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The natural environment can be defined as all living 
and non-living things which occur naturally. The 
term encompasses the interaction of all living things, 
changes in climate, weather and natural resources 
which affect human survival, social and economic 
activity. The natural environment helps to provide 
essential ecosystem services such as clean air and 
water, raw materials for industrial processes, natural 
areas which contribute to the health and wellbeing 
of society as well as security against climate change, 
reducing carbon emissions, moderating temperatures 
and protecting against the risk of flooding1.

Changes to the earth’s climate can be caused by 
differences in solar influences around the earth and 
differences in the earth’s natural climate cycle. The 
effects of these two phenomena are exacerbated 
by the increase in greenhouse gases in the earth’s 
atmosphere, with the leading cause coming from 
pollution from human interactions such as industrial 
activities, agriculture and travel. Evidence of this 
increase in air pollution is confirmed by the dramatic 
rise in global carbon dioxide emissions (CO2). The 
concentration of CO2 in the air is now at 400 parts 
per million volume (ppm), compared to 280ppm at the 
start of the Industrial Revolution in 17502. Increases in 
CO2 and other emissions trap heat in the atmosphere 
which leads to an increase in global temperatures, 
volatile weather conditions and changing climate, 
which will lead to drastic impacts on people and the 
environment. 

Strongly linked with climate change, the planet has 
entered a period of mass extinction, with species 
extinction rates reaching tens to hundreds times 
higher than the average rate over the last 10 million 
years3. Unprecedented action is required to reduce 
the risks and impacts of climate and ecological 
breakdown. While environmental policy needs to be 
updated to deal with this threat appropriately, existing 
national policy provides an essential starting point 
that needs to be adopted by local government and 
industry to make our communities more resilient and 
sustainable.
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The Department for Food, Agriculture and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) have 
produced a 25-year plan outlining the action which the government 
aims to take in the next 25 years to reduce the effects and mitigate 
the causes of climate change for the future, while also tackling the 
increasing housing crisis and preserving the natural environment. 

The document summarises six key policy areas which hope to maximise 
natural environment benefits and financial viability4: 

1) Using and managing land sustainably 

2) Recovering nature and enhancing the beauty of landscapes

3) Connecting people with the environment to improve health and 
wellbeing

4) Increasing resource efficiency and reducing pollution and waste

5) Securing clean, productive and biologically diverse seas and oceans

6) Protecting and improving the global environment.

The document also states the intention to manage pressures on the 
environment by:

- Mitigating and adapting to climate change 

- Minimising waste

- Managing exposure to chemicals

- Enhancing biosecurity 

The 25-year plan has a strong emphasis on environmental net gain. 
Chapter 1 touches on the challenges the UK faces with a growing 
population and increased demand on natural resources. Defra’s 
plan also indicates that environmental protections will be outlined in 
the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), ensuring that new 
developments happen in the right places, with better environmental 
standards for new builds. It is thought that the planning policy can be 
used to encourage good quality green infrastructure in urban areas. 

Environmental policy 
background



Figure 1: Key facts surrounding climate change, green infrastructure and the natural environment for the UK.

Green Infrastructure (GI) is defined in the NPPF as: ‘a network of 
multifunctional green space, both urban and rural, which is capable of 
delivering a wide range of environmental and quality of life benefits for 
local communities.’5

In a community, green infrastructure can take many forms ranging from 
green roofs, terraces, ponds with reed beds to habitat corridors and 
networks including woodlands and wetlands. Each of these natural 
or semi natural infrastructures may benefit local, regional and national 
ecosystem services by6:

- Improving air and water quality 

- Promoting a healthier lifestyle

- Reducing the risks of flooding

- Increasing biodiversity 

- Mitigating climate change and the impacts experienced from it. 

These benefits, and others mentioned later in this article, help to provide 
solutions to major environmental, social and economic challenges 
highlighted in figure 1. 

