
WHAT’S THE STORY?
A guide for people working in the built environment  

to influence more liveable outcomes



GETTING 
YOUR GREEN 
DEVELOPMENT 
APPROVED
Plants and trees. They can make 
a development amazing, but it’s 
not as easy as just designing 
them in. You need to bring all 
your stakeholders along on the 
journey.

This guide uses real world 
examples to outline the barriers 
you may come across and show 
how some ‘green’ developments 
solved these challenges, by 
knowing how to tell the right 
story in the right way.
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THERE IS A 
GROWING BODY 
OF EVIDENCE  
FOR GREENING 
OUR CITIES 
AND BOOSTING 
URBAN 
BIODIVERSITY

For people, more green space leads to better health 
outcomes, increased productivity and safer, more 
connected neighbourhoods.

Green buildings produce better air quality  
and use less energy, they’re cooler and quieter,  
and they boast higher property values.

And cities benefit too, from increased plant 
and animal habitats, lower pollution and 
carbon sequestration.

We all benefit from a sustainable built environment.

That’s why we welcome this What’s The Story 
report, a collaboration between the Green Building 
Council of Australia and Horticulture Innovation 
Australia’s 202020 Vision.

This report makes clear it is a shared goal 
of the Australian community and our world-
leading property industry to boost green 
elements and practical sustainability across our 
built environment.

It reveals everyday Australians and industry 
members are equally passionate about achieving 
and accelerating sustainability outcomes, not only 
to build better communities but also to assist us as 
a nation to meet our international climate change 
targets and obligations.

This research makes clear that even though 
community members, developers and regulators 
might be using different words and jargon, we are 
all focused on the same goal.

A local resident might call it a nature strip while a 
council says it is an urban canopy and a developer 
labels it a pocket park. But the outcome is the 
same: a green space we can all enjoy that provides 
shade, amenity and beauty.

This report shows us we need to find  
common ground to communicate Australian 
industry’s positive story of sustainability for  
our built environment.

The GBCA is committed to adopting industry 
language. We have collaborated with other peak 
bodies and the World Green Building Council on 
other projects like the Carbon Positive Roadmap to 
ensure we are consistent.

At the GBCA we are aware of our need to champion 
the benefits of a green built environment to all 
levels of society, as we have done successfully for 
the last 15 years. 

Davina Rooney 
Chief Executive Officer 
Green Building Council of Australia
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WHO DO YOU NEED  
TO BRING ALONG?

WHAT MAKES  
A GOOD STORY?

Your own team
need to agree adding green space is 
practical and a good financial decision.

An audience
Good storytellers know their audience.  
Who are they, how do they talk?

Local community
needs to feel their opinions have been 
heard and considered.

A need
Every audience has a need. What’s  
on their mind?

Local council
needs to agree to approve something that 
doesn’t necessarily fit neatly in guidelines.

Fulfilment
The need needs to be fulfilled by the 
story. In this case, your green space idea.
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 PART ONE 

UNDERSTANDING 
YOUR AUDIENCE
How do they speak, what do they see as the benefits 
of green space in a development? If you know these 
things you can use the right language and highlight 
the sort of benefits they want to hear about.

To find out, we conducted four pieces of research:

1 3

2 4

We surveyed 
246 employees
of Green Building Council of Australia 
(GBCA) member organisations to find  
out how major developers speak 
and think.

We surveyed 1,684 
community members 
from across Australia to understand 
how they speak and think.

We analysed 120 council 
greening strategies 
to see which words they use and benefits 
they most highlight.

We analysed 60  
news stories 
from across the country to find out the  
key themes and language used in media.
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COMMUNITY KEEPS 
THINGS SIMPLE
People understand everyday terms like ‘nature strip’ 
and ‘street tree’. They are less likely to understand 
industry terms like pocket parks and urban forest.

Urban heat island Urban canopy Pocket park Urban forest Mitigating  
climate change

Biodiversity Street trees Nature strip

 Q
: H

ow
 fam

iliar are you w
ith these term

s?

PERCENTAGE OF PEOPLE WHO ARE FAMILIAR OR VERY FAMILIAR WITH THE TERM

People with a higher formal 
education level are more 

familiar with technical terms 
related to urban green space.
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COMMUNITY SEES THE MAIN 
BENEFITS AS… 

Aesthetics Recreation Mental  
health

Physical  
health

Conservation Cooling Climate  
change

Nature & 
biodiversity

Social  
interactions

Property  
values
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Responses do not provide insight into 
whether cooling the city was valued because 

of its links to climate change or human 
comfort. Considering the high value placed 

on physical health and relaxation,  
it is reasonable to interpret cooling the city in 

relation to improving human comfort.

Unsurprisingly this differs 
between home owners at 
67% and renters at 49%. 

EVERYTHING.
 Q

: W
hich of the follow

ing do you see as the benefits of urban green spaces?
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THE FIRST THING THAT COMES TO MIND
When it comes to urban green space, people think of:

AESTHETICS
Clean

Beautiful

Beauty Pretty

Nature Green

RELAXATION
Calming Peaceful

Relaxing

Healthy

Cool

HEALTH & 
WELLBEING

Oxygen

Air

Shade

Fresh

WILDLIFE
Wildlife Birds

 Q
: N

am
e three w

ords that com
e to m

ind w
hen you think about urban green spaces?
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MAINTENANCE IS COMMUNITY’S 
MAIN CONCERN

#1  
MAINTENANCE

#2  
SAFETY

IN GOOD NEWS
36%

81%

62%

IT’S ALSO  
WORTH NOTING

of people are concerned that urban green 
spaces in their local area will not be 

maintained - including problems with litter.

of people are somewhat or very concerned 
about the safety of green spaces. of people agree or strongly agree that they 

take an interest in and notice how healthy 
the trees, nature strips, grass, plants and 
parks look in their local area.

are not concerned or are indifferent about 
the cost of maintaining urban green spaces  
in their area.

of respondents stated no dislikes at all  
with urban green space, and even of those 
who did - ‘not enough green space’ was  
one of the most common answers!

58% 45%

Communications should give  
a clear idea of how 

maintenance of green spaces 
will be carried out, and what 
measures are taken to keep 

them safe.
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COUNCILS USE  
DIFFERENT LANGUAGE
When you look at the words most used by councils 
you’ll see it doesn’t always match the language 
used by community when it comes to green space.

