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1. Introduction 

 

As part of the second phase of the Leverhulme International Network Tomorrow’s City Today, we have 

undertaken an in-depth case study of the One Planet Living (OPL) framework. OPL is among the 43 

frameworks captured in the global overview carried out in Phase 1 of the network’s activities. We chose 

OPL for in-depth analysis for the following four reasons:  

 

(1) It represents an interesting framework approach for research in that it combines an ‘absolute’, 

generic standard – namely, that of ‘sustainable ecological footprint’ – centred upon ten 

international principles with a flexible, tailor-made design approach. In other words, it addresses 

the key challenge of defining eco-city frameworks generically while at the same time providing 

flexibility for local articulation; 

(2) It encompasses various urban scales and development types: new urban developments (or 

‘infill’ developments) as well as ‘retrofit’ developments, at various urban scales from small 

neighbourhoods to city-regions. As such, it distinguishes itself from other, narrowly defined 

frameworks; 

(3) To date, OPL has been applied in over 20 endorsed initiatives globally, thus providing an 

opportunity to assess its implementation in particular contexts. For the present case study, 

three existing UK applications were compared (see below); 

(4) BioRegional, the social enterprise behind the OPL framework, agreed to co-operate in this 

research by granting access to the three sites and facilitating contacts with actors on the ground. 

 

This report summarises the preliminary findings of the research. Data collection (documentary analysis, 

interviews, focus group) took place in spring―summer 2014. As data analysis is ongoing, we expect to 

complete the full report by the autumn. Hence, this document is for internal use among the Leverhulme 

network partners only. Please do not quote or cite at this stage. 
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2. Overview: One Planet Living Framework 

 

One of the key characteristics of OPL is its broad, comprehensive approach to sustainable (urban) 

development in terms of both (1) its sustainability principles and related international targets, which 

encompass environmental, economic and social sustainability, and (2) its application across a range of 

organisational and urban settings.  

 

 
(LIN Phase 1 sustainability assessment) 

OPL’s ten principles (headlines) 

 

1. Zero carbon 

2. Zero waste 

3. Sustainable transport 

4. Sustainable materials 

5. Local & sustainable foods 

6. Sustainable water 

7. Land use and wildlife 

8. Culture and community 

9. Equity and economy 

10. Health and happiness 

 

 

Given this broad approach, and to account for the application of the framework in various contexts, 

BioRegional has developed a customized application: OPL serves as the overarching framework 

enshrining ten core sustainability principles (see above); within this master framework, One Planet 

Communities is the framework tailored to neighbourhood- or district-level developments, while One 

Planet City and One Planet Region are the respective frameworks for use at city and regional levels. In 

addition, One Planet Company is the framework adapted for businesses. All frameworks share the same 

ten principles, but with some variation concerning specific performance indicators and certification 

mechanisms. These principles bring together environmental, economic and social sustainability 

dimensions, which the framework presents as interdependent. Nevertheless, the environmental 

dimension is accorded central position based on three overarching drivers: sustainable ecological 

footprint, sustainable carbon footprint, and clean (non-polluting) activities. Concerning ecological 

footprint, the international target is for 1.2 gha per person by 2020, based on the standard calculation of 

a biocapacity of 1.6 gha per person for sustainable planetary living.
1
 Within this overall international 

target, OPL accommodates differentiated targets depending on country and region, based on the 

principle of ‘contraction and convergence’ (i.e. countries with high per capita emissions will have to 

reduce their emissions much more rapidly than countries that currently have low per capita emissions; 

the end result being that per capita emissions from each country will converge at a more equitable level 

and the global total of emissions will contract). Therefore, for each project, community-specific targets 

are agreed between BioRegional and the local partners involved. 

 

                                                           
1
 BioRegional (2011a). Common International Targets. BioRegional Development Group. Online source: 

http://www.oneplanetcommunities.org (home page), accessed 27 June 2014. 
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Targets relating to the various environmental sustainability principles are defined more quantitatively, in 

accordance with the overarching global ecological footprint standard, while targets relating to economic 

and social sustainability principles are of more qualitative in nature. Hence, at one end of the spectrum, 

there are specific targets – such as in relation to ‘zero waste’, where the international target is for 70 

percent of domestic waste, and 95 percent of construction and demolition waste, to be reclaimed or 

recycled – whereas at the other end, targets are defined more descriptively, such as in the case of 

‘health and happiness’ which is defined in terms of ‘…overcoming chronic illness and unhealthy 

lifestyles’ and ‘facilitating inter-generational skills sharing or activities’. Nevertheless, the framework 

includes some specific indicators for the latter categories, too, such as (applied to ‘health and 

happiness’) to: ‘…complete two showcase initiatives to promote health and happiness in the 

community. Suitable projects will be identified using baseline data to benchmark the local context, 

identifying specific areas of need…Residents’ satisfaction levels will be monitored on an annual basis”. 

