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coming at it as an ecologist because a landscape 
architect has a bigger picture. We tend to work on 
‘landscape scale’ projects – bigger sites. What I’m 
interested in is how a development sits within the 
landscape. I get the most satisfaction out of seeing 
the finished product and saying, ‘that’s ours, we did 
that as part of a team’.


Is there a project that you are particularly proud 


of or that you would say stands out?


One I would emphasise is the Hellingly Hospital 
mixed-use scheme for Persimmon Homes, which 
involved masterplanning aspects and green 
infrastructure elements. 


It was a huge project and included an old 
hospital, a Victorian park associated with the 
hospital that needed to be refurbished, a cricket 
ground that had to be rebuilt and a cricket pavilion.  
It started in 2008 and is largely complete.  


We provided both the landscape and ecology on that, 
so there’s good design integration; there was also  
a stakeholder element driven by the parish council. 


The developer, the local council, the residents  
and the local authority were involved. The local 
authority had a strong view on design. Not all of them 
do. It works well as a new community, particularly in 
terms of how all the elements interact and where the 
play areas are in relation to the built developments.


Another project is a quarry development:  
Medway Gate, near Rochester in Kent. It is an amazing 
transformation of somewhere that initially looked like 
a Mad Max film set. They did a terrific job of building 
a platform for the residential development, retaining a 
stunning chalk wall.


I would also pick out two projects in London: 
Athlone House, where we designed the garden, 
and Wick Lane, which is an Olympic Legacy project 
adjacent to the Olympic Park.


Could you talk us through any current  


projects underway?


The current one I’m excited about is Barnhorn Green, 
Bexhill in Sussex. It is mixed residential, and there’s a 
big play area and a lot of green infrastructure. That one 
is going to be very interesting. 


Has the role of the landscape architect changed 


since you started out?


Yes, I think things have improved. It’s better understood 
and taken more seriously. We’re not quite so often 
described as landscapers. There’s always a danger  
of clients cutting corners. In small projects you can 
get away with a minimal approach to landscaping, but 
I think there’s a better understanding of it now. It has 
become standard to have a landscape design as part 
of planning. 


Do you see the role of the landscape  


architect changing in the future? 


I think that issues like sustainability and biodiversity 
initiatives are increasingly important. Landscape 
architects that focus on design have a long way  
to go in terms of understanding the ecological  
side of things.


What do you think are the key challenges  


facing the industry?


At the moment, I think Brexit is affecting investment 
decisions, so people are holding off. Everybody would 
be more active if we had some more certainty. Global 
warming and climate change are also huge issues.


“IT’S ALL ABOUT 
ENSURING 


THAT GREEN 
INFRASTRUCTURE  


IS BOTH BEAUTIFUL 
AND BIODIVERSE”
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Established in 1989, JFA is an 
expert in the field of Environmental 
Planning. The company successfully 
collaborates with people who make 
a difference to the environment. 
It delivers projects which work in 
harmony with the natural world, 
while providing added value 
solutions to site development.
W:  www.jfa.co.uk


JFA Environmental 
Planning


4       Wick Lane Illustrative ©DRMM 
and Taylor Wimpey East London


5    Athlone House
6    Bat barn, Hellingly
7      Medway Gate
8      Hellingly orchid
9      Newt at Aylesford Quarry


Does the company get a lot of repeat business?


We don’t lose clients much and I enjoy picking them 
up from my competitors.


What advice would you give to anyone starting 


out in the industry?


Most of the problem is people just not being aware of 
what it is as a profession. Everyone knows what an 
architect is, but few people knows what a landscape 
architect is. I think that’s a huge problem. The role of 
a landscape architect is very clear, but getting that 
across to young people who might be choosing a 
career is a hard one.


You need to have a head for engineering, but you 
don’t need to be an engineer. You need to understand 
physics, plant and soil science, hydrology and you 
also need to have a design flair and understand the 
planning system. There is clearly a gritty, commercial 
side of it so that if you were purely an artist you might 
think: “it’s not for me”. 


Although there are a lot of female landscape 


architects in the UK, there are not many women 


at the helm of companies. Why do you think  


that may be?


There used to be several big practices with women, 
at least, co-directing. It’s interesting because more 
than half of qualified landscape architects are women, 
but they don’t head the companies – I don’t know 
why. I think landscape architects suffer from a certain 
lack of ambition; it tends to be a bit of a lifestyle 
degree, so there’s that. 


So, it’s not like there’s a plethora of female 
landscape architects frustrated to get ahead – I think 
a lot of them are comfortable. They’re on a decent 
salary and have maybe got a part-time position. 
Just because not too many women are running the 
show, does not mean that landscape architects are 
inherently sexist, but the building industry generally 
is very male-dominated. Design team meetings are 
usually one or two women to eight men, and that 
hasn’t changed much.


What advice, if any, would you give specifically  


to women in the industry?


The thing that is difficult, and the advice I give to 
younger women, is you’ve got to be tough. You’ve 
got to be tougher than you want to be because 
you’re getting value engineered all the time by clients. 
You’ve got to be able to be direct. I think one of the 
biggest problems I’ve had with junior staff is telling 
clients no. They just don’t want to, and I say don’t be 


afraid to be direct. You’d be surprised how the client 
will then come around to your point of view.


It’s all about being a good negotiator. You’ve got 
to make a living, you’ve got to have aspirations for a 
business, you have to make your mark so you’ve got 
to play a tough game. 


Finally, what is the next step for the company?


My next step is to get all the staff to understand 
and promote innovation as well as biodiversity 
enhancement. For example, the Biodiversity Impact 
Assessment Calculation (BIAC) is emerging as a 
requirement for planning permission. We do a lot of 
work in Hertfordshire – which now requires it – so 
we are familiar with the methodology. There’s a 
technical algorithm that you have to use, and we’re 
quite comfortable with it. We’re well ahead of almost 
all the other practices in that regard.
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Founder and managing director of JFA 
Environmental Planning, Jaquelin Clay, 
explains how the company, now in its 
30th year, approaches development in 
a way that combines aesthetics and 
ecological sensitivity
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JAQUELIN CLAY
JFA ENVIRONMENTAL PLANNING


How did the company start up?


I started the company in 1989 with one or two 
permanent staff  and sub-contractors. From the 
beginning, I felt the ideal size was around six staff . 
The practice started with an emphasis on ecology, but 
I always felt that aesthetics and design were important, 
and particularly lacking in ecology, so very early on 
I incorporated landscape design into the practice. 


My original background is in the sciences, 
particularly botanical and soil science. I initially hired 
landscape designers, but then I decided to gain a 
qualifi cation to become a landscape architect in 1993.


How has the company developed since 1989?


At our biggest in 2008, we had 12 staff , and like 
many practices at the time we were hit by the fi nancial 
crisis. At that point, I delegated a great deal. But, given 
the nature of the business and my very clear vision, 
I was happier to reduce headcount. At the moment, 
I have six full-time employees, but also have a team 
of sub-contractors. 


I believe this is about right. You’ve got to keep your 
headcount down or you’re going to lose money, and 
as the MD I have to keep an eye on the fi nance side. 
I looked at our cost basis and changed a number of 
elements of the practice to improve effi  ciency, make 
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amount of work for schools, but that goes mainly to 
design and build contractors so we are not involved. 
We do strategic work, which takes sites through to 
planning and also build-out. Strategic is our strength, 
but we do both.  


How would you describe your leadership approach?


The best outcome is when the needs of the staff  
intersect with the needs of the company. To achieve 
this, I take into account the individual requirements 
of staff  – such as part-time working due to young 
children, amongst others – and ally these with the 
needs of the company. If you can do this, staff  will 
be very productive and loyal. 


Do you still have a hands-on role?


I am when I need to be. I will generally, at least, 
have a good look at the site, then the staff  carry 
on with it. I undertake expert evidence at public 
enquiry for our clients. 


What are your design inspirations?


I would go back to the original landscape architects, 
such as Geoff rey Jellicoe and Gertrude Jekyll; the 
landscape artist Andy Goldsworthy (who produces 
site-specifi c sculptures and land art situated in natural 
and urban settings); and Charles Jencks, who is noted 
for his earthworks.


What inspired you to become a 


landscape architect?


It’s all about ensuring that green infrastructure is 
both beautiful and biodiverse coming at that from a 
landscape architect’s angle was more eff ective than 


1


a more pleasant working environment for the staff , and 
improve profi tability. This has been eff ective.


How would you describe the company ethos?


Our approach involves being ecologically sensitive 
and maximising biodiversity enhancement, but in an 
aesthetic way. We combine both aspects and also 
provide arboricultural services. This has been received 
positively by our clients who recognise the economies 
around using us for all services.


Our strapline is ‘bringing nature to the heart 
of design’. That is what the company’s about, 
enhancing biodiversity in the context of development. 
Soon, Biodiversity Net Gain will be legally mandated. 
We’re well positioned in that regard.  


We have a strong portfolio, and I want to maintain 
and enhance that. We have a good base of existing 
clients, but when taking on new clients, we have a 
conversation to ensure that we are on the same page. 
We are client focused and have a strong brand, so I try 
to reinforce that at all times.


Would you consider yourselves to be specialists 


in a specifi c fi eld?


Our main sectors include; community building, high-
end residential, leisure and recreation. There is a small 


1    Wick Lane development, 
London ©DRMM and Taylor 
Wimpey East London


2     Hellingly 
3     Barnhorn Green


“OUR APPROACH 
INVOLVES BEING 
ECOLOGICALLY 
SENSITIVE AND 
MAXIMISING 
BIODIVERSITY
ENHANCEMENT BUT IN 
AN AESTHETIC WAY”
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