
 

1 

 

Sustainability Certification Schemes for New Urban Development 

A research workshop funded by the Leverhulme International Research 

Network on Eco-city Frameworks 

This workshop was held at the Bartlett School of Planning, UCL on 1
st

 May 2014 with just under 40 

participants. 

10.00 – 10.30 Registration and refreshments  

10.30 – 10.35 Welcome and Introduction to 

the aims of the symposium 

Yvonne Rydin, UCL 

10.35 – 11.00 Reviewing existing research on 

Sustainability Certification 

Schemes 

Lewis Sullivan, UCL 

11.00 – 11.45 Discussion session Opening Discussant – Sarah 

Carey, British Land 

11.45 – 12.00 Refreshment break  

12.00 – 12.30 How might the role of 

Sustainability Certification 

Schemes be conceptualised? 

Yvonne Rydin, UCL 

12.30 – 1.15 Discussion session Opening Discussant – Libby 

Schweber, Reading University 

1.15 – 2.00 Lunch (provided)  

2.00 – 2.40 How can we research 

Sustainability Certification 

Schemes?  

Shula Goulden, Ben Gurion 

University 

Rachel Mullon, Université Paris 

Est 

2.40 – 3.30 Discussion session Opening Discussant – Martine 

Spinks, UCL 

3.30 – 3.45 Refreshment break  

3.45 – 4.15 What can we expect from 

research on Sustainability 

Certification Schemes? 

Simon Joss, Westminster 

University 

Alan Yates/Cary Buchanan, BRE 

Wouter de Zeeuw, IFSA 

4.15 – 5.00 Discussion session & Close  
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A summary of the key points raised in the presentations and the discussion follows.  

Urban sustainability frameworks: A literature review 
The review established that most research on sustainability certification schemes for assessing new 

urban development had been conducted on the building level. There were three types of paper 

within the research literature: descriptions of new frameworks; comparison of the contents of the 

different schemes; and analysis of implementation of the schemes. Most of this work looked at 

BREEAM 2008 and equivalent versions of LEED and other schemes. There was little as yet on 

BREEAM Communities and other neighbourhood-scale assessment frameworks.  

The majority of the work was focussed on comparison of the formal content of schemes, e.g. the 

different weightings and credit scores adopted. This suggested that there was broad consensus on 

what counted as sustainability within the scheme despite differences in weighting and prioritising. 

An environmental bias, particularly in building-scale schemes, was detected. There was a lack of 

transparency in how framework were assembled and there was much less literature exploring how 

and why sustainability frameworks had an impact, particularly in practice.  

In her comments, Sarah Cary of British Land offered a developer’s perspective. She emphasised the 

drivers for use of such schemes as: demand by commercial customers; and planning authorities 

requiring it as part of the regulatory process. On the costs of compliance, she argued it was 

impossible to pull this out of the overall design cost. The projects that she dealt with were often very 

large scale (£35 - 100 million) and individual in character. In one case, costs were 1% more than 

estimated build cost due to trying to achieve a specific assessment level. It was difficult to 

disentangle the influence of such schemes on general practice, but it was her view that it had had a 

'huge success' in changing the baseline of design.  

Conceptualising sustainability certification schemes (SCSs) 
Yvonne Rydin’s presentation guided the workshop through a history of models of the development 

process: event or stages models; agency based models often conceptualised as networks; 

equilibrium models rooted in neo-classical economics; and institutional models. This culminated in a 

suggestion that a model based on Science and Technology Studies (STS) might overcome some of the 

short-comings of previous models. STS provides a way to combine the influence of structure and 

agency, recognise the reciprocal nature of the relationships between SCSs and those structures and 

agents, and with actor-network theory (ANT) place SCSs at the heart of research as an actor (rather 

than just as an artefact used by actors).  

The debate that followed recognised STS usefulness in studying artefacts, but had reservations: 

Simon Joss warned against studies that focus on the material elements and whilst losing their social 

aspect; how do SCSs interact with people, power & politics? Martine Spinks asked, with this in mind, 

is ANT (which can be technology focused) the right approach or is social network analysis (more 

human centred) more appropriate? 
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Libby Schweber also asked how to actually research SCSs from a STS perspective. Catalina Turcu had 

similar concerns, remarking that STS is often best applied to historical events rather than something 

happening now. Pat McCallister suggested that institutional logics theory could be helpful. Other 

contributors suggested modelling SCSs as technological niches within the Multi-level Perspective 

(Geels). The group thought STS to be useful at certain detailed scales but that 

governance/institutional approaches might be more useful at larger scales.  