 

OPL – and its specific tools for neighbourhoods, cities, regions and businesses – is offered up both as an 

open-source framework for self-use by interested parties as well as a membership-based certification 

scheme based on a multi-stage assessment and accreditation process. Certification is promoted as ‘a 

stamp of recognition and reserved for exemplary communities, businesses and regions’
2
; it is ‘…only 

used for major projects and programmes where our One Planet partners have made commitments in a 

One Planet Action Plan. These plans include time-bound targets allowing for equitable and sustainable 

use of resources… Performance against targets is assessed periodically and the plans updated’
3
. As part 

of the accreditation process, monitoring is seen as ‘…essential to understand and evaluate progress’ and 

it is accepted that other rating mechanisms and monitoring tools may be used: ‘To ensure minimal 

additional workloads for partners, wherever possible monitoring a One Planet Action Plan uses the 

partner’s existing environmental performance management system.’
4
 BioRegional’s role in this process 

is two-fold: on one hand, it acts in an advisory and facilitating capacity, to assist the partner involved in 

engaging with the One Planet principles and developing the project’s action plan; this is done through a 

series of workshop aimed at sharing information and practice learning. On the other, BioRegional acts as 

the certifier through its endorsement panel which operates at arm’s length to ensure independence and 

transparency. On their part, partners can use independent expert reviews as third-party verification for 

reporting. 

 

According to one recent evaluation report, ‘the [One Planet Living] framework is deemed by those who 

had used it as “accessible”, “easily adaptable”, “flexible” and “comprehensive”’5. At the same time, the 

                                                           
2
 BioRegional (2011b). One Planet Regions: UK Targets. BioRegional Development Group. Online source: 

http://www.brighton-hove.gov.uk (home page), accessed 27 June 2014; page 7. 
3
 BioRegional (2013). The Communities. BioRegional Development Group. Online source: 

http://www.oneplanetcommunities.org (home page), accessed 20 August 2013: page 5. 
4
 2011b: 7 

5
 UK Green Building Council (2013). Pinpointing: One Planet Living Framework. Online source: 

http://pinpoint.ukgbc.org/resource/8187-pinpointing-one-planet-living-framework.php, accessed 27 June 2014: 

page 2 
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report concludes that the process of setting targets can be ‘very challenging’, especially those needing 

‘…creativity, for example setting sustainable food targets…’; and consequently, ‘the training and 

induction of employees and project teams is needed to ensure that sustainability principles are 

embedded across all levels of management as well as within organizational or project thinking’ (ibid: 2). 

Overall, the report considers as a particular strength that the framework ‘…uses ecological and carbon 

footprinting to benchmark projects against absolute sustainability, and then regularly updates these 

figures during occupation. This offers a challenge to the sector, as current industry practice is rooted in 

modeling and benchmarking of pre-occupancy technical building performance rather than lifestyle and 

occupancy performance models’ (ibid: 4). Arguably, however, this strength, coupled with the additional 

comprehensive approach to socio-economic sustainability dimensions, may also harbor the risk of ‘over-

stretch’: broad societal issues, such as a sustainable food chain, healthier eating habits and ‘happy lives’ 

reach beyond the traditional sphere of responsibility of local governments and developers alike and 

may, therefore, be difficult to influence positively in a manner that is measureable and verifiable as part 

of a formal recognition platform as provided by One Planet Living (see preliminary findings below). 

 

3. Case study methodology 

 

In Phase 1 of our research, we identified the following 

governance functionality for One Planet Communities based on 

the generic OPL framework (see radar chart). This shows 

multiple governance functions, including ‘performance 

assessment’, ‘planning toolkit’, ‘certification’ and ‘community 

engagement’. In the clustering exercise, we placed it in the 

second-largest ‘certification’ category (noting the ‘community 

engagement’ dimension as a special feature), contrasting it with 

other clusters, such as the largest ‘performance assessment’ category. 

 

For Phase 2, the case study methodology is based on the ‘conceptual perspectives’ paper developed by 

the PI following the Dresden network meeting, circulated in January 2014
6
. To recap, the conceptual 

perspectives used are as follows (for full details, see footnote 6):  

 

Thematic perspectives Key research questions 

Rationale for ‘eco-city’ 

framework use 

 

• Who introduces the framework, and why? 

