Briefing note for LBEG members on the consultation for the introduction of a Code for Sustainable Homes.

ODPM has published a consultation paper for the introduction of a Code for Sustainable Homes and is inviting views to be submitted by 6 March 2006. It is  suggested that LBEG should contribute to the consultation and that the groups comments should be formulated to express the concerns highlighted below (see Main Concerns section).
A copy of the consultation paper can be downloaded from:

www.odpm.gov.uk/index.asp?id=1162094

The proposed code in brief.

 The Code as currently proposed will have six essential elements: 

· Energy efficiency in the fabric of the building and appliances in the building. This means, for example, the standard of insulation or the use of solar heating. It may include 'A' rated kitchen appliances (where fitted) or low energy light bulbs; 

· Water efficiency, for example, fitting dual flush toilets; 

· Surface water management, for example sustainable drainage; 

· Site waste management. Building construction is responsible for a significant proportion of waste that currently goes to landfill; 

· Household waste management. This means providing space for bins, such as segmented kitchen bins for recycling waste; 

· Use of materials, for example, using low allergy materials.

Minimum standards will be set for each essential element and all of these must be achieved if a home is to meet Code standards. Where there is a relevant building regulation, then the minimum Code standard will at least equal or exceed it. In addition, ODPM are proposing that homes built to higher Code standards may have some of the following features: 

· Lifetime Homes - insures internal adaptability so that a home can be adapted for use of an elderly or disabled person; 

· Additional sound insulation which is important especially in apartment developments; 

· Private external space which may be a garden or a balcony; 

· Higher daylighting standards which is beneficial to health and reduces the need for electric lighting; 

· Improved security; 

· A home user guide - a home log book and will advise purchasers on the details of the sustainability of their home.
The Code is performance-based which means that it does not prescribe how a particular standard should be achieved. Rather, it sets a standard and allows the house-builder to deliver the required level of sustainability.   

Main Concerns

The draft code has attracted scathing comments from several campaigning organisations, saying that the long-delayed code falls short of current standards as it no longer includes all commercial buildings and that it is a backward step from the existing EcoHomes assessment method. Roger Napier, chief executive of WWF UK, in an interview with the Guardian stated that the recommendations and advice of the senior steering group initially looking at the development of the code (originally called the Sustainable Building Code) were largely ignored by the ODPM and that the members of the group were not even given the chance to comment on the draft code. WWF have now resigned as members of the senior steering group for the SBC. 
The proposed code is voluntary for market housing and therefore may not lead to the radical improvements in environmental standards required.  Concerns are that house builders are likely to ignore the drive for sustainable construction unless it is included in local planning requirements and building regulations, as has been highlighted by the Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE).  
The chance for achieving 'real' sustainable homes in the UK could be seriously set back if the Government introduces the proposed weak code. The proposed new code purports to build upon the existing Building Research Establishment's EcoHomes standards but in fact offers little more than a re-badging of the work and it would still remain a non-mandatory scheme. 

The minimum energy efficiency standard required within the code is still only equal to the building regulations which are due to come into force at the same time as the voluntary code in April 2006. There is no definition of specific energy performance standards and developers will be able  to trade off on some components at the expense of others. By setting the minimum energy efficiency standard at a level which will be required by law anyway, and knowing how developers are resistive to any requirement that might impinge on their bottom line,  the code will not have any real impact on the UK's CO2 emissions. Also as the components of the code are based on the BRE  EcoHomes standards it would be simpler is the EcoHomes method were the standard adopted and all  new homes planned in England over the next five years be required to achieve at least an EcoHomes 'Very Good' standard with a set level of CO2 emissions which the building cannot go above. A number of Local Authorities already adopt EcoHomes 'Very Good' or 'Excellent' as a planning expectation anyway (as does the London Plan SPG on sustainable construction). 
The planned expansion of housing in the UK will lead to significant increases in carbon dioxide emissions, compromising government targets for their reduction unless patterns of planning and construction are dramatically improved. The proposed code should be made mandatory across all sectors of the construction industry and improved to ensure that CO2 emissions are lower then those achieved by merely complying with current Building Regulations Part L.  The draft Planning Policy Statement 3  (PPS 3) could empower the code by requiring Local Planning Authorities to incorporate it into Local Development Framework policy.  However PPS 3 only seeks to ‘encourage’ the code. This is insufficient to deliver the step change in housing standards needed if the governments own targets for CO2 reduction are to be achieved. The planned expansion of housing will lead to significant increases in carbon dioxide emissions, compromising government targets for their reduction unless patterns of planning and construction are dramatically improved.