Green 
infrastructure

Street  
trees

Green  
places

Canopy

Urban forest

Top 5 most used words and terms based on a survey of the chosen names of 100 councils urban greening strategies.
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COUNCILS SEE  
SIMILAR BENEFITS  
TO COMMUNITY

Nature, biodiversity, 
flora & fauna

Health &  
wellbeing

Liveability Local economy & 
property values

Shade &  
cooling

Resilience Character & 
aesthetics

Broadly, councils see the 
same benefits as community…

but in a different order

The #1 benefit for 
communities comes up in only 

8% of council strategies 

Percentage of urban council greening strategies that highlight which benefits based on a sample of 20/130 urban councils.
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Green  
infrastructureBiodiversity

Trees &  
canopy

Green space

High performance 
buildings

DEVELOPERS SPEAK 
DIFFERENTLY AGAIN

Top 5 most preferred words and terms based on a survey of 246 representatives of GBCA members.
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DEVELOPERS SEE THESE AS 
THE BIGGEST BENEFITS

Health & wellbeing Cooler cities Liveability Air purification Energy use Habitat for plants 
and animals

Stormwater 
management
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Liveability is a term with an unclear 
definition so doesn’t come up for 
community but it is often used to 
incorporate benefits they see as 

important. And, as we see later, it’s  
a popular term in media. 

Developers value 
technical benefits like 

stormwater management 
and air purification  

in ways the community 
does not.

Everyone agrees on  
health & wellbeing.

Answers to the questions ‘ What do you see as the benefits of including green space in developments?’ as asked of 246 GBCA members.
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WHAT ABOUT MEDIA?
The most used term in media to  

describe plants, trees and parks is:

When talking positively about 
 green space, the most used terms  

in media are:

#1  Health & wellbeing

#2  Liveability

#3  Walkability

When talking negatively about  
green space (or lack of), the most 

used terms in media are:

#1  Overdevelopment

#2  Urban heat

#3  Concrete jungle

GREEN SPACE

Based on a study of 60 pieces of Australian media coverage across 40 consumer, 12 trade and 8 academic sources over the 12 months to Dec 2018.
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WHAT DOES ALL  
THIS MEAN?

It’s simple. Talk to people in language they 
understand about the benefits they most value.

Everyone understands ‘green space’ and sees health  
and wellbeing as a top three benefit.  

From there…

When talking with

People  
within the built 

environment 
sector:

• Consider the role of green 
space in creating high 
performance buildings

• Highlight the role of 
green space in creating 
liveability, cooling and 
cleaner air

People  
in government:

• Talk about canopy and 
creating urban forests

• Highlight the role of green 
space in bringing nature, 
biodiversity, cooling and 
liveability to the suburb

Community:

• Talk about streets trees, 
nature strips and parks

• Highlight the role of 
green space in creating 
beautiful, relaxing places 
and bringing wildlife into 
the area

• Reassure people that the 
green space will be safe 
and well maintained

Media:

• Keep it simple - how more 
green space will improve 
health & wellbeing and 
liveability

• Consider talking about 
how green space is an 
answer to urban heat 
and how no one wants an 
urban jungle
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 PART TWO 

STRUCTURING 
YOUR STORY
Now you’ve considered how your audience thinks 
and talks, it’s time to create a narrative that helps 
them understand your goals and brings them along 
as a supporter.

This section features case studies of real development. After all, what better 
way to work out how to structure your story than by asking the wisdom of 
people who have been there and done that.
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BURWOOD  
BRICKWORKS

Jack Davis
Senior Development Manager, Retail

Project:

Developers:

Who we 
spoke to:

Burwood Brickworks is a retail development that will deliver a food, 
‘edutainment’ and an experience-based super neighbourhood centre. On 
completion, it aims to achieve a full Living Building Challenge™ certification 
and 6 Star Green Star Design & As-Built ratings – making it the world’s most 
sustainable shopping centre.

Burwood Brickworks is built on 18.5 ha of land that was acquired in 2014, 19 
km east of the Melbourne CBD. The shopping centre is part of a mixed-use 
development that will include residential, retail, aged-care, community uses  
and public open space. 
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WHAT’S GREEN  
ABOUT IT?
How do plants and trees feature  
in the development?

• An abundance of fresh air, greenery and 
natural daylight

• 2,000 sqm rooftop urban farm to grow 
and harvest fresh produce

• A highly landscaped carpark

• Green walls, including  
250+ citrus trees suspended on 
the northern facade

• 5,100 sqm of urban agriculture
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DRIVERS
Why was green space prioritised for the  
Burwood Brickworks?

1. 
Adoption of the Living 
Building Challenge™
This was the first driver. The Living Building 
Challenge™ is founded on the concept that a 
building shouldn’t aim to be ‘a lesser version of 
bad’, but can actually be regenerative and better for 
the environment within which it is built.

2. 
A natural fit between 
growing and selling food
Customers have an increasing appetite to know 
where their food is grown and there are obvious 
benefits to food retailers being colocated with the 
origins of their fresh produce.

3. 
Clear alignment with 
business goals
As an organisation, Frasers Property Australia’s 
sustainability strategy, ‘A Different Way’, and 
2030 goals provide a solid framework for staff to 
promote new approaches to developments that 
deliver ‘people-focused’ outcomes, that ‘restore 
resources’ and that typify ‘progressive thinking’.

4. 
Past precedent
Frasers Property Australia also have the advantage 
of having experienced significant success with 
previous developments like the 6 Star Green Star 
rated Ponds Shopping Centre and Central Park. 
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BARRIERS
What obstacles needed  
to be overcome?

Lack of precedent
There was no existing precedent for the scale 
of the rooftop farm which includes a 300 sqm 
restaurant, market garden, productive greenhouse 
as well as external planting grounds, nor was there 
a local example of how to integrate closed loop 
waste and waste management systems to support 
it.

Regulation
The innovators and regulators often work at 
different speeds, so naturally there didn’t exist any 
tried and tested pathways through the authorities 
for what we were proposing. Existing local planning 
controls weren’t specifically geared toward 
permanent vertical or rooftop green infrastructure, 
which eventuated in collaboration with council to 
determine the types of species, planting depths, 
mulch types, and maintenance regimes. 