• At which stage of policy-making / planning is the framework introduced? 

• How do other (peripheral) actors view the rationale for the adoption of the 

framework? 

Contribution to collaboration 

 

• How, and to which extent, does the chosen ‘eco-city’ framework facilitate 

collaboration (and related learning) among relevant actors? 

• To which extent does the framework change existing collaborative networks 

                                                           
6
 Leverhulme International Network ‘Tomorrow’s City Today’. Phase 2: Evaluating the Use of Eco-City Indicators, 

Standards and Certification Schemes. Internal Document, January 2014. 
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on the ground? 

Governance functions in play 

 

• Which of the identified governance functions are in play (national 

innovation, municipal strategy, planning tool, community engagement, 

performance assessment, certification)? 

• Is the radar chart constellation identified in Phase 1 for the corresponding 

‘eco-city’ framework (Appendix 2) reflected in the use of the framework 

within specific contexts? 

Role of (technical) 

information/data 

• To which extent/how does the use of the ‘eco-city’ framework influence 

and shape the way information/data is conceptualised, processed, analysed 

and presented? 

• Does the (technical) language of the framework come into conflict with the 

‘local’ customs and culture of addressing urban sustainability? 

Sustainability outcomes 

 

• To which extent does the framework shape urban sustainability policy, 

planning and action? 

• Are there any discernible changes in the way urban sustainability is 

conceptualised and/or implemented, as a result of the framework’s use? 

Transferability / replicability 

 

• To which extent is transferability/replicability dependent on significant 

scope for local adaptation of frameworks? 

• Does local adaptation diminishes frameworks’ claim to acting as 

international standard. 

 

The above conceptual framework formed the basis of the empirical research, which entailed the 

following three elements: 

 

• Documentary analysis: of the generic OPL framework, and of the OPL local Action Plans relating 

to the three sites considered (see below) 

• Semi-structured interviews: with key actors (following actor network analysis); a total of 18 

interviews were carried out across the three sites, plus representatives of BioRegional 

• Focus group discussion: with 9 participants from across sites and from BioRegional 

 

While an international comparative analysis would have been a possibility, we instead opted for a UK-

based analysis of three different sites and development types (a new urban development, or ‘infill’; a 

London borough; and city). The three initiatives are summarised below. 

 

4. Three UK initiatives in comparison 

 

Features Sutton NW Bicester Brighton & Hove 

OPL Endorsement  2011 2012 2013 

Adopting organisation Local council (London 

borough) 

A2Dominion (private 

developer) 

City Council 

Scale Borough-wide New urban development 

(‘infill’) 

City-wide 

Pilot project BedZed Pilot House One Brighton 

Complementary 

frameworks/tools 

EMAS, BREEAM (S-H) PPS1 (Ecotowns), BREEAM 

(S-H), BREEAM Communities 

BREEAM (S-H) 
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5. Preliminary findings: cross-comparative perspectives 

 

We have identified four overarching, common themes emerging from the comparative analysis of the 

three UK OPL initiatives, as discussed below. Needless to say, these themes are in evidence to various 

degrees in each of the three initiatives, reflecting each initiative’s specific local context. In focusing on 

common perspectives here, the aim is, first, to consider particular issues and challenges concerning the 

application of the OPL framework found across the three different UK sites and relatedly, second, to 

engage with the central question of the interactions between standardised (and standardising) 

sustainable urban development – in the form of ‘eco-city’ frameworks – and local applications.  

 

Managing boundaries 

One of the distinguishing, innovative features of the OPL framework is its comprehensiveness in terms 

of both its broad thematic approach to sustainable (urban) development and its procedural 

engagement. Thematically, the framework encompasses the three ‘pillars’ of sustainability, treating 

these as closely interdependent. Within this overarching approach, each individual principle 

encapsulates a comprehensive dimension of sustainable development, as exemplified by ‘sustainable 

materials’ and ‘local and sustainable foods’. Furthermore, by establishing international targets defined 

in relation to the overarching driver of ‘sustainable ecological footprint’, local targets – while relative to 

the specific setting – nevertheless adhere to a comprehensive set of global standards. Linked to the 

thematic approach to sustainable development, the framework is similarly comprehensive procedurally 

in that it emphasises the need for broad engagement across single policy and institutional domains. For 

example, the dimension ‘local and sustainable foods’ implies the systematic consideration of food 

production, distribution and consumption policies and processes. This stands in contrast to more 

narrowly defined replicable eco-city frameworks captured in Phase 1 of our research. 

