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Achieve net zero  
emissions for  
your business.
CitySwitch is here to help.

Join our network of over 750 business leaders  
to access free tools that will enable you to: 
–  Install renewable energy infrastructure; 
–  Procure the right renewable energy products;
–  Offset your environmental impact; and 
–  Improve your energy efficiency and productivity.

http://cityswitch.net.au
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The world is embarking on a 
momentous transition. We saw it 
declared in Paris at the end of 2015 – 
an historic agreement signed to limit 
global warming to well below 2°C.

In Australia, the government, at least 
at a federal level, is sticking its head 
in the sand, but that’s not the smart 
move. An increasing number of players 
– businesses, precincts, cities and entire 
states – are committing to carbon 
neutrality, with a keen eye on the financial 
and reputational benefits that can follow.

While many property owners have 
undertaken significant energy efficiency 
projects, greatly reducing the amount of 
energy being used in their operations, 
there’s now an opportunity to do much 
more to help with the global transition 
to a low-carbon economy.

In this ebook – our latest in the 
Greening Your Office series we’re 
producing in collaboration with 
CitySwitch – we’ll discuss how 
commercial property owners and 
tenants can switch to renewable energy. 
We canvass the vast and rapid changes 
underway in technology, financial 
services, regulatory systems and service 
delivery that make the goal of net zero 
not only possible, but an attractive 
business proposition.

And we’re talking about today, not 50 
years down the track.

Through onsite renewables, offsite 
procurement of renewable energy 
and offsetting remaining emissions 
through the purchase of carbon 
credits, businesses can be part of the 
environmental, social and economic 
benefits of a low-carbon economy.

Smart businesses are reading the 
signs and responding to the absolute 
necessity of limiting the effects of 
climate change. They know we can’t 
wait around for governments to act. 
Now is the time to lead. 

Tina Perinotto, 
Managing Editor 
The Fifth Estate

An increasing number 
of players – businesses, 
precincts, cities and entire 
states – are committing to 
carbon neutrality, with a 
keen eye on the financial 
and reputational benefits 
that can follow.

Foreword
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iNsiGht

The 2015 United Nations Climate 
Change Conference, otherwise 
known as COP 21, was a significant 
turning point in the fight against 
climate change, with an international 
agreement reached to limit global 
warming to less than 2°C, compared 
to pre-industrial levels. Countries 
will also pursue efforts to limit the 
temperature increase to 1.5°C.

What this means for individual countries 
and businesses is still being digested, but 
one thing is certain – we’re on our way to 
a zero carbon society.

Australia’s commitment to the Paris 
Agreement necessitates us hitting net zero 
around 2050, according to The Climate 
Institute, however innovative businesses 
aren’t waiting around for governments to 
get their act together. They’ve caught wind 
of the inevitable move towards carbon 
neutrality and are positioning themselves 
to take advantage of the environmental, 
social and economic benefits that can flow 
from taking decisive action right now.

The built environment is one of the key 
sectors that can help lead the move 
towards zero carbon. Indeed, at last 
year’s COP, for the first time there was 
a dedicated Buildings Day, created to 

recognise the enormous impact the built 
environment has on carbon emissions, 
and thus climate change. Our buildings 
account for almost one-quarter of 
Australia’s emissions, according to the 
Australian Sustainable Built Environment 
Council. While this is undoubtedly large, 
it also means that buildings provide 
one of the greatest opportunities for 
emissions reduction.

Businesses across Australia have already 
started reducing their carbon footprints, 
most notably through energy efficiency 
measures. Each year more and more 
participants in the CitySwitch Green Office 
program are reporting energy efficiency 
projects such as equipment upgrades and 
lighting retrofits. At last count the 730 offices 
participating in CitySwitch had on average 
reduced energy use by 29 per cent. 

But once businesses have made major 
efficiency improvements, it’s time to look at 
ways to continue on the path to net zero – 
through renewables and carbon offsetting.