Financial pressures
There were considerable structural and services 
costs to establish the rooftop urban farm. However, 
it is designed to generate a financial return and be 
value accretive for the project, which is one of its 
greatest successes.

Alignment of 
stakeholders
Pursuing the Living Building Challenge™ 
brings a lot of head scratching moments with 
it, but creating a unified and elevated vision 
has been really important to keep all project 
stakeholders motivated and supportive through the 
challenging times.

The easy path
We are all aware of what the easy path looks like, 
and are reminded of it via some early mornings 
and late nights, but the entire team is aware that 
developing a ‘world’s first’ has it’s challenges,  
and if it was any easier, it probably would have been 
done before.
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STORYTELLING
What stories did you tell to bring the idea 
to life and gather support?

THE STORY TO THE TEAMTHE STORY TO THE TEAM
The opportunity to not only develop a world first, but to deliver 
the community a shopping centre that will be regenerative to 
its environment was the inspiration that galvanised the team. 
The project always needed to meet the same financial hurdles 
as any other retail development, which meant the team 
needed to consider the environmental, social and financial 
impacts of each initiative. We were able to progress each of the 
imperatives of the Living Building Challenge™ and 6 Star Green 
Star while giving the executive management team at Frasers 
Property Australia sufficient comfort over the risk composition 
and financial profile of the project.

The project is a genuine collaboration and we set up a platform 
to openly share and test ideas. This ensured we have access 
to the best information to deliver a building that is not only 
environmentally successful, but has ongoing relevance to  
the retailers, shoppers and the community.

This manifested in many different ways, including:

• Identifying our customers needs – when so many goods 
can be delivered to your doorstep, shoppers are 
increasingly demanding environments and experiences  
that are worthy of their time.

• Creating a point of difference – those that understand  
and embrace the human and financial benefits  
of sustainability will have a unique selling point.

• Delivering sustainability in a commercial sense –  
financially, not many of the initiatives stacked up the  
first time we looked at it, but with some creative  
analysis and continued outreach (that included 6am  
phone calls to experienced rooftop farm operators  
in New York), we found design and operational outcomes 
that make commercial sense.
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THE STORY TO COUNCIL
While innovators are trying to forge new paths, regulators are 
often governing existing ones, meaning lengthy consultation and 
advocacy was required to support the project’s vision. 

This resulted in prolonged discussions with authorities and some 
minor changes to our initial proposal. For example, we are treating 
all water used on site back to potable quality but are only using 
it for irrigation and toilet flushing, and the 1MW of solar on our 
rooftop required a lengthy and costly investigation into the grid 
to prove that the infrastructure could cope with the varying 
energy loads.

Importantly, we always avoid an ‘us versus them’ mentality 
when it comes to councils and developers, and respect what the 
governing bodies and schemes are trying to protect. The health, 
environment, commercial and aesthetic benefits that come 
with buildings with green roofs and walls are huge, but require 
an innovative and collaborative approach to achieve a mutually 
beneficial outcome. 

Ongoing maintenance of facades and green walls was always 
going to be a conversation, as was the longevity of any green 
wall or roof. We see this is as the building owner’s responsibility. 
To that end there has been a great deal of consideration given to 
how to maintain easy access and irrigation. Part of this is entering 
into partnerships with the rooftop farm tenant that helps reduce 
maintenance costs.

THE STORY TO COUNCIL
The community has been at the centre of all of our decision 
making, as they will be the eventual custodians of the shopping 
centre. So much so that our internal belief statement for the 
project is “Burwood Brickworks will create the heart and soul 
found in only the best communities” 

In the context of Burwood Brickworks, the community is the people 
who will work, shop, eat, be entertained, play or seek respite within 
the centre. It is the tenants, the customers, the staff and anyone 
who interacts with or spends time within the shopping centre.

The story for this community had to be about a better  
place to spend time. So, we focussed on talking about:

• More people: how green could expand the catchment of 
visitors and creates a place people will be willing to travel a 
few extra minutes to experience.

• More often: creating a place people will return to – not just 
for the shopping, but for the educational offerings or the 
unique design.

• More time: Green space, especially the urban farm, creates 
a comfortable refuge away from the busy world while the 
biophillic interior design provides shopping at a slower pace 
and a potential increase in average spend per visit.

Ultimately at Frasers Property, we measure success by 
people and their connection to the place. The real commodity 
becomes the visceral experience when a shopper walks through 
the front door because the better that feeling is, the more often 
people will seek it out. At Burwood Brickworks, green space helps 
create that story.
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WHAT’S THE  
FUTURE?
To promote the speed of features like uptake 
of green walls and roofs within the private 
sector of the property industry, I believe the 
following incentives are all worth discussion and 
consideration:

• Expedited planning pathways

• Discounted council rates

• Maintenance subsidies

• Floor space and height increases

• Car parking dispensations

Certifications and ratings tools connect  
on a corporate level, but in the shopping  
and retail industry they alone won’t help lease 
more shops or access higher turnover.

We believe green initiatives like Burwood 
Brickworks can positively impact the triple bottom 
line. As more information and data becomes 
available, these types of projects will hopefully 
become more common, and understanding access 
to natural daylight and fresh air result in a longer 
dwell time, will help the convergence of the 
environmental and the retail industry.

Ultimately, the story has  
to be about  creating a return 
for the business.
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Image of the Sydney Modern Project as produced by Kazuyo Sejima + Ryue Nishizawa / SANAA

SYDNEY MODERN PROJECT 
(AGNSW)

Sean Holmes
Sustainability Consultant for WSP

Project:

Sustainability 
Consultants:

Who we 
spoke to:

The Sydney Modern Project will expand the existing Art Gallery of NSW site 
to include a new standalone building providing more space for the display and 
enjoyment of art.

With the gallery located in the Domain and adjacent to the Royal Botanic 
Gardens, the community, investors and the project team expected that living 
infrastructure would be a core design element of any new building. The design 
of the Sydney Modern Project by Japanese architecture and design practice, 
SANAA, in conjunction with Australian firm Architectus, seamlessly merges 
the natural landscape with the built form.

