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this paper sets out the opportunities 
and challenges that are presented to 
australian organisations in the midst 
of a period of time where legislation 
and ratings that concern construction, 
development and major projects are 
constantly changing. it also presents 
an anecdotal view of what australian 
businesses are doing in response, 
and concludes with recommendations 
on the steps businesses should take 
to capitalise on the opportunities 
presented, while avoiding the threats 
this volatility presents.

to bring this paper to you, donald 
cant watts corke (dcwc) has 
conducted executive forums in 
melbourne, canberra, perth, adelaide, 
brisbane and sydney. during this 
process, we spoke to 60 industry 

leaders from a wide range of sectors; 
from universities to commercial 
real estate agencies; from aged 
care providers to architects; from 
construction firms to convention 
centres. what all our participants had 
in common, was a responsibility for 
large and complex projects and a 
commitment to seeking out the best 
way to navigate this new landscape.

these forums came about because, 
like many of our peers, the directors of 
dcwc have been deeply concerned 
about the impact of changing 
sustainability measures on the built 
environment. the introduction of 
carbon trading and changes to the 
green star and nabeRs ratings 
systems, mean big changes for many 
organisations; dcwc included.

this paper will, in turn, form part of a 
wider series over the next year, that 
aims to boost knowledge sharing and 
drive value within our industry.

To outline the findings, this paper will 
look first at the current environment, 
defining where we are and what we 
know now. it will then turn to the 
threats that this environment poses 
to our industries, organisations 
and projects before looking at the 
opportunities that it creates. to 
finish, the paper will present some 
possible actions to make the most of 
the opportunities, while avoiding the 
threats.

Navigating the changing
ESD landscape
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A flat charge of $23 per tonne of emissions will be 
levied on the top 500 polluters. it is designed to change 
energy use and encourage investment in clean energy 
sources such as solar, gas and wind. 

in 2015, the tax will be replaced with a market-driven 
system, referred to as an emissions trading scheme 
– permits are purchased from government allowing 
business to “emit” greenhouse gases up to the 
predetermined cap. the price of permits in the scheme 
is ultimately market driven.

Carbon Tax

NGER Act 2007 (National 
Greenhouse and Energy 
Reporting)
the ngeR act is a national framework for the reporting 
and dissemination of information about greenhouse gas 
emissions, greenhouse gas projects and energy use 
and production of corporations.

the objectives of the ngeR act, as stated in the 
legislation, are to:

• inform government policy and the australian public 

• help meet australia’s international reporting 
obligations 

• assist commonwealth, state and territory government 
programs and activities 

• avoid the duplication of similar reporting requirements 
in the states and territories

• underpin the introduction of an emissions trading 
scheme

Green Star - Green Building 
Council of Australia
green star is an environmental rating tool for building 
projects. green star allows you to use the brand name 
and your achieved green star rating when marketing 
your building. green star separately evaluates the 
environmental initiatives of designs, projects and/or 
completed buildings.

The following Green Star Certified Ratings are available:

4 Star Green Star Certified Rating (score 45-59) signifies 
‘best practice’ in environmentally sustainable design and/
or construction

5 Star Green Star Certified Rating (score 60-74) signifies 
‘australian excellence’ in environmentally sustainable 
design and/or construction

6 Star Green Star Certified Rating (score 75-100) signifies 
‘world leadership’ in environmentally sustainable design 
and/or construction

NABERS (National Australian 
Built Environment Rating 
System)
nabeRs is a performance-based rating system for 
existing buildings. nabeRs rates a building on the 
basis of its measured operational impacts on the 
environment and provides a simple indication of how 
well you are managing these environmental impacts 
compared with your peers.

the following is the nabeRs rating scale:

0 - very poor 
1 - poor 
2 - below average 
2.5 to 3 - average 
4 - good 
5 - excellent 
6 - market leading

Responses to climate change

Legislative responses Industry responses

source: green building council of australia, national australian built 
environment Rating system
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the expectations and standards for 
green star and nabeRs are still 
evolving. this constant state of change 
means that new ratings tools are being 
introduced and current standards 
are being altered and added to. this 
means that the potential impact upon 
current certified ratings awarded to any 
given project can be significant. 

