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Sustainable Apartments Project 

 

Introduction: 

The Top End is currently experiencing a dramatic increase in the number of residential apartment 

blocks, replacing the older ‘Darwin Style’ detached homes. 23% of the population resides in 

flats/apartments and this is currently the highest percentage compared to the rest of Australia (ABS 

March 2011).  Addressing the environmental performance of apartment blocks is central to 

improving the community emissions profile of the Top End and to promoting a sustainable lifestyle.   

The COOLmob Sustainable Apartments Project, funded by an environmental grant from the 

Department of Resources, Environment, The Arts and Sport is aimed at improving the overall 

environmental performance of apartment blocks and flats throughout Darwin and suburbs. Together 

with the body corporate, residents will set apartment-wide targets relating to energy and water 

reductions in individual dwellings, on floors and in communal areas (such as hallways, stair wells, car 

parks and entrance ways).  

The objectives of this project are to: 

1. Communicate with residents and landlords through the body corporate to promote 

sustainable living and saving money.  

2. Engage with the Body Corporate to use energy efficient technology for lighting and 

cooling  and water efficient irrigation systems in communal areas 

3. Make energy/water management and overall environmental performance a standing 

item on quarterly body corporate meetings 

4. Develop an online network where residents and body corporate members can discuss 

ideas with other apartment blocks. 

5. Develop a ‘Guide for Renters’ that can be transferable between lease-holders 

6. Look at what can be implemented in existing communal areas that will benefit all 

residents in the block (e.g. communal gardens, communal composting, or a ‘cool’ space 

for recreational activities). 

7. Foster structural/hardware and behavioural change within the whole complex 

This Project will therefore work in two parts:  

a. Work with individual residents (through household audits) to improve the carbon footprint 

of their own dwellings; 

b. Work with a team of residents and the Body Corporate to improve the carbon footprint of 

communal areas.  

COOLmob will offer technical advice, guidance and support to residents (home owners and renters), 

landlords and the body corporate.  
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How will COOLmob engage with residents and their Body Corporate? 

COOLmob will be promoting and recruiting participants for this project through local councils, real 

estate agents, Property Service Managers, Body Corporate Managers, past COOLmob members 

residing in apartment blocks, COOLmob monthly newsletters , the COOLmob website and 

community events.  

After either an individual resident or the body corporate registers to the project an audit will be 

conducted of the common property and recommendations for improvements made. COOLmob will 

then individually contact each resident household with a formal invitation and introductory letter. 

Once a sample of units is audited, general recommendations and guidelines will be developed for all 

residents within the complex. Chart 1 below outlines the workflow of this project
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Chart 1: Flow Chart showing the project’s engagement with participants 

  

Chart 1 describes the general process of the Sustainable Apartments Project; however this process may vary as 

different complexes will have different needs, budgets, resources and willingness to implement apartment-wide 

green projects. An individual resident or the body corporate can register with COOLmob, and each apartment 

complex will be treated uniquely. Throughout the whole project, evaluation and feedback will be given and the 

apartment will be promoted by COOLmob as a ‘Sustainable Apartments Participant’.  
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It is anticipated that there will be a mix of participants, depending on whether an individual registers 

(i.e. a resident within the complex) or the Body Corporate. COOLmob will have a range of tools to 

work with both kinds of participants, with the overall objective that the whole, or majority of the 

complex will be engaged in the project. Common property will be made more energy/water/waste 

efficient and residents are practicing sustainable behaviours in every-day activities (such as recycling, 

turning off lights, fixing leaking taps and purchasing energy efficient appliances, etc). 

After COOLmob has prepared recommendations and costings, the body corporate will decide on 
what ‘green projects’ are appropriate to them. Some examples of a complex wide ‘Green Projects’ 
are in Box 1*, and examples of individual guidelines for residents is in Box 2*.  

