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Public Practice is a not-for-profit social enterprise with a 
mission to improve the quality and equality of everyday 
places by building the public sector’s capacity for 
proactive planning.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Research & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This Practice 
Note is one of the outputs of this programme.
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ON TARGET: 
How can Authorities meet their carbon emissions 
target in new developments? 
 
This Practice Note is based on research carried out as part of a 
year-long placement in the newly formed Placeshaping Team at 
Harlow & Gilston Garden Town (HGGT). It explores methods that 
local authorities can employ to develop Sustainability Guidance 
which embeds environmental, social and economic sustainability 
principles throughout the planning process in order to promote 
sustainable new developments. The research took place between 
April 2019 and March 2020 and was focused on HGGT, but findings 
and recommendations may be useful for planning authorities within 
and beyond London with an interest in creating and implementing 
Sustainability Guidance, who are invited to help test, develop and 
improve the findings and recommendations put forward in this 
Practice Note. 
 
 
CONTEXT 
HGGT was designated a Garden Town by the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) in January 2017 and 
will comprise new and existing communities in and around Harlow 
(see diagram below). The Garden Town is formed across five 
partner authorities, including three district authorities – East Herts 
(EHDC), Epping Forest (EFDC) and Harlow District Councils (HDC) 
– and 2 County Councils – Hertfordshire and Essex County 
Councils.1 The planned investment in transport infrastructure and 
new neighbourhoods aims to ensure that the Garden Town will 
support sustainable living and a healthy economy for existing and 
future residents. 
 
This Practice Note has been shaped by the process of creating and 
implementing a Sustainability Guidance & Checklist for HGGT, with 
input from a broad spectrum of public and private sector experts. It 
was developed in the context of the UK government calling for a 
reduction in carbon emissions by 80% compared to 1990 levels by 
2050,2 in response to which over 56% of Local Authorities in the UK 
had declared a climate emergency by February 2020.3 All five HGGT 
partner authorities declared a climate emergency during the course 
of 2019, with varying degrees of ambition ranging from significantly 
reducing carbon emissions to achieving carbon-neutral 
developments by 2030.4  The research was also carried out in a 
context of varying stages of Local Plan adoption across the three 

 
1  HGGT, About the Garden Town 
2  UK Government, The Climate Change Act (2050 Target Amendment), (2019) 
3  Declare a Climate Emergency, List of Councils, (Feb, 2020) 
4  Harlow Climate Emergency Declaration; EFDC Climate Emergency 

Declaration 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2019/9780111187654/pdfs/ukdsiem_9780111187654_en.pdf
https://www.climateemergency.uk/blog/list-of-councils/
http://harlow.gov.uk/documents/s14325/Climate%20Change%20Strategy.pdf


  

PN016/OnTarget 2 

district councils, with one adopted Local Plan and two emerging 
Local Plans undergoing Inspector review and modification at the time 
of the placement.  
 
 

 
 
Harlow and Gilston Garden Town, showing constellation of existing and new 
settlements across five partner authorities. Image credit: Puttock Brown 
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APPROACH 
The research drew on the author’s experience in-placement as 
Sustainability Officer at HGGT, and took a number of approaches: 
 
1. REVIEW OF SUSTAINABILITY POLICY AND GUIDANCE  
In the first instance, a literature review was undertaken to compare 
industry-led sustainability guidance / recommendations, external 
sustainability guidance / adopted SPD’s and in-house policy and 
guidance, including the endorsed HGGT Vision & Design Guide, 
adopted and emerging Local Plans, Health & Wellbeing Strategies, 
Infrastructure Delivery Plans, and Economic Growth Strategies. 
Research was also undertaken to identify any work which had been 
done in this area prior to Associate’s arrival, which included a review 
of the Policy Gap Analysis which formed a good base on which to 
build. 
 
2. CURRENT SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT PRACTICES 
Informal discussions were undertaken with planning teams across 
the three district authorities, including with officers in the 
Implementation and Development Management, Planning Policy and 
Regeneration teams. This provided an insight into how sustainability 
performance was assessed against incoming planning application 
targets. The Implementation team within EFDC was identified as a 
key source of information, as it is responsible for assessing larger 
sites generally, but also specifically for assessing three of the four 
strategic sites that lie fully or partially within the planned Garden 
Town.  
 
3. EVIDENCE GATHERING 
Evidence was gathered from existing major applications (any 
quantum of development greater than 10 units) in EFDC, with a focus 
on residential developments due to the circa 23,000 new homes 
expected to be delivered on the strategic sites in the Garden Town 
over the next 20+ years. The findings from this evidence are 
illustrated in the pie charts on the accompanying pages.  
 
