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This briefing addresses matters relating to context and sustainability. 
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Using this document 
Text shown in yellow shaded boxes like this are 
questions or prompts for debate. 

Text shown in green shaded boxes like this makes 
suggestions for further evidence that the 
neighbourhood forum may wish to consider 
gathering or commissioning. 

Relevant documents 
 National Planning Policy Framework 

 Norwich Local Plan development management 
policies plan Adopted December 2014  

 Northern City Centre Area Action Plan 
(NCCAAP) 

 Norwich City Council’s Biodiversity Strategy 
2022-2032 

 Energy Performance of Buildings Data: England 
and Wales 

 National Model Design Code and Guidance 
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Definition 
1. ‘Sustainable Development’ as a term is used widely 

and has various meanings in different contexts.   
However, in planning, the definition has been set 
by paragraph 8 of the National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF).   In summary: 

2. “Achieving sustainable development means that 
the planning system has three overarching 
objectives, which are interdependent and need to 
be pursued in mutually supportive ways…:   

a) an economic objective … 
b) a social objective … ; and   
c) an environmental objective … .” 

3. And it is clarified in paragraph 11: 

“For plan-making this means that:   

a) all plans should promote a sustainable 
pattern of development that seeks to: meet 
the development needs of their area; align 
growth and infrastructure; improve the 
environment; mitigate climate change 
(including by making effective use of land in 
urban areas) and adapt to its effects;  

b) strategic policies should, as a minimum, 
provide for objectively assessed needs for 
housing and other uses, …” 

4. The ‘development needs of the area’ are covered 
within other briefings, but within this briefing, we 
look at the environmental challenges that must be 
considered alongside meeting these needs. 
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Environmental Impacts  
Carbon emissions 

5. There are a number of sources of carbon emissions 
that are influenced by planning: 

• Emissions resulting from the use of buildings, 
from the consumption of gas, electricity and 
other fuel use, and the carbon emissions 
resulting from water use 

• Emissions from the construction and 
development of buildings, including the 
embodied carbon of building materials 

• Emissions from transport and travel 

• Emissions that result from particular land uses, 
such as farming, or industrial processes 

6. The emissions resulting from the use of buildings is 
covered in more detail below under the energy 
efficiency of buildings. 

7. With respect to carbon emissions from 
construction (embodied carbon) it can be difficult 
to control these through planning. The carbon 
emissions vary depending on choice of materials 
and techniques of construction.  It may be possible 
to influence the choice of façade materials with a 
view to reducing their climate impact.  This is 
discussed briefly in the Regeneration and Identity 
Briefing. Embodied Energy targets could be set for 
new construction, but would be difficult to 
measure and enforce. While it has been done 
elsewhere in Local Plans (London, and Bath), it is 
not known whether there are any examples of 
neighbourhood plans setting targets for this. There 
is a possibility that embodied energy will be 
regulated through building regulations in future.  

Should the neighbourhood plan seek to control 
carbon emissions from construction? 

8. Emissions from transport and travel are a key 
consideration in developing policy for 
infrastructure and access, and this is therefore 
discussed within the Infrastructure and Access 
Briefing. 

9. As an urban area with no substantial farming or 
industrial processing, the emissions from these 
sources are outside the scope of neighbourhood 
planning in this area. 

Biodiversity 

10. The council’s local plan deals with biodiversity 
under DM6 ‘protecting and enhancing the natural 

environment’. Under this policy, development is 
expected to avoid harm the natural environment, 
and only requires biodiversity offsetting where 
development “is likely to result in substantial and 
unavoidable harm to or loss of priority habitats and 
species populations…” 

11. The city council adopted a biodiversity strategy in 
2022 which includes an objective to develop a 
Nature Recovery Network, and a confusingly 
worded clause that states that “The NRN shall be 
enabled by, or comprise…”, among other things, 
“New developments providing at least 10% 
biodiversity net gain through either onsite or offsite 
arrangements.” 

12. Such an objective is meaningless without forming 
part of the policy itself, and what should be 
required to demonstrate it. 

 
Figure 1 Biodiversity design principles may include planting, 

habitat creation or enhancement, green roofs, and rain 
gardens. 

13. A neighbourhood plan could try to tackle the 
biodiversity issue through either or both: 

• Formally adopting a 10% biodiversity net gain 
policy, and requiring developers to submit a 
biodiversity metric calculation to demonstrate 
that gain 

• Setting out specific measures that should be 
incorporated into developments where 
possible within a design guide 

14. The former may be considered an overly onerous 
requirement on developers, particularly of small 
sites, since it would require a lot of data collection 
and analysis. 

15. The latter would perhaps be more appropriate for 
the neighbourhood area, where site constraints 
limit what measures would be possible, and may 
result in different levels of biodiversity net gain. 



NOW Neighbourhood Forum – Briefing 1: Sustainable Development – November 2023 – Page 4 

Should the neighbourhood plan make further 
requirements on biodiversity beyond the Local 
Plan? If so, which mechanism should it adopt? 