In the context of the Sydney Modern Project, AGNSW has taken a leadership 
position by incorporating sustainability measures into the project to realise 
longterm ecological, social and economic value.

The Sydney Modern Project is the first public art museum in the nation to 
achieve the highest environmental standard in design with a 6-star Green Star 
design rating from the Green Building Council of Australia. This exceeds the 
Gallery’s original 5-star goal.
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WHAT’S GREEN  
ABOUT IT?
How do plants and trees feature  
in the development?

• Seamless connections between indoor  
and outdoor spaces 

• 64% of the broader site is accessible 24/7, 
including a public art garden

• 6 Star Green Star Design rating

• More than 3,400 sqm of roof terraces, green 
roofs and courtyards

• 24% more trees

• Endemic ecological planting
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DRIVERS
Why was green space prioritised for the  
Sydney Modern Project?

1.  
Respecting its location 
within the Domain
Rather than placing landscaping and green 
infrastructure in areas that were left available 
after the building design, green infrastructure was 
integrated into the project from the beginning – 
making it a prominent design feature of the project.

2.  
Making green a 
prominent design feature
A key aspiration of the project team was that living 
infrastructure would be a core design element of 
any new building and not an afterthought.

3.  
High expectations  
of design excellence
The design standard was so high that any 
significant sustainability costs were embedded 
within the core project brief and not an 
afterthought. A high Green Star rating was a key 
aspiration from the very beginning. 

4.  
Pedestrian access
Protecting and enhancing biodiversity, improving 
urban amenities and achieving strong universal 
pedestrian connections between Woolloomooloo 
and the CBD were integral.
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The Gallery is very 
committed to long-term 
management of social, 

environmental and economic 
sustainability.

“

Image of the Sydney Modern Project as produced by Kazuyo Sejima + Ryue Nishizawa / SANAA

BARRIERS
What obstacles needed  
to be overcome?

Maintenance
To overcome potential long-term issues with 
managing green spaces, native species and 
vegetation were prioritised due to their propensity 
to be less intensive to maintain and more drought 
tolerant. Water tanks are incorporated into the 
design to collect and use rainwater from the roofs, 
and water-sensitive urban design is a featured to 
help protect the amenity and health of the living 
infrastructure.
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STORYTELLING
What stories did you tell to bring the idea 
to  life and gather support?

THE STORY TO THE TEAMTHE STORY TO THE TEAM
Green Star is the most widely recognised sustainability 
assurance framework in the country. The value of the 
Green Star rating tool from a project management 
perspective is that it plays an important role in ensuring 
that there is a consistency and uniformity among the 
design team, construction team and project owner, 
and means that changes that might compromise  
the initial vision for sustainability do not go unnoticed.

The walkthrough by the project team prior to 
development enshrined this appreciation so that 
it became a significant influence throughout the 
development process. 

As a team, we realised that there was an inherent  
value to the trees and planting that existed on the site  
and that extending this rich urban ecology and  
habitats across the project site was important.

THE STORY TO THE COMMUNITY
As a site of cultural significance, any expansion or 
significant change to the Gallery needed to be in line 
with the Gallery’s mandate – to protect and cherish our 
society’s natural and social assets.

The Gallery is very committed to long-term management 
of social, environmental and economic sustainability.

Accessibility and inclusion were also driving factors.

The relationship between pedestrian access and increase 
in permeable surfaces and shade trees, is quite an explicit 
one and not one generally included in the more common 
narratives surrounding why you would incorporate a lot of 
green space into building, at least not in more traditional 
developments.
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WHAT’S THE  
FUTURE?
We need to be smarter about the way  
we address biodiversity and ensure that  
we have a localised, targeted and  
science-based approach.

It does not necessarily mean more trees.  
It should mean looking beyond the site boundaries, 
identifying what the needs of the local area are  
to encourage the regeneration of ecology (including 
mobile species and their connectedness to other 
sites), and putting in place strategies to address this.

For projects that include greater biodiversity or 
living infrastructure outcomes and aim for a high 
Green Star rating, incentives could be offered, such 
as:

• A reduction in developer    
contributions to local councils

• A reduction in approval times  
(aka green door policy) from   
consenting authorities

•  Improve developer yield opportunities  
(e.g. additional development height or Gross 
Floor Area limits)

These measures can be implemented by local 
council planning controls such as the Development 
Control Plans and Local Environment Plans  
and other consent authorities, depending on 
approval pathways.

It is the responsibility of these authorities to create 
the opportunities for developers, to create clear 
signals that biodiversity is highly valued, and that 
there are benefits that they can realise by 
implementing leadership outcomes in biodiversity. 

There is a lot of value to a developer in having  
an independent third party certify their building and 
have the ability to market this certification  
in a simple way.

Awarding more points to 
developers who address the 
biodiversity needs in the local 
area should be encouraged. 

29



FAIRWATER  
BLACKTOWN

Rory Martin
Sustainability Manager (Residential)

Project:

Who we 
spoke to:

Fairwater is a medium-density townhouse development that is currently 
in progress in Western Sydney. Approximately 450 of 800 homes have 
been completed.

Frasers achieved a 6 Star Green Star rating under the Green Star  
Communities tool.

Within the existing Green Star Communities rating tool, Fairwater’s greening 
initiatives are currently recognised under ‘living infrastructure’, as well as Urban 
Heat Island Planning and Community Resilience Planning.

In addition, Frasers is embarking on a three-year study in partnership with 
federal and state government, as well as academic institutions, to understand 
the benefit of multiple “sustainability investments”, including “living 
infrastructure” which includes plants and trees.

The collaboration between state and federal governments as part of the 
broader story about Western Sydney is also very important and responds 
to concerns around overdevelopment and liveability.

Developers:
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WHAT’S GREEN  
ABOUT IT?
How do plants and trees feature  
in the development?

• 9.5 ha of dedicated open space for 
community  activities 

• Every Fairwater home is within walking 
distance to a park

• Development established around original trees

• 1.5 ha of ponds, wetlands and  waterways
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DRIVERS
Why was green space prioritised for the  
for Fairwater?

1.  
Connection to space
The development is part of a three-year study  
in partnership with federal and state government, 
as well as academic institutions, to understand  
the benefit of multiple “sustainability investments”, 
including “living infrastructure” which includes 
plants and trees.