not only must we consider the 
standards and rating tools of today in 
early project feasibility and planning, 
but we must also anticipate the path 
that evolutionary changes in green 
star and nabeRs ratings may take 
over the life of the project planning and 
delivery. similarly, your market is an 
important consideration. For example, 
for convention centres targeting 

international groups or office buildings 
targeting international tenants, global 
standards such as leeds should be 
considered. leeds - leadership in 
energy and environmental design - is 
a dynamic rating tool that requires 
regular accreditation. all processes 
throughout the project life cycle must, 
therefore, be designed and managed 
with likely changes in mind to achieve 
the originally desired rating outcomes. 

importantly, a design to achieve a 
particular rating today is unlikely 
to achieve that same rating at the 
conclusion of a three to five year 
project, unless the process is managed 
appropriately and there is a willingness 
to adapt to the new requirements.

the introduction of a carbon tax will 
have a consequential impact upon 
green star and nabeRs ratings, but, 
more pertinently, a capital cost impact.

this cost impact will stem from 
increases to emission intensive 
building products such as glass, 
aluminium, steel, concrete and 
masonry. also, the costs of these 
goods will be impacted by their 
transport and energy used in their 
production. however, it is also likely 
that the carbon tax will increase 
demand and competition amongst 
prospective tenants for sustainable 
building space with low operating and 
refurbishment costs.

All these tools, laws 
and taxes are currently 
in a state of evolution
When we begin a project, it is hard to know what the ratings and 
legislation will be throughout it and at its completion
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Brand
• unhappy stakeholders, shareholders, staff, clients, 

tenants and communities

• shareholders suffer capital losses and their longer term 
investment targets are not achieved due to unforeseen 
negative cost impacts

• tenants’ workplace environment affected impacting upon 
workplace quality for staff and reductions in productivity, 
etc

• sustainable community targets suffer

• Not having enough skilled professionals who are qualified 
to drive the topic and issues of sustainability forward

• businesses that continue to pollute will fail to capitalise 
on the opportunity to promote themselves as sustainable, 
instead being seen as irresponsible

Legal
• non-compliance, or failing to achieve targeted ratings, will 

have significant cost impact for the building owner, that 
could include fines

• Reporting incorrect data, or failing to report, will lead to 
audits and costly penalties

Financial
• spending more than you need to – time delays in project 

completion and costs of those delays in documentation 
amendments, capital cost escalation, contract damages 
and the like

• Carbon Tax impact – GBCA findings suggest that 
buildings are responsible for 23 per cent of greenhouse 
gas emissions, therefore impacting significantly upon, not 
only capital cost, but life cycle operating costs

• poor brand image equates to lower revenue and poor 
shareholder returns

• if positioned as a buyer not a seller when the emissions 
trading scheme is implemented, organisations will 
experience escalating costs to fund the purchasing of 
carbon credits

• direct and indirect costs will increase for those businesses 
unable to reduce energy consumption or trade effectively 
from reduced energy and waste costs

Threats
If you do not have all the 
options/information at hand
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Clear management information
• to see “low hanging fruit”

• to set objectives and strategies that are right for your 
business, not someone else’s

• to be prepared for the carbon tax and subsequent 
emissions trading scheme when it begins

Financial
• Reduced energy use means lower operating costs

• Reduced emissions can result in higher star ratings 
achieved

• opportunity cost reduction – e.g. commercial building 
owners will have reduced vacancy periods and a building 
that is relevant for longer with suitable ratings

• when the emissions trading scheme is introduced, you 
can create a new revenue stream if you are positioned as 
a seller

• increased revenue means increased appeal to consumers 
and investors 

Brand
• internally – attract and retain talent, especially gen Y, 

who are mindful of the values held by their employer

• externally – enhance brand image, position as an 
environmentally responsible innovator and provide staff 
as knowledge experts

• Market higher rentals in your energy efficient building 
– demand from tenants is likely to rise along with the 
willingness to pay higher rentals. beyond higher rents 
though, you will need increasingly higher ratings to even 
get on the tenants’ shortlist for consideration

• position as an innovator when the emissions trading 
scheme is introduced by becoming a seller, not a buyer

Environmental
• Reduce carbon footprint

• target the “innovation” points in green star

• due to the carbon tax, manufacturers and suppliers of 
building products will develop “greener” products and 
manufacturing processes

• understand not only the opportunities, but the constraints

Opportunities 
in the current environment
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If you fail to gain the rating you are targeting, the most 
significant consequences can be:

