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Background

This workshop differed from ‘normal’ HEEPI events in seeking to build a consensus about the desirability and feasibility of mainstreaming environmental or “sustainability” assessment of buildings in UK HE estates. Key points made in an initial presentation by the HEEPI co-director, Professor Peter James, were:   

1. There is increasing regulatory, policy and public pressure for high environmental performance in buildings. However, some new HE buildings are not achieving this. 
   

2. This poor performance is not only bad for the environment but also means that Universities face much higher operating costs than they need to. The main reason is that relatively cheap opportunities to achieve energy and water efficiency at the design stage are not taken. According to one recent review of experience on the topic, by California Sustainable Building Task Force, “minimal increases in upfront costs of about 2% to support green design would, on average, result in life cycle savings of 20% of total construction costs - more than ten times the initial investment”.

3. There are two broad ways of assessing a building’s environment performance - through a specific method focusing on this topic, or as part of a more comprehensive assessment of all key performance areas. Each of which has advantages and disadvantages. They are not mutually exclusive so both could be used in practice.

4. The best known specific method is the UK-developed Building Research Establishment  Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM) (see www.bre.co.uk/breeam). The US Green Building Council has also developed the similar Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) scheme (www.usgbc.org). The advantage of these approaches is that they provide comprehensive and detailed assessment of a broad range of environmental aspects. Their potential disadvantages are that they might be seen as a specialist piece of box ticking which has little influence on the general design process, and being environmentally focused do not reflect social and ethical criteria. 

5. A more comprehensive means of assessment is by incorporating environment into Design Quality Indicators (DQIs) which aim to cover all important aspects of the buildings performance (see www.dqi.org.uk). This has the disadvantage of being generic, but the potential advantage of bringing environment into the mainstream design process.  

6. BREEAM has over a decade’s track record, and is now widely used in the UK. It works by creating a specification for a building with a number of individual criteria (grouped into Management, Energy, Health and Well-being, Pollution, Transport, Land use, Ecology and Materials). Each criteria is weighted in importance by having credits or points attached to it (typically between 1 and 5). When the building is assessed (which can be done at several stages – design, post-occupation and operating), points are awarded for each criteria, and then added for a total score. This score will correspond to a particular band, ranging from Excellent through Very Good, Good and Pass. 
7. Some generic applications have been developed (BREEAM for Offices, BREEAM Retail, Industrial BREEAM, and EcoHomes for houses and flats). A modified version, CEEQUAL, has also been developed for civil engineering projects (www.ceequal.co.uk). All other buildings must have a one-off ‘bespoke’ assessment matrix developed by BRE at a ball park cost of around £10-15,000. 

8. Assessment against the specification has to be undertaken by BRE-licensed and trained BREEAM Assessors. Assessors can be from the organisation which is commissioning the building, but are normally either independent or working for one of the design team (typically the engineers). Assessment depends upon the building type but a ball park figure is around £5,000 (which includes royalty payments to BRE).

9. Assessment can be done at either or both of two stages – initial design and completion. BRE also recommends that organisations do an internal post-occupancy assessment to ensure that important design features are still in place and working. 

10. BREEAM has not been widely adopted in the HE sector. Known examples include the University of Oxford (where it has been requested since 2002 on all new buildings costing over £4 million, and refurbishments over £1 million), the University of Edinburgh (which adopted a similar policy in 2003), and a few specific buildings such as the Devonshire Building at Newcastle University.

11. One reason for low take-up is the fact that there are no generic building specifications relevant to HE. Hence, most HE buildings which have gained BREEAM have done so on a bespoke basis and therefore can cost up to £20,000 per building. 

12. Some other public sector bodies are taking initiatives with regard to BREEAM. The NHS has worked with BRE to develop BREEAM into a hospital-specific NHS Environmental Assessment Tool (available on-line at www.nhsestates.gov.uk). NHS Estates now require all new buildings to achieve Excellent, and all refurbishments to achieve Very Good ratings. However, the assessment is undertaken by the NHS Trusts themselves so that there is no full accreditation by an independent BREEAM Assessor. 

13. The Ministry of Defence and the Prison Service are taking an alternative approach of developing detailed specifications for 5-10 building types, which can then be assessed by BREEAM Assessors in the normal way.   

The meeting then broke into sub-groups to discuss a series of questions about building assessment:

· Should there be more assessment of sustainability in HE building projects?