2.  
The provision of public 
amenity
There was a willingness among the local 
government to work with a developer to maximise 
the public realm amenity (more plants and trees) 
through an increase in density within other parts  
of the site.

3.  
Repair storm water 
damage and provide 
WSUD infrastructure
In community developments like Fairwater, 
developers have to seek cost-effective solutions, 
this limits the extent to which complex irrigation and 
those with potential future costs will be considered.

4.  
Reducing the impacts of 
urban heat island effect
Within the existing Green Star Communities 
Ratings tool, Fairwater’s greening initiatives are 
currently recognised under Urban Heat Island 
Planning and Community Resilience Planning.

32



BARRIERS
What obstacles needed  
to be overcome?

Making the business 
case and cost/benefit to 
internal stakeholders
Pre-existing local council Development Control 
Plans did not allow for the density that was 
proposed for the development. We had to create a 
project-specific Development Control Plan in order 
to achieve the open and green space we wanted, 
while still making the development financially 
viable. This was a big challenge.

External stakeholders –  
local council and 
community
We had to think about how to articulate the value 
to the community in maintaining the existing trees 
that were on site and rehabilitating the boundary 
creek. Also collaborating with council on creating 
our own project specific DCP that enabled greater 
development density than normal for the area 
with the benefit of increasing the public realm and 
associated “living infrastructure”.
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The maintenance and 
planning departments within 

council had to be satisfied with 
the outcome – they have the 

power to influence outcomes, 
from overall planning to 

individual tree specifications.

“

STORYTELLING
What stories did you tell to bring the idea 
to life and gather support?

THE STORY TO THE TEAM
One of the most powerful ways of conveying 
stories and messages among the development 
team was to walk the site with the design team 
prior to master planning and identify one-by-one 
the mature trees that would be retained on site. 
This led to a realisation among the team of the 
inherent value of trees and planting.
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THE STORY TO COUNCIL
There was a willingness among local government, to work with  
a developer to maximise the public realm amenity (more plants and 
trees) through an increase in density within other parts of the site. 
This flexibility represents an acknowledgement that density needn’t 
be a bad thing, if done well and in a way that values green space. 

The ongoing cost of irrigation is a concern for local government, 
not only in terms of what kind of green space is included, but 
in terms of how complex the irrigation system is. In community 
developments like Fairwater, developers have to seek cost-
effective solutions. This can limit the extent to which complex 
irrigation systems, or those with potential future costs, can  
be considered. 

The maintenance and planning departments within council had  
to be satisfied with the outcome – they have the power to influence 
outcomes, from overall planning to individual tree specifications. 
For this development, this further underlines the power and 
influence that consent authorities, or those within councils that 
sign off on DAs, have on the type of green space that ends up in 
being included in projects.

THE STORY ON  
GREEN STAR RATINGS
While awarding more points to developers that include more 
plants and trees as part of the design is important, it’s one of 
many considerations. 

Most commercial developers will ultimately be dictated by 
whether the potential value of the benefit of green space stacks 
up against the associated cost. While incentives through Voluntary 
Planning Agreements, greater recognition of health benefits, 
cheaper maintenance, grants and funding are helpful in term of 
getting more green space, you also need to mandate minimum 
tree canopy requirements on a location-by-location basis. 

Ultimately, incentives like planning, yield and density concessions 
– things that will ultimately provide a financial benefit are the 
best incentives. 

Green Star ratings help create a common language among 
industry and between industry and government, this understanding 
leads to consistent and positive outcomes. The next frontier for 
Green Star is to generate increased brand awareness in the public 
domain. This ultimately dictates what developers will build. The 
GBCA’s Green Star Future Focus project aims to address these 
challenges by making the language in the Green Star Communities 
rating tool more accessible to all. 
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WHAT’S THE  
FUTURE?
We know that rating tools provide a useful 
framework for providing green space. However 
they must be financially viable for developers to 
incorporate them. For a community development 
like Fairwater there is less margin and therefore 
price is a much stronger determinant factor, 
making the Green Star Communities rating tool the 
only viable option within the development. 

The story has to shift. There needs to  
be two stories depending on the type  
of development. 

If it is a community development, the internal 
story can be about the cost associated with the 
risk of NOT including green space for community 
developments. Variations of this story might 
include:

• Costs associated with delays  
(community discontent)

• Impacts of poor building or planning outcomes 
(e.g. urban heat)

• Reputation damage and revenue loss from 
failing to win tenders 

The external story for a more premium 
development can be about selling a lifestyle and 
wellbeing. The internal story can be about ensuring 
that you can charge a premium for the product 
because it includes greenery as a value add.  
This is a much more positive story to sell.

36



AURA

Mark Stephens
Senior Environment &  
Community Development Manager

Project:

Who we 
spoke to:

Aura is a 2,400 ha masterplanned community development, located in the 
Sunshine Coast, Queensland.

20 years in the making, Aura has been awarded a 6 Star Green Star rating using 
the Communities ratings tool. 

Stockland’s ambition is to repay the confidence that has been shown by the 
local community and many stakeholders in local, state and federal government 
by delivering a project that exemplifies the finest qualities of environmental 
stewardship and sustainability, and helps to ensure the future economic 
prosperity of the Sunshine Coast.

One-third of the site will be rehabilitated from decades of use as a former pine 
plantation and designated for conservation.

Developers:
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WHAT’S GREEN  
ABOUT IT?
How do plants and trees feature  
in the development?

• 700 ha conservation and parkland areas

• Advanced water filtration systems to protect 
downstream waterways

• Rehabilitation of degraded land, 
improving biodiversity

• Dedicated Fauna underpasses at every 
creek crossing

• Land-improving biodiversity

• LED street lighting to reduce light pollution

• Cool roof policy to improve thermal efficiency 
and help reduce heat island effects

DRIVERS 

Why was green space prioritised 
for Aura?

Community expectations
From the outset, Aura was a topical development 
met with significant community interest. The 
decision to make Aura an ‘exemplar community 
development’ was in part response to addressing 
community expectations.
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BARRIERS
What obstacles needed to be overcome?