 

 

Box 1: Potential Green Projects for Apartment Blocks  

 Lighting retrofit of common areas (e.g. hallways, stair wells, 
foyers)  

 Review of car park lighting and retrofit 

 Installation of an energy efficient pool pump and pool cover 

 Installation of ‘Future Wave’ device (see photo below) to 
pool pumps, which controls the speed of pool pump motors 
so they are variable speed) 

 Water efficient irrigation on the gardens (for example drip 
reticulation, plantings with native species which use less water or changing the times of 
watering) 

 Actively looking for water leaks  

 Signage to remind people how to reduce energy/water use around the complex 

 Communal composting 

 Communal edible garden 

 Using roof space for communal activities (e.g. clothes drying, 
roof top garden) 

 Installing a Building Management System (BMS) 

 Carbon monoxide/dioxide monitors in car parks to fans only 
work when needed 

 Better recycling facilities (e.g. double chutes for garbage and/or 
recycling) 

 Bike Room so residents are more encouraged to ride as they 
can store their bike easily 

 Establish a collection area for recycling e-waste, CFLs and 
metals  
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Box 2: Recommendations to Residents 

 Signs for their recycling bins with instructions on 

what to recycle and how 

 Stickers for ‘No Junk Mail’ for each letter box 

 A guide to having your own balcony garden 

 Tips on how to shade the walls from sun, using the 

limited space on balconies 

 Promotion for riding to work and providing cycle 

way maps, tips on riding and bike maintenance 

 Help residents find car pools or start them up with other residents 

 Promote and hold Swap Parties such as clothes swaps 

 A ‘Remember to...’ sheet for residents to put on their 

fridge 

 Advice on purchasing high star rating appliances  

 Tips on operating the air conditioners more efficiently 

 Choosing the most energy efficient lighting (such as 

CFLs or LEDs) 

 How to save on stand-by power 

 Promotion of the complex being a ‘Sustainable 

Apartment’ 

*These are examples only and this list is not exclusive.  

Throughout the above process, COOLmob will encourage (and sometimes hold) social events such as 

BBQs and working bees. For each participating apartment block, achievements will be publicised and 

promoted in order to boost the reputation of the Body Corporate and residents. Case studies will be 

made available on our website and residents invited to share their experiences with other 

apartment complexes both in the area and other areas.  
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Why is it important to target Apartment Blocks? 

 Property values and mandatory disclosure 

The increasing price of electricity and water, along with increasing strata levies, mean that many 

people will be looking at where they can save money. The fierce political debate on Australia’s 

energy supply and national strategies, such as mandatory disclosure (which is disclosure of energy 

and water consumption information when a property goes on the markets) are also driving people 

to think about the environmental performance of a property, as is reflected in the value of a 

property. Because of this, the financial benefits of smart usage and reduction will make apartment 

owners more likely to adopt energy efficient technology in common areas and smarter behaviours in 

their own apartments.  

 Growing number of apartment complexes  

Community sustainability programs in the Top End are currently targeting mostly individual 

dwellings. However, the rapidly expanding population of Darwin has meant that high density, 

apartment style living is increasing.  Darwin is in a unique position to reduce community greenhouse 

emissions through improving the environmental performance apartment blocks, especially given 

that the Territory has the highest proportion of apartment/flats versus single dwelling households in 

Australia. Through ‘greening’ apartments the Territory will go a long way to reducing community 

greenhouse gas emissions. And perhaps more importantly, for sustainable environmental practice to 

be effective within a community, the greenhouse performance of all residential types is important.  

 Creating sustainable community norms 

Finally, the fact that a group of residents live so closely together means there is an immediate sense 

of ‘community’. Building on this concept through greening the strata will be a positive by-product of 

Sustainable Apartments where neighbours can share ideas, thoughts and practices on sustainable 

living. The sense of community will enable the Sustainable Apartments project to be fostered in the 

long term, where new comers will be moving into an environment where sustainability is a lifestyle, 

not an exception. The financial, social, environmental and health benefits of this lifestyle will be 

experienced by all residents.  

 

What are the barriers to living sustainably in apartments? 

There are many perceived limitations to having a sustainable apartment, but most are easily 

addressed. The fact the apartment blocks seem physically limiting in terms of what can be done, 

many owners’ corporations, strata managers, builders and residents believe that making apartment 

blocks ‘green’, especially existing ones, is very complicated and expensive. This is not the case 

however, and certainly shouldn’t be a barrier to making simple changes to individual apartments and 

common areas. 

1. Knowledge Barrier 

Solutions? 

 Develop pilot study (See Arkaba pilot study below) 

 Develop case studies that quantify the benefits to sustainability 
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 Develop strategies/recommendations/action plans for participating apartment blocks 

 

2. Physical limitations of existing apartment blocks 

Solutions? 

 Develop suggestions/guide to developers 

 Offer sustainability training to the body corporate 

 Encourage retrofitting programs in individual apartments and also in common areas 

 

3. Sustainability is not a priority of Owners’ Corporations 

Solutions? 

 Encourage ‘sustainability’ to become a standing item on committee meetings’ agenda 

 COOLmob attend committee meetings to discuss the project (including progress) 

 Quantify the financial benefits/return on investment (ROI) for the body corporate so 

they see how long pay back periods will be 

 

COOLmob Pilot Study – Arkaba West, Darwin  

1. A sustainability audit was completed in one of the units 

to assess how energy and water intensive an individual 

apartment is 

2. An energy and water audit was completed of the 

common areas/property 

3. Recommendations for improving the energy efficiency 

of the individual apartment have been written up and 

sent to the owner 

4. An Energy Assessment Report of the Common Area 

Energy Use was developed and sent to the Chair of the 

Body Corporate 

5. Recommendations for improvement and a costings done 

for several green projects (the Body Corporate will 

decide on the course of action) 

6. An invitation to the other residents in the apartment 

block will be sent informing them of general 

recommendations and, if requested, a walk through sustainability assessment of their units 

7. COOLmob attend the next Body Corporate Committee Meeting to discuss issues/barriers 

and improve ability to work together to achieve sustainability outcomes  

8. Offer an information session for all residents (owners and renters), land lords and the body 

corporate, to hear first hand suggestions and behaviour change ideas from COOLmob 

9. Develop educational materials for the owners to have, for example case studies, information 

on lighting options and a list of ‘simple’ things that can be done in their homes to be ‘green’ 

10. Posters designed for the Notice Board to show visitors the this is a “Green Apartment Block” 
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11. The savings made as a result of recommended changes will be tracked (see Apendix 1 for a 

suggested investment possibility through the development of a ‘sinking fund’, cash flow and 

expected Return on Investment (ROI)) 

 

What is happening in other States? 

  ‘Smart Green Apartments - City of Sydney Council, NSW  

In September 2011, The City of Sydney launched their ‘Smart Green Apartments Program’ and 

through this they are providing sustainability assessments for individual buildings to improve energy 

and water efficiency, provide recycling infrastructures within apartments and help residents reduce 

household waste. They are currently running the program with several pilot apartment blocks and 

intend to forward case studies outlining the savings made by becoming more efficient to 700 other 

apartment blocks throughout the City. With over 75% of the City of Sydney council area resident 

population living in an apartment style dwelling there is an urgent need to act on sustainability 

issues.  

‘Climate Clever Apartments’ – Willoughby Council 

Similar to the ‘Smart Green Apartments’ run by the City of Sydney Council, the Climate Clever 

Apartments is designed to assist home owners and body corporate make their buildings more 

energy and water efficient. The program identifies ways to reduce the ongoing costs of apartment 

buildings (including rising body corporate fees as things like electricity, gas and water become more 

expensive to use) and provides assistance in implementing changes.  

