
Who is Baca Architects?

Baca is an award winning research led design practice 
specialising in integrated environmental and high quality design. 
The practice has a diverse array of projects that includes, one 
off  houses, social housing, master-planning, memorials and 
commercial projects.

Baca is internationally recognised for innovation in flood resilient 
and adaptable architecture and spatial planning.

Baca have presented this work and contributed to seminars 
around the world, such as Ecobuild, Indian High Commission, 
World Water Forum, Thames Gateway Forum, The Hague, New 
Orleans and RIBA Building Futures amongst many others.

What is LifE?

LifE is a sustainable approach to development that embraces 
water, integrating measures to reduce flood risk and adapt to 
climate change at the core of the design.

Energy and the housing crisis are currently at the forefront of  
public consciousness and high on government agenda. The LifE 
Project addresses both of these issues, providing guidance on 
new sustainable development as well as presenting solutions to 
combat the most visible effects of climate change; rising water 
levels and increased flood risk. 

The LifE (Long-term Initiatives for Flood-risk Environments) 
Project, a major UK research project by Baca Architects and 
the Building Research Establishment for Defra, demonstrates 
how our towns and homes can be better prepared for a more 
unpredictable future in the short term whilst reducing our 
environmental impact in the long term. 

The LifE Project has been funded through the Innovation Fund 
by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs as 
part of the ‘Making Space for Water programme’.

The LifE team is Baca Architects, BRE, Halcrow, Fulcrum 
Consulting, LDA Design and Cyril Sweett.

The LifE project received the RIBA Sustainable Living by Design 
Award (unbuilt) 2006, for work that preceded this current stage.

The LifE Project demonstrates how our 
towns and homes can be better prepared 
for a more unpredictable future ...

This is not the only solution.

LifE Project outputs

Cost and Benefit analysis of  
integrated masterplanning in 
flood-risk areas, based on:

Three dedicated demonstration 
projects to show how the LifE 
approach could be used to plan 
sites around the UK.

Generic principles to integrated 
masterplanning in flood risk areas.

An illustrated guide and reference: 
‘The LifE Handbook’
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Flooding rarely occurs in isolation.The LifE Approach

The LifE project addresses the need for new homes, increased 
risk of  flooding and heightened environmental standards 
simultaneously by integrating three approaches holistically. 
This is best illustrated in the diagram above and explained 
below.

Living with Water - Adapting to increased flood frequency 
and severity, likely to happen with climate change.

Making Space for Water - Working with natural processes 
to provide space for the river and sea in times of  flood and 
reducing reliance on defences.

Zero Carbon - Providing all energy needs from renewable 
resources on site, such as wind, tidal and solar power.

These approaches were adopted in combination with Code 
for Sustainable Homes Level 6, BREEAM excellent, greenfield 
run off  rates, Lifetime Homes, National Playing Fields 
Association Six Acre Standard, Secured by Design, Water 
Framework Directive and other 2009 design standards.

The LifE project was carried out by a multi-disciplinary team, 
working in close collaboration to identify the most cost 
effective and beneficial solutions.

The LifE approach is an integrated design approach, that 
uses long-term and adaptable non-defensive flood risk 
management measures, which provide wider benefits to 
the development and community; and therefore reduce the 
economic obstacles to delivering responsible and sustainable 
development.

The project identified ways in which flood risk management 
may be integrated into sustainable, zero carbon, responsible 
development. The means of  managing flood risk within the 
conceptual proposals were designed to have alternative uses 
for the majority of  the time that they were not required to 
cope with flooding.

From the LifE conceptual masterplans, the location of  the sites 
within the river catchment and wider context was found to 
have a significant bearing on the flood risk and the respective 
solution to development.

Therefore the LifE handbook and report present the design 
ideas in the context of  the three river catchment locations and 
in support of  the wider the LifE principles of  design.
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The LifE Handbook

The LifE handbook provides an introduction to flooding and 
development. It concisely conveys what are normally complex 
issues and presents them in a clear and comprehensive 
manner.

The handbook is aimed at all levels of  the construction industry, 
from politicians to the general public. It helps to provide the 
vehicle for discussing these issues and agreeing sustainable 
solutions.

The illustrated examples and case studies, provide a range 
of  options that may considered for sites throughout the 
developed world.

The general principles of  the LifE approach can be used on all 
sites. However, the examples cited within the handbook focus 
on sites located near rivers and coasts.

The LifE Report

The LifE report documents the findings of  the three conceptual 
masterplans developed at Hackbridge, Peterborough and 
Littlehampton. The report also reviews the effectiveness of  
different flood risk management measures and renewable 
energy technologies, and identifies what works well together. 

Finally the report reviews the suitability of  the proposals in the 
context of  statutory regulations and cost.

Extract from the report:

‘The LifE case studies demonstrated that responsible 
development in flood risk areas is possible. They also show 
that non-defensive, ecological, flood risk management can be 
incorporated within development designed to modern design 
standards without significant impact on cost.

The cost of  using non-defensive flood-risk measures was 
found to represent only a very small proportion of  the total 
capital cost of  the development (apx 1%)..’

‘...even the experienced flood-risk practitioner 
will learn something from the LifE approach’, 
Barrie Neaves, Environment Agency

‘It’s a model of  distilled expertise and a 
great example of  an architect-led initiative 
with benefits for all’, 
Hugh Pearman, Editor of  RIBA Journal
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‘Safe Havens’
Resilient Schools and community 
buildings provide safe spots to 
gather and centres for renewable 
energy

‘Rain Gardens’
Communal gardens collect and 
store rainwater away from rivers

‘Green Roofs’
Green roofs can slow down the 
flow of rainwater, easing flooding

‘Flood Gardens/Safe Houses’
Flood water can pass through 
the garden without affecting the 
houses

‘Canal Paths’
Planted pathways are designed 
to channel flood water away from 
homes

Village Blue
Small ponds are designed to 
expand during a flood. The rest 
of the time they can be used for 
boating, fishing and swimming

Village Green
Play areas are designed to flood 
when a really big flood occurs

Day to day During a big floodDuring a flood

Around 5 million people, in 2 million properties, live in flood 
risk areas in England and Wales, and 158,000 homes are at 
risk of  flooding in Scotland. Thousands of  new homes are 
currently planned within UK floodplains.

UK government policy has set a target for at least 60% of  
all new housing to be located on previously developed 
(brownfield) land, much of  which is at risk of  flooding.

Climate change (greatly accelerated by man’s activities) could 
result in land being lost to rising sea levels or subject to more 
frequent and extensive flooding. Housing growth could result in 
rising carbon dioxide emissions, exacerbating climate change.

Adopting a LifE approach to planning and housing construction 
is essential to reduce climate change and to cope with the 
impacts of  it’s effects.

In 2007 the UK government set out a target to increase 
housing supply in England to 200,000 per year by 2016.

The government also established and later confirmed that all 
new homes must be built to zero carbon by 2016.

Therefore the ambitious approach to sustainable construction 
and energy provision set out in the LifE project will become 
mandatory within the next 7 years. The aim to integrate ‘space 
for water’ and adaptability is a logical and responsible addition 
to this target. The LifE project is therefore at the cutting edge 
of  policy and sustainability in design.

The initial outputs of  the LifE approach provide a bridge 
between the aspirations of  government and environmental 
policy makers and the reality of  implementing these measures 
within the construction industry.

The importance of the LifE approach
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