The ineviTable  
paTh To neT zero

The built environment is 
one of the key sectors that 
can help lead the move 
towards zero carbon.

http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/articles/media-releases/paris-agreement.html
http://www.climateinstitute.org.au/articles/media-releases/paris-agreement.html
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per cent of the City’s emissions, they are 
going to be the obvious target.

Victoria in the same month set a state-
wide goal to get to net zero by 2050, 
putting it in line with commitments made 
by the ACT and South Australia. Adelaide 
is planning to become the world’s 
first carbon neutral city. The federal 
government has even expanded its 
National Carbon Offset Scheme to include 
buildings, precincts and cities.

The Green Building Council of Australia has 
read the signs of an inevitable transition 
to net zero, and at COP 21’s Buildings Day 
announced it would introduce a net zero 
certification for buildings in 2016, which it is 
working on with industry and government.

Jorge Chapa, executive director market 
transformation at the GBCA, says the move 
towards net zero certification is in direct 
response to the targets proposed at COP.

To make sure the 2°C threshold is not 
breached, carbon targets will have to 
become lower and lower, so a net zero 
certification is a great way to promote 
the move to industry and help catalyse its 
progression, he says.

Chapa says working with governments to 
create a clear definition of exactly what net 
zero means, which emissions it encompasses 
and who is responsible, is the crucial next 
step. Complicating factors like tenant-owner 
relationships will need to be managed to get 
everyone on the same page. It’s a work in 
progress, but things are moving quickly.

BUSINESS: rEAd ThE SIGNS
The take home point is that renewables 
aren’t just a “nice to have” anymore. They’re 

quickly becoming a key way to ensure 
business competitiveness, and to show to the 
world that a company is forward-thinking and 
responsible.

According to Oliver Yates, chief executive 
of the Clean Energy Finance Corporation 
– the federal government-created body 
designed to catalyse investment in 
renewable energy, energy efficiency and 
low emissions technologies – businesses 
ignore the inevitable move to renewables at 
their peril.

“[Many] businesses are still not factoring 
in the future cost that’s going to arise as 
we decarbonise the economy,” he says. 
“They don’t necessarily believe what 
the environment and what science is 
telling them. And they’ll find themselves 
economically disadvantaged in the future.”

In the following sections, we’ll outline 
the ways in which businesses that want to 
remain competitive are already leveraging 
growing opportunities in onsite and offsite 
renewables, as well as carbon offsets, as 
the world heads speedily, and inevitably, 
towards carbon neutrality.

This ebook looks at the best ways for 
businesses to join the leaders’ pack – with 
ONSITE renewables, OFFSITE procurement 
of renewables and, finally, OFFSETting the 
remaining carbon emissions.

When we talk about onsite renewables, 
we’re mainly talking solar photovoltaics, 
which have proved to be the most 
cost-effective, efficient and widespread 
solution. Offsite solutions involve 
procuring energy from renewable energy 
projects – usually large-scale wind 
and solar – either directly, through a 
buyer’s group or through initiatives like 

GreenPower. Finally, carbon offsetting 
involves purchasing carbon credits, 
generally through a third-party provider, to 
offset residual emissions.

AUSTrAlIA’S dIrTY hABIT

Electricity use accounts for more than 
95 per cent of commercial building 
emissions, so energy is the natural 
battleground when thinking about 
carbon reduction. The generation mix 
of electricity in Australia doesn’t help, 
as it is heavily skewed towards carbon-
polluting coal. If you’re in Tasmania or 
South Australia, you’re a little luckier 
with reasonably higher percentages of 
renewables in the grid energy mix. But 
for the rest of the states, while the profile 

is improving, it’s still not very good. Coal 
accounts for around three-quarters of 
the electricity provided to the National 
Electricity Market.

So the move towards renewable energy 
sources has the potential to put a huge 
dent in building emissions. While this is 
good for the environment, it isn’t the only 
reason businesses are getting on board. 
As this ebook will show, technological 
advances and innovative financing and 
delivery methods mean that renewables 
can benefit both the environment and 
your bottom line while having tangible 
social benefits too.