The Climate Clever Apartments works in 3 phases. Phase 1 assessed the efficiency of an apartment 

blocks communal areas (hallways, stair wells, car-parks, foyers etc). Phase 2 is implementation of 

recommendations and the Council will fund 3 apartment blocks to have efficiency works undertaken. 

Individual apartment blocks are urged to apply to the Council for a grant to have assistance with this. 

Phase 3 (not yet commenced) involves showcasing champion apartment blocks in becoming a 

‘sustainable living option’.  

Current projects in place are the Mews Apartment Block, the Dennington Apartment Complex and 

Epica. Willougby Council will be tracking the savings made as a result of the recommended actions 

being undertaken.  

‘My Green Apartment Program’ – North Sydney City Council 

North Sydney Council have opened nominations for 1 apartment block in the municipality to receive 

$10,000 for implementing energy and water efficiency upgrades. Council will be tracking the savings 

made as a result of the changes.  

Green Strata – Sydney  

Green Strata is a community based website managed by apartment owners and members of owners 

corporations. It rose out of concern that strata titles were often neglected in sustainability initiatives 

for residents. Green Strata is funded by the City of Sydney Council.  

The website gives tips and advice on reducing energy consumption in common areas, gardening, 

rebates/incentives, transport (e.g. a bike pool, bike storage areas), waste management and water. 
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They also provide case studies of other apartment blocks and how much money is saved as a result 

of environmental improvements to each of the buildings and online discussions to help other 

owner’s corporations get started on their own sustainability journey.  

City of Melbourne – Higher-density Residential Efficiency Solutions (HiRES)   

Through the Sustainable Living in the City program Melbourne Council have targeted several 

apartment blocks in a pilot study. The pilot project assessed 4 high rise apartment buildings and 

used low cost retrofits and behaviour change workshops to reduce the water, waste and energy 

used in the buildings. Targeted action involved: 

 Lower voltage lights and sensors were installed in car-parks 

 Timers and sensors installed on lights in common areas 

 Behaviour change workshops were held for residents 

Funding: 

COOLmob’s Sustainable Apartments Project has received a $10,000 environment grant from the 
Department of Resources, Environment The Arts and Sport to establish a model for Top End 
Sustainable Apartments.  

Conclusion: 

The current trend to high density apartment-style living currently being seen in Darwin can be made 
more sustainable. COOLmob can help residents in apartment blocks save money on their power and 
water bills, reduce waste, improve recycling and reduce carbon emissions through making smarter 
shopping, transport and travel choices. We aim to improve the overall environmental performance 
of entire complexes through working with the Body Corporate and residents to foster behaviour 
change. Through education on sustainability the barriers to ‘greening’ apartment blocks can be 
overcome and real savings (in power and water bills, living costs and greenhouse reductions) can be 
made.  
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      EXPENDITURE & SAVINGS        

ACTION Investment year 1 year 2 year 3 year 4 year 5 year 6  

  1st Half 2nd Half 1st Half 2nd Half 1st Half 2nd Half 1st Half 2nd Half 1st Half 2nd Half 3rd Half 4th Half 

Individual 

Project 

Savings 

Swimming Pool               

Reduce times 0 120 120 130 130 140 140 150 150 150 150 150 160 $1,690 

Controller $1,500 250 260 270 270 290 290 310 310 330 330 340 340 $3,590 

Car Park: reduce 

operating hours 

for lighting $300 40 40 40 40 45 45 50 50 55 55 60 60 $580 

change to 6 watt 

- 24h $10,000   2250 2300 2400 2400 2600 2600 2700 2700 2900 2900 $25,750 

change to 6 watt 

- 12h $3,500     400 450 450 500 500 550 600 600 $4,050 

Car Park exhaust $1,500 1500 1500 1600 1600 1700 1700 1800 1800 1900 1900 2000 2000 $21,000 

Fire stairwell $2,500 400 400 400 400 500 500 550 550 600 600 650 650 $6,200 

 

Total Annual 

Savings $2,310 $2,320 $4,690 $4,740 $5,475 $5,525 $5,940 $5,960 $6,235 $6,285 $6,700 $6,710 TOTAL  

 Investment $5,800  $10,000  $3,500  -  -  -  $62,860 

   Indicates project is generating positive cash flow        

Appendix 1: Cost analysis of energy efficiency upgrades to the common property (i.e. Body Corporate areas) of Arkaba West, Darwin.  