4. DEVELOPMENT OF TOOLS 
The research stage informed the development of two templates, a 
Sustainability Guidance Assessment Tracker (see PN016_A) and a 
Sustainability Guidance Roadmap Template (see PN016_B): 
 
— The Assessment Tracker was used to analyse recent major 

planning applications to track levels of sustainability 
performance (if any), the degree to which they were 
implemented, and to understand how planning officers could 
ensure compliance with design to minimise the Performance 
Gap identified between the design and the delivery of new 
developments.  
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— The Roadmap supported the development of HGGT’s 
Sustainability Guidance document. The Roadmap design 
borrowed the RIBA Plan of Work framework (the eight stage 
process used to organise the design, delivery and operation of 
a building), identifying key stage gateways in terms of the 
dissemination of information and/or key outputs.5 The gateways 
identified include the dissemination of Draft Sustainability 
Officer Reviews (1st, 2nd, 3rd Drafts), the QRP Review report, 
Sustainability Workshop, Developer Forum, Cabinet 
Presentation, Public Consultation, Member Board Presentation, 
HGGT endorsement/adoption and Officer Training Programme.  

 
5. TESTING FOR ROBUSTNESS:  
The process of developing the Sustainability Roadmap identified the 
need to test the emerging guidance at different stages for robustness 
as well as to seek critical review from a wide range of experts, 
including from the HGGT Quality Review Panel (QRP), from internal 
reviews at particular stages, and from Quality Design Workstream 
Meetings. All of these provided direction and the opportunity to draw 
on an extensive technical and local knowledge base.  
 

 
 
Sustainability Workshop where experts from the private sector, including 
Sustainability experts and Developers, and Local Authority officers from 
the five partner Authorities discussed and proposed recommendations for 
developing the HGGT Sustainability Guidance. Hosted by UK Green Building 
Council (UKGBC) on behalf of the Garden Town. 

  

 
5   RIBA, Plan of Work Framework 

https://www.architecture.com/-/media/GatherContent/Test-resources-page/Additional-Documents/2020RIBAPlanofWorktemplatepdf.pdf
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FINDINGS 
There were a number of key findings from the research:  

 
1. LACK OF CLEAR TARGETS 
Whilst clear sustainability performance targets exist for non-domestic 
developments (mainly BREEAM Excellent standards), there were 
looser requirements for residential developments, although main 
modifications include working to encourage standards such as 
Passivhaus and BREEAM.6  

 
2. PERFORMANCE GAP BETWEEN DESIGN AND DELIVERY 
The pie charts overleaf represent a sample of 15 major (>10 unit) 
developments assessed in EFDC over the last two years; these 
show that even where Applicants claim to provide ‘Sustainable 
Development’, they are often only referring to meeting current 
Building Regulation Standards, and only 6% of Applications stipulate 
surpassing Building Regulations (aiming to meet the withdrawn Code 
for Sustainable Homes Level 4), with none of them providing post-
completion verification of this. This leaves a potentially huge 
performance gap between design and completion. This further adds 
to the evidence of industry-wide performance gap confirmed by the 
studies undertaken by Zero Carbon Hub and Innovate UK which 
showed that the majority of newly built homes failed to meet their 
required performance targets.7 
 
3. LACK OF CLEAR ASSESSMENT CRITERIA 
Within the Planning process, there were no clearly identified 
processes for the measurement of sustainability in current planning 
applications, beyond responding to applications where the applicant 
highlighted a sustainable route. These often merely cited ‘meeting 
current building regulations standards’, which sets a poor standard 
relative to the targets and ambitions of the partner Authorities. 

 
4. LACK OF PROCESS FOR RECORDING AND TRACKING  
There are currently no systems in place to ensure that design-stage 
sustainability ambitions (where highlighted by the Applicant) are 
recorded to ensure implementation at construction and post-
completion stage, so there is no way to assess if a performance gap 
exists.   

 
5. NEED FOR TRAINING IN SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL 
It was also found that officers felt that additional training would be 
required, and useful for them, to asses incoming developments on 
sustainability grounds.  
  
 
6  Passivhaus Trust, What is Passivhaus?; BREEAM, Technical Standards 

for Homes 
7  Zero Carbon UK, Closing the gap between design & as-built 

performance, (July, 2014); Innovate UK, Building Performance 
Evaluation Programme: Findings from non-domestic projects, (Jan, 
2016). 

https://www.passivhaustrust.org.uk/what_is_passivhaus.php
https://www.breeam.com/discover/technical-standards/homes/
https://www.breeam.com/discover/technical-standards/homes/
http://www.zerocarbonhub.org/sites/default/files/resources/reports/Design_vs_As_Built_Performance_Gap_End_of_Term_Report_0.pdf
http://www.zerocarbonhub.org/sites/default/files/resources/reports/Design_vs_As_Built_Performance_Gap_End_of_Term_Report_0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/497761/Non-Domestic_Building_performance_full_report_2016.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/497761/Non-Domestic_Building_performance_full_report_2016.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/497761/Non-Domestic_Building_performance_full_report_2016.pdf
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1. Major Applications WITH Sustainability Note / Statement / Strategy 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
2. Applications that INCLUDE a Sustainability Performance Target (i.e. 
Passivhaus / CfSH  BRE) as part of Sustainability Note / Statement / 
Strategy 
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3. Performance Target Specified 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Post-Completion Performance Verification 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
The findings from this research have led to the following 
recommendations for Authorities seeking to meet their carbon 
neutral targets: 
 
1. EMPLOY A SUSTAINABILITY LEAD 
Authorities are encouraged to employ a Sustainability 
Officer/Lead/Champion, who has the political backing to implement 
changes. 

