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SUSTAINABLE CONSTRUCTION NEED CONSISTENCY AND COMMON SENSE

The Construction and Built Environment Sector will have to tackle climate change, other environmental impacts and wider sustainability issues now, delegates were warned at a seminar in Ashford last week organised by the South East Centre for the Built Environment (SECBE). But the delegates called on the Government to provide consistency and common sense, as well as leadership, if sustainable construction is to be achieved.

Speaking to an audience of construction companies, architects and developers, keynote speaker Dr. Richard Williams, of the Environment Centre (tEC) in Southampton, said: “Attitudes towards sustainable construction have to change and we have to address this agenda now.”  

But discussion at the seminar highlighted the challenges faced by the industry if it is to deliver sustainable construction.  Lack of joined up thinking from government on targets was an issue, especially where these ignored cost implications and the present technical inability to deliver the highest standards. Equally, there was a credibility gap between the Government’s new pressure to radically increase the quantity of housing while setting high sustainability targets without them being affordable.  There was concern, too, that a lack of local authority knowledge regarding sustainable construction meant they could not guide developers. 
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After the meeting, Simon Pentecost of the Jenner Group whose work includes social housing, said:  “The Prime Minister’s policy statement last week which argued for ‘More homes, more cheaply and more sustainable’ was sadly a non- sequitur. Sustainability at present cannot mean cheaper and will not, until technology advances.”

Another guest speaker Nick Lomax, Managing Director of LCE Architects, said: “It’s good to aspire to high targets in the Sustainability Code. But I believe it is a blunt instrument; not enough of the code is related to global warming, the increments in the target emissions are too large and the highest levels are unattainable without new technologies.” He suggested that the extra costs using existing technologies, for the middle levels, were likely to be between £5,000 and £20,000. A ‘zero-carbon’ house, which had overall ‘negative’ CO2 emissions, which his organisation was designing as an experiment would be powered by wind turbines and solar energy as well as facing south, but was likely to cost £40,000-£50,000 more than a conventional house.

Mr Lomax also felt the Code should be mandatory, so everyone knew where they were and local authorities would know what to enforce.  But it would need a lot of promotion and training so everyone in the sector – planner, architect, builder and buyer - knew the sustainability score. 
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Les Johnson, Director of GC Partnership in Ashford, agreed that cost was a major concern:  “Maybe there should be some financial incentive – building societies could offer lower mortgage rates for a more sustainable house, for instance.”  He also said that government departments needed to work more closely together so that there were consistent targets everyone could work together to achieve.  Mr. Johnson agreed that there was a case for making the targets mandatory.

Laura Bramley, SECBE’s Project Manager for Sustainable Construction, another speaker at the Seminar, told delegates that for social housing in particular the Government was going to have to be realistic on sustainability targets as everything would be controlled by budgets.  She also said local authorities should work together to provide consistent rules and both they and central government would have to find ways of promoting best practice to achieve targets rather just set them and walk away. The Workshops are part of a pilot project for sustainable construction and are funded by the European GROW programme
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The South East Centre for the Built Environment (SECBE) is a consortium of business leaders that exists to inform policy and drive business-to-business learning and networking. They take regional strategies and industry issues and develop action plans to improve business performance throughout the sector.  SECBE is a not-for-profit company limited by guarantee - owned and driven by its business members.  SECBE aims to help businesses operating across the South East – Oxon, Bucks, Berks, Hants, Surrey, Sussex and Kent to create a sustainable built environment through better business

The Workshops are part of the GROW programme which is exploring new ways of reducing the impact on our environment that can arise from economic growth within successful regions. This leads to significant pressure on natural resources demanding the de-coupling of economic growth and environmental degradation. It works towards achieving the guidelines of the Kyoto agreement.
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