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1:
+ Initiative
Towards carbon positive builings
What is the issue?
To meet our national obligations
under the Paris Agreement, the
Australian Government should
work with and across all levels of
government to realise the potential
for emissions reduction across the
buildings sector.
What is the opportunity?
Buildings are a major energy consumer, and their
operation contributes almost a quarter of our national
greenhouse gas emissions1. However, they also
represent one of the biggest and most cost-effective
opportunities to reduce emissions and improve energy
productivity. With the right policies and incentives,
the built environment sector can help meet over half
of Australia’s national energy productivity target, and
more than a quarter of the national emissions target
whilst delivering almost $20 billion in financial savings2.
Unlocking these opportunities is crucial to achieving
a smooth transition over the longer term to zero net
emissions by 2050 for Australia
The Australian Government has an important
opportunity to improve the energy performance of new
buildings and fitouts in Australia, by lifting standards in
the National Construction Code (the NCC). Increased
minimum energy requirements in the NCC are important
in addressing persistent market failures that prevent
the broader uptake of better practices across the
built environment sector, and to reduce the widening
gap between industry leaders and minimum Code
requirements. Since buildings are long lived assets, a
delay in upgrading Code requirements locks in higher
energy use and emissions. An estimated 1.1 million
homes and 42 million square metres of commercial floor
space are expected to be built between 2022 and 2025.
These buildings will remain standing for decades to
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come, and without expensive retrofits, they will be using
more energy than they should. Just three years delay in
implementing energy efficiency improvements in
the NCC could lock in, between now and 2030,
$2 billion in residential energy bills, $620 million in
non-residential energy bills and $720 million of
additional network investments3.
Government can also remove barriers to improved
performance in distinct areas of the built environment.
In the mid-tier office building sector where the uptake
of energy efficiency improvements has slowed due
to barriers to accessing capital and information, split
incentives and the lack of skills and expertise, the
Australian Government has an opportunity to develop
targeted approaches that address the challenges
particular to that market. The potential to leverage
savings is significant – mid-tier offices are estimated
to make up 52 million square meters of office space in
Australia, with an estimated 80,000 buildings4.

Why is this important for
industry?
Demonstrating a commitment to keep global warming
below 1.5C is becoming a competitive advantage
for Australian property companies, who recognise
their responsibilities in light of the Paris Agreement,
Australia’s endorsement of the UN Sustainable
Development Goals and investor expectations around
disclosing climate change resilience. Many companies
are now committing to net zero emissions targets for
their asset portfolios and business operations and
boards are also increasingly conscious of reporting on
carbon trajectories in line with international guidelines,
legal opinion and good risk management. Government
support for these efforts through policy will continue to
ensure Australia’s competitiveness and attractiveness
for investment. It will also reduce carbon related risks
as they continue to come to the forefront of investment

Why is this important for
communities?

The Roadmap calls on governments to:
•

Adopt a vision for a zero emissions built
environment by 2050;

•

Measure, improve and disclose the ongoing
performance of buildings;

•

Power buildings with 100 per cent renewable
electricity and switch away from fossil fuel use;

•

Increase the use of on-site, or near site, renewables
and measures to support the decarbonisation of the
grid;

•

Reduce building total and peak energy demand by
driving passive design first and efficient systems
next;

•

Stimulate markets for carbon neutral products and
services;

What do we want to see?

•

Phase out high GWP refrigerants;

Australia needs policies that will leverage the built
environment sector’s potential to improve energy
efficiency and lower emissions in line with our
international obligations. The GBCA proposes:

•

Support high quality offsets for remaining emissions
as a transition strategy;

•

Increase access to active transport facilities and
public transport; and,

•

Promote the electrification of vehicles.

Low carbon, high performing buildings are not only
more comfortable spaces for people to live and work,
they can also lower energy bills, reduce the burden
on the electricity grid, and provide greater resilience
to temperature extremes. According to ASBEC and
ClimateWorks Australia, by maximising the potential
for new construction in Australia to cost-effectively
contribute to net zero emissions buildings, it is possible
to reduce household bills by up to $900 per year
for each household and reduce electricity network
investments across Australia by $12.6 billion between
now and 2050. In addition, achieving these targets
could also deliver savings of 15 million tonnes of
cumulative emissions to 2030, and 78 million tonnes
to 20505.

