Green living roofs: eccentric or essential?
Designers in the UK are finally waking up to the realisation that green living roofs can offer a range of environmental, social and economic benefits. Jane Grant of landscape architects Sprunt takes a look.

Research carried out in Europe and North America aroused a great deal of interest in urban design circles when it revealed that the greening of buildings by creating green living roofs not only provided owners of buildings with a proven return on investment, but also offered a wide range of environmental, social and economic benefits. However, compared to several other European countries (notably Germany and Holland), green living roofs have been slow to catch on in the UK. That is, until now, when we are finally witnessing designers waking up to recognise the potential use of this fundamental landscape feature.

Today’s green living roofs are unrecognisable from the traditional designs of decking and potted plants which are often associated with roof gardens and balconies. New living roofs are an extension to an existing roof structure, and involve the creation of a ‘contained’ green space on top of a human-made structure. Often this roof extension will flow into the existing landscape creating a seamless green area with the potential for a wide range of recreational activities.  
This type of living roof requires a specialist designer. The water-proof and root repellent membrane, drainage system, filter cloth, lightweight growing medium and plants must all be chosen with regard to the specific conditions. The design and development can be complex, and often involve a wide range of industry professionals. Today’s systems can be either modular with drainage layers, filter cloth, growing media and plants already prepared in movable, interlocking grids, or each component of the system may be installed separately.  


There are numerous advantages to green living roofs. Not only will they last twice as long as a conventional roof, but the building’s owner or occupier will benefit from significant savings on energy and cooling costs, deflected sound waves, additional day-time space for meetings, care, play or recreation.  In addition to this the developer will have an opportunity to capitalise on local, regional or national market exposure, depending on the uniqueness of the project. 

Importantly, such roofs create ‘micro climates’ that help reduce pollution, possibly including noise pollution, by filtration through the leaves of trees and shrubs. This can lead to improved air quality, better biodiversity and wider habitat ranges. Additional sustainable practices can include the implementation of environmental systems so that the occupier can collect and retain groundwater, minimising irrigation requirements. This technique also helps control runoff in urban areas contributing to reducing flooding risks.
As a leader in landscape and urban regeneration Sprunt has capitalised the potential of green living roofs in the design of high density, compact, multi-use schemes.  Working closely with a variety of clients, including The Guinness Trust, The London Borough of Islington, and developers Barratts and Lovells, Sprunt has used the green living roof system to maximise the regeneration opportunities of selected sites in line with current urban design policy and guidelines. 
Yallop’s Yard in Bow in east London, due for completion at the end of 2006, is a prime example of a green living roof which has made the utmost of a site’s natural resources and topography.  In a partnering arrangement between The Guinness Trust, Lovell and Sprunt, a brown-field site is being transformed in to a scheme of 265 new flats and houses with shared gardens that form the basis for the green roof. This not only involves significant changes in levels across the site, but also the introduction of new underground car park with a green roof above. From the outset of the project, landscaping was readily adopted as an integral part of the scheme, with the team successfully tackling a number of physical and environmental problems. 
Yallop’s Yard lies directly adjacent to the A(102)M Blackwall Tunnel approach road. The new scheme has been designed to provide a continuous barrier with blocks of flats contributing towards separating the site from the traffic and noise impacts of the motorway. The site, formerly a railway goods yard, contained heavily polluted and contaminated soil, some of which was safely re-buried and capped off deep beneath the site before any works could begin. The existing site is broadly elongated with level changes across from east to west of approximately 5m dividing the site into two almost level plateaus. The void of the lower plateau has been used to effectively provide the area for an under croft parking area for the new scheme with a green roof system above featuring private shared gardens for crescents of flats. As a result, Yallop's Yard is emerging as one of east London’s major landmark schemes in an area between Bow and Old Ford which was once predominantly industrial. 

The main concept of the landscape scheme has been to provide safe and attractive streets, welcoming and distinctive public spaces, enclosed private gardens for residents, and courtyards and communal gardens for shared use. The communal gardens in particular provide an attractive setting for the new buildings whilst at the same time considerably improving the landscape character of existing Tredegar Road. Tredegar Road is currently a very bleak and uninviting environment. The new public space, provided for recreational use, was conceived as a green link passing through the site from east to west. 
Curvy ventilation walls serving the under croft parking provide ‘sculptural organic forms’ weaving through the public gardens, offering a bold and distinctive statement and positive design feature for the scheme. A limited range of plant species has been chosen to substantiate and complement the bold and contemporary feel of the new development. Species have been chosen for their resistance to air pollution and suitability for urban conditions. For example, Fastigiate street trees Corylus colurna ‘Turkish Hazel’ is planted along the main street frontage and multi-stemmed Prunus serrula is planted in the main Civic Square whilst Fraxinus angustifolia provides a dominant avenue of large street trees along the Tredegar Road frontage.

More recently, the firm’s team of landscape architects partnered with Barratts to create retail and residential units in west London that incorporate a private communal garden on a new green roof terrace. Eagerly adopted by the residents, the terrace now successfully provides a new amenity space with shrub and ground cover planting, seating and exhilarating water features. It is a prime example of a scheme that has taken into account the building’s life span, by providing a landscape of lasting benefit to what would otherwise have been an architecturally bland area. To make this happen, the landscape architects worked closely alongside the architects and engineers to create, implement and manage a sustainable approach to each green roof within the scheme. 

Increasingly the quality of the urban environment is threatened by high density development and loss of public open space. Utilising the positive effects of living green roofs can make the most of environmental and social opportunities within existing regeneration initiatives. The future of successful urban greening in our towns and cities means the decision makers of tomorrow must adopt a new urban vision. Educating our architects, planners, developers, engineers and other stakeholders is our first step. The environmental, economic and social benefits have already been proven. It’s now down to the design teams to encourage and promote the benefits of rooftop landscapes, to ensure it becomes the de-facto standard for new developments as well as for ‘retro-fits’ on existing structures. After all, the greening of buildings promises to significantly enhance the environment for city dwellers now and for generations to come.
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