Access to the natural environment and the addition of green 
infrastructure in a community can have positive social, economic and 
environmental effects. Access to green infrastructure is considered 
to increase life expectancy, decrease stress and anxiety- thereby 
reducing mental health disorders and improve the physical health of 
society, reducing the strain to the national health service7,8. Increased 
plant matter can mitigate the effects of air pollution, especially where 
prevalent in dense urban areas9. 

Natural England are currently working across government organisations, 
with the help of BREEAM and other key stakeholders in industry, to 
develop a Green Infrastructure Framework for England. The framework 
will provide more clarity on the use of green infrastructure in the UK, its 
impacts, and routes to enable local and regional communities to adopt 
green infrastructure as part of their plans for the future. In doing so this 
new framework will provide recognised approaches for delivering key 
national and local planning policies such as Defra’s 25-year plan, the 
biodiversity net gain goals and essential themes in the NPPF. 

Green infrastructure benefits and policy
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Since the release of both the NPPF and Defra’s 25-year plan in 2018 the 
government have published their Spring statement and a consultation 
with Defra. These articles indicate the commitment by the government 
for biodiversity net gain to be mandated in planning policy. This will 
ensure all new developments will not compromise the surrounding 
natural environment. New developments will have to leave wildlife 
and surrounding habitats in a better state than which they were found 
at the pre-development stage of the process15,16,17. Natural England’s 
Framework will help to plan and deliver projects by demonstrating the 
important benefits for the natural environment, whilst providing clear 
ways in which the benefits of having increased green infrastructure can 
help communities, such as greater social cohesion and climate resilience.  

As part of the new green Infrastructure framework existing standards 
and methodologies will be recognised to benchmark high standards 
relating to the benefits of green infrastructure, to help deliver the 
principles of the framework in practice. This includes the BREEAM family 
and other methods/solutions. BREEAM’s certification processes, as the 
world’s longest standing and widely used sustainability assessment 
method, put it in an ideal position to help with this. In particular, the 

certification standards can be directly used to quantify standards relating 
to biodiversity net-gain and sustainable drainage systems, as well as 
to support broader sustainability in the built environment, which can 
maximise the numerous benefits that well planned green infrastructure 
can offer in the wider area. These benefits can include active travel 
(e.g. cycling), increased safety and security, climate change resilience in 
addition to increased mental and physical wellbeing18.

Local and Regional Plans will now have to reflect the mandatory 
requirements within the NPPF, the Spring Statement and Defra’s 
25-year plan. As mentioned, it is often unclear how to deliver these 
high-level principles in practice and understand what benchmarks 
could be used by local authorities to recognise and monitor where the 
principals have been used. As certification tools BREEAM, CEEQUAL 
and the Home Quality Mark can offer guidance to planning authorities, 
helping to frame planning policies and deliver recognisable standards 
which local authorities can trust. One key way that BREEAM does this 
for the natural environment is by the BREEAM Family’s standards and 
methodologies for ecology, which is based on the BREEAM Strategic 
Ecology Framework.

The BREEAM Strategic Ecology Framework (SEF)19 contains 4 main 
assessment issues which aim to identify, manage, enhance and 
maintain the levels of ecological value and biodiversity on any given 
development. Each of the schemes within the BREEAM20 family, 
including the Home Quality Mark (HQM)21 and CEEQUAL22, work across 
lifecycle stages and sectors in the built environment. 

The schemes base their ecology criteria on the Strategic Ecology 
Framework, which provides two routes to gain ecology credits. 
The Foundation route (Route 1) can be used by projects with low 
risks & opportunities with respect to the ecology on the site. The 
Comprehensive route (Route 2) is used for projects on more complex 
sites and those aiming to achieve the highest standards for ecological 
protection, enhancement and biodiversity net gain.

