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Our Energy Future: The Role of Sustainable

Construction Standards

Overview

SERA and BSI held a seminar on 15th March to address the issue of setting standards for sustainable
construction. Sir John Harman (Chairman of The Environment Agency) was the keynote speaker and the
audience represented a wide range of stakeholders from Industry, NGOs and government. The purpose of this
short briefing is to review the current construction standards and sustainable development initiatives (both
voluntary and regulatory) aimed at improving resource productivity and energy efficiency within developments.

While much of this briefing is concerned with energy, and the consequential climate change impacts of
developments, energy efficient buildings can also positively contribute towards the social justice agenda.
Sustainable developments will cut energy bills for low-income households and potentially reduce the number
of people suffering from fuel poverty. The government has pledged to eliminate fuel poverty amongst
vulnerable groups, such as pensioners and/or those suffering from long term iliness, by the end of this decade
— a pledge that SERA members originally helped champion.

The briefing will also provide a list of recommendations aimed at ensuring future standards are harmonised
and fully integrated into building design and planning procedures.

Background

With buildings generating the greatest share of urban carbon emissions (70 per cent in London) there is an
urgent need to reduce energy and resource consumption in the construction and servicing of buildings.
Sustainable construction and sustainable communities have become integral to ODPM planning and
development policies. However, set in the context of the expanding social and private housing requirements in
the UK", there is increasing pressure on central and local government to compromise sustainable
developments for increased housing supply and/or low cost housingz.

Current standards and regulations

Sustainable and Secure Buildings Act (2004)

The Building Act (1984) and Building Regulations are designed to ensure the health and safety of people in
and around buildings and deal with issues such as conservation of fuel and power, ventilation, fire safety and
access for all.

The Sustainable and Secure Buildings Act empowers parliament to address a range of sustainability issues
ranging from the incorporation of environmental standards within renovation work, to the improvement of
crime resistance measures incorporated into buildings.

The Energy Factor

The Act is a piece of enabling legislation and is not prescriptive. However, it does require building regulations
(which are defined within the 1984 Buildings Act) to incorporate a number of fuel and power related
obligations. The obligations relate to fuel and power usage, metering, building emissions and reporting on
micro-generation facilities within housing stock.

Energy Performance of Buildings Directive

The objective of the Directive is to improve the energy performance of buildings within the community, taking
into account outdoor climatic and local conditions, as well as indoor climate requirements and cost-effectiveness.
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The Energy Factor
The UK is obliged to transpose the Directive® into UK law by January 2006.

Planning Policy Guidance notes

Planning Policy Guidance notes 1 and 3* enable developers to plan developments in order to fulfil a thematic
government strategy towards future housing developments.

The Energy Factor

The ODPM has published ‘The Planning Response to Climate Change’5 a set of guidelines for developers that
complement a number of planning policy guidance notes (climate change is also material to PPG11°). The
document lists a number of planning guidelines aimed at reducing the level of emissions from developments.

Building regulations

Building regulations are statutory guidance notes that establish building and construction standards. There
are 13 building regulations of which the conservation of fuel and power is one.

The Energy Factor

Part L” outlines a number of essential objectives to ensure that regulations are economically feasible,
measurable and complementary to the Energy White Paper objectives and the Energy Performance of
Buildings Directive. Obligations under Part L include minimum standards for heating and lighting efficiency,
obligations to incorporate fuel saving measures when retro-fitting and revised SAP standards for building
efficiency.

BREEAM®

BREEAM (Building Research Establishment’s Environmental Assessment Method) is a method of assessment
developed by the Building Research Establishment (BRE) to determine the environmental performance of both
new and existing buildings. The standard is applicable to the industrial sector, the retail sector, offices and
the health sector. Standards for homes are separately covered under ‘EcoHomes’.

The Energy Factor

Energy consumption for buildings in the retail sector is assessed under 21 different energy criteria ranging
from the energy efficiency of installed appliances to efficiency ratings for internal transport structures (lifts.)
Offices are rated under design and procurement9 and management and operation10 (there are specific energy
and transport related assessment criteria within both). In addition, energy related assessment criteria are
outlined for schools™ and health buildings™.