Pressures to get 
maximum yield of 
sellable space
We’ve managed to strike a balance between 
development and conservation areas. We’ve 
recreated new conservation zones and 
implemented planning controls to optimise 
development areas. We’ve had to innovate in terms 
of our product suites. Higher density around our 
village centres promotes improved walkability and  
attracts new customers.

Maintenance issues
We’ve worked quite hard to design  
a landscape strategy for our conservation areas 
to ensure that what we are handing back to the 
council is a low maintenance and sustainable 
landscape. The last thing we want to do is hand 
over a landscape that is full of plants and species 
that are a burden to maintain.

Community concern 
about the size and 
scale of the development 
and the impact this 
would have on sensitive 
catchment areas
We’ve thought long and hard about how to get the 
right interface between the community and nature 
and bring biodiversity values to life in a way that 
the residents and broader community understand 
and an be a part of. We’ve involved the community 
from Day 1 to ensure their ideas are factored 
into planning.

Local and state 
government 
desires for better 
greenspace outcomes
Part of the agreement with government  
was that the conservation areas were  
not only rehabilitated but also protected in 
perpetuity. The infrastructure agreement is critical 

in terms of ensuring that conservation areas are 
protected in perpetuity.

Urban water quality 
Typically, a developer provides 1-2% of water 
treatment in an urban catchment and that’s the 
extent of the water pollution minimisation.  
What we’ve done is commit to 3-4% of catchment 
areas dedicated to water sensitive urban design 
providing a ‘belt’s and braces’ treatment train to 
protect fertilising lawns and waterways. This ensures 
that pollutants generated, such as nitrates and 
phosphates from fertilising lawns and people 
washing their cars, are being treated with rain 
gardens at the end of streets, wetlands at the ends 
of streets, and bio- (bio-retention) retention basins. 
The mission is to slow down and remove pollutants 
before they enter the waterways.
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Good stakeholder  
relations happen over  

a long time period.  
Operating with authenticity 
and delivering on promises  
is essential to obtaining 

stakeholder support.

“
THE STORY TO THE TEAM
The story had to change depending on who 
you were talking to. Internally, it was all about 
working with staff to ensure that the supply 
chain and procurement was consistent with the 
ambition to be an exemplar project. Simply put, 
if you wanted to work with Stockland on this 
project you had to show that your business was 
doing its bit. 

Additionally, a constant focus of effort is how  
we educate our sales team on the benefits  
of a 6 Star Green Star rated community. People 
do not necessarily understand why a 6 Star  
rated community is better.

STORYTELLING
What stories did you tell to bring the idea 
to life and gather support?
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THE STORY TO GOVERNMENT
A development that has a level of certification under ‘community 
resilience’ provides a level of assurance to government that 
the development that they are being handed back will not be 
burdensome for their rate-payers. 

It’s one thing to create these communities but what happens in 
10-15 years time? We as developers try to improve things, but we 
need the community and council to also support the innovations 
so it’s really important that our long-lasting legacy is sustainable.

THE STORY FOR COMMUNITY
Before we had a community, we had community stakeholders. 
There were a lot of community organisations that were 
challenging us to be and do better and ensure that Stockland 
would do everything it could to ensure that the development 
would weave into the fabric of the Sunshine Coast and protect the 
environmental value of the catchment.

Shortly after the development was approved we created the 
Aura Stewardship Program. This was a mechanism through 
which we could get 16 different community groups together, 
invest money into programs and create a pathway through which 
we could sit down and be honest about how we would set about 
achieving a good outcome.

We involved the indigenous community and used traditional 
knowledge and bushfire techniques. We wanted peoples’ ideas, 
and had latitude outside of the statutory processes to give things 
a go – and that’s because the community had given us a licence 
to operate.

If you’re given a strong licence to operate by the community, you 
can’t take that for granted. The turning point was knowing that 
the community was working with us because we’d proven that we 
were trying to do everything possible to address their concerns 
and make the development as sustainable as possible.

THE STORY TO 
PROSPECTIVE RESIDENT
Sustainability is built in. Aura is one of the most 
liveable communities in the country and has 
independent validation from the Green Building 
Council of Australia. The infrastructure provided 
fosters active healthy living, a great lifestyle 
choice for the sunshine coast. 
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WHAT’S THE 
FUTURE?
With larger community developments,  
it seems that more points can be gained 
through diversifying efforts that broadly  
fall underneath the umbrella of ‘innovation’, 
so greening efforts will do well to take  
this into consideration.
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ALKIMOS BEACH 
& ALKIMOS VISTA

Nadja Kampfhenkel
Sustainability Manager, WA

Project:

Developers:

Who we 
spoke to:

Alkimos Beach and Alkimos Vista are two masterplanned coastal communities 
within the City of Wanneroo, Western Australia. 

Both projects are being delivered in partnership with Western Australia’s land 
development agency, LandCorp, the land owner and which form part of 
LandCorp’s Alkimos precinct. 

More than 30% of Alkimos Beach, Australia’s first 6 Star Green Star rated 
community, is reserved for open space, including environmental corridors, 
bushland reserves, parks, landscaped areas, and playing fields. This translates 
into more than 18 ha of public open space, 41 ha of regional open space  
(coastal foreshore) and almost 6 ha of conservation open space located within 
the development. 

Alkimos Vista is registered to be a 5 Star Green Star rating with over 50%  
green space – no home will be more than 400m from a public park. Over 80%  
of lots will have good solar orientation to take full advantage of the sun. 

Both the District and Local Structure Plans of Alkimos were influenced by the 
State Government, which at the time in 2008, had a strong focus on sustainability.
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WHAT’S GREEN  
ABOUT IT?
How do plants and trees feature  
in the development?

Alkimos Beach
• 6 Star Green Star Communities rating

• 5% Australian native species across the 
development

• More than 30% green space, including 18 ha 
public open space, 41 ha coastal foreshore and 
6 ha conservation open space.

Alkimos Vista
• Targeting 5 Star Green Star Community rating

• 50% open green space 

Both sites include
• All stormwater is retained on site and more 

than 95% of the total annual stormwater 

runoff volume is filtered and treated  
before reaching the stormwater system  
or receiving waters

• Complementary waterwise front garden 
landscaping package provided

• Minimum requirements apply for each  
front garden

• Landscaping Smart workshops
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DRIVERS
Why was green space prioritised  
for Alkimos?