ASBEC in 2016 released its low Carbon, 
high Performance report, which found 
that moving towards net zero buildings 
could deliver a massive $20 billion in 
savings by 2030.

ThE GOOd NEWS 

Major moves are already underway. Big 
business sees the signs. The rE100 
program, convened by The Climate 
Group and CDP, has seen 65 of the world’s 
largest companies commit to 100 per cent 
renewable energy in a move to cut carbon 
as well as costs. This includes such players 
as Google, IKEA, Walmart, Microsoft and 
Unilever, which report annually on progress.

And the movement is growing in scale. 
Buildings, precincts and even entire cities 
and states have committed to net zero.

In Australia, the most recent is the 
City of Sydney, which in June passed a 
new action plan to get the entire local 
government area net to zero emissions by 
2050, with renewables to be boosted to 50 
per cent by 2030. As buildings make up 80 

Electricity use accounts 
for more than 95 per cent 
of commercial building 
emissions, so energy is the 
natural battleground. 

Jorge Chapa

http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/politics/government/victoria-aims-to-lead-on-climate-with-zero-emissions-commitment/82714
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/Science/Science_research/climate-change/climate-change-initiatives-in-south-australia/sa-climate-change-strategy/carbon-neutral-adelaide
http://www.environment.sa.gov.au/Science/Science_research/climate-change/climate-change-initiatives-in-south-australia/sa-climate-change-strategy/carbon-neutral-adelaide
http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/politics/government/national-carbon-offset-standard-expanded-to-buildings-precincts-cities/80670
http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/innovation/building-construction/buildings-day-gbca-commits-to-net-zero-certification/79251
http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/innovation/building-construction/buildings-day-gbca-commits-to-net-zero-certification/79251
http://www.asbec.asn.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/160509-ASBEC-Low-Carbon-High-Performance-Full-Report.pdf
http://www.asbec.asn.au/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/160509-ASBEC-Low-Carbon-High-Performance-Full-Report.pdf
http://www.theclimategroup.org/what-we-do/programs/re100/
http://www.thefifthestate.com.au/politics/local-government/sydney-commits-to-net-zero-by-2050/82941
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Energy efficiency measures and fuel 
switching can slash building emissions by 
half, but the best candidate for reducing 
your emissions to zero is by tackling your 
electricity supply. For onsite applications, 
the most effective technology is solar.

In Australia, the rise of solar PV has been 
nothing short of meteoric, with over 1.5 
million households now with systems 
under 10 kilowatts – 16.5 per cent of the 
country’s homes.

Commercial solar, however, hasn’t seen 
the same level of enthusiasm. The 
Sustainable Future Group’s James 
Cronan thinks the tide is turning though, 
with a number of factors converging that 
will make 2017 the breakout year for the 
commercial solar market.

WhY COMMErCIAl SOlAr IS 
ON ThE rISE
“It all stems around financial services and 
the maturity of the market,” Cronan says.

“I think what we’re getting to now is a 
point that the risk factors of things like 
onsite generation and solar are being 
mitigated by the financial services sector. 
So looking at things like output insurance 
– something like sun coverage insurance 
for solar. That’s something that will come 
out over the next year or two that really 
mitigates all risk of performance issues.”

Cronan says that during an unusually 
cloudy month, for instance, insurance cover 
for green power could kick in and pay an 
agreed proportion of the lost power.

EMBEddEd NETWOrkS ThE 
BIG OPPOrTUNITY
Cronan says embedded networks – where 
all onsite energy is aggregated through 
a main meter then onsold to tenants 
– are the biggest potential facilitators 
for commercial solar. To see successful 

examples you just need to look at 
shopping centres.

“Shopping centres do embedded 
networks very, very well,” he says. “So they 
might aggregate all the energy and buy 
it off the retailer for something like nine 
cents. They’ll sell it to all their tenants for 
13 cents, so there’s that arbitrage.”