Table 1: The table above is a cost analysis for certain upgrades/retrofits for the Arkaba West apartment complex. It is expected that after 3 years of investment these 

upgrades will start to generate savings (i.e. the reductions in power bills will have paid off the cost of investment). These savings have been calculated based on projected 

price increases of electricity over the next 6 years, and under ‘business as usual’ circumstances.  
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Appendix 2: Letter to Residents 

Building Low Carbon Communities: COOLmob’s Sustainable Flats 

and Apartments Project 

 

Dear Home Owner or Lease Holder, 

 

COOLmob would like to invite you to be part of our exciting new Sustainable 

Apartments Project, funded by an environment grant from the Department of 

Resources, Environment, The Arts and Sport. This project is aimed at improving the 

overall environmental performance of Apartment blocks and flats in Darwin. 

 

What will you achieve through the ‘Sustainable Apartments Project’? 

By participating in this project you will: 

- Reduce power and water bills for your own home 

- Improve environmental performance of the whole building 

- Become a leader in creating low carbon communities. 

 

What does ‘being sustainable’ mean? 

Being sustainable does not have to be costly or difficult. In working with COOLmob 

you will learn simple, in-expensive and creative ways to reduce your energy/water 

consumption and save money on your bills. The great thing about Apartment style 

living is that you are already in a vertical community, and the actions to improve the 

efficiency of Apartments will be the same for everyone! 

How will the ‘Sustainable Apartments’ Project work? 

The Project will work in two parts: 

1. Work with individual residents (through Sustainability Household Assessments) to see where 

energy/water reductions can be made in each dwelling 

2. Work with a group of residents and the Body Corporate to assess the energy/water 

efficiency of common areas 

Recommendations will then be made to both individual residents and the Body Corporate on ideas 

for reducing energy/water consumption. COOLmob will also offer a number of activities and free 

guidance throughout the program.  

  

 

What is 

sustainability? 

Sustainability is about 

living within the means 

of our natural systems 

and ensuring that our 

lifestyle doesn’t harm 

other people, including 

future generations.  

 

Sustainability also 

means responsible 

management of 

environmental resources. 
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Why is this project important? 

The rapidly expanding population of Darwin means that residential development has favoured high 

density, Apartment style living. Apartment blocks are often very energy and water intensive. A lot of 

the time Body Corporate fees are equal to, or are even greater than, your personal Power and Water 

bills. 

The rising price of electricity and water means that home owners will be hit with higher 

energy/water bills and strata levies. By becoming more energy/water efficient in your home 

however means more money in your pocket as utility prices increase.  

The concept of ‘Sustainable Apartments’ is a new one nationally. Similar projects currently carried 

out in Sydney and Melbourne are proving very successful, with savings made at both the Apartment 

and building level. Creating a low carbon community in Apartment blocks has also improved the 

liveability of strata arrangements in other areas.  

Incentives and Rebates: 

- Energy Smart Rebate Scheme: For all energy saving appliances you buy you can receive up to 

50% back from the NT Government 

- Solar Hot Water Rebate through COOLmob with G.J Wiggs 

- Energy Saving Pool Pump Rebate through COOLmob with Fig Leaf 

- $1000 Federal Government Renewable Energy Bonus Scheme 

- NT Government Solar Hot Water Rebate 

Where to from here? 

COOLmob is currently working with the Body Corporate to assess the energy/water consumption of 

this Apartment’s common property (e.g. hallways, foyers and car-parks). COOLmob will also be 

conducting Sustainability Household Assessments for a number of individual Apartments and 

offering recommendations for reducing electricity/water consumption and costs.  