1.1 A dedicated plan for carbon positive
buildings by 2050
The built environment has greater opportunities and
lower costs to decarbonise, relative to other sectors.
With federal leadership, more Australian buildings can
be placed on a trajectory for emissions reduction that
helps keep global warming well below 2 degrees.
Leading up to and following COP21 in Paris, the GBCA
has been working with our members, industry and
government to develop a pathway to net zero buildings
in Australia. We have so far released the first discussion
paper for a Carbon Positive Roadmap for the Built
Environment, a plan that establishes the steps required
for commercial, institutional and government buildings
and fitouts to reduce their emissions over time.
The Roadmap proposes a significant increase in
performance for buildings and fitouts linked to Green
Star over the next decade and outlines the high level
outcomes, actions and targets necessary to achieve a
net zero emissions built environment by 2050.
Supporting this transformation in the Roadmap are
a number of policy recommendations for retrofitting
existing buildings, improve new buildings, and increase
the supply of renewable energy and phase out fossil
fuel use.
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The GBCA believes that Australia needs a
comprehensive national plan towards net zero
emissions buildings and presents the recommendations
in the GBCA’s Carbon Positive Roadmap for
consideration by the Australian Government. We
believe this plan should include supportive governance
arrangements, including targets for emissions and
energy in the built environment, coordination of activity
across levels of government and related entities,
regular public reporting of progress, public and
industry engagement as well as coordination and
planning of research, education and training, and clear
responsibilities for implementation, review and updating
over time.

Recommendation
In line with the high level outcomes, actions
and targets expressed in the GBCA’s Carbon
Positive Roadmap, establish a plan for net
zero emissions buildings by 2050, including
interim targets for emissions and energy
performance and a process for reporting
on progress.

1.2 A trajectory for future increases to
minimum performance standards in the
National Construction Code
By 2050, buildings constructed after 2019 will likely
make up more than half of Australia’s building stock6.
As energy costs rise and increased demand places
ever growing pressures on our energy infrastructure,
buildings can provide some of the fastest and most
affordable solutions to our energy problems. At the
same time, more efficient buildings also have the
potential to keep costs manageable for households and
businesses.

implementation of this policy in the 2019 National
Construction Code.
Going forward, it is important that targets and a forward
trajectory are set for future updates, with a clear and
transparent process for implementation and adjustment
over time.
The GBCA encourage the Australian Government, along
with the members of the COAG Energy Council and the
Building Ministers Forum to:
•

Commit to a Zero Carbon Ready Building Code, as
part of a transition to net zero carbon new buildings
by 2030. This would mean setting a forward plan
for energy efficiency targets, and introducing
net energy targets over and above the energy
efficiency targets that encourage increased take-up
of renewable energy.

•

Deliver a step change in the energy requirements in
the 2022 Code, with a strong focus on residential,
and a further incremental increase in nonresidential requirements.

•

Expand the scope of the Code and progress
complementary measures, to prepare for future
sustainability challenges and opportunities,
including health, peak demand, maintainability,
electric vehicles and embodied carbon.

Australia is fortunate to have a National Construction
Code (NCC), which allows for the consistent and nation
approach to standard setting for new construction
and major fitouts, including standards for energy
performance.
However, there is currently a significant gap between
existing minimum standards for commercial and
residential buildings in the NCC and industry best
practice. Lifting minimum standards for energy
efficiency in the NCC will ensure that new buildings
in Australia do not miss opportunities for emissions
reduction, as well as creating opportunities to reduce
running costs over the life of buildings.
The GBCA is a proud supporter and member of the
Australian Sustainable Built Environment Council, which
earlier this year with ClimateWorks Australia released
Built to Perform: An Industry Led Pathway to a Zero
Carbon Ready Building Code, outlining an evidence
base for cost-effective long-term improvements to the
energy requirements of the NCC.
Built to Perform shows that:
•

Building Code improvements from 2022 onwards
could cut household energy bills by $20.9 billion
and non-residential energy bills by $8.4 billion by
2050, whilst also cutting $12.6 billion needed for
investments in electricity networks by 2050.
These benefits outweigh the upfront costs of
the improvements.