A reduced number of credits is available for using the Foundation 
route, for achieving similar principles to the Comprehensive route 
but on a smaller scale that does not require input from a Suitably 
Qualified Ecologist. However, projects that have the option of using the 
Foundation route may voluntarily choose to follow the Comprehensive 
route to ensure the maximum number of credits are available to them. 
The Comprehensive route methodology allows for more complex 
situations, where a Suitably Qualified Ecologist will need to carry out 
a detailed ecological assessment for the site. Simpler projects, with 
less opportunity for ecological improvements, can chose either the 
Foundation or Comprehensive routes. Projects that require the expertise 
of a Suitably Qualified Ecologist must use the Comprehensive route to 
demonstrate compliance.  

The category of Land Use and Ecology is broken down into key 
assessment issues within the SEF and subsequently, the BREEAM family 
of schemes. The first assessment issue covers the identification of 

ecological risks and opportunities to a site. If projects achieve the credits 
for ecology when undergoing certification, they would meet and, in 
some cases, surpass the mandated requirements set by the NPPF and 
the 25-year plan in a consistent and reliable way, backed by evidence 
and independent certification. 

The NPPF23 states the requirement for providing net gains in biodiversity 
and establishing ecological networks. The second and third assessment 
issues within the BREEAM schemes provide a recognised and 
benchmarked route to meeting biodiversity net gain, which meets the 
aspirations set out in the NPPF and Defra’s 25-year plan. It does this by 

Biodiversity net-gain; 
driver for ecological improvement

BREEAM ecology and biodiversity net-gain
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promoting and recognising ecological protection and enhancement 
in line with the mitigation hierarchy using an ecologist’s expert advice. 
It also provides tangible outputs to determine a site’s change in 
ecological value as a result of the development with maximum credits 
being awarded for going beyond significant biodiversity net gain. This 
is determined using BREEAM’s Ecological Change and Enhancement 
calculation tool, which is based on the Defra metric and is described in 
BREEAM Guidance Note 3624. 

The fourth assessment issue within the SEF recognises the 
management and maintenance of ecological features throughout 
the project and within the first few years of occupation, to ensure 
ecological value is protected and maintained in-practice (e.g. landscape 
and ecology management plan), once the development team have 
moved on.

Defra’s 25-year plan25 stipulates that the core goals within the NPPF will 
be maintained and strengthened; new developments will happen in 
the right places, with the enhancement of the green belt and protected 
land being a priority. As well as this, all new builds are expected 
to be constructed to and maintain high environmental standards, 
including water efficiency, material resources and energy usage. All 
BREEAM Schemes aim to plan for, proactively mitigate and adapt to 
the effects of climate change. Whether through flood resilience, energy 
efficiency, reduced overheating risk, water quality, air quality or waste 
management. Each scheme has specific criteria to assess each of 
these key themes with the overall goal to aid planners, developers and 
building users to build better, more sustainable infrastructure.   

As well as the wider natural environment of the site, which is covered 

in BREEAM’s SEF, there are also transport criteria included in each of 
the schemes. These aim to promote and encourage end users to utilise 
more sustainable means of travel such as public transport and active 
travel (e.g. walking and cycling). This is mirrored in both the NPPF and 
25-year plan. There is also the added benefit that encouraging active 
travel facilitates physically healthier people in the community as well as 
a reduction in air pollution caused by particulates released from vehicles.  
An increase in air quality is of importance, and a principal issue to be 
overcome in Defra’s 25-year plan (Chapter 4).  

Both the NPPF and the 25-year plan dictate that local plans should 
aim to achieve sustainable outcomes for both communities and the 
wider environment. BREEAM schemes can be used as tools by local 
planning authorities to aid decision making and push standards in the 
built environment. The schemes ensure that all new and refurbished 
developments protect and enhance the natural environment, while 
mitigating the effects of climate change. This ultimately provides vibrant, 
healthy communities which contribute to a strong and sustainable 
economy for future generations.

Delivering policy principles in-practice 
using BREEAM 
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