The use of models - of the development process or wider conceptualisations of these sorts of tools 

in society - was considered essential to make sense of SCSs in context although the group was keen 

to point out that no single model is perfect. 

Researching SCSs in practice 

Two presentations looked at current doctoral research on SCSs.  

Shula Goulden’s presentation was based in Israeli practice and used Actor-Network Theory  as its 

framework with semi-structured interviews and analysis using Atlas-ti. She found that SCSs and 

associated green building projects provided a platform for groups to get together, that tools were 

adopted because they were accessible and not because they were necessarily ‘best’ for sustainability 

outcomes. Her analysis looked at how actors enrol each other in green building networks.  

Rachel Mullon’s presentation looked at the roles of good practice and sustainability experts in using 

SCSs in France and elsewhere. She was interested in how experts were involved in deliberative 

arenas focussed around SCSs. She argued for the value of comparison between different countries. 

In the discussion Martine Spinks argued for a focus on different governance scales including from the 

international down to regional, municipal and even organisational and individual levels. Libby 

Schweber agreed that deliberation could be an important aspect, referring to the Zero Carbon Hub 

as a deliberative arena. 

Wouter de Zeeuw pointed out that power and vested interests were associated with expertise while 

the representative of the BRE stated that this organisation also made wider use of expert knowledge 

in its research and product development. The commercial nature of this latter activity meant that 

expertise remained a private rather than public good. This led to an interesting discussion on how 

experts were defined in different fields and the role of gender. Is gender a factor in the interactions 

between experts and their knowledge and SCSs?  

In discussing the benefits of comparative research, Simon Joss advised it was important to delimit 

any study, to contextualise concepts with case studies and not other way round. Patrick McAlister 

also noted how comparisons can bring out how differences in origins of tools, their goals or aims, 

their impact, and how they work. It was considered important to research a wide range of 

development types, sectors, certification levels, etc. 
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Concluding panel discussion 

Within a wide-ranging discussion, important topics for future research were raised. These included:  

• Are SCSs effective at place making and integrating sustainability ‘on the ground?  

• Do they change the definition of sustainability, do they drive up standards, and would 

this have happened otherwise?  

• Is the content important, or are other roles (such as fostering collaboration) just as 

important? 

• Is the certification robust?  

• In whose interests do they work? 

• How is knowledge of sustainability affected by these tools? What is black boxed and 

what is opened up? Do SCSs start debates or close them down? 

• How do the new calculation structures change the design process? (As an example, Pat 

McAllister pointed out how many buildings sit just above ratings thresholds.) 

• How stable are SCSs? How stable do they need to be? 

• How do different SCSs interact and what is their effect on, and vulnerability to national 

and international legislation. 

In discussing the role of SCSs, it was recognised that SCS can only go so far. They are often private-

sector led and face the limit of the developer’s role in creating sustainable places. They should 

ideally be looked at in combination with other sustainability processes and institutions. 

When studying ‘outcomes’, what do we mean? Libby Schweber pointed out that schemes change 

year on year and depending on building type so that an ‘outcome’ will be different for each. And 

with value, for instance, is it the perception of cost as a barrier, or actual costs that matter, and do 

these vary in magnitude and importance from place to place? Likewise are we attributing those costs 

to a 'certification effect' (e.g., marketing using the label) or from the benefits of the scheme (e.g, 

walkability) and how do we separate the two? 

Defining the limits of the schemes is also important. For SCSs, how do you define and delimit a 

neighbourhood with their borders being permeable rather than impermeable boundaries; where do 

they fit between regional schemes and building-level schemes? How do they compare to the large 

numbers of existing schemes and other sustainability guidelines, legislation, regulations, etc? 

Finally, the social side of SCSs was discussed. In both research and the use of these tools it was seen 

as essential to recognise the different ways that people view these tools. From the perspective of 

the BRE, Tom Hyde emphasised the importance of a focus on outcomes and the business case for 

tools like their BREEAM Communities. But Judith Ryser made the point that value is distributed 

among different groups, in different forms, and over different time scales. It was not clear who we 

should be demonstrating value to and what type of value should we be demonstrating: is it the 

'green' value that people are after, or just a better quality of developments?  
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Speakers’ and Discussants’ Bios 
Yvonne Rydin is Professor of Planning, Environment and Public Policy in the Bartlett School of 

Planning, UCL. She specialised in governance for urban sustainability and has recently been working 

on the relevance of the socio-technical studies agenda for planning studies. She was PI on the 

EPSRC-funded CLUES project looking at urban energy systems. Her recent books include The Purpose 

of Planning and The Future of Planning, both published by Policy Press and Governing for Sustainable 

Urban Development from Earthscan.  

