BREEAM vs PASSIVHAUS – Comparison for Matchstick Arena
Introduction
As sustainability becomes a core priority in modern construction, selecting the right assessment framework is essential to guide design, construction, and operational decisions. This document provides a comparative analysis of two leading environmental performance standards—BREEAM (Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method) and Passivhaus (Passive House Standard).
The comparison is made in the context of The Matchstick Arena, a multi-use wellness and community facility in Merthyr Tydfil, where factors such as energy efficiency, occupant wellbeing, community engagement, and environmental impact play a critical role. This document evaluates how each standard aligns with the project’s goals and identifies the most suitable methodology for achieving long-term sustainability and operational performance.
Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM)
Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM) is a sustainability assessment method for the construction of buildings, measuring environmental performance across a range of categories including energy, water, materials, waste, health and ecology of a construction project.
Passivhaus
Passivhaus is a rigorous energy performance standard focused on achieving ultra-low energy consumption through high levels of insulation, airtightness, and efficient ventilation, primarily targeting heating and cooling demand. 
These two frameworks take different approaches to sustainability and energy performance,
BREEAM vs PASSIVHAUS comparison
	
	BREEAM
	Passivhaus

	Focus
	Holistic sustainability: energy, water, materials, waste, health, transport
	Primarily ultra-low energy performance for heating and cooling

	Scope
	Wide-ranging – includes construction processes, ecology, social impact
	Focuses mainly on building envelope and operational energy efficiency

	Design Flexibility
	High – adaptable to multi-use buildings like The Matchstick Arena

	Rigid design parameters, can be challenging for complex, large, or multi-use buildings

	Appicability to Public/Community Buildings
	Strong – widely used in public/community projects in the UK
	Less common in UK community buildings, more typical in residential or small-scale

	User & Stakeholder Consideration
	Considers health, wellbeing, community engagement
	Focuses more on performance and comfort (thermal and air quality)

	Construction Implications
	Can integrate with ongoing construction methods; encourages sustainable sourcing
	Requires precise airtightness, high insulation and specialist methods

	Cost & Complexity
	Moderate – can be phased across project elements
	Higher upfront design and construction costs, tight tolerances needed

	Certification Recognition
	Widely recognized across UK planning authorities and funding bodies
	Gaining recognition, but still more niche in large public sector projects



Conclusion
Given that The Matchstick Arena is a large, multi-use public facility with a strong community, heritage, wellness, and sustainability focus, BREEAM is the more suitable assessment method. It aligns with the project's broader environmental, social, and operational goals – including biophilic design, health amenities, community engagement spaces, and eco-friendly materials.
BREEAM allows for flexibility in achieving sustainability credits across different categories and is more compatible with public sector developments, where demonstrating well-rounded sustainability (beyond just energy) is critical for planning, funding, and stakeholder approval.
Passivhaus, while excellent for energy performance, may not be practical for this type of complex building, and its stringent requirements could conflict with the design intent and spatial diversity of the facility.

