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February 6, 2009

REACHING FOR THE STARS IN GREENING UP THE PLANNING PROCESS

The 6th version of a Sustainable Design Scorecard developed by the Cities of Port Phillip and Moreland will boost the environmental performance of non-residential developments in Victoria but it could achieve much more with the backing of the State Government, says newly-elected Port Phillip mayor Frank O’Connor.

“Over the past decade, the two councils have spent over $1 million developing and operating the Sustainable Design Scorecard and STEPS (Sustainable Tool for Environmental Performance Strategy), its sister tool for residential planning applications, because the State Government won’t take the simple step of developing state-wide environmental standards as part of the planning process for new buildings. Nor will it make them mandatory, as currently occurs in the more detailed building approvals process,” he said. 

“If we are to achieve a sustainable built environment, these two processes must be made consistent in delivering the necessary environmental performance standards.

“Even before the recent heatwaves, bushfires and blackouts, most Victorians realised that climate change is a fact of life. It’s not going to go away unless we change but it’s diabolically hard to do that when we’re relying on voluntary measures like the Sustainable Design Scorecard. The Sustainable Design Scorecard is not even ‘best practice’ – it’s simply just a step above the minimum legal requirement and general industry practice. It makes it easier to achieve sustainable outcomes but it doesn’t mandate them.”

Cr O’Connor said that improving building sustainability starts with the planning process, not the state building code. 

“If we want buildings that do the right thing by the environment, we need state-wide planning rules that, for instance, insist on north-facing buildings with eaves, renewable energy systems and bicycle parking spaces at the planning stage,” he said. 

“It’s too late to fix these things at the building stage. You only have to drive out to Melbourne’s edges to see what’s happened in the absence of state and national sustainability codes – swathes of McMansions built cheek by jowl, without eaves to protect them from the fierce Australian sun and entirely dependent on energy-intensive air-conditioning systems.

“It’s time for the State Government to commit to mandatory environmental performance standards for buildings in the planning process. The alternative is for local governments to introduce amendments to their planning schemes but this will invariably result in different rules for different municipalities. The building industry has been adamant that it wants consistency and certainty. State-wide rules are the way to go.”

The City of Port Phillip developed its first Sustainable Design Scorecard in 1999 – a one-page sheet of paper that planning applicants could fill out to help their buildings reach the environmental standards of the time.

Cr O’Connor says the Sustainable Design Scorecard has been in its easy-to-use electronic format for some time but v6 is a cleaner, less-clunky form that reflects current building standards and practice, whilst also helping users to exceed these for the benefit of all.

“The new version makes it much easier to attain more sustainable outcomes in seven main design areas – energy efficiency, water, waste, materials, indoor environment quality and ESD (environmental sustainable design) excellence,” he said.

“Each category has a minimum required score. Once all are met or surpassed, the planning assessment is deemed complaint. The latest version includes a greater number of options to achieve the target in each category. It also features a much expanded section on glazing that has been developed with assistance from the Australian Glass and Glazing Association.”

Eight other local councils, apart from Moreland and Port Phillip, have adopted the Sustainable Design Scorecard and STEPS. These councils now constitute a group called the Sustainable Design Assessment in the Planning Process Victorian Participating Councils. Many more are expected to come on board 2009

Cr O’Connor also called for the State Government to lift environmental performance standards for all types of buildings, both new and existing.

“A five star building code for environmental performance is no longer sufficient in the face of the challenges posed by climate change. Six or seven stars are preferable. We should reach for the stars in planning as in other aspects of life,” he said. 

“It’s not just enough to recycle your papers and compost. Our homes and other buildings need to reduce the consumption of energy and materials when they’re being constructed, lived in or worked in. Sustainability needs to inform everything we do. Besides doing the right thing by the planet, it can also save on on-going, operational costs.” 

Under Port Phillip’s Sustainable Design Policy, the use of the scorecard is compulsory for all major capital works projects, with recent projects including the refurbishment of St Kilda Town Hall and the Betty Day Community Centre.
The City of Port Phillip has also recently been accepted as a member of the Green Building Council Australia (GBCA) in further recognition of its long-standing commitment to this area. The council has committed further funds to become a sponsor of the Green Star Public Buildings Rating Tool, which is expected to be released by the GBCA within the next year and will become the national standard for environmentally responsive public buildings.
The council’s sustainable design officer is available free-of-charge to assist people in improving the environmental performance of their building designs. Contact via ASSIST on 9209 6777 or go to: http://www.portphillip.vic.gov.au/sds.html
Enquiries: Carmel Shute, Media Officer, 03 9209 6163 or 0412 569 356 
or Mayor Cr Frank O’Connor on 03 9209 6431 or 0432 289 012 

Council webpage: www.portphillip.vic.gov.au
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