· If so, is BREEAM the best means of achieving this?

· How could a suitable assessment method be made more accessible to the sector?

Should there be more assessment of sustainability in HE?

Some key points were: 

Higher building standards are being required anyway e.g. the forthcoming EU Energy Performance of Buildings Directive.

Assessment is only one of a number of options for improving HE building performance – others include choosing environmentally aware design teams and contractors, requiring compliance with environmental codes of practice etc.

No assessments are perfect so that there is also some risk of manipulating the process.

Nonetheless, there was general agreement that more assessment of design intent and implementation would be desirable, provided that it is effective and inexpensive.

The discussion also highlighted the existence of a number of HEIs who would like to do more assessment, but are held back by cost and other barriers. There were mixed views on whether assessment should be made mandatory, in the same way as the NHS. The main reservation was a feeling amongst some HEIs that they did not know enough about BREEAM to comment. 

If so, is BREEAM the best means of achieving this?

The strengths of BREEAM were seen as:

The UK market leader - widely recognised and understood

Being adopted by other public sector bodies such as NHS, MoD, Prison Service

A national infrastructure of registered Assessors who can be drawn upon

Rests on more than a decade of practical experience and refinement.

The weaknesses were seen as:

Potential for ‘playing the system’ by focusing on areas with high points scores and ignoring others

Perceived as a relatively expensive optional extra

Doesn’t address the social and ethical aspects of sustainability in relation to buildings.

Some of the attendees with experience of BREEAM had mixed experiences but felt that it was useful overall. On balance, almost all attendees felt that in practice BREEAM is the only game in town and therefore the logical way to go for building assessment. However it is important to address its weaknesses, and to ensure that whatever assessment method is used becomes a central part of the project management process.

How could a suitable assessment method be made more accessible to the sector?
If BREEAM or a similar system is to be more widely adopted it is essential to move away from treating every HE building as ‘bespoke’, with all the additional costs this creates. Sub-groups therefore discussed whether it was possible to identify generic building types for which a specification can be developed and used in all HEIs. The starting point for this discussion was the building categories for HEEPI’s Building Level Benchmarking work.

Whilst recognising that there are always anomalies in any categorisation scheme, all participants felt that it was possible and desirable to identify such general types.  The building professionals also felt that this was feasible from a technical point of view. Three types were identified as priority targets, based on known construction plans and energy and water intensity – Laboratories, Libraries / Learning Resource Centres and Sports Centres. There may also be opportunities to work with non-HE initiatives with regards to Sports Centres. 

Ways Forward

There was general agreement at the end of the meeting that:

The sector is currently lagging behind in any proactive drive for sustainable buildings. HEFCE and the other Funding Councils should do more to encourage and support sustainable construction within the sector.  The best available guidance and good practice is not being applied to the very considerable annual spend on new build and refurbishment – leading to significant potential future estates management problems.   
There are a number of methods of achieving this, of which BREEAM is just one. However, it should be a priority because it is mainstream, is being adopted by other public sector agencies, and can be implemented quickly.

It may be premature at present to make BREEAM mandatory for the sector because it has weaknesses, and many HEIs are unfamiliar with it. A better short-term approach would be to support the considerable number of HEIs who want to use it more, but are held back by cost issues. This would build experience, and allow weaknesses to be remedied.

The preferred approach for many participants was the formation of voluntary ‘clubs’ of HEIs who are developing specific types of building. They might then be able to share the costs of developing a “generic” BREEAM specification for that building type. Leicester and Sheffield have volunteered to participate in one such club, for libraries. The other priority types for action should be laboratories and sports centres.

HEFCE and other Funding Councils could help to support these initiatives by: 

Providing pump priming funding to help the formation of BREEAM clubs

Negotiating with BRE on behalf of the sector to obtain lower rates


Preparing guidance information for BREEAM Assessors who are assessing HE buildings against the generic templates (to ensure that gaming is minimised and best practice maximised)

Supporting training of BREEAM Assessors within HEIs

Developing awareness of the Whole Life Cost benefits of sustainable buildings and their role in containing future HE cost increases 

Highlighting the value of BREEAM in documentation relating to approvals of building capital expenditure.

Finally, if any formal or informal BREEAM targets are set, it is important that they encourage good environmental performance – which in practice means ‘Excellent’ ratings for new buildings and ‘very good’ for refurbishments.    
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