To arrange your free household assessment or for more information on the Sustainable Apartments 

Project please call COOLmob on 8981 3642 or email coolmob@ecnt.org  

 

 

We look forward to working with you 

The COOLmob Team 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:coolmob@ecnt.org
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Appendix 3: Check list for ‘green actions’ 

How are you currently saving energy in your home?  Do you: 

Have solar power?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Purchase green power (from PowerWater)       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Have solar hot water?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

If no solar, do you turn the hot water thermostat 
down to 60°C? 

       
      Yes                      No       Sometimes   

    Turn the hot water system ‘OFF’ when away?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

    Use a timer on your air conditioner?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

    Use the cold cycle for laundry?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Use the air conditioner All day      A few hours                 Never  

     Run the room fans with air-con?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

     Seal the room well when running air-con?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

     Set the air-con at a higher temperature?    < 24°                24-26°               27-29°   

     Cool down before bed with a cold  shower?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

     Dress appropriately for the weather?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

     Shade the air conditioner compressor?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Shade external walls (to reduce direct sunlight)?       Yes                      No                 Partly   

Have shaded walls (to reduce direct sunlight)       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Unplug a second fridge when not in use?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Dry clothes on a rack instead of a dryer?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Replace halogen lighting with CFL or LED*?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Turn off un-used or when you leave a room?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Buy high star rated appliances?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Turn off all appliances at the wall rather than 
keeping them in stand-by mode? 

       
      Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Know which appliances use the most power?       Yes                      No       Sometimes   

*Compact Fluorescent Light and Low Emitting Diode. These are cool, low power using lighting and 
can replace most halogen light fittings in the home. For more information contact COOLmob 

How are you currently saving water in your home? Do you: 

Use grey water for plants? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Have water-saving shower heads? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Have aerators on your taps? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Know when you have a leaking tap in your 
apartment? 

 
Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Have a dual flush toilet, and is this used? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Report leaks to the Body Corporate/landlord? Yes                      No       Sometimes   
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How are you making ‘greener’ shopping and transport choices? Do you: 

Buy locally grown produce? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Buy locally made products? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Buy from second hand shops? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Grow some food or herbs? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Walk/ride/bus/car share to work? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Walk/ride/bus/car chare to the shops? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Offset your air travel? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Offset your car travel? Eg. Greenfleet.com.au Yes                      No       Sometimes   

 

How good at you at reducing waste and recycling? Do you: 

Take your own bag, cup, plate to the markets? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Purchase things with limited packaging? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Have a ‘no junk mail’ sticker? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle 1-7 Plastics in the yellow lidded bins? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Clean food containers before recycling? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle metal tins/cans/paper? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle batteries at Battery World? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle your electric waste? (e.g. TV, computer) Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle ink cartridges at Cartridge World? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Return old mobile phones to phone shop? Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle at Shoal Bay Waste Disposal Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Recycle your e-waste? (e.g. TV, computer) Yes                      No       Sometimes   

Electric /white goods Yes                      No       Sometimes   

 

CONGRATULATIONS! If you are doing some, most, or all of the above then you are on your way to 
living a more sustainable lifestyle! With everything however, there’s always room for improvement 
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Appendix 4: Examples of resources for the residents (not an exclusive sample) 

1. COOLmob Greenhouse Friendly booklets: 

 - Greenhouse Friendly Design for the Tropics 
 - Greenhouse Friendly Habits in the Top End 
 - Greenhouse Friendly Hardware for the Top  End 

 

2.  ‘What to Recycle’ Poster 
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3. COOLmob’s Top Ten Tips poster 

 

 

4. ‘Switch OFF and Save’  and ‘No Advertising Material’ stickers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Energy Smart Rebate form (to apply for a $200 rebate on energy efficient 
hardware purchases) 