District and Local 
Structure Plans
Early in 2008, during the development of the  
Local Structure Plan, the vision and design  
of Alkimos gravitated to identify and preserve 
natural amenities such as prominent dunes,  
land form, ocean view corridors, and clusters  
of existing vegetation to define ‘ecological  
corridors’ which then guided a pattern of urban  
land uses.
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BARRIERS
What obstacles needed  
to be overcome?

Climate & water
Each home design is encouraged to be climate 
responsive. This is managed through key 
information and Design Guidelines.

There are also minimum requirements for each 
home design, for example:

• At least 20% of the area is unsealed to allow 
for water infiltration

• At least 85% of plants are native to Western 
Australia or drought-resistant to reduce 
water consumption

• Every detached dwelling has a mature tree 
to help establish tree-lined streets

• Natural turf is installed to no more than 80% of 
the planted area to reduce water consumption

• 100% recycled, water permeable synthetic turf 
is used as feature element only and to no more 
than 50% of the planted area

Maintenance
We provide a water-wise front garden landscaping 
package to our customers, which includes a 
wide range of native plants. These front gardens 
promote biodiversity and minimise the maintenance 
of the front gardens. Local Government will 
eventually manage the urban green spaces. Every 
LGA has their own policies and guidelines when  
it comes to the public realm.
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At Alkimos Beach and  
Alkimos Vista, each home 

design is encouraged  
to be climate responsive.

“
THE STORY TO THE TEAM
The decision to incorporate living infrastructure 
into the project was incorporated as a top-
down approach, with support by LandCorp’s 
and Lendlease’s Alkimos Beach design and 
development teams. 

Living infrastructure was considered from the 
beginning of the project soon after the project 
vision was developed. The development of the 
Alkimos Beach vision (2008) was supported by 
an understanding and acknowledgement of the 
natural asset of the site. 

The project team developed clear objectives 
and set Key Performance Indicators to guide the 
development to completion.

STORYTELLING
What stories did you tell to bring the idea 
to life and gather support?
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THE STORY TO RESIDENTS
We provide a water-wise front garden landscaping package to our 
customers, which includes a wide range of native plants. These 
front gardens promote biodiversity and minimise the maintenance 
of the front gardens. 

This landscaping package (between $3,500 to $5,000)  
is an incentive that ensures that every detached dwelling has  
a mature tree to help establish tree-lined streets. 

From a customer perspective, a mix of mandatory requirements 
and rebate payments – the carrot and stick approach – seem 
to work quite well as the outcome can be influenced via the 
mandatory requirementsto a certain degree whilst the customer  
is reaping the benefit but without the extra cost.

THE STORY FOR GOVERNMENT
LandCorp and Lendlease were fortunate enough to have 
vital positive support from associated government organisations. 
This provided a clear path to move forward. 

Both the District and Local Structure Plans of Alkimos were 
influenced by the state government, which at the time in 2008, 
had a strong focus on sustainability. 

During the development of the Local Structure Plan, the vision 
and design of Alkimos Beach gravitated to identify and preserve 
natural amenities such as prominent dunes, land form, ocean view 
corridors, and clusters of existing vegetation to define ‘ecological 
corridors’ which then guided a pattern of urban land uses. 

The project team developed clear objectives and set key 
performance indicators to guide the development to completion.
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WHAT’S THE 
FUTURE?
I think projects that include plants and trees  
as an integral part of the design process should  
be rewarded, as currently it is not standard 
practice that they do. As part of this, the plant  
and tree palette need to reflect the local 
environment. However, developers need to factor 
in the extra spend for rebates in project budgets 
from the  beginning of the project. This should  
be rewarded either via Green Star points or 
possibly even supported by grants. Green Star 
ratings add value because of the third-party 
independent verification of the GBCA and 
the constant bar-raising and encouragement 
to developers to go above and beyond 
business-as-usual to create a more sustainable 
property industry.
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ONE SYDNEY PARK

Barney Oros
Development Director

Project:

Who we 
spoke to:

One Sydney Park is a mixed-used residential/commercial development located 
within Sydney Park, in Sydney’s Inner West, with approximately 400 units and 
800 potential new residents. 

Approximately 90% residential with a ring of retail including cafes,  
shops, co-working space, health spa and a community space. It’s a five-acre site 
uniquely positioned within a 100-acre, award-winning park.

The final design was the result of an architectural design competition and 
design excellence review by the City of Sydney’s Design Advisory Panel. 

One Sydney Park pushed a narrative to inspire design responses that were 
empathetic to future residents and called upon the respondents’ creativity to 
help paint a very clear experience of what the place would  
be like. The design brief was based on the story idea of: 

“Imagine you’ve just paid $2 million for this three-bedder and your parents are 
coming over to see why you’ve spent $2 million on a three-bedroom apartment. 
Take yourself on the journey of convincing Mum and Dad that you haven’t 
wasted your money.”

Developers:
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WHAT’S GREEN  
ABOUT IT?
How do plants and trees feature  
in the development?

• Green roofs, green walls and  
open space

• Overlooks 100-acre public park
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DRIVERS
Why was green space prioritised for 
One Sydney Park?

1.  
Quality over quantity
For this development that is literally within a park, 
in part it came down to leveraging our competitive 
advantage and the location of the site. We look at 
the potential of this development within the context 
of the surrounding area.

2.  
Architectural excellence
The final design was the result of an architectural 
design competition and design excellence review by 
the City of Sydney’s Design Advisory Panel.

3.  
Landscape architecture
It was also at the council’s insistence that 
landscape architecture was included in the design 
brief and respond to the parameters of the design 
competition. The developer wholeheartedly agreed 
with this as integration with the park was critical.
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The reality is that some 
people like gardening and 
some people don’t. For the 

building to be maintained well 
and maintain design integrity 
we had to cater for all of this.

“

BARRIERS
What obstacles needed  
to be overcome?

Community expectations
The location of this project is within Sydney 
Park, over which the City of Sydney is the local 
consent authority. It is a much loved park by the 
community and it has recently been the subject 
to state-significant land acquisitions by the State 
Government for a motorway project.

