
Getting the most from BREEAM: 
Part 1 - Planning ahead

Early Involvement

It is recommended that  an ecologist is 
involved as soon as possible during 
the life of a project to help prevent 
unexpected delays later on during the 
project and to allow advice to be provided 
about realistic BREEAM or CfSH ecology 
objectives.  An early site appraisal, even 
if this is a desk-based assessment, will 
allow initial ecological constraints to 
be identified.  This enables advance 
consideration of ecology matters that 
need to be taken into account, such as 
survey timings, licensing requirements 
and the development of a mitigation 
strategy.

Clear objectives

It is important that it is clear about what 
the BREEAM or CfSH objectives are 
– what is a realistic target?  Whilst it is 
desirable to attain an ‘Excellent’ BREEAM 
or CfSH rating for a building, this may 
not be achievable from an ecological 
perspective if the site is largely taken up 
by the new development.  A crude rule of 
thumb is that if the development affects 
most of the site then the opportunities 
for significant ecological enhancement 
will be limited.  Whilst there may be ways 
of overcoming this, for example using 
green / brown roofs, these options have 
limitations of which the project team 
needs to be aware.

At this stage in a project it is important 
that direct communication is established 

between the appointed consultant 
ecologist and the client’s BREEAM 
assessor or advisor, if known.  This will 
ensure that the correct BREEAM or 
CfSH guidance is used and that useful 
supplementary information, such as the 
BREEAM Ecology Calculator, is available.

What report do you need?

It is important to consider what type of 
report is required at particular stages of 
a project.  At the planning application 
stage a BREEAM ecology report may not 
be necessary – for example an extended 
Phase 1 Habitat Survey Report may 
suffice.  At the planning application stage 
there may not be enough information to 
complete a BREEAM ecology report, for 
example the landscape details may not 
be finalised which will mean that future 
biodiversity benefits cannot be assessed.  
It is important to note that a BREEAM 
ecology report is primarily designed to 
demonstrate compliance with BREEAM 
objectives rather than presenting the 
results of a thorough ecological impact 
assessment.  Consequently a BREEAM 
ecology report may not necessarily 
provide a local authority planning officer 
with the information that they need.

A BREEAM ecology report is likely to 
be more relevant later on during the 
project once all design details have 
been finalised.  It is important that 
an ecologist is involved in the design 
process leading up to this point, as this 
will allow biodiversity enhancements to 
be incorporated into the scheme design 
rather than introduced at the end which 
would limit the opportunities.  Biodiversity 
enhancements can bring aesthetic 
benefits as well as ecological gains.

Identify opportunities for enhancement

Biodiversity enhancement is sometimes 
viewed as a separate part of the 
development, forming part of the overall 
landscape arrangements: for example 
a wildflower meadow or an area of tree 
planting.  Whilst the creation of specific 
habitat types is extremely valuable, 
it is also important to recognise that 
opportunities for biodiversity enhancement 
exist elsewhere.  It is advisable to identify 
these opportunities as early as possible 
during the design process.

Examples of other biodiversity 
enhancement opportunities include the 
following:

• Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems 
(SUDS) – ponds and swales may be 
designed to be provide water storage but 
can be planted to provide considerable 
wildlife benefits.

• Roofs and walls – these areas do not 
need to be dead space, as there are 
opportunities to create green / brown 
roofs and living walls.

• Hard-standing – the use of cellular porous 
paving will provide a robust surface that 
can be seeded with wildflowers and 
grasses.
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Getting the most from BREEAM: 
Part 2 – Securing the Credits

Thinking Ahead

Designing biodiversity enhancements 
is relatively straightforward, although it 
is essential that clients are aware of the 
implications of introducing a particular 
habitat type to a site.  For example, 
many people are used to seeing areas of 
amenity grassland that are green all year 
round and mown regularly.  If a wildflower 
meadow is introduced to a site this will 
need to be mown much less frequently 
and some of the plants will die back 
during the winter.  Consequently visitors 
to the site may see an area of grassland 
that appears unkempt and uncared for, 
so it may be appropriate to provide some 
interpretation (such as a display board).

Other features, such as Sustainable 
Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS) ponds 
or brown roofs, may need to be managed 
from time to time.  It is important that any 
designs take this into account and include 
safe access arrangements.

Landscaping details

A key part of the BREEAM or CfSH 
ecological assessment is comparing the 
future situation with the existing situation 
to see if there is an increase, decrease or 
no net change in the biodiversity value of 
the site.  Whilst a Phase 1 Habitat Survey 
will provide all the required information 
to assess the existing site, details of the 
proposed landscaping will need to be 
provided by a landscape architect.  As the 
BREEAM / CfSH calculations are based 
on the number of species per habitat 
type, it is important that the appropriate 
information is provided as follows:

1. The area of each proposed habitat 
type.

2. The number of native species 
within each habitat type.

So, for example, a project may include the 
provision of wildflower grassland and a 
shrub border, in which case the following 
information would be provided: 200sqm of 
wildflower grassland with 6 grass species 
and 8 herb species; 50sqm of shrub 
border with 5 native shrub species and 
4 ornamental species.  It is important to 
note that non-native species can only be 
used in the credit calculation if they have 
a known biodiversity benefit, e.g. lavender 
for bees.  Consequently if a site is planted 
entirely with ornamental species there is a 
risk that it may be considered to have little 
biodiversity benefit in BREEAM or CfSH 
terms and be assigned a lower score.

Construction Phase

The BREEAM or CfSH (ecology) 
assessment process continues after 
the preparation of an ecology report.  It 
is usually the case that a Landscape 
and Habitat Management Plan will be 
prepared and implemented and that a 
‘Biodiversity Champion’ will be appointed.  
There is usually a requirement to monitor 
progress during the construction phase 
of the development, thereby ensuring 
that retained ecological features are 
protected and that new habitat creation 
has taken place as specified.  This may 
involve the training of the construction 
team and the recording of actions 
taken during the construction process 
to protect biodiversity, and all of this is 
usually carried out by the Biodiversity 
Champion.  It is recommended that an 
ecologist is involved in the preparation of 

the Landscape and Habitat Management 
Plan, liaising with the landscape architect: 
the ecologist also has a role in briefing the 
Biodiversity Champion.

How we can help

Many of BSG Ecology’s staff are ‘suitably 
qualified ecologists’ for both the Code 
for Sustainable Homes and BREEAM 
assessments and collectively they 
have undertaken over 50 BREEAM 
assessments for a range of developments 
including BREEAM Education, Healthcare, 
Industrial and Office assessments.  They 
all have good experience of working 
closely with architects and landscape 
architects to achieve the highest possible 
credits within the BREEAM Assessment.