• the loss of asset value in the marketplace 
- especially compared to competitors who 
have achieved greater targets

• lower occupancy rates

• higher tenant turnover

• lower ability to attract government and/or 
institutional tenants who are more willing to 
commit to extended leasing periods

• higher life cycle operating costs

• Reduction in rental values

• contract penalties to pre-committed leases 
and/or asset sales

• limited building appeal to attract new tenants 
to uncommitted space and/or purchasers

• tenants will be able to afford to be selective 
as there is forecast to be an increase in 
sustainable office space post-2012/2013 
period

The pressure of mandatory 
disclosure legislation has 
escalated responses to NABERS 
and seen people pushing to 
increase their ratings

“Cap Ex becomes a 
minimal consideration 
when compared to the 
lost income cost if you 
cannot maintain your 
rating”

“It is now virtually 
impossible to secure a 
long term tenant in less 
than 3.5 star NABERS”

“As an energy 
use tool, NABERS 
works and fits with 
global practice”

RATING TOOLS - WHAT DID PEOPLE SAY?

“ “
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some organisations are not taking 
action due to the lack of certainty 
around the exact rules of the carbon 
tax, green star and nabeRs. many 
are hesitant to spend money on 
gathering information and building 
reports when there is no guarantee 
that the proposed rules will not 
change.

there is also concern that there will 
be multiple rules across different 
states – as well as federally – causing 
many organisations to take a “wait 
and see” approach.

many participants felt that the 
resistance to change in incorporating 
green star provisions into buildings 
is fuelled by many factors and that 
most of these manifest as hard 
dollar bottom line profit obligations to 
owners and shareholders. 

virtually all participants agreed that 
education is critical. this was the 
case at every stage, from design 
through to facilities management and 
tenant communications. especially 
when considering the behaviour of 
tenants and facilities managers in 
completed buildings.

our forums found that the approach 
taken by organisations as a whole 
is largely dependent on the reaction 
of their individual boards. those 
organisations with proactive boards, 
that identified the trends early and 
pushed through vision statements 
and targets, are moving already 
and are now market leaders. where 
this board activity has not occurred, 
organisations lack objectives to work 
to and are much slower to move.

What our forums revealed...

The bottom 
line Education

Top down 
implementation Certainty

What’s important?
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Carbon Trading is just one 
of a number of substantial 
external forces that affect 
how organisations deliver 
major projects. To weather 
any external impact, each 
phase and element of your 
project must be sustainable 
– and not just in an 
environmental sense.
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What does this mean?
the successful delivery of any major 
project during this time of change 
requires carefully considered decisions 
to be made around each phase and 
element of the project. these decisions 
unavoidably take place amidst a range 
of business imperatives and external 
forces far beyond those that are only 
concerned with the environment and 
associated taxes and ratings.

in this white paper, we have explored 
the carbon tax, the ngeR act and 
nabeRs and green star rating tools. 
in another 12 months, we may well 
be discussing the impact of a double-
dip recession or another new piece of 
legislation on our projects. indeed, the 
only certainty we face when planning 
our future projects, is uncertainty. 

to make decisions that allow you to 
respond to business imperatives and 
external forces, you need real insights 
into all the options available to you on 
each project, at each of its stages and 
for each of its elements. For each of 
these individual components you must 
understand each option to make a clear 
decision: its worth, health, operational 
impact, environmental footprint and 
costs overall.

these insights must be drawn from 
accurate and objective information 
and to get that, you need precise and 
reliable data and access to all available 
options.

“ ““We are nervous 
about remaining 
competitive in the 
global economy”

“The total cost 
escalation factors 
are simply 
overwhelming”

“People are looking to the 
Government and politicians 
to make the right decisions, 
but they are looking to 
industry to guide and set the 
agenda”

Unforeseen cost clauses 
that threaten to pass on 
costs are appearing in 
mining contracts. Much 
like when the GST was 
introduced, contractual 
structure is important here

“The Carbon Tax will be 
good because power 
is currently too cheap 
to invest in change. To 
effect change and create a 
catalyst for innovation, the 

price must rise”

CARBON TAX - WHAT DID PEOPLE SAY?