Including a green rooftop 
at council insistence
It’s easy to say ‘build one metre of deep soil 
on the roof’, but it’s hard to do. Firstly, the 
structural engineers had to revisit their plans. 
The site in in a water table and we’ve got 18m to 
drill down before we hit rock, so the additional 
weight on the roof would change that. Likewise 
people living in the apartments, might not be happy 
about happy tonnes of soil and water – literally on 
their heads.

Maintenance
Maintenance is always an issue.  
When preparing sales agents for questions about 
maintenance we had to move the conversation 
from questions like, ‘I just spent $3million on a 
3-bedroom apartment, are you telling me the 
space up there is not my own?!’ to pointing out 
the benefits of the outlook, and maintenance by 
a body corporate so everyone’s landscape looks 
equally beautiful.
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THE STORY TO ARCHITECTS, 
DESIGNERS AND THE INDUSTRY
One Central Park was really a turning point. As developers, we 
always turn to that example and say, ‘Look, there are people that 
are prepared to do maintenance schedules and pay slightly higher 
strata levies because they get the benefit of looking over and 
towards green space’. 

The first impression is so important. So in the brief we said that 
the basement has to have a sense of arrival – there can’t be trash 
everywhere – they need to think ‘oh this is nice’. It’s got to be a 
great first impression that is built upon – we wanted to know what 
it would look like. Is it all just bricks? Or is it landscaped? Or is it 
green space? Or a swimming pool? What’s the journey up through  
the park, where does the park begin and the building end,what’s 
the outlook, the journey through the foyer? 

When Mum and Dad turn into the driveway, we want them to think 
‘Wow – this is pretty bloody good’. 

We explicitly said in the brief – do NOT give us a Westfield 
basement. If you give us a Westfield basement, you’re not in 
the competition.

THE STORY FOR LOCAL GOVERNMENT
My advice to local government from a developer’s perspective is to 
be less prescriptive about the means through which an outcome 
will be achieved, but be much clearer on what the outcome that 
you want is. 

It’s easy to say you one metre of deep soil on the roof, but it’s hard 
to do. 

I didn’t want to be the big bad developer, so I lined up our 
ecologists, our soil expert who were the ones who agree that the 
quantity of soil wasn’t necessarily required for planting. 

More importantly, I asked the Director of Planning at the City of 
Sydney ‘What do you want? What is the outcome you want to 
achieve?’. Once it was established that the desire was to continue 
the park in through the site and over the buildings, the whole 
conversation changed. 

The story from the City was, “I want the park to continue up and 
over the site. I want to minimise any visual impact from the park 
as far as visual pollution goes, and at the end we want to be an 
exemplar of an ecological development’, this became the new and 
more powerful narrative – as opposed to ‘I want one metre deep 
soil planting across the roof.’

STORYTELLING
What stories did you tell to bring the idea 
to life and gather support?
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Focusing on outcomes:
Green Building Council of Australia CEO Davina Rooney notes 
the plethora of rating tools in the market and the importance 
of discriminating ruthlessly between tools and understanding 
their value: ‘It is vital that developers select a tool appropriate 
for their project and genuinely assures that the improved 
outcomes promised by a development have been achieved. Not 
all rating tools are equal, and consumers should also be aware 
of misleading statements implying projects have been built 
‘equivalent to a particular standard’, as opposed to achieving an 
independently certified outcome.’ 

There is a mixed bag of ratings tools, and you 
can almost go ‘shopping for one’ if you want to 
be really cynical. The reality is, this catchment 
is populated with intelligent people who can 
discern something that is just for marketing 
purposes, and something that is authentically 
trying to achieve a better outcome.

We did spend time looking for a tool, but 
as a developer everything comes down to 
money, and the best return for us was one 
that demonstrated us as authentic among 
potential buyers.

DID YOU KNOW?
Davina observes: ‘There are now over 60,000 
Australians living in Green Star rated apartment 
buildings: this is a testament to the increasing 
value placed on the outcomes assured by 
Green Star for these projects. Over half a 
million Australians are moving into Green Star 
rated communities.’ 

‘Within Green Star we provide credits that 
reward improvements to the sustainability of 
the site on which the development is built. Green 
Star provides credits to more effectively manage 
stormwater, reduce heat island effects and light 
pollution. Increasing vegetation, outdoor vertical 
gardens, and green roofs are all encouraged.’

‘Through our Green Star Future Focus project we 
are also considering how to ensure we can most 
effectively communicate the benefits provided 
by Green Star to a broader consumer audience. 
For example through changes to our language 
we will be more clearly and simply describe the 
importance of connections to nature and place 
through Green Star. Consumer engagement 
is challenging given the range of factors that 
inform a purchase in this context. But across 
sectors we see increasingly savvy buyers 
understand the broader benefits of sustainability, 
and the assurance provide by independent 
certification.’ 

THE STORY ABOUT 
RATING TOOLS
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WHAT’S THE  
FUTURE?
The better approach to getting outcomes is to 
clarify what these outcomes should be through  
a Local Environment Plan and then provide a level 
of flexibility with oversight on how these can be 
achieved. In the example of reducing urban heat,  
a preferable approach would be to sit down with  
a panel of experts and show them how we propose 
to achieve an outcome. That way they can have  
a subjective look at the proposal and judge the 
extent to which it will achieve the outcome while  
at the same time recognise the practical implications 
of the cost impost.

The scale of the development really matters when 
achieving different outcomes. For small-to-medium 
developments, things like the City of Melbourne’s 
Future Fund help in terms of providing capital to 
invest in green infrastructure that goes above and 
beyond. But this isn’t always the case - the really  
big guys obviously do it [environmental outcomes] 
for cache, they want to be able to put something  
in their annual report and at different scales, 
because they do projects that last 10, 15, 20  
years sometimes.

“Being innovative in the built 
environment space is difficult. 
We are in a very innovative 
world, it would really help 
having a conduit – whether it  
is the GBCA or some other 
body – that can step in with 
developers and say, we know 
there’s a stick and that you 
need to engage with us but 
we’re here to make your 
life easier. There’s a bunch 
of practical tools, systems, 
people and solutions that 
you can utilise. That would 
definitely help.”
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THANKS
Need more information? 

Email hello@202020vision.com.au
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