sustainability and Corporate Responsibility, Brookfield Properties (formerly Forest City Realty Trust)



The Path to Approved SBTs
In order for a company to have its targets formally approved by the 
SBT initiative, those targets must be submitted for review by experts 
to ensure that they are sufficiently rigorous to meet SBT standards 
and will contribute to meeting the 2°C target. The process to set and 
obtain approved SBTs involves four steps: 

1. Submit a commitment letter. A company must publicly 
submit a commitment letter to the SBT initiative pledging that 
within 24 months it will develop an SBT in line with criteria set 
by the SBTi. If the company already has a carbon-reduction 
goal that it plans to submit for SBT approval, the commitment 
letter is the place to indicate that. 

2. Develop a target. To develop a target, companies can use a 
variety of resources and tools, many of which are available on 
the SBTi website, sciencebasedtargets.org. To guide companies 
as they set targets, the SBTi has a fee-based service designed 
to expedite approvals for those interested in getting targets 
approved faster and getting feedback from the SBTi. Some 
companies also choose to work with third-party consultants or 
contractors during target-setting and implementation efforts.

In setting SBTs, the company’s emissions should be divided 
among three scopes:

• Scope 1—direct emissions controlled by the company 
(e.g., equipment burning natural gas at the company’s 
office or location). 

• Scope 2—indirect emissions stemming from purchased 
energy used on site but generated off site (e.g., electricity 
from the local utility provider). 

• Scope 3—Emissions resulting from a company’s operations 
or actions but not directly controlled by the company (e.g., 
staff travel, and tenant commutes and energy use). In the 
case of real estate, scope 3 emissions often primarily 
come from tenant energy use, though they also are 
embodied in new construction and the supply chain.

Companies may use three different approaches when setting 
their targets: 

• Sector based—takes the global carbon budget and 
divides it by sector, setting the emissions-reduction 
targets in line with sector-specific parameters. 

• Absolute—uses a percentage of total needed emissions 
reductions and assigns it to each company. 

• Economy based—matches the global carbon budget to 
global gross domestic product and sets the company’s 
targets based on its gross profits.

Targets may be set as either absolute targets or intensity targets. 
Absolute targets set goals in line with overall GHG emission 
reductions based on the target year (i.e., for scope 1 emissions, 
a 30 percent reduction from operations by 2030 using a 2010 
base-line year). Intensity targets are relative to products and 
other specific business matters or articles (i.e., for scope 3 
emissions, a reduction per square foot of building space).

Six SBT methods, or strategies, for developing a company’s 
target apply to these approaches. The two most common are 
the convergence of emissions intensity, which uses the Sectoral 
Decarbonization Approach [SDA], and the contraction of 
absolute emissions. Many real estate companies use the SDA 
approach via the free SDA tool.

3. Submit a target for validation. Targets must meet a rigorous 
set of standards, including that they cover a minimum of five 
years and a maximum of 15 years (though companies are 
also encouraged to have longer-term goals beyond this); that 
they cover at least 95 percent of the companywide scope 1 
and 2 emissions; and that they not include offsets or avoided 
emissions. The SBTi determines whether the target is approved 
and in line with SBT goals or needs adjustments. This is done 
via email and online submission forms in order to streamline 
the process. 

If a company’s SBT is not approved at first, the SBTi will provide 
feedback on where it fell short so the company can adjust the 
target and reapply.
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4. Announce the approved target. Companies are encouraged 
to publicly promote their goal or goals. Promotion can include 
press releases, blog posts, newsletter features, conference 
presentations, mentions in company sustainability reports, and 
other marketing approaches. The SBTi may also collaborate 
with a company’s communications team on cross-promotion. 

After the SBT is approved, companies need to implement internal 
plans to achieve the goal. 
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“With the ongoing scientific consensus that 
the earth’s climate is warming, investors 
are showing increasing interest in climate 
change disclosure. We see this as both a 
responsibility and an opportunity to raise 
awareness about good environmental  
social governance (ESG) practices and 
point the way forward to a more resilient 
future. As we develop a roadmap to meet 
our SBT, we will continue to identify new 
technologies and business practices that 
minimize our environmental impacts and 
also create value for our stakeholders.”

Jeannie Renné-Malone, Vice President of ESG, Prologis

Tips for Real Estate Companies Setting SBTs

• Read the SBT guidelines before embarking.

• Even after submitting your commitment letter, you still have 
two years to get your targets approved, so use that time to 
overcome internal hurdles and logistics challenges. 

• Choose the most ambitious target, not the easiest to obtain. This 
will help your company contribute to the goal of keeping global 
temperature increases under the 2°C mark.

• Communicate your SBT intent and approval to investors. This is 
a great opportunity to promote the energy successes your 
company is working toward.

• Collaborate and communicate with the executive team 
throughout the process. Internal buy-in and communication are 
key to smooth implementation.

• Create an inventory of GHG emissions at the company level, if 
you don’t already have one. This will be a necessary to help you 
divide emissions among the scopes and begin setting targets. 
Use this information to set the baseline-year data for 
benchmarking all SBTs. 

• If tenant engagement is not enough to meet scope 3 
emissions-reduction goals, look beyond that to suppliers for 

further opportunities for savings. Companies can also address 
scope 3 emissions through embodied carbon reductions in the 
supply chain.

• Look for other areas to find scope 3 emissions, including 
upstream energy-related activities, downstream transportation/
distribution, and investments. 

• Use the Greenhouse Gas Protocol/Quantis free tool for initial 
scope 3 emissions calculations.

• Involve key internal departments throughout the process  
in order to ensure that implementation goes smoothly. Those 
departments should include finance, operations/maintenance, 
executive management, and sustainability/energy, if applicable.

For those companies with a diversified portfolio:

• Segment your assets and address each SBT slightly differently. 
Rely on existing internal proceedings and operations to help 
address each asset type systematically. 

• Identify the asset type with the majority of operations and use 
that as your starting point. Particularly with scope 3 emissions, 
this may mean using different methods for different types of 
scope 3 emissions (as noted above).
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2001 L Street, NW  
Suite 200 
Washington, DC 20036-4948

“CommonWealth Partners is committed to the decarbonization solution for climate change, while 
also increasing business resilience and improving profitability. Pursuing the Science Based Targets 
initiative enables CommonWealth Partners to be proactive about our scope 3 emissions, and ensures 
that, as a portfolio, we are minimizing carbon impacts of our assets. We are proud to take climate 
action to help maintain global temperatures under the 2° C threshold.”

Jessica Loeper, Director of Sustainability, CommonWealth Partners

About the ULI Greenprint Center for Building Performance

The Urban Land Institute Greenprint Center for Building Performance is a worldwide alliance of leading real estate owners, 
investors, and strategic partners committed to improving the environmental performance of the global real estate industry through 
value-enhancing strategies. Through measurement, benchmarking, knowledge sharing, and the implementation of best practices, 
Greenprint and its members strive to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent by 2030. Greenprint is a research center 
within the ULI Center for Sustainability and Economic Performance, which also oversees ULI’s Urban Resilience Program and the 
Building Healthy Places initiative.