Lewis Sullivan in an EngD candidate in the UCL Centre for Urban Sustainability and Resilience 

(USAR). He holds a MEng from Durham University and is currently researching the implementation 

and impact of BREEAM Communities. This industrial partner for the doctoral research is the BRE. His 

initial fieldwork to be undertaken this summer is based on a comparative study of Sweden and 

England. He has previously worked as on a Graduate Engineer placement with the RSK Group plc 

looking at flooding and on a similar placement with Buro Happold.  

Sarah Cary is Sustainable Developments Executive with British Land where she leads on the 

implementation of their CSR agenda on major new developments. She is finalising a PhD at the 

Bartlett School of Planning, UCL on district heating systems based on case study material from 

Barcelona, Burlington, Lerwick, London and Toronto.  

Libby Schweber is Associate Professor and Principal Research Fellow in the School of Construction 

Management and Engineering and formerly Reader and Head of the Department of Sociology at the 

University of Reading. She has a background in the Sociology of Knowledge and Comparative 

Historical Sociology based on her doctoral research at Princeton and time spent in Paris at the Ecole 

des Hautes Etudes. Since 2008 she has been developing a research programme on sustainable 

construction, bringing her interest in the sociology of science and technology to a new object, 

namely large construction firms. She has specifically looked at the role of BREEAM and CSH, 

alongside the uptake of micro-generation technologies and the diffusion of innovations in retrofit. 

Shula Goulden is currently a PhD candidate in the Blaustein Institute for Desert Research at Ben 

Gurion University. Her research is looking at how green building policy has developed, through the 

lens of standardisation. It focuses on Israel within a comparative framework, using approaches from 

science and technology studies and environmental governance. I'm interested in how concepts 

related to green building have developed and what significance they have for environmental 

governance more broadly. In parallel I am researching tools for incentivising green building for a 

research project funded by the Ministry of Environmental Protection. Formerly she was Director of 

Development & External Affairs at the Porter School of Environmental Studies, Tel Aviv University 

and International Relations Coordinator for the Ministry of the Environment, Israel. 

Rachel Mullon is a doctoral researcher at  the Ecole Doctorale Ville Transports Territoires, Université 

Paris-Est. Her particular interests are in urban planning and the sociology of innovation and she is 

working under the supervision of Alain Bourdin within the Lab’Urba. Her research concerns the role 

of ‘exemplarity’ or best practice in planning sustainable urban projects.  

Martine Spinks is a Lecturer in the Bartlett School of Planning, UCL. Her research focuses on 

sustainable building, particularly prime commercial development. She is interested in problems 

associated with traditional approaches to development and the incorporation of sustainability within 
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them. This includes conceptualising sustainable building as a social and physical process, not as a 

fixed policy goal. Martine explores these topics using an array of methodological approaches, 

including software for mapping relational activities. She also applies network theories to the study of 

socio-technical processes and deconstruction of the common objects and objectives which may 

facilitate or delimit engagement with the sustainability agenda.    

Simon Joss is a Professor in the Department of Politics and International Relation at the University of 

Westminster, He is also Director of the University’s Graduate School. He is co-director of the 

International Eco-Cities Initiative with colleagues at Johns Hopkins University (Baltimore, USA) and 

the Smithsonian Institution (Washington DC, USA). The Leverhulme Trust International Research 

Network fits under this umbrella programme. He is currently completing a book on Eco-cities for 

publication by Palgrave in their Planning, Environment, Cities series.  

Cary Buchanan is BREEAM Communities Senior Consultant at the Building Research Establishment 

(BRE). She has worked with the BRE wince 2011 when she joined on their graduate programme from 

the University of St. Andrews. She works leads on BREEAM Communities with a dedicated team in 

BRE. She and her colleagues, Alan Yates and Helen Pineo, are collaborating in the supervision of 

Lewis Sullivan’s EngD.  

Wouter de Zeeuw  is a licensed architect and a BREEAM Communities assessor. He founded FSA, the 

Foundation for Sustainable Area Development based in the Netherlands. This innovative consultancy 

has developed, with support from the Dutch Government, a 3-day sustainability appraisal tool for 

use with universities, NGO's, local authorities and professionals. He also acts as a consultant for 

developers, industry, and local and national governmental authorities. 


