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Initiative 4:
Smarter infrastructure investments
What is the issue?
Social infrastructure encompasses
community shaping projects
in the areas of healthcare,
education, transport oriented
urban regeneration as well as
community, sporting and cultural
facilities that help build the fabric
of our cities and have long term
impacts on the way we live.
Without a view to how we can
best use these projects to deliver
broader social, economic and
environmental value, there is a
risk that Australia is missing out
on critical opportunities to further
leverage better outcomes for
our communities.
What is the opportunity?
Australia is experiencing one of the largest periods
of urban transformation ever seen, driven by
unprecedented investment across multiple asset
classes of infrastructure across the country.
Whilst value for money is a key objective underpinning
government thinking around these projects, there is
also a growing focus on using strategic procurement
to drive positive social, economic, governance and
environmental outcomes. Community infrastructure
projects are increasingly evaluated on the benefits
which they generate above and beyond the value of the
construction being procured, particularly in areas that
matter most to governments and taxpayers.
The Australian Government’s Smart Cities Plan, which
sets out the Australian Government’s vision for cities
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seeks to develop Australia’s capability to become a
smart investor in cities infrastructure. This includes
prioritising and delivering projects that meet broader
objectives across a range of areas, which include
considerations such as:
•

Employment and economic prosperity

•

Health and wellbeing

•

Access to health and education facilities

•

Transport mode use

•

Affordable and diverse housing stock

•

Resource efficiency

•

Effectively engaged communities

•

Resilience and adaptability

•

Inclusive and diverse communities, and,

•

Biodiversity

To make sure these considerations are incorporated and
embedded into projects from the outset, the use of third
party rating and verification frameworks such as Green
Star has been widely adopted as a way to integrate
social, economic, and environmental objectives into
strategic procurement practice. Rating tools, far from
just being certification frameworks, allow governments
to take a more holistic approach to addressing risks
and can also deliver operational savings throughout
the project’s lifespan. At a time when government
spending is increasingly scrutinised, rating tools such
as Green Star can provide assurance to government,
communities and the market that better outcomes are in
fact being delivered on the ground.
The Australian Government has a critical role in
reinforcing and entrenching good decision making
across governments for infrastructure procurement. As
highlighted previously, there is a significant opportunity
for this role to be realised through the Government’s
investment in City Deals. The GBCA also support
efforts to build government capability across the
states and territories to ensure broader sustainability
outcomes (including social, economic, governance and
environmental) are achieved, and the use of the Green

Star rating framework to comprehensively evaluate
sustainability across the design, construction and
operation of social infrastructure.

Why is this important for
industry?
Industry is integral to helping governments deliver
wider benefits and unlock the untapped potential from
infrastructure investments. A more consistent and
integrated approach to infrastructure decision making,
that promotes consistency in processes and reporting
requirements for suppliers and contractors can benefit
industry in many ways – from reducing red tape and
administrative costs, providing a common language
across the built environment around sustainability
risks and challenges, to building skills and capability
in the market.

Why is it important for
communities?
Quality social infrastructure is vital to maintaining a
high standard of living. The use of Green Star in social
infrastructure has been shown to deliver benefits which
are essential to supporting a better quality of life in our
communities. Sustainable assets, such as schools and
hospitals are better places to live, work, play, learn and
heal, delivering benefits such as operational savings,
improved staff productivity, reduced absenteeism,
lower emissions whilst supporting the wider renewal,
resilience and sustainability of the community.

projects also means that state and territory governments
are pursuing different objectives and there are no clear
expectations, or examples of best practice.
For example, GBCA research shows that schools
and hospitals which use design to optimise their
sustainability potential, have a number of benefits
including reduced resource consumption, reduced
emissions and increased occupant wellbeing and
productivity. In 2013, the GBCA’s The Value of Green
Star: A Decade of Environmental Benefits analysed
the data from 428 Green Star-certified buildings and
compared this with data from ‘average’ Australian
buildings targeting minimum practice benchmarks for
water, energy, emissions and waste. The study found
that Green Star rated buildings use 66 per cent less
electricity than average Australian buildings, produce
62 per cent fewer greenhouse gas emissions and use
51 per cent less potable water than if they had been
built to meet minimum industry requirements22.

Green Star rated buildings use:

66%

less electricity
than average
Australian
buildings

What do we want to see?
The GBCA would like to see federal leadership
in securing a more holistic approach to social
infrastructure through the use of certification and
assurance frameworks to help unlock their potential.
We make the following recommendation:

4.1 Sustainable, healthy and productive
social infrastrucutre
Across Australia, many of the existing stock of our
social infrastructure, including our schools and
hospitals, have been built to meet only minimum
building code requirements. The result is facilities that
are not necessarily designed to provide comfortable,
productive or healthy places for people which are not
maximising their value or their purpose and in the case
of schools and hospitals, to learn and heal. Furthermore,
the lack of harmonised standards and protocols for
sustainability decision making in these capital works
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CO2

62%

fewer
greenhouse
gas emissions

51%

less potable
water

The cost savings of these impacts, including savings
from increased staff wellbeing and productivity mean
that sustainable social infrastructure is more affordable
to run. However, the benefits are considerably larger
when taking into account the broader scope of social,
economic and environmental benefits which they
can deliver.
For example, thanks to better indoor environment
quality, which has proven implications for productivity,
decision-making, staff satisfaction, and reduced staff
turnover – sustainable healthcare facilities boast
shorter recovery times, a smaller chance of secondary
infections, and a shorter length of hospital stays23.
There is also a large body of evidence linking student
productivity in schools with specific attributes of the
building’s design, such as good lighting, ventilation and
window views, which show that that better designed
schools encourage faster progression in student
learning24.
Whilst state and territory governments play a direct role
in the planning and operation of social infrastructure
assets, there is a compelling case for the Australian
Government to use the deployment of its infrastructure
budget as a lever to influence sustainable outcomes.
The Australian Government should establish

incentives to drive the delivery of social, environmental
and economic benefits within cities for all social
infrastructure investments. City Deals provide a
valuable mechanism to deliver these outcomes through
collaboration between all levels of government using
the Australian Government’s purchasing power. This
would see funding for social infrastructure contingent
on meeting specific outcomes across the project’s
lifecycle, including sustainability outcomes which
can be measured through independent third party
verification systems such as Green Star.

Recommendation
Establish a consistent framework of
incentives to leverage the delivery of social
infrastructure at the project level, which would
see funding contingent on meeting specific
outcomes across the lifecycle of social
infrastructure projects.
22Green Building Council of Australia, The Value of Green Star – A Decade
of Environmental Benefits, 2013, p.3
23GBCA and NZGBC, The case for sustainable healthcare, 2018, p4
24GBCA, The future of Australian education – Sustainable Places for
Learning, 2013, p.8

“At a time when
government spending is
increasingly scrutinised,
rating tools such as
Green Star can provide
assurance to government,
communities and the
market that better
outcomes are in fact being
delivered on the ground.”
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