EcoHomes

EcoHomes is a version of BREEAM applicable to homes. EcoHomes is a standard that enables developers to
assess the environmental performance of housing developments. To complete an assessment, the developer
enters information on design and specification into a workbook and passes this to an assessor. All EcoHomes
assessments are covered by BRE's management procedures to ensure a consistent approach and level of
service.

The Energy Factor

EcoHomes categorises energy as one of six credit categories eligible for an EcoHomes rating. The energy
rating of the house is based on a number of factors including the efficiency of lighting and appliances, the
type of energy supplied, insulation and SAP ratings™.
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Zed Standards

The innovative design of ZEDs allows increased densities without sacrificing amenity. ZED standards meet the
‘21 Steps’ approach to reducing energy consumption to a point where ZEDs reach the government’s 2050
emissions targets. The 21 Steps approach™ shows the contribution made to reducing energy consumption by
each of a series of 21 steps. The steps themselves are a mixture of construction choices.

The Energy Factor

Energy efficiency is achieved by combining energy efficient materials and passive heating and cooling
techniques, with urban form, designed to improve the quality of public space while maximising the
opportunities for renewable energy harvesting within a site’s boundaries.

Code for Sustainable Building (CSB)

The Sustainable Buildings Task Group has published a detailed set of recommendations™ to ensure that
buildings are more sustainable. The report is an attempt at reconciling the plethora of sustainable building
initiatives into one regulatory code for sustainable construction. At present there is no universal code for
sustainable buildings.

The Energy Factor

The Sustainable Buildings Task Group recommends that the forthcoming CSB should be based on BREEAM
and incorporate clearly defined minimum standards in key energy efficiency criteria. Furthermore, the Task
Group recommends the establishment of a 25 per cent energy efficiency improvement under Part L of the

Building regulations.

Issues/Problems

At present there are a number of issues to address in order to streamline moves towards the ultimate goal of
better energy and resource efficient buildings.

Regulation can set the standard for the quality and sustainability of future developments, provided it is
meaningful and effective in influencing design and building practice across the sector. For various reasons,
including the voluntary nature of some codes of practice and the client/builder relationship, current standards
are not universally applied. This means that construction decisions are more often governed by capital cost
considerations.

Environmental costs are rarely quantified and integrated into economic cost-benefit analysis. In addition,
environmental cost-benefit analysis is insufficiently robust to affect decisions heavily influenced by direct
costs, the provision of affordable homes, and the perception that consumers are unwilling to accept increased
costs. Consequently proposed increased standards are being watered down.

Furthermore, SERA is concerned that even the minimum standards are not being adhered to by housebuilders.
A recent survey16 claimed that 43 per cent of new homes tested failed to meet the minimum energy-saving
standards"’.

Targets and standards need to be deliverable. House builders who may lack the necessary skills required for
more sustainable construction techniques need access to educational support and training if developers are to
adhere to new codes and standards effectively.

It is wholly unrealisitic to expect best practice, voluntary initiatives and Corporate Social Responsibility to
improve sustainable performance within the construction industry. There is a vital role for fiscal incentives
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Sectoral final energy consumption, Relative fabric heat loss from different
1991 and 1999 dwelling types
(all dwellings the same size — London average 72m2)
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(planning fee variaitions, land taxes, Unified Business Rate variations) in order to demonstrate government
intention and provide appropriate drivers to industry.

Lastly, there is a lack of coherent national data on the consumption of energy within housing stock and in
particular specific energy performance data that would inform whether housing stock can be modernised,

replaced or improved to reduce energy consumption as well as inform home owners and home buyers of the
energy performance of buildings.

Conclusion

Whilst there is general agreement that the construction industry urgently needs to improve its resource and
energy efficiency, there are many differing opinions on how to achieve rapid and lasting improvements.

There are four principal mechanisms for change:

u Spatial planning

[ ] Building regulations

| Agent behaviour (occupiers, developers, investors etc)
[ (Fiscal) incentives

These mechanisms are inter-related: the sustainability of the built environment is dependent on the effective
interaction of these mechanisms.

