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Introduction

The building industry is a 

key pillar of Australia’s 

economy. If our population 

continues to grow at its 

current rate, to an 

estimated 41 million 

people by 2050, we will 

need to construct as many 

as 197,000 homes a year.  

As energy costs rise and 

increased demand places ever 

growing pressures on our energy 

infrastructure, better performing 

residential buildings can provide 

some of the fastest and most 

affordable solutions to our energy 

problems. At the same time, more 

sustainable homes will require less 

energy to heat and cool, enhance 

occupant comfort and are more 

resilient to climate and weather 

extremes.  

Our homes can also be a driver for 

economic growth. Accelerating 

Australia’s transition to sustainable 

housing could both protect the 

home building sector, as well as 

spur growth in delivering more 

than half a billion dollars of 

additional investment in the 

construction industry by 2030 and 

create over 7,000 new jobs. It 

would also save Australians $600 

million on their energy bills. 

Our homes already produce 

around 13 per cent of Australia’s 

greenhouse gas emissions. As we 

work towards a global goal of zero 

net emissions by 2050, Australia’s 

home building sector faces a 

monumental challenge. 

In February 2019, Australia’s 

energy ministers committed to a 

Trajectory for Low Energy 

Buildings – a national plan that sets 

a pathway towards zero energy 

and carbon ready buildings.  As 

part of this plan, the Australian 

Building Code Board is looking to 

strengthen the energy efficiency 

provisions in the National 

Construction Code, for new 

residential and commercial 

buildings, from 2022. A further part 

of this plan will consider options to 

improve existing buildings in late 

2019.  

A “step change” in the National 

Construction Code energy 

efficiency provisions for 

commercial buildings has already 

occurred – the first of numerous 

changes proposed under the 

Trajectory, which will include both 

commercial and residential 

buildings.   
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These are big opportunities if 

some significant challenges can be 

overcome.  Some Australian home 

builders are already striving to 

move beyond minimum 

requirements by incorporating 

higher levels of energy efficient 

designs and technology 

innovations into new homes that 

are healthier, more comfortable 

and more affordable to run. 

However, these builders lack scale 

and face significant barriers. 

Consumers are unclear of their 

choices – and are baffled by all the 

terminology. Home builders are 

locked into business models and 

supply chains that limit innovation. 

And financiers are yet to value the 

potential of sustainable homes. 

Australia’s world-leading approach 

to sustainability in the commercial 

sector underscores the 

opportunity. We have the skills, 

knowledge and technologies at our 

disposal. Now we must create the 

right policies and incentives to help 

Australian consumers capture the 

benefits of sustainable homes.  

In this policy platform for 

sustainable homes, we outline a 

transition roadmap supported by 

five recommendations: 

01 National leadership 

02 Benchmarking and 

upskilling  

03 Building a foundation  

of leading homes 

04 Engaging consumers 

05 Leveraging finance 
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Delivering  
consumer choice 

“Consumers deserve better: the homes  

we build today must meet the needs of tomorrow.” 

Australian consumers want sustainable homes – they just don’t 

use the word ‘sustainability’ when describing their desires. 

Australians talk about finding a home that is comfortable, is a 

healthy place for their family and is affordable – all things that a 

sustainable home can deliver. Meeting these aspirations can 

lead to demonstrated increases in property value. For example, 

that homes with solar panels and high environmental ratings 

now attract a price premium.   

Despite the benefits of sustainable homes, consumers are 

confused by the terminology and by the lack of useful 

information. While the narratives around sustainable homes 

often focus on highly technical or economic information, 

consumers are more drawn to human stories like those told on 

TV shows, like The Block. This absence of appropriate 

information, together with the plethora of rating systems, leads 

to uncertainty among new home buyers and renovators, 

impeding their ability to choose wisely from the host of 

products and suppliers on the market. The disparity between 

consumer aspirations and product availability indicates a clear 

market failure, resulting in higher energy bills, poorer health 

outcomes and reduced quality of life.  

Two thirds of home buyers prefer energy efficient homes when 

given a choice: floor plans with additional ‘sustainability’ 

features have, on average, 8.6 per cent higher purchase 

preference than the standard version of the same design.  

This highlights a massive but currently untapped market for 

sustainable homes.   
  

Defining 

sustainable homes 

The term “sustainable 

home” is used as “short-

hand” for low-energy, zero-

energy and zero-carbon 

ready, but also includes the 

concepts of healthy and 

resilient buildings. A 

sustainable home is one 

that requires less energy to 

heat and cool, and so is 

cheaper to run. A 

sustainable home also 

enhances occupant comfort 

and is resilient to climate 

and weather extremes.  

While we use the term 

“sustainable home” here to 

avoid confusion, a key 

recommendation of this 

platform is that a clear 

definition is agreed in 

partnership with industry 

and government to achieve 

long-term consistency. 
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Transforming  
supply chains 

“Industry needs support to build skills and foster 

innovation.” 

Home builders are on the frontline of delivering more sustainable 

homes, whether that’s new buildings or major renovations, and 

whether attached, detached or multi-storey apartments. However, the 

prevailing housing supply chain reflects market failures where 

sustainable homes remain largely a niche product in spite of the 

broader benefits for consumers, who lack choice. 

Investment decisions about sustainable technologies are typically 

made by building companies rather than individual home buyers. 

Discounts for volume purchasing, a focus on minimum regulatory 

compliance, together with locked-in supply chains, reduces 

innovation, product choice and consumer engagement about the 

benefits of alternative approaches.   

Bespoke homes and renovations tend to involve smaller construction 

companies. Clients rely on these companies and tradespeople as 

important sources of information and advice. However, these builders 

have tight project budgets and timelines, which again limit their ability  

to innovate on individual homes. Additionally, there is often a limited 

understanding about building energy efficiency performance  

and benefits. 
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Identifying sustainable homes as an asset class is 

also difficult for the finance industry, leading to 

conservative valuations and artificial caps on 

lending that do not reflect the broader value of 

these products from an investor perspective.   

Creating a mainstream market for sustainable 

homes demands the creation of financial 

incentives for home builders. These incentives 

could create competitive advantage, leading to 

more business opportunities, new more 

innovative products, and increased profit. Supply 

chain interventions must, therefore, be aimed at 

“showing industry the money”.  

Volume builders, who construct 40 per cent of 

new detached homes, have great potential to 

embed sustainability attributes into their 

standardised home packages and thereby 

transition the industry at scale.  

The market for new apartments – which now 

represents around 30 per cent of new dwelling 

construction in Australia – has similar 

characteristics to that of freestanding homes. 

Developers play a dominant role in the design and 

selection of inclusions. Indeed, apartment buyers 

are even less likely to be offered a choice of 

differentiated home packages, due to the inherent 

standardisation of the product.  
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Driving productivity  
and jobs 

“Meeting the demand for new housing products will drive 

productivity and employment.” 

A growing market for sustainable housing has the potential to 

stimulate jobs and economic growth.  

The Housing Industry Association has found that every $1 million of 

construction output creates nine construction jobs, seven additional 

jobs in the supply chain, and $2.9 million in economic value across the 

economy. 

Alongside this potential economic windfall, Australia’s energy 

ministers have agreed to set a Trajectory for Low Energy Buildings, 

which will strengthen energy efficiency provisions in the National 

Construction Code.  However, to ensure effective implementation, the 

agreed Trajectory must be supported with a broad suite of voluntary 

measures, including consumer engagement, training, certification and 

financial levers. 

In this context, a thriving sustainable housing market has enormous 

potential to support a broad cross-section of stakeholders: 

 Consumers would understand the broader benefits of choosing 

sustainable homes. 

 Finance industry would offer increased lending limits and targeted 

products with access to financial instruments such as social and green 

bonds, supported by more transparent performance of a sustainable 

homes asset class. 

 Real estate agents and land developers would sell liveability and other 

sustainability features to increase the market’s appetite  

 Construction companies would have access to competitive supply chains 

for high performance products and services.  

 Trade industries would be supported through the development of new 

skills and associated job opportunities to meet market demand. 
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Enabling a transition 

Delivering the benefits outlined above demands a transition to engage 

consumers, and to enable the construction industry to innovate. The 

major steps in this transition are outlined below: 

 

 

 

The steps outlined above provide a roadmap for policy reform, industry 

leadership, and collaboration to drive better outcomes for builders, 

consumers, the economy and the environment: a just transition that  

supports all parts of the economy.   

  

 Identify environmental sustainability features as 

‘chunked down’ purchasable package options 

 Physically demonstrate the packages 

 Develop narratives that explain the packages in  

easy-to-understand lifestyle propositions 

 Invest in building capacity through training initiatives 

 Provide marketing support through certification-based 

endorsement to trained practitioners 

 Provide performance-based financial and structures 

incentives to buyers and renovators that utilize certified 

construction industry practitioners and high-

performance products 

 Use role models to socially validate claims 

 Use social media for peer-to-peer support 

 Use broadcast media for mainstream reach 

 Partner with the property valuation industry to correlate 

sales prices with sustainability features 

 Implement sustainability marketing tools and 

associated training for the real estate industry 

 Deliver incentives through the finance industry 

Identify and 

differentiate  

the product 

Train and 

reward the 

construction 

industry 

Build 

awareness 

and social 

norms 

Provide 

financial value 

proposition 

03  

02  

01  

04  
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Our recommendations  

“Government leadership working collaboratively with 

industry will deliver the homes we need for the next 

generation.” 

The delivery of sustainable homes for all Australians will require political 

commitment and coordinated leadership between federal, state and 

territory governments working in collaboration with the home building 

sector. We recommend: 

1. National leadership: Australian federal, state and territory 

governments to prioritise a voluntary pathway for sustainable homes 

and work together to establish and resource an entity to oversee 

activities outlined in the Roadmap. This entity would work in 

partnership with Australia’s property and construction industry to 

deliver the actions outlined below, with the aim of: establishing an 

agreed definition for sustainable housing that resonates with 

consumers; improving coordination of initiatives to avoid consumer 

confusion, duplication and fragmentation; and facilitating 

commercially-focused activities.  

2. Benchmarking and upskilling: Create benchmarks that support 

the new definition of sustainable homes and upskill the building 

sector to implement these benchmarks. Steps would include:  

 Establish a standard for new best practice sustainable homes 

 Develop a certification program and training for the home building sector  

 Work with relevant state and territory agencies to establish an energy 

efficiency disclosure scheme for existing homes 

 Support training for real estate agents, volume builders and land 

developers to deliver a sales narrative that underscores the benefits of 

sustainable homes. 
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3. Building a foundation of leading homes: Spearhead a 1,000-

home pilot program that incentivises volume builders to deliver 

sustainable homes. The results of the pilot program would be used 

to: 

 Validate the sustainable home standard 

 Support training and accreditation of early industry adopters 

 Uncover the personal stories of homeowners and tradespeople 

participating in the pilot program, and deliver media collateral to support 

mass media consumer engagement  

 Assess the need for any subsequent government program for ongoing 

incentives to complete the market transformation. 

4. Engaging consumers: Develop and deliver a longitudinal 

consumer engagement campaign – including programming in 

mainstream broadcast media, social media and commercial product 

placement – to accelerate the adoption of sustainable homes and 

support early adopters to enter the market at scale.  

5. Leveraging finance: Engage with the finance sector to: 

 Enforce basic quality standards and seek disclosure of ratings for loan 

approvals  

 Embed sustainability features into property valuation methods and 

concomitant lending limits 

 Deliver lower cost finance for high performing homes. 

Further detail substantiating these recommendations is provided in 

Growing a Thriving Market for Sustainable Homes – a roadmap 

developed by ASBEC and the CRC for Low Carbon Living. 
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Let’s do it! 

We have the skills, knowledge and technologies at our disposal. Now we 

must create the right policies and incentives to help Australian industry 

and consumers capture the benefits of better performing homes. 

As we gear up for impending change, Australia should aim for a win-win 

for the home construction sector, and a smooth transition to better 

quality, more affordable homes. For this to happen, builders must be 

informed, incentivised and empowered to voluntarily engage in the 

sustainable housing market, rather than wait for regulation. At the same 

time, we must equip consumers to understand the benefits of 

sustainable homes to build a thriving market.
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About ASBEC  

The Australian Sustainable Built Environment Council  

(ASBEC) is the peak body of key organisations committed  

to a sustainable built environment in Australia.  

ASBEC’s membership consists of industry and professional 

associations, non-government organisations and government 

observers who are involved in the planning, design, delivery and 

operation of our built environment, and are concerned with the 

social and environmental impacts of this sector.  

ASBEC provides a forum for diverse groups involved in the built 

environment to gather, find common ground and intelligently 

discuss contentious issues as well as advocate their own 

sustainability products, policies and initiatives.  

ASBEC is a non-profit volunteer organisation. Members commit 

their time, resources and energy to developing practical 

opportunities for a more sustainable, liveable  

and productive built environment.  

Contact: Executive Director | 02 8006 0828 | admin@asbec.asn.au 
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