There’s potential for the model to be 
used for commercial office premises with 
multiple tenants.

“You might have a small office block of say 
30 tenants that will come together and say, 
‘We’re consuming x amount of energy and 
paying individually 22 cents per kilowatt-
hour, but if we aggregate it we can get it 
to 10c/kWh as a competitive rate. If we 
put a solar system on the roof then we can 
generate green energy and on-sell that to 
the tenants.”

oNsitE TIdE IS TUrNING  
ON SOlAr FOr OFFICES
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It’s a huge opportunity, especially for mid-
tier tenants and owners.

“Every top tier developer, builder and 
asset owner does it.”

However, there are a number of barriers, 
particularly with networks that span 
different sites.

Currently the network needs to be all 
onsite, at the one address. Next a retail 
exemption licence with the energy 
regulator is needed.

The process makes it challenging for 
individual businesses or body corporates, 
with large energy services companies 
usually needing to be employed to 
manage and maintain the internal network.

ThE FUTUrE IN MICrOGrIdS
A benefit of embedded networks 
powered by renewables is the potential 
of microgrids, which can operate 
autonomously from the main grid if 
necessary. However, this could be a 
while away.

“Under current settings it’s very, very 
challenging,” Cronan says. “Defence 
Housing are doing microgrids on a 
residential scale, looking at a site at 
Brisbane, but the regulations are so tight 
that to actually share across a community 
or across multiple sites that are under 
different owners… regulatory wise, it’s 
just too complicated and challenging.”

He points to Parramatta City Council, 
which is looking at installing a 
trigeneration system across three towers 
in its Parramatta Square redevelopment.

“Once you can get that structure and 
opportunity up and running, there’s a 
huge opportunity to have shared space 
and having [technologies like] micro-
hydro, wind and solar together as a 
combination to produce around the 
clock energy.”

There’s a push to remove the barriers. 
The City of Sydney, Property Council of 
Australia and Total Environment Centre 
have requested a rule change from the 
Australian Energy Market Commission, 
which would allow local energy trading, 
so that buildings could sell power 
generated onsite between one another. 
A ruling is expected in September 2016 
and it could be a game-changer for 
onsite renewables. Watch this space.

So you’ve decided you want to reduce 
your carbon footprint by using onsite 
renewable energy – the next question is, 
how do you build the business case for the 
investment?

Paul Peters, chief executive of energy 
services company Verdia, says the 
business case is easiest to prove for 
building owners or long-term tenants.

For high-rise buildings, solar can be a 
challenge because the small roof space 
relative to floorspace means that solar will 
not make a significant “dent” in energy 
bills. However, for a business park, where 
buildings are generally lower and more 
sprawling, solar is a sound option.

“The building type and building profile will 
change the business case,” Peters says.

He says it is also important to undertake 
energy efficiency initiatives before 
embarking on renewables.

“You want to reduce before you produce.”

PAYBACk IS IMPOrTANT
Peters says a five-to-seven year payback 
period is crucial, as a 10-year payback is 
too long a timeframe for most people to 
contemplate.

James Cronan argues bundling energy 
efficiency with solar projects is the smart 
way to make the case for solar, and pull 
forward the return on investment to around 
five years.

“There’s a lot of solar companies out there 
pushing solar as the only solution. The real 
solution is bundling it all together so it’s 
cash-flow positive.”

GET PrOFESSIONAl hElP
The process of getting the project up also 
needs to be simple. Most companies do 
not have the in-house capacity to assess 
suppliers, build the business case, procure 
the finance and the equipment, project 
manage the installation, and then manage 
the asset over time.

It's a good idea to find a consultant skilled 
in your building sector.

There are a number of 
factors converging that will 
make 2017 the breakout 
year for the commercial 
solar market. 

James Cronan

BUIldING ThE  
BUSINESS CASE

Paul Peters
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OWNErS: IT’S A NO BrAINEr
According to CEFC chief executive Oliver 
Yates, if you’re a building owner-occupier, 
you have no excuse not to install solar.