•

Updating the Building Code from 2022 could
reduce Australia’s cumulative emissions between
now and 2050 by 78 MtCO2-e

•

A three-year delay would lock in $2.6 billion of
wasted energy expenditure, plus 9 MtCO2-e of
emissions to 2030 and 22 MtCO2-e to 2050.

The GBCA has welcomed the COAG Energy Council
and the Building Ministers Forum’s support for
advancing energy efficiency measures for nonresidential buildings, and looks forward to the
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Recommendation
Provide industry with the certainty to innovate
and invest in higher performing buildings by
strengthening energy efficiency requirements
for the National Construction Code in line with
Built to Perform and supporting a rapid and
least cost national transition to net zero.
1.3 Accelerate energy efficiency for
mid-tier buildings
Mid-tier buildings—those classed as non-A Grade
or non-Premium Grade7 – account for around 80 per
cent of Australia’s office buildings and 50 per cent of
floor space8. The sector is highly fragmented, and
characterised by varied ownership structures that
contribute to market failures including split incentives
between owners and tenants, and a lack of information
and awareness amongst building owners and operators.
In anticipation of the Australian Government’s upcoming
review of the Commercial Building Disclosure program,
the GBCA, together with AIRAH, the Property Council of
Australia, ASBEC, City of Sydney, CitySwitch, Energy

Efficiency Council and the Facility Management
Association of Australia developed a range of actions
and initiatives to help improve the energy efficiency
of the mid-tier commercial building sector. These
recommendations, which are outlined in the report
Opportunity Knocks - Accelerating energy efficiency for
mid-tier buildings are summarised by five immediate
actions for governments, including:
•

Investigate reducing the disclosure threshold for
Commercial Building Disclosure below 1000m2 to
capture more mid-tier office buildings at the lowest
cost-effective threshold for this sector.

•

Expand Commercial Building Disclosure to
new sectors including but not limited to mid-tier
building stock, and with a priority focus on office
tenants. This includes the recommendation that in
the absence of sale or lease, periodic disclosure
for buildings captured through CBD should be
required every four years, and that periodic
reporting should be used to align base-building
and tenancy disclosure to deliver whole-building
ratings for commercial offices.

•

•

•

The GBCA commends these recommendations to the
Australian Government and calls for a commitment
to resourcing initiatives which aim to overcome longstanding barriers to energy efficiency in the mid-tier
buildings sector.

Recommendation
Accelerate improvements to mid-tier office
buildings sector by building on the success of
the Commercial Building Disclosure program,
incentivising building upgrades through
targeted tax incentives, setting leadership
standards for government tenancies and
investing in research to improve our national
understanding of this distinct sector.
1ASBEC and ClimateWorks Australia, Low Carbon High Performance,
2016, p.27
2Ibid, p.4
3ASBEC and ClimateWorks Australia, Built to Perform - An industry led
pathway to a zero carbon ready building code, 2018, p. 12

Create a new tipping point for change with targeted
tax incentives providing a one-off deduction of 50
percent of the cost of building upgrades.

4GBCA, Mid-tier Commercial Office Buildings in Australia, A national
pathway to improving energy productivity, 2016, p.3

Lead by example and set targets for net zero
emissions across government operations by 2030
with strengthened requirements for transparency
and performance of government tenancies.

7According to the Property Council of Australia’s A Guide to Office
Building Quality

Invest in research to further quantify and access
the mid-tier sector, and in programs and initiatives
that further improve energy efficiency.

5Ibid, p.6
6Ibid, p.7

8GBCA, Mid-tier Commercial Office Buildings in Australia – A national
pathway to improving energy productivity, 2015, p.3

“As energy costs rise and
increased demand places
ever growing pressures on
our energy infrastructure,
buildings can provide
some of the fastest and
most affordable solutions
to our energy problems.”
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