Some commentators argue that current solutions such as renewable energy generation, combined heat and power
(CHP) and passive heating and cooling are now mature and need to be implemented. Unless this is pursued with
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vigour the opportunity for improving standards in current house building projects relatively inexpensively will be lost.
Solutions could be cost effective (unit costs will compete with standard housing) if there is a commitment to
increase the volume of sustainable buildings such as BedZED. The introduction of more effective regulations,
standards, fiscal incentives and ambitious targets are needed to help deliver this immediately.

The other view posits that solutions need to be market-driven to improve technical developments without
jeopardising profitability. Improved sustainability needs to be driven by consumer demand, which at present is
not well developed. Some solutions are not proven to be cost effective or even of adequate environmental
benefit to be implemented and over regulation of the construction industry to enforce environmental
compliance may be less effective in the long term. Solutions can be driven by educating consumers on the
potential environmental and economic benefits of more sustainable buildings and creating economic
incentives for developers to improve performance.

Whilst there are risks inherent to policy intervention of any kind, there is also a risk that, in their absence,
progress will be wholly inadequate. In our judgment, we need regulation, education and incentives if we are to
deliver a sustainable built environment.

The challenge for policy makers is to understand how to tread the fine line between appropriate regulation
and the stimulation of market forces, SERA hopes this briefing will positively contribute towards the current
debate and potential future options for a more sustainable construction industry.

Recommendations

1. It is essential that the minimum standard for sustainable construction be raised through tougher
enforceable regulation. The Sustainable and Secure Buildings Act enables government to strengthen
existing building regulations to ensure regular incremental improvements in standards.

2. The Building Inspectorate should be given more resources and greater sanctioning powers to monitor
and enforce the minimum building standard.

3. Raised standards should also be prioritised ensuring that the least energy efficient homes are
improved most quickly benefitting households suffering from fuel poverty and poor health. In some
cases the worst performing homes, the ‘hard to heat’ should be demolished, as recently proposed by
Oxford University/ The Tindale Climate Change research centre.

4. Ensure consumers are educated to understand that sustainability is a long-term economic asset rather
than a short-term cost. The forthcoming obligation on developers and estate agents to provide a Home
Information Pack™® is a welcome initiative to drive demand for better quality buildings. The inclusion of a
universal ratings system19 for new building energy efficiency within the Home Information Pack should
also be a statutory requirement.

5. Raised standards will help increase investment in skill levels across the whole construction sector. The
implications of raised standards should be incorporated in the implementation of the recent Skills White
Paper.

6. The quality of, and access to, coherent data on energy and resource use within the construction sector

must be improved. High quality data is vital to identify and target areas where improvements can be made
in sustainable construction practices. There is currently a severe lack of post-completion testing and
feedback data, which is urgently needed to develop best practice within the industry. Such data could also
inform the universal ratings system2° for the Home Information Packs proposed by the government.
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7. Current standards vary widely in scope. Existing guidance notes, directives and recommendations need
to be integrated into a universal code outlining improved standards and targets for energy efficiency
within buildings. However, there are concerns that a universal code, such as the Code for Sustainable
Building, will be voluntary and verified by self-certification, not an independent body. Any new
standards should be backed up by an independent certifying body and methods of managing this body
need to be addressed.

8. Energy efficient buildings can also reduce cold and damp in homes and prevent ill health for occupants.
SERA believes that a lack of proper insulation should be considered a ‘building defect’, and that cold
and damp properties should be defined as a ‘statutory nuisance’.

9. The introduction of fiscal incentives could potentially deliver dramatic improvements in the sustainable
performance of developments.
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SERA - the Socialist Environment and Resources Association - is an independent environment group
affiliated to the Labour Party. SERA works to integrate green thinking into Labour Party policies and
believes that social and environmental concerns must be addressed together. SERA campaigns by
organising events such as conferences and seminars, and publishes regular briefing papers and a
magazine entitled ‘New Ground.’

For more information about SERA contact:
11 Goodwin Street, London N4 3HQ; Tel: 020 7263 7389
E-mail: sera.office@btconnect.com or visit our website: www.serauk.org.uk




