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SuRF-UK Tier 1 Briefcase: Logbook

SuRF-UK Tier 1 Assessment Step by Step




1 Approach checklist

Are all items complete?
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2 Information checklist

Are all items complete?
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3 Setting out a comparison table
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4 Completing the comparison table
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5 Interpreting the comparison table
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6 Managing uncertainties
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7 Agree findings
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• A SuRF-UK Tier 1 assessment typically uses comparison 

tables across project options, for example:

Environment Option 1 Option 2

Emissions to Air Good Fair

Soil and ground 

conditions

Very good Fair

Groundwater & 

surface water

Very good Good

Ecology Good Poor

Natural resources 

& waste

Fair Excellent
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• Which criteria should be used?

• The level of detail for the assessment and its scope (range of 

indicators) are agreed in advance during “framing”

Element

e.g. environment

Headline category

e.g. emissions to air

Individual indicator

e.g. Particulates (especially PM2.5 and PM10)

Criteria
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Option 1 Option 2

Environment Better Worse

Society Equal Equal

Economics Worse Better

Example using sustainability elements as criteria 

 options summarised across one table

Example using headline 

categories as criteria  at least 

three tables will be needed

Example using individual 

indicators as criteria 

multiple tables will be 

needed

Environment Option 1 Option 2

Emissions to Air Trivial Trivial

Soil and ground 

conditions

Significant 

impacts

Trivial impacts

Groundwater & 

surface water

Trivial impacts Significant 

impacts

Ecology None None

Natural resources 

& waste

Significant Trivial

SOC 1 Human 

Health & Safety

Option 1 Option 2

Long term risk 

management 

performance

Meets targets Exceeds 

targets

Short term risks from 

accidents

Does not meet 

targets

Meets targets

Health impacts of 

remediation process 

emissions

Exceeds targets Meets targets
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• A single row represents a 

comparison across options 

for a single criterion.

Environment Option 1 Option 2

Emissions to Air Good Fair

Soil and ground 

conditions

Very good Fair

Groundwater & 

surface water

Very good Good

Ecology Good Poor

Natural resources 

& waste

Fair Excellent

In order to set out the comparison table the following needs to be 

known:

• What options are being compared?  Set out in Columns.

• The criteria they are being compared for?  Set out in Rows.

• How will an option’s performance under any particular 

criterion be assessed and described?  At Tier 1 this will be 

qualitative.
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• Pairwise comparison builds up an overall ranking on the basis 

of a series of comparisons between options for each row: e.g.

– Row 1: how Option 1 performs vs. Option 2; and vs. Option 3 

– Row 2: how Option 2 performs vs. Option 3

• One table is produced for each criterion

• The outcomes from each of these individual criterion 

comparison tables can then be combined as a row in an 

overall comparison table if desired.

SR criterion: Safety Option 1 Option 2 Option 3

Option 1 - much better neutral

Option 2 - - much worse
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• The SuRF-UK approach to sustainability assessment is 

comparative and assumes that 

– A decision is being taken to choose between two or more 

available options, or

– A decision is being based against a reference scenario.

– In either case, it can be useful to also include a “do nothing” 

scenario to understand what changes are caused by the 

interventions being considered.
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• Comparison may be relative 

across options for a criterion:

– E.g., “which options are better 

or worse for generation of lorry 

movements”

– This approach may not link well 

to particular sustainability 

objectives, e.g. quantified / 

measured corporate targets.

• Comparisons may be linked to 

benchmarks for each criterion, 

judging options on how well they 

can achieve a benchmark set as 

a sustainability target for a site:

– E.g., “does an option exceed, meet 

or fail the target for traffic 

minimisation”

– Targets could be set in a very 

idealised way, e.g. “no air 

emissions”, this emphasises 

differences in performance  

between options

• Assessment is always comparative considering available 

options (including “no action”)
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• Assessment descriptions might be based on:

– “better”, “equal”, “worse”, e.g. for direct comparisons

– “good”, “fair” or “poor”, e.g. for describing how well an option 

could achieve a particular sustainability target

– None, trivial, significant, very significant, e.g. for relating a 

criteria to an amount (or simply high, medium, low)

– Fails, meets, exceeds, e.g. for describing how well an option 

could achieve a particular sustainability target

• Suitable wording can be tricky, so simple rankings can be 

substituted (e.g. 1, 2, 3, 4) but all stakeholders should be 

made aware of their strictly qualitative nature. 

• The effectiveness of tables as a visualisation tool can be 

enhanced by the use of colour to show patterns between 

options 
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• “Golden Rules”

– Each comparison MUST be supported by a written rationale 

specific for each criterion

– The same system boundary and "life cycle" boundary conditions 

set up in the framing work must apply to all of the comparisons 

being considered for all options and all indicators

– All options must be evaluated for all criteria

– Comparisons should be made on a criterion by criterion basis to 

ensure exhaustive consideration of sustainability effects and 

avoid unintentional merging or confusion of effects

– Start with a full comparison: all options, all criteria
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• Grouping criteria (indicators) to look at particular situations

– Separate tables may be drawn up for specific time or distance 

considerations

– E.g. considering only local effects (using the spatial boundaries) 

or excluding temporary effects (using the temporal boundaries)

– However, these “sub-tables” should always be accompanied by 

a full comparison table
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Environment Option 1 Option 2

Emissions to Air Good Fair

Soil and ground 

conditions

Very good Fair

Groundwater & 

surface water

Very good Good

Ecology Good Poor

Natural resources & 

waste

Fair Excellent
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Environment Option 1 Option 2

Emissions to Air Good Fair

Soil and ground 

conditions

Very good Fair

Groundwater & 

surface water

Very good Good

Ecology Good Poor

Natural resources & 

waste

Fair Excellent

• Option 1 has more good or higher assessments than 

option 2, so appears to perform better for the 

environmental element of sustainability.

• The use of three simple tables for each element of 

sustainability (environment, society and economy) 

using the SuRF-UK headline categories may provide 

sufficient information to support a decision.

• The tabular approach is simply a suggestion.  

Assessors may design alterative approaches to 

setting out comparisons and aggregating them.
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• Tier 1 is based on comparison tables. The comparison table is 

a very simple form of aggregation of individual comparisons 

into an overall assessment of sustainability.  

• Comparison tables can be very effective and simple 

communication tools where some options are clearly superior 

to, or distinct from, others.

• However, the effectiveness of a comparison table diminishes 

as the complexity of comparison criteria and options included 

increases.

• In addition, Tier 1 comparison tables do not easily consider 

the scale or importance of differences.  These considerations 

may be important in distinguishing between options which do 

not show clear or distinct trends.
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• Triggers for a Tier 2 assessment

• Fundamentally when decision makers and their partners find 

that they cannot reach a shared interpretation

– The effectiveness of a comparison table diminishes as the 

complexity of comparison criteria and options included 

increases.

– In addition, Tier 1 comparison tables do not easily consider the 

scale or importance of differences.  These considerations may 

be important in distinguishing between options which do not 

show clear or distinct trends.
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• The possibility of uncertainties will have been considered 

during “framing”, and can arise from

– Differences in opinion about what should be included in the 

assessment, e.g. boundary conditions, criteria, and/or

– Difficulty in comparing different options for a particular criterion, for 

example, because of differences in opinion or insufficient information.

• How uncertainties will be managed will also have been set out 

during “framing”

– The simplest approach is to compare “what if” scenarios = sensitivity 

analysis

– Make different tables representing the different extremes causing the 

uncertainty, for example comparing a table that considers “what if we 

consider particulate emissions” on air quality to “what if we don’t”

– This allows you to determine the effect of uncertainties on the overall 

sustainability assessment.
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• There are four possible types of finding

1. The comparison tables are clear enough to show that:

• One particular option is more sustainable than others, or

• The option being benchmarked performs favourably – or 

does not.

2. The process of discussion identifies improvements that can be 

made to the design of one or more options, so decision-making 

may be postponed until this is completed

3. The Tier 1 assessment contains too much uncertainty to come 

to a clear decision, in which case 



Tier 2 Assessment

4. Two or more options are tied 



Tier 2 Assessment, unless it is 

agreed between stakeholders that either option would be an 

acceptable choice and can be implemented. 


image1.emf
• To carry out the SuRF-UK Tier 1 Assessment the approach

needs to be agreed in advance (see “Framing and Planning” 

slide deck for instructions).

Objectives

• The decision being supported

• The function of the sustainability assessment

Engagement

• Who will be involved and when

• How they will be involved

Boundaries

• Agree sustainability assessment boundaries:

• System, life-cycle, spatial, temporal

Scope

• Which criteria (e.g. indicators) will be used

• What is the rationale for inclusion / exclusion

Methodology

• How options will be evaluated

• How individual comparisons will be aggregated

Uncertainties

• How uncertainties will be identified

• How uncertainties will be managed
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• The following information needs to be available (see “Framing 

and Planning” slide deck for instructions).

Options

• The design or remediation options

• Their qualitative performance for the scope agreed

Constraints

• Non-negotiable constraints

• Constraints posed by site conditions

Benchmarks

• Optional is there assessment against benchmarks?

• If so, provide the rationale for each benchmark

Thresholds

• What pass/fail thresholds are evident?

• Can these be expressed qualitatively? 
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