If the data around your available 
options is inaccurate, so too 
will your information, insights 
and decisions be. A clear, data-
based understanding of all these 
options is central to the successful 
delivery of major projects in 
the current landscape – in fact, 
without it, such an endeavour is 
unachievable.
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Your planning process for esd should be holistically 
integrated with your overall project plan and should 
include the consideration of selection of consultant 
teams, knowledge partners, marketing/leasing 
teams, procurement methodologies and strategies 
and finally contractor selections. Preference for 
Green Star accredited professionals within firms that 
have dedicated specialists for each phase of your 
project should be considered. all of these selection 
considerations should be made as early as possible, 
preferably in the project’s feasibility stage.

Not only must we stay abreast of the specific 
evolutionary changes in esd, but also with the ever 
increasing standards of building tenants; technology 
advances and even global issues (as this paper is 
published, for example, the world is waiting to feel the 
impact of the european debt crisis).

when you partner with the right trusted advisors, with 
specific skills that apply throughout your project’s 
life cycle, you ensure that all perceived evolutionary 
changes in green star and nabeRs are captured, 
assessed and incorporated into your project so as 
to maintain your target outcomes and contractual 
obligations.

The ideal journey to achieve your ESD goals should start at your 
project’s feasibility and should continue through project planning, 
design, documentation, delivery, commissioning and asset 
management, engaging along the way with all real and forecast 
changes in the ESD tools, new technologies and new materials.

This is as complex as it sounds.

Australia is a blip on the 
radar of use - although, 
paradoxically, we use 
far more per head than 
anywhere else in the world

“ “
China 
19.1%

United 
States 
18.3%

India 
4.9%

United 
Kingdom 

1.7%

Australia 
1.5%

Australia 
≈ 27.5

United 
States 
≈ 23.5

United 
Kingdom 

≈ 11
China 
≈ 5.5India 

≈ 2

source: department of climate change, world 
bank 2010 world development Report

MAJOR EMITTERS Percentage of global emissions

PER CAPITA OUTPUT Carbon emissions/person (tonnes)
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Actions required:

Determine what are the key 
initiatives needed to be 
implemented to achieve that 
performance

Set the target level of 
performance that you wish 
to achieve for your building

Plan a strategy for energy 
purchase and ongoing 
building maintenance 
through the asset 
management of your 
building

1

2

3
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donald cant watts corke (dcwc) is australia’s largest privately owned 
cost and project management services provider.

Founded in 1966, our reputation is built on trust, confidence and 
innovation. our holistic approach ensures you receive the best value 
outcome for your project.

We offer nation-wide service delivery through our offices in Melbourne, 
Canberra, Sydney, Brisbane, Perth and Adelaide. DCWC’s unified 
national structure ensures consistency, quality and delivery of services to 
all phases of any construction project.

in every state and territory, we have partnered with government, private 
and public organisations to deliver some of australia’s most advanced and 
complex developments across a wide range of sectors.

whatever your challenges, we will partner with you to deliver innovative 
and cost effective results that work across the life cycle of your project:

• strategic planning

• project management

• Quantity surveying

• infrastructure

• engineering

• Independent Certification and Review

ABOUT DONALD CANT WATTS CORKE

Visit
www.dcwc.com.au

disclaimeR this document provides general information which is understood to be correct at the time of publication. the opinions 
and information given herein or otherwise in relation hereto are made by Donald Cant Watts Corke and affiliated companies in their best 
judgement, in good faith and, as far as possible, based on data or sources which are believed to be reliable. the material contained herein 
does not constitute advice and should not be relied on as such, it is not intended to substitute for obtaining individual advice from donald 
Cant Watts Corke or another advisor able to provide the services of a qualified professional person. Professional advice should be sought 
prior to any action being taken. Donald Cant Watts Corke, its Directors, officers, employees and agents expressly disclaim any liability and 
responsibility to any person whether a reader of this publication or not in respect of anything and of the consequences of anything done or 
omitted to be done by any such person in reliance whether wholly or partially upon the whole or any part of the contents of this publication.

copYRight donald cant watts corke 2011. all rights reserved. no part of this work may be reproduced or copied in any form or by any 
means (graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or information retrieval systems) without the written 
express permission of an authorised officer of Donald Cant Watts Corke.
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as complex as it sounds.

If the data around your available 
options is inaccurate, so too will 

your information, insights and 
decisions be. A clear, data-based 

understanding of all these options 
is central to the successful 

delivery of major projects in 
the current landscape – in fact, 

without it, such an endeavour is 
unachievable.

How are you positioned to navigate 
the changing ESD landscape?

isThis
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