Air Quality 

16. An air monitoring location on St Augustines Street 
within Norwich’s Central Air Quality Management 
Area (AQMA) exceeded the yearly average 
objective level of NO2 pollution in the latest air 
quality monitoring report1. With the significant 
reduction of vehicle traffic during the pandemic, air 
pollution levels are likely to have gone up since 
then. 

17. Since the main source of air pollution is vehicle 
emissions, the primary measures to tackle this issue 
are related to travel, including the promotion of 
low and zero emission public transport, and 
enabling active travel.  These measures are 
discussed in the Infrastructure and Access Briefing. 

18. However, also of relevance is the ability of the built 
environment to trap pollutants in confined areas.  It 
is unlikely that it is a coincidence that the location 
of the worst pollution is at a location where there 
are buildings on either side, limiting the free flow of 
air that might disperse pollution.  Such pollution 
may get worse if heavily trafficked streets become 
‘canyonised’ (i.e. have a tall and continuous 
building line close to the sides of the street on 
either side).  This issue is discussed further in the 
Regeneration and identity briefing. 

Water pollution 

19. A 2022 change to Natural England’s guidelines 
concerning nutrient pollution in the protected 
habitats of the River Wensum and the Broads has 
meant that new development within their 
catchment areas has had to demonstrate that no 
adverse impacts are caused2.  This effectively 
curtailed all new permissions for residential 
development in the area until mitigation solutions 
could be found to ensure the development is 
‘nutrient neutral’. 

20. The city council is now working with Norfolk County 
Council, Anglian Water and Natural England to 
develop mitigation solutions. 

21. Since the outcome of this work may not become 
fully clear until after the neighbourhood plan is well 

 

1 2022 Air Quality Annual Status Report (ASR), Norwich 
City Council, (using data from 2021) 

underway, it is unlikely to be beneficial to include 
any policy relating to water quality within the 
neighbourhood plan.  

Flooding and drainage 

22. The Local Plan includes policy DM5 which deals 
with planning for flooding. This policy takes account 
of both flooding from rivers, and from rainfall, and 
sets out the planning response to each. 

23. Therefore it is unlikely that any additional 
neighbourhood policy on flooding will be needed. 
However, it will need to be taken into consideration 
in developing a design guide that any guidance for 
the treatment of surfaces, for example, are 
consistent with the requirements of this policy. It 
may also be appropriate to include within the 
design guide the type of sustainable drainage 
measures that might be suitable for development 
within the area. 

 

Figure 2 Sustainable Drainage Systems are features that help to 
allow water to infiltrate into the ground, or release it more 

gradually as not to overload sewers: Green roofs, permeable 
surfacing, swales, rain capture, soakaways and filter drains, 

retention tanks, street tree planting, rain gardens, basins and 
ponds, and reedbeds and wetlands. 

Water consumption 

24. Water is a limited resource, particularly in the East 
of England, which is one of the driest parts of the 
country. There are currently no specific planning 
policies in place to manage the consumption of 
water. 

Should the neighbourhood plan seek to set targets 
for water consumption? 

2 About Nutrient Neutrality, Norwich City Council 
https://www.norwich.gov.uk/info/20005/planning/3862
/nutrient_neutrality 
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Lifespan 

25. The National Guidance Notes for Design Codes says 
that places should be designed and planned for 
long-term stewardship. Such an approach not only 
benefits the environment, by reducing the 
frequency of the ‘carbon burp’ (the carbon 
emissions associated with construction of new 
buildings at the beginning of its life, or at times of 
major renewal), but also creates places that are 
more rooted when it comes to social and economic 
sustainability. 

26. The neighbourhood plan could include within its 
design policy a presumption in favour of 
development that is designed to last, including 
buildings that are made of long-lasting and/or 
repairable materials, timeless in style, and 
adaptable.  This is explored further in the 
Regeneration and Identity briefing. 
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Building Energy Efficiency 
EPC rating 

27. EPC data indicates that the average energy 
efficiency within the area is 66 SAP points, or an 
EPC rating of D. The total EPC profile of buildings in 
the area is as follows: 

 

28. With no A rated properties, and 798 that fall below 
the C rating target for rental properties, there is 
clearly a lot of work that needs to be done to 
increase the energy efficiency of the buildings in 
the area. 

29. However, as with all EPC data, this rating only 
gives an indication of how well properties perform 
in comparison to other houses of the same shape 
and size, and does not take into account the form 
factor of the building.  

 

Figure 3 The Form Factor is the exposed surface area divided 
by usable floor space.  Therefore bungalows have a much 

higher form factor than terraced houses or flats. 

30. Since form factor is something that can be 
influenced by planning, it would be useful for this 
to be taken into account when assessing the 
impact of planning policy on building energy 
efficiencies. Analysis of the EPC data from the area 
indicates that some houses of the same EPC rating 
can have emissions up to 5 times higher than 
others, and that this is largely as a result of size 
and form factor. 

 

 

Figure 4 Solar gain can be beneficial in winter but can lead to 
overheating in summer. Buildings can be designed to collect 
more winter sun through their massing and can be shaded 

from hot summer sun using solar shades. 

31. In conclusion, factors that can be controlled or 
influenced through planning that affect the energy 
efficiency of buildings are: 

• The form factor, since this is influenced by 
massing, scale and arrangement of new 
buildings 

• Solar gain, since this is influenced by the 
orientation of buildings, their massing, and the 
size, position and detailing of window 
openings 

• The acceptability of applying new materials to 
the outside of the building, such as external 
wall insulation, ventilation extracts, and 
external heat pump units 

32. A design code could specifically take these factors 
into account and favour forms of development 
that would be more efficient. This would most 
influence new development or substantial 
redevelopment of existing buildings. 

33. Guidance may be beneficial to identify 
opportunities to enhance the energy efficiency of 
existing buildings in a way that is compatible with 
the policy ambitions of the local and 
neighbourhood plan. This is discussed further in 
the Regeneration and Identity briefing. 

Guidance for property owners could be 
commissioned, to set out how they can carry out 
retrofitting work in a way that is consistent with 
the neighbourhood plan and local policies 
(particularly on conservation). 
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Renewable Energy 

34. Policy DM4 of the local plan promotes and 
encourages renewable energy as part of 
development proposals where reasonably 
practicable. 

35. The policy makes a specific mention of 
neighbourhood planning: 

“Proposals for renewable energy development 
(including community-led initiatives brought 
forward through neighbourhood plans) will be 
permitted where their scale, siting and cumulative 
effects would not have a significant adverse 
impact on: 

a) neighbouring uses or amenity; 
b) visual amenity, particularly from sensitive 

viewpoints; 
c) environmental and heritage assets; and 
d) highway safety.” 

36. This policy is vague, and therefore a design code 
could give more specific guidance. 

37. The Business Improvement District is running a 
project to promote the potential of solar energy to 
businesses in the BID area (which includes part of 
the neighbourhood area) called the Norwich Solar 
System3. 

38. There is a specific opportunity for renewable 
energy within the area at New Mills for small scale 
hydroelectric power. 

Are there any specific renewable energy schemes 
that the neighbourhood forum would like to 
suggest or promote? 

Water Efficiency 

39. The design of buildings and places can contribute 
to the efficient use of water. Design codes can 
provide guidance and regulation around water 
saving which may address rainwater harvesting, 
dual potable and grey water recycling systems and 
requirements for “water neutrality” for new 
development and include reference to Optional 
Technical Standards for water efficiency standards. 

 

 

 

3 https://www.norwichbid.co.uk/what-we-do/voice-for-
business/the-norwich-solar-system/ 
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Policy ideas 
40. It is unadvisable to create policies specifically in 

relation to Sustainable Development, since these 
tend to be too vague to have an influence on 
planning decision outcomes.   It is more effective 
to integrate Sustainable Development into other 
policies, such as by setting out design guidance 
that outlines how specific sustainability measures 
can be incorporated into design that is appropriate 
to the area.   

41. However, it may be useful to include within the 
Sustainable Development section of a 
neighbourhood plan some aims and ambitions that 
will help to focus the purpose and detail of the 
plan policies towards Sustainable Development.  
These may include:  

• Overarching ambition to protect and enhance 
the health and well-being of existing and 
future residents, including ensuring they have 
access to green space, clean air, and an energy 
efficient home. 

• Overarching ambition to protect and enhance 
the biodiversity of the area. 

• Targets and ambitions in relation to energy 
efficiency, water efficiency, and lifespan of 
development. 

• Ambition to be sensitive to the needs to the 
diverse local population, and continuing to be 
welcoming to minority demographics. 

• Meaningful pre-application consultation on 
developments within the area 

Engagement 
Key Stakeholders 

42. Stakeholders particularly relevant to this topic 
would be: 

• Local councillors (city and county) 

• Norwich City Council as local planning 
authority 

• Norfolk County Council as highways authority 

• The Broads authority 

• Norfolk County Council as lead local flood 
authority 

• The Environment Agency  

• Norwich Climate Commission 

• Anglian Water 

• Major landowners, where known 

• Environmental organisations/charities 

Engagement on sustainable development 

43. As sustainable development is cross-cutting across 
neighbourhood planning, engagement on these 
issues should be integrated into engagement 
about the other issues.   

Residents’ survey 

44. A survey could include questions about residents’ 
awareness of and attitude to sustainable 
development. 

45. Specific questions may be: 

• Have you sought energy improvements to your 
home? 

• Do you think obtaining planning permission is 
a barrier to making energy improvements to 
your home? 

• Have you considered seeking solar panel 
installation on your home, or do you already 
have them? 

• Have you considered a heat pump? 

 

 

06/11/2023 
Simeon Jackson 

Nicholas Vanburgh Ltd. 
2a Esdelle Street 

Norwich 
NR3 3BN 
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