“Where participants own the buildings 
they are operating in, then they should be 
installing solar on the roof,” he says. 

Yates believes the reason some owners 
aren’t installing solar on the roof is a lack 
of appreciation for the investment benefits 
they would derive.

“Many still seem reluctant to understand 
the real commercial benefits that can be 
derived from putting commercial solar on 
the roof.”

The difficulty of operating small and 
medium sized businesses may be a reason 
for a lack of action. Often it requires the 
business owner’s capital to be deployed, 
and there are many competing demands.

“Reducing expenses is sometimes not 
understood or valued as importantly as 
increasing revenue.”

The CEFC has entered into the market, with 
a range of programs with major banks to 
offer discounted finance as well as expert 
advice through providers such as Verdia.

“We hope that by working with those 
banks we can ensure that all commercial 
businesses right across Australia can 
obtain a discount.”

The loans tend to be cash-flow positive too.

“So in other words, when they put this on 
their roof, the cost of paying the interest 
and the principal on the loan is typically 
less than the saving they’re going to make, 
so they end up with a cash-flow positive 
outcome from doing this.”

He says it is peculiar to see owner-
occupied buildings not follow through with 
such a financially sound investment.

“It’s sad for workers in these businesses. 
If they see this roof space, they’ve got to 
wonder why their company cares so little 
for the environment that they’d continue 
buying [grid] energy. It’s unnecessary to 
have these additional carbon emissions, 

which will affect future generations and 
cost them.”

Look at your roof space as an asset, and 
consider renewables, Yates urges.

TENANTS: ThE TIPPING POINT 
IS hErE
Among the range of barriers to commercial 
solar – physical, financial and information-
related – the biggest is the split incentive 
between landlords and tenants.

“Particularly in a lot of commercial 
buildings, the owner of the building 
doesn’t want to invest in solar panels on 
the roof because it’s the tenants of the 
building that gets the benefit," Yates says.

“The other big issue is that, if you’re 
only a short-term tenant, if your lease is 
only three to five years, then investing 
in solar panels on the roof – even if you 
can get the landlord’s permission – is a 
questionable economic investment.”

The Property Advisory chief executive 
and director of Solar Annuity Gil 
Williams says there are a few ways 
longer term tenants can approach 
getting solar installed.

They can ask the landlord to pay for it, 
and then the landlord gets about 40 per 
cent of the capital cost back straight away 
in subsidies. The tenant then pays for 
the residual over time, while the landlord 
depreciates the system over 10 years.

The technology available today is so good 
many of the systems now come with a 
30-year warranty. Which means the solar is 
providing free energy for 20 years or more.

“We are right at the tipping point,” 
Williams says. “Things are making sense 
that didn’t two years ago.”

Large corporate tenants may also be able to 
negotiate their green energy needs through 
lease agreements. This is something 
government agencies are now doing.

Another way tenants can approach solar is 
to make the investment themselves, if they 
get permission to use the roof space. Then 
they get the immediate cashback of about 
40 per cent of the cost through subsidies, 
and depreciate the system over five to 10 
years while making around a 17 per cent 
saving on power bills.

For an anchor tenant, it’s a simple 
proposition, as even if they pay for the solar, 
the savings on energy bills should exceed 
bank payments for the financing, especially 
if the system is financed through programs 
such as those offered by the CEFC. 

EUAS CAN hElP, SO TOO 
EMBEddEd GENErATION
For multi-tenant buildings, 
Environmental Upgrade Agreements can 
provide a good strategy. In Victoria the 
Sustainable Melbourne Fund has been 
pushing EUAs for solar, and have been 
getting good traction.

Projects that include developing an 
embedded network with individual metering 
can also resolve split incentive issues.

Oliver Yates

“We are right at the tipping 
point… Things are making 
sense that didn't two  
years ago.”

http://sustainablemelbournefund.com.au/
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POