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Building a home without 
having a negative impact 
on the environment is far 
from mission impossible. 
There is a quiet revolution 
occurring across the 
globe whereby designers 
and architects are now 
working mutually with 
the environment to 
create homes that are an 
extension of the natural 
landscape. Welcome to 
the new ecosystem...your 
home.

ustralia’s news media has not yet opened the eyes of 
the Australian public to the vastness of the change in 

thinking experienced by the development industry about global 
environmental problems and their practical solutions. What 
we thought was marginal ‘greenie stuff’ is rapidly becoming 
mainstream. Despite this, a few groups are being left behind: 
you (kept in the dark), the stores selling your building materials, 
interior fittings and furnishings, local people who design and 
build your house and the government (afraid to challenge the 
industrial status quo). 

Yet if you look around, you’ll see a quiet revolution happening 
everywhere. The Economist and Business Week have recently 
focused on the green future. A plethora of new magazines, books 
and websites are appearing on sustainable living and even the 
February Qantas magazine featured eco-houses and sustainable 
living. We are finally reaching the tipping point of consciousness, 
just as the planet is reaching the tipping point of its ability to 
withstand our lack of love. And the private sector is leaping to 
the challenge, as shown clearly at the recent Australasian Green 
Cities conference in Sydney, where both tangible progress and 
future plans were discussed at the local and global levels. 

Did you know that buildings cause a greater contribution 
to CO2 emissions than fossil fuel-powered transport? Our 
houses, clinics, schools, offices, factories, apartment blocks 
and supermarkets produce around 70 per cent of greenhouse 
gasses, largely due to the heating and cooling of air and water. 
In addition, they contribute a large share of the total pollution 
produced and lead to resource depletion. At every step after 
the blueprint for the building is drawn up, from the choice of 
materials and their transport to the construction process and 
the life of the finished building, there are countless polluting, 
wasteful processes. To look on the bright side, this means there 
are countless opportunities to make different choices that will 
make your house or other building more sustainable and less 
polluting so that it becomes a green building – a part of the 
living, healthy ecology of the earth. 

For those who think the environment is ‘out there; not my 
problem’, think again. Australians spend over 23 hours per 
day inside. Our buildings are where ‘out there’ comes in and 
affects our personal health in an immediate, day-to-day manner. 
Ignoring our domestic contribution to the great environmental 
issues of our time equates to ignoring your own wellbeing. 
One of the most personal and accessible ways in which you 
can contribute to making a huge difference to the health of the 
world’s environment is by the way you choose to build your 
house, select your food, choose your transport and live your 
life. 

A
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In the old paradigm, you would buy a house you liked the look 
of, move in, perhaps freshen it up with new paint and carpet and 
then live in it. Or you would decide to build a new home with 
the help of an architect or draftsman. You would decide how 
many rooms it would have and what kind of views you want, 
build the shell of the house including plumbing and electricals 
and then install a hot water system, fridge, stove, air conditioner, 
rainwater tank and toilet. 

Every one of these installed systems is designed, fitted and 
operates with barely any relationship to the others, and that’s 
a situation which generates waste and pollution for the life of 
the building. Your choice of interior wall linings, paints, fittings 
and furnishings to suit your taste and style did not take into 
account unsustainable production processes or their impact on 
the environment. They would pour out toxic gases – not for just 
a few weeks – but for years, leading to levels of pollution inside 
your home at several hundred times the level found outside. 

This paradigm extends to our cities which were designed at a 
time when populations were small and before cars were invented. 
Now, cities force people to move great distances between home, 
work, school, shopping and leisure. Cities exclude nature and 
wildlife, squeezing them into smaller and smaller refuges. 

Cities foul water and air and disregard 
human wellbeing. They devour energy 
and produce unusable waste. The good 
news is that this situation is changing 
and by the mid 21st century we will 
finally leave this unhealthy legacy 
behind. 

In the new paradigm, let’s remember 
that life itself is a very successful 
system of cooperation in which there 
is no waste and everything has a place 
and a benefit, and does not use more 
than its allocation of resources in the 
overall balance. This is a great model 
to follow for long-term sustainability. 
Every human house, school, hospital, 
business, economy, agricultural 
enterprise, society, transport method or 
system of any kind will be vastly more 
successful, ecologically-sustainable 
and harmonious if it emulates life itself. 
It will mesh comfortably with ecology 
while enabling us to go on being 21st 
century humans with all the luxury, 
convenience and abundance of modern 
civilization. ‘Living green’ does not 
mean sacrifice and deprivation. This 
idea, learning from nature to develop 
technologies, materials and systems 
that fit in with the global ecology 
rather than controlling it with force 
and an unwise disregard for the future, 
is known as ‘biomimicry’. 

This is no fantasy. There are already 
houses, schools, hospitals, factories, 
offices,  apartment blocks and entire 

suburbs and villages which have made the shift, with start-up 
costs which are little more than those of conventional buildings 
and are vastly more economical and healthy in the long term. 

How does your house (or workplace) 
look in this new paradigm?
Ideally, your house will be designed from the beginning with the 
Green Star rating system now available in Australia. It will be 
like a living creature: an intelligent integration of all the parts, 
responding to the environment to maintain comfortable living 
conditions for you without harming the ecology. Even your 
existing building can be retrofitted to a high standard of green 
building.

Ideally, there will be no waste produced during the construction 
or refitting of your green building; surplus material will be bio-
friendly and reused or recycled and the energy consumption will 
be minimal or offset by carbon trading. The building itself and 
all its installations and fittings will work efficiently together as 
an integrated system. It will produce power from wind, solar 
and developing technologies and also by collecting and using 
surplus heat from fridges, air conditioning, stoves and organic 
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waste decomposition (food, sewerage, garden waste, etc.). At 
its best, it will produce more power than you need so the excess 
can be used to recharge your electric car or be sold to the local 
grid for extra income. During its less efficient times, you can be 
supplied from the grid by larger renewable energy installations 
such as your local wind farm or solar power station. Your house 
will be carbon-neutral, thus greatly reducing your family’s 
contribution to climate change. It will be lit by cool, energy-
saving LED lighting plus natural light piped in and entering 
passively. The exterior walls, decks, eaves and windows will 
be designed to passively keep the home cool in summer and 
warm in winter while maximizing light and views. Indoor 
plants will flourish, purifying the air in every room by removing 
toxic volatile organic compounds and even earning you credits 
towards your green building rating. 

Nearly 20,000 litres of clean water per household per year will 
be saved by a feedback system that warms up the shower to 
the desired temperature before any water comes out. Surplus 
rain from the roof will combine with the treated grey water and 
percolate through pipes in the walls and beams of the building 
to regulate temperature. It then returns to the roof to nourish a 
living lawn, which also helps regulate the temperature of the 
house and absorb CO2. The building itself becomes your air-
conditioner.

All the building materials, glues, paints and soft furnishings will 
be made from either traditional natural materials or the evolving 
new generation of bio-polymers such as Zelfo, made from plants 
instead of fossil fuels. Even our appliances, hard furniture, 
storage containers, computers and cars can be made from bio-
plastic. They will no longer give off toxic, volatile organic gases 
so the house smells as fresh as a daisy from day one and no-one 
has to suffer the long-term effects of living with those poisons. 
Even our pest control will work intelligently with biology to 
keep us free of vermin without the toxic consequences. 

The bottom line of the new paradigm is that your house will be 
climate-responsive and provide a healthy sanctuary for you and 
your family. It will be beautiful – both in the way it looks and 
also in the elegance and harmony with which it fits into nature’s 
pattern. This harmony and beauty will extend to whole cities 
in which people and nature co-exist respectfully and all the 
activities of the city will be part of the earth’s ecology. Just as 
each person is a part of the whole, so each house, each building, 
each city will be part of that same whole – that one living being 
called Earth. 

Rick Fedrizzi, President of the US Green Building Council, 
stated at the Green Cities Conference that the single most 
important change in consciousness for the average Australian 
to make would be to recognize that what we are talking about is 
the health of our children and elderly people. We need to decide 
what sort of environment we are creating for them. We need to 
ask our employers to switch to green building. Rick adds that 
voluntary efforts require government support and incentives for 
the private sector. 

Hopefully, these ideas have fired your imagination and you’d 
really like to design your new house, office or clinic or renovate 
your existing building to a high standard of green. What next? 
You can get lost in the confusing maze of advice and information 
on the TV, Internet and through people you ask. It can look too 
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BOOKS:

Biomimicry - Janine Benyus 1997 (publ William 
Morrow & Co, NY)

Sustainable Living For Dummies - Michael 
Grosvenor 2007 (publ. by Wiley)

Your Home: Technical Manual : Australia’s Guide 
To Environmentally Sustainable Homes (publ. by 
Commonwealth of Australia)

MAGAZINES:

Renew: Technology For A Sustainable Future

G Magazine

Sanctuary: Sustainable Living With Style

WEBSITES:

www.gbcaus.org - The Green building Council of 
Australia

www.healthybuilding.net 

www.gghc.org/about.cfm - The Green Guide 
For Health Care: Best Practice In Creating High 
Performance Healing Environments 

www.buildinggreen.com

www.healthyhouseinstitute.com

www.thegreendirectory.com.au

www.greenpagesaustralia.com.au

RESOURCES
hard for a busy person to tackle and the temptation is to give 
up and leave it in the hands of your local architect or builder. 
However there’s something you can do easily while researching 
and learning. Keep a simple vision in your heart and mind: think 
global – act local. Remember the big picture of a clean, healthy 
world and when you are making choices, discern if what you 
are considering for your own building will work harmoniously 
and efficiently together as one organism and fit in with the 
local and global ecology. Remember that you as an individual 
are responsible for how your choices affect the whole, because 
everything is connected. Love yourself and your world by 
choosing materials and services that are made with love and 
respect for yourself and your planet.

Use your heart to find the way. 

After 17 years in medical and biological research and 
teaching, Dianne (BSc Hons – Biological Sciences) is now 
an independent wellness consultant for people and the planet. 
She combines her lifelong love of nature with environmental 
and philosophical education, writing and photography. 

For a much more extensive list of resources, including 
companies offering green building-related goods and 
services, please email me at: advertising@informedvoice.
com.au with GB RESOURCE in the subject line.
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Green Cities Conference 

One of the most inspiring things about the Green Cities 
Conference held in Sydney in February, 2007 was the 
heart-felt shift in values taking place within the development 
industry. At last, there is an open door allowing developers 
to express deep human values, which were formerly 
blocked by the unsustainable tenets of the business world. 
Now, the Triple Bottom Line is becoming mainstream: 
economic viability, environmental responsibility and social 
justice. Among the nearly 1,000 delegates including 
property developers, engineers, architects, financiers and 
government building commission representatives, these 
new values were constantly evident during the talks on how 
to keep green building costs equitable, increase efficiency 
and economic viability and fast-track development 
applications.

Joe Van Bellegham, green building developer from Windmill 
Developments, said: “When we look into the eyes of our 
kids, we know what values we want them to have. And yet 
when we go to work each day we drop all of that.”

Bill Walsh, founder of Healthy Building Network added: “Why 
should kids not have access to clean environments?”

In further discussions with conference attendees, Peter Head 
OBE, urban designer and facilitator of the Dongtan Eco-
City project commented that: “What we need is expansion 
beyond energy saving and CO2 reduction to holistic healthy 
buildings and further beyond that to whole green cities...
We need to get help from other species to clean up our 
environment because we can’t do it alone.”

And Jerry Yudelson, engineer and building sustainability 
consultant stated: “If you’re making a new development 
and not making it as green as possible, it will be 
functionally obsolete on the day it opens, and economically 
disadvantaged for its entire lifetime...The gains in productivity 
and the savings in energy, water, etc, PAY for the building.”

Suzie Guthridge, Executive Director of the Green Building 
Council of Australia commented: “One of the most important 
issues to be identified at the Green Cities Conference was 
the need to ‘green’ our existing building stock. The Green 
Building Council of Australia is working closely with industry 
and government to address this problem…”

FACTS & FIGURES

89% of our youth choose brands aligned with social 
causes, and kid’s brand preferences apply to at least 
30% of adults.

Building factories, stores, etc. to high green standards 
is saving so much in resources that the owners are 
getting their buildings for free. 

People perceive that green building costs are higher 
than they actually are (it’s 0-6% over conventional 
building at present and they think it’s 13-19%)

The United States Environmental Protection Agency 
states that indoor air pollution is among the top 5 
environmental health risks.

•

•

•

•

80% of Australian homes have carcinogenic chlorinated 
hydrocarbon pesticides in them.

The CSIRO and National Health and Medical Research 
Council of Australia found that office furniture emits 
vastly more than the maximum specified levels of 
formaldehyde per day. Formaldehyde is a known 
human carcinogen. 

The most important process in preventing indoor air 
problems is material choice in the design stage.

In green-built hospitals, patients heal faster, being 
discharged on average 2 1/2 days earlier.

Children in green-built schools perform 20% better 
academically and there is a reduced stimulus to asthma 
attack in susceptible kids.

A green-certified school in the USA recently achieved:

          – 60% energy saving

          – 74% water saving

          – 84% construction waste salvaged

          – about $100,000 saved off construction cost.

The USA is about to launch a Green Schools 
program.

The UK is about to launch a national Green Building 
plan.

The world’s first eco-city, Dongtan in China, is already 
designed – the first 60 hectares will be ready for the 
2010 expo and will eventually house, employ and 
entertain 80,000 residents.

The historic village of Kronsberg in Germany 
succeeded in reducing CO2 emissions by 75% with 
low energy houses, co-generation of heat and power, 
electricity conservation and wind turbines and this is 
true even for old heritage houses which have been 
refitted. 

The Green Cities Conference will be on again next year 
– go to http://www.greencities.org.au/

For other events, please request the Green Building 
Resource list from advertising@informedvoice.com.au
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