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Welcome to the third edition of Engage. In this edition 
we focus on Green Infrastructure (GI) and the important 
role it plays in ensuring the places we create are 
sustainable, healthy and climate resilient.

Strategically designed GI is crucial in combatting the threats posed by 

losses in biodiversity, poor air quality, high levels of obesity and increasing 

rates of mental health issues, as well as acting as an important ally in climate 

change mitigation and adaptation.

As shown on the opposite page, almost three quarters of the leading 

sustainability professionals that we interviewed included GI or ‘green 

space’ as a key ingredient for creating healthy, sustainable places.  However, 

although all of the interviewees had worked on projects where GI was being 

implemented, more than two thirds felt GI and the benefits it brought were 
not fully understood by the wider industry. There was a general consensus 

that the wider industry understood the benefit of GI for biodiversity but not 
necessarily the other benefits that GI brings.  This ’lack of knowledge’ and 
the fact that the benefits of GI crossed multiple disciplines were reasons 
cited as some of the primary constraints to bringing GI forward previously.

The key infographic in this issue explores the forms that urban GI can take, 

showing how interconnected features can help create functional urban 

ecosystems for the benefit of both nature and people.  In the second half 
of this publication we explore the multitude of benefits that GI brings to an 
area, finishing with our views and opinions on what the future entails for GI.

We hope you enjoy reading our thoughts on the subject.

Morgan Taylor  
Head of Ecology
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What the Industry  
Told Us

1

2

3

Do you think the wider industry understands what Green 
infrastructure is and the benefits/value it brings?

of interviewees included ‘Green Infrastructure’  
or ‘Green Space’ in their answer

   

74%

What do you think are the key ingredients for 
creating healthy, sustainable places?’

   No: 

67%
   Yes: 

33%

What are the primary constraints over green 
infrastructure implementation?

   

Lack of  
knowledge

55% 
said

   

33% 
said

Cost

   

35% 
said

Leadership or  
Strategic thinking
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ECO-
System
1. Rain Gardens

2. Urban Wetlands

3. Wild Parkland

4. Biosolar Roofs

5. Living Roofs

6. Intensive Roof Gardens

7. Street Level Landscaping

8. Allotments

9. Living Walls

10. Urban Woodlands

11. Green Play Areas

TheUrban
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Instinctively people think about green spaces and trees but not the wider 

context of GI - and about the right GI for the right place for the best benefits.

Louise Clark  BERKELEY GROUP

Health and Wellbeing

GI and access to green space is good for our health and wellbeing. Research has 
shown that spending time in green spaces can improve mental wellbeing, reduce 
anxiety and depression, boost the immune system and reduce stress and blood 
pressure.  In addition, access to green space can improve concentration, memory 
and energy levels and improve a participant’s sleep. It has been found that 
patients with a view of a tree from their hospital room recover faster and people 
who live closer to green space are more active and less likely to be overweight. It 
also provides opportunities to participate in sport, socialise and relax.

Urban Heat Island Effect

GI features can reduce the UHI by providing shading for buildings and outdoor space 
as well as reducing the temperature through the process of evapotranspiration 
from trees and shrubs. Reduced temperatures caused by evapotranspiration and 
direct shade can result in a reduction in the amount of energy/heat absorbed by 
manmade surfaces and therefore later emitted by them.  Green walls and green 
roofs can play an important role here through their insulating properties, keeping 
them cooler internally during hotter months and warmer during colder periods.  
This reduces the need for air conditioning and additional heating, reducing overall 
energy consumption and the emitting of waste hot air.

Air Quality

GI can play an important role in improving air quality in urban areas.  Plants and trees 
act as natural filters, trapping particulate matter (PM) and absorbing a variety of 
gases including carbon dioxide (CO

2
), sulphur dioxide (SO

2
) and nitrogen dioxide 

(NO
2
).  The 2015 London i-Tree Eco Project ‘Valuing London’s Urban Forest’ found 

that the trees in London remove around 2000 tonnes of pollution every year, a 
tenth of the pollution emitted by road transport in London. Low hedgerows and 
green walls are more effective at improving air quality than tall trees in narrow 
streets surrounded by high-rise buildings. Green walls in these situations have 
been found to reduce NO

2
 by 15% and PM by 23% (Cross River Partnership 2016, 

Green Capital Green Infrastructure for a future city).

The Benefits of  
Green Infrastructure
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People have often considered green infrastructure to be solely about 
biodiversity without necessarily appreciating the wider benefits of 

greening, not least the positive effects on health and wellbeing.

Janine Cole  GREAT PORTLAND ESTATES

Economic

Quantifying the economic benefits of GI can be challenging, although there is a 
growing body of evidence that establishes the wide ranging economic gains achieved 
as a consequence of functioning GI. One example being benefits to property value 
and inward investment; Research by CABE published in their 2005 document ‘Does 
Money Grow on Trees’ found having well managed green space nearby resulted in 
average property premiums of between 2.6% and 11.3%.  There is also evidence from 
the US and Canada that green certified buildings earn higher rental incomes, higher 
occupancy levels and higher renewals.  In terms of commercial and leisure facilities, 
greener areas can increase customer footfall and customers stay longer in the area 
and potentially spend more. There is also evidence that workers who have access 
to green space, views of trees and green space, or even work in an office space 
designed with biophilic principles in mind, have improved productivity, concentration, 
engagement and cognitive ability.

GI has significant economic value in terms of Ecosystem Service provision, 
contributing towards the stock of Natural Capital, which forms the very basis for the 
functioning of civilisation itself. More tangible examples however, include the Fields 
in Trust document ‘Revaluing Parks and Greenspaces’ (2018) estimated that parks 
and green spaces save the NHS around £111m per year through the reduction in GP 
visits.  The 2015 London i-Tree Eco Project ‘Valuing London’s Urban Forest’ estimated 
street trees in Greater London provide a value of more than £130m a year in storm 
water alleviation, carbon sequestration, energy savings and pollution removal.

Noise

Well-designed urban GI can buffer the noise of traffic, construction and other 
general city noises.  GI can reduce noise pollution through absorption, dispersal 
and as a barrier.  Green roofs and green walls have been shown to provide better 
noise insulation than unvegetated, standard roofs and walls.  Increased noise 
levels can quickly impact and reduce a person’s wellbeing and quality of life.    
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The Benefits of  
Green Infrastructure

We tend to talk of the emotional value of GI, but if we want to convince 

others we have got to describe the benefits that relate to them.

Pete Massini  GREATER LONDON AUTHORITY

Biodiversity

Biodiverse urban Gi features such as living roofs, hedgerows, woodland, SuDS or 
even just a greened road verge, can provide sheltering, commuting and foraging 
habitat for a huge range of fauna and flora.  The combination of these GI elements, 
when delivered strategically, can act as green ‘stepping stones’ between larger 
areas of green space and prevent habitat fragmentation and isolation. With a 
changing climate and continued threats to biodiversity through agricultural 
practices and development, the creation of interconnected biodiverse green 
space is crucial in maintaining the integral ecosystem function that underlines all 
of the other benefits described in this document.

Flood and Water

Features of GI can significantly increase an area’s ability to deal with rainwater 
run-off by absorbing large quantities of the water, greatly reducing the initial run-
off and the risk of the drainage system exceeding capacity. For example, London’s 
trees reduce storm water run-off by almost 3.5m cubic metres each year (Valuing 
London’s Urban Forest, 2015). A secondary benefit is the ability of GI to filter the 
runoff and prevent pollutants and contaminants from entering water courses such 
as rivers and streams, thereby helping to maintain good water quality in our water 
courses.

Place Making

In addition to many of the benefits previously discussed, all of which play a part 
in creating a healthy, sustainable place, GI plays a vital role in place-making and 
community cohesion.  Well-designed, accessible green space has been found 
to reduce crime, in particular violent crime, as well as reducing the perception 
of crime.  It creates opportunities for community engagement and participation 
which in turn can help enhance social ties and build a sense of community, pride 
and ownership of a place.  
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The Direction of  
Planning Policy

The need for quantifiable gains in GI is becoming an 
integral planning requirement, specifically delivered 
through improvements for biodiversity.

Notably, the recent National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), building 
on the Government’s 25 Year Environment Plan, included a requirement 
for development to provide measurable biodiversity gains, delivering 
strategic GI and landscape-scale natural capital benefits. This is also 
reflected in regional and local plans, most notably in the draft new London 
Plan, due for publication in 2019.

The draft new London Plan embeds a requirement for biodiversity 
gains, calculated using the Urban Greening Factor, a slightly unusual 
jump into a tool which has seen little use in the UK previously.  There 
is currently no standardised guidance on how biodiversity change 
should be calculated, although most, including several LPAs, Statutory 
Undertakers and the BRE, currently apply an amended version of Defra’s  
short-lived offsetting calculator.

Under either scenario it will be important 
for development teams to understand 
the requirement for gains, how these 
can be best achieved, and crucially, how 
these policy driven gains can in fact help 
commercial gains.

Policy is likely to change quickly over 
coming years with upcoming guidance 
documents due later in 2018, followed by 
new policy and eventually a new BS for 
net gains, expected in 2020. Those that 
embrace GI first will certainly therefore 
reap the rewards in the future. 
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What We Think

The wider benefit of GI has clearly been shown in the 
previous pages.  Whilst GI as a concept has entered 
the mainstream, there is still a level of ambivalence 
across large sections of the industry. 

Our survey results clearly show that there is a concern regarding a lack of 
knowledge and understanding within the wider industry of the benefits GI 
can bring to a development. 

In our experience, GI and the associated ecosystem services are often not 
given due consideration when designing or building.  For example, the QS 
and Contracts team often fail to rightly quantify the associated financial 
benefits, marketing teams miss opportunities to sell the advantages to 
prospective residents/users and construction teams fail on design delivery 
commitments. Much of this can be put down to a lack of knowledge, 
miscommunication and the many misconceptions regarding GI.

A paradigm shift is therefore required, where the industry as a whole starts 
to perceive the services delivered by GI as being as intrinsically necessary 
as integrating basic utilities or road infrastructure.

You wouldn’t build a development without electricity 
or access, so why build it without crucial climate 
change adaptation, air quality control and flood risk 
prevention measures, all provided by self-sustaining 
multifunctional GI. 
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Delivering On Our 
Promises

Whilst policy is evolving rapidly to reflect risks 
posed by climate change, worsening air quality and 
biodiversity loss, amongst other things, delivery of 
successful design interventions to address these 
risks needs to improve.

Policy throughout much of London requires that new development integrates 
living roofs. From a policy and design perspective, development is therefore 
perceived as contributing to the augmentation and creation of green links 
throughout the city. The issue here however arises at construction.

A straw poll of post-construction assessments from recently completed 
living roofs throughout London, found over 75% of them to be non-compliant 
with planning, being unsuitable to support the target plants and animals 
they were designed for. If this trend is in fact reflected throughout the city, 
or worse yet country, then this represents a potentially catastrophic failure 
to deliver the ecosystem connectivity and multifunctional GI that we believe 
we are providing through the design process.

Much has been made of the delivery gap in energy in recent years, 
but very little focus has been given to the delivery of biodiversity and 
GI. Groups like CIRIA and CIEEM have raised the risk that the lack of 
monitoring has upon biodiversity. A primary solution is through developers 
themselves appreciating the benefit that successfully delivered GI can 
have whilst ensuring that their contractors are suitably qualified and  
subject to quality control.

What’s next? 
Across all sectors respondents identified the  
Circular Economy as a critical issue to be addressed. 
An increased awareness of issues including resource 
efficiency, waste generation and demand for knowledge 
in the supply chain is challenging the industry to consider 
the subject more rigorously.
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