 

While this comprehensiveness may be said to be one of OPL’s innovative approach and, hence, one of 

its strengths, it at the same time poses a considerable challenge for actors on the ground – namely, that 

of effectively managing boundaries. As several interviewees stated, while OPL can be an attractive 

framework for organisations and local authorities to demonstrate engagement with (urban) 

sustainability, it also risks (over)extending the reach of sustainability action far beyond the responsibility 

of the organisation or institution adopting the framework. As one interviewee pointedly remarked, in 

adopting OPL, their local government could potentially be held accountable for policy (e.g. sustainable 

food) over which the local authorities have limited direct influence. What is more, even where an action 

falls within the direct sphere of influence of a local authority, the OPL principles and related targets may 

be made difficult to achieve due to competing national policy and regulations. Boundary management, 

however, does not only pose a technical challenge; it equally poses a challenge in terms of wider public 

accountability, especially where, for branding purposes – as exemplified by the Sutton local government, 

which uses ‘Sutton One Planet Community’ to promote itself as the UK’s first one planet community.  

 

Recognising this challenge, a number of strategies have been deployed: for example, in the case of 

Brighton & Hove, the city published two separate policies; one, concerning OPL-related action for the 

city council itself; the other, for the city overall. The former sets out commitments and related targets 
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concerning various actions for which the city council has direct responsibility; the latter defines OPL 

targets that have to be achieved in co-operation with various stakeholders (business, voluntary groups, 

community etc). Another strategy is NW Bicester’s Interim Management Group (see below). 

 

Engaging communities 

The OPL framework emphasises community involvement, as part of both its core principles (especially 

no 8-10) and the framework’s mode of application. As highlighted above, the need for engaging 

stakeholders also arises from the comprehensive approach to sustainable (urban) development, which 

requires effective co-operation between the local authority and the wider community. In spite of the 

principle of engagement enshrined in the OPL framework, interviewees across the three sites reported 

that community engagement remains challenging. There are several factors in play here: first, some 

interviewees reported difficulties in communicating the OPL framework to the wider community. This 

was most explicitly in evidence in Sutton, where the local government decided to simplify the OPL by 

reducing the ten principles to five themes. This is surprising in so far as OPL is one of the purposefully 

less technically presented frameworks (although it entails technical information and assessment), 

designed for easy communication with diverse constituencies. From the point of view of replicability, 

the decision by Sutton to reduce the ten OPL principles to five themes raises the prospect of the local 

use of the framework no longer being open for cross-comparison, thus arguably losing an important 

functionality.  

 

A second factor responsible for limited community engagement is the nature of urban development, as 

illustrated by NW Bicester: since this is a new urban development, consisting of some 5000 new homes 

to be built on a brownfield site, there is no pre-existing community with which to engage. This is 

reinforced by the fact that the development is private, with local government (Cherwell District Council) 

not involved in the planning and development process. Hence, there is neither a statutory obligation nor 

a political mandate or commitment to engage wider community groups. Within this context, it can be 

seen as innovative that the private developer chose to set up an Interim Management Group (IMG), 

made of up citizen volunteers and stakeholder representatives from the surrounding town, in an 

attempt to bring in community engagement into the planning and development process. This is seen by 

the developer not only as good practice, but also as important to obtain the views and inputs of the 

kinds of people that are expected to live in the community in 10-15 years’ time upon completion of the 

development. 

 

Another factor, this time in play in Brighton & Hove, is more overtly political: here the adoption of the 

OPL framework was a key measure of the governing Green Party, and as such criticised by opposition 

parties. Since local elections will be up in spring 2015, with predictions that the incumbent local 

government may lose power, the current administration appears to have chosen deliberately not to 

push the OPL framework in public and instead to use it more as a technical instrument within the policy-

making process. In other words, by not emphasising it in public the OPL may be taken out of the political 

firing line; and instead by focusing on its technical aspects, an attempt is made to quietly embed it in 

policy-making to such an extent as to render it less political and, hence, more likely to survive the 

upcoming local elections. 
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Facilitating partnerships 

What emerged quite strongly from the interviews and focus group discussion is the importance of 

partnership between BioRegional, as the ‘owner’ of the OPL framework, and the local authorities 

adopting the framework for local implementation. In other words, the OPL framework is not simply a 

‘fixed’ template or protocol that an organisation may choose to adopt and implement; rather, at least in 

the three cases here, is essentially entails an ongoing, evolving relationship between BioRegional and 

the local authorities in question. As such, it is as much a partnership process as it is a set framework. The 

nature of partnership varies from case to case, and it is characterised by ongoing evolution across the 

planning and implementation phases. This is worthwhile raising here, as it has implications for the 

governance functionality of ‘eco-city’ frameworks. In the particular case of OPL, it raises questions about 

BioRegional’s dual function as co-applicant of the framework within the three local sites and as quasi 

independent assessor and endorser.  

 

The fact that BioRegional is found closely involved concurrently in the development, application and 

assessment of the OPL framework together with the local actors in question, and the fact that it 

therefore exercises a dual role as co-developer and ‘external’ assessor, need not be seen as inherently 

problematic. However, it does merit more explicit articulation than is found in the three cases, and it 

requires critical scrutiny. The two researchers at least, found the partnership relationship to be rather 

opaque; and several interviewees acknowledged the need for a clear(er) understanding of the 

boundaries between shared and separate responsibilities among the actors involved. 

 

One of the reasons the exact nature of the relationship may be difficult to discern is the fact that 

relationships have been longstanding, especially in the case of Sutton and Brighton: there, they emerged 

from preceding projects – the pioneering BedZed sustainable housing project in Sutton, and the award-

winning One Brighton housing development in Brighton – and evolved into broader engagement, 

culminating in the adoption of the OPL framework for the wider areas concerned. As part of this 

process, BioRegional acted variably as co-partners, consultants and latterly as endorsers of the OPL 

framework. Such an organic, evolving relationship can be seen as strength, demonstrating enduring and 

sustainable relationships, which may be essential to allow long-term projects such as represented by the 

three cases to come to fruition. At the same time, it raises questions about the OPL framework 

endorsement process; tellingly, some of the interviewees were unsure as to what this entailed in detail. 

In addition, this raises questions about the replicability of the framework (and this may be an important 

point of comparison concerning more technical certification frameworks such as LEED ND and BREEAM 

Communities).  

 

Interestingly, the partnership arrangement in the case of NW Bicester was found to be the clearest and 

arguably also the closest. This has to do with the fact that the initiative is spearheaded by a private 

developer; conversely, it does not involve a wider array of local actors. Still, even in the case here of a 

one-to-one relationship, BioRegional has to act concurrently as (paid) consulted and as arms-length 

endorser. 

 



LIN Phase 2 One Planet Communities August 2014 

9 | P a g e  

 

Ensuring robustness of assessment and endorsement 

The OPL framework entails an explicit assessment component, while also optionally acting as formal 

endorsement process. All three initiatives analysed have received OPL accreditation. While the 

assessment and endorsement processes of OPL are acknowledged by the interviewees, there was some 

uncertainty in the responses concerning what these processes entail. On one hand, the interviews did 

not fully reveal how the process of developing and approving the action plan works. The action plan 

requires the translation of the OPL principles and related international targets into the local context; 

what calculation methods and assessment processes are involved is not entirely clear. This may partly be 

due to the interview methodology (lack of time for in-depth exploration), but it may also partly be due 

to the rather opaque partnership at work between BioRegional and the local actors involved. In other 

words, the action plan may be the result of evolving discussions and informal negotiations, rather than 

based on some absolute methodology. Once again, this may not need to be problematic per se, but it 

does raise some questions about the transparency and replicability of the framework (governance 

process). Notably, several interviewees raised the question of robustness vis-à-vis the OPL framework 

methodology.  

 

Likewise, there are some questions over the endorsement process. This is again reflected by some of the 

interview responses, which indicate a lack of information concerning what and who is involved in the 

endorsement process. 

 

6. Conclusions 

In conclusion, there is clear evidence in all three cases of the OPL framework exercising active – and in 

some instance, rather profound – intervention in the governance processes concerning local urban 

sustainability initiatives. While a majority of interviewees found the framework useful for guiding 

strategic policy-making, planning and development, the local adaptation and implementation of the 

framework raise a number of issues as identified above. Rather than simply providing ‘ready-made’ 

processes and solutions, the framework’s utility may lie more in helping to construct and communicate 

ongoing proposals and initiatives for sustainable urban development on the ground. As such, among 

issues in need of consideration – especially vis-à-vis the question of replicability – are, on one hand, the 

relationship between BioRegional and its local partners and, on the other, the robustness of the 

framework in terms of data capture, assessment and validation. 