 
2. DEVELOP AND ADOPT A SUSTAINABILITY GUIDANCE SPD 
Authorities are encouraged to adopt/endorse a Sustainability 
Guidance SPD to give clear direction on how policy will be measured 
and implemented. This Guidance can be developed in-house by the 
Sustainability Lead, whose responsibility it will be to undertake or 
client the works, to set direction, and to drive implementation with 
Planning and wider Authority teams.  
 
Key features of any guidance should include:  
— Clear objectives of what the guidance is looking to achieve and 

clear direction and expectation to all users in terms of what 
information is to be expected in planning applications coming 
forward.   

— Quantitative and qualitative measurables (clear, measurable 
objectives should be incorporated, including adopting a RAG list 
where necessary). 

— Transparent sustainability assessment criteria for use by 
Officers and Applicants. 

— Simplicity of format and layout to enable officers and applicants 
to read, understand and implement the guidance. 

— Benefits to Applicants (developers) clearly identified in terms of 
Planning, Construction, and Market de-risking. 

— Incorporate local case studies for reference. 
— Set performance-based pre-occupation conditions that require 

sustainability certification (i.e. Passivhaus Final Certificate) to 
ensure sustainability ambitions are evidenced and incorporate 
post-evaluation monitoring mechanisms that show performance 
gaps are eradicated and occupant comfort is recorded. 

— Sustainability Guidance should be easy enough to use that 
Officers can do so without requiring additional sustainability 
expertise to assess incoming schemes – particularly given the 
volume of incoming planning applications at any one time.  
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3. UPSKILL OFFICERS 
A Planning Officer training programme should be implemented as 
part of the development programme, or after an approach has been 
finalised. These can be delivered in digestible 1hr sessions for all 
Planning and Building Regulations Officer teams. Training 
programmes should include:  
— Sustainability session tackling a single topic, delivered over a 

few weeks. 
— Sustainability design surgeries where officers bring live 

schemes to be reviewed against measurable criteria. 
 

4. ENGAGE STAKEHOLDERS 
Stakeholder Engagement with all officers and external parties is a 
key process that should be incorporated throughout the creation and 
development of guidance. This acts as a continuous feedback loop, 
shaping the guidance as it progresses. It also builds awareness and 
excitement about sustainability more generally, and keenness from 
officers to test and apply the measures. 
 
RESOURCES 
Two resources accompany these recommendations, a Sustainability 
Assessment Matrix (see PN016_A) and a Sustainability Roadmap 
(see PN016_B). The resources can be downloaded from 
publicpractice.org.uk/resources. Public Practice welcome feedback 
on the findings and recommendations set out in this Practice Note to 
help update current resources and inform future research. Please 
contact us at info@publicpractice.org.uk. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
This Practice Note has reviewed ways in which sustainability 
performance targets can be tracked through the planning 
process and has recommended measures that can be 
implemented to help Authorities to meet their carbon neutral 
targets. To take these recommendations further, the following 
area would benefit from further development:  
 
— Testing the recommendations and templates provided in other 

Authorities to understand how they may need to be adapted or 
refined through implementation.  

 
 
 
 
  

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources
mailto:info@publicpractice.org.uk
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With over two thirds of councils across the UK having 
declared a climate emergency, ensuring that an 
Authority’s expectations of sustainability performance in 
new developments are clearly communicated, measured 
and implemented through the planning process is vital for 
ambitious carbon neutral targets to be met. 

This requires the necessary guidance to be in place, and 
appropriate and effective measures to be taken to track 
and monitor sustainability performance in planning 
applications through to delivery. A lack of clear targets 
and assessment criteria can lead to a significant gap in 
performance between design and completion which will 
result in Authorities failing to meet their targets.

This Practice Notes proposes a set of recommendations 
to support the delivery of Sustainability Guidance within 
an Authority. Drawing on research carried out as part of a 
year-long placement in the Harlow & Gilston Garden Town 
team, it explores methods for tracking sustainability 
performance targets and is accompanied by a set of 
resources designed to support Authorities to meet their 
climate emission goals.

#ClimateAction #ClimateEmergency #Sustainability 
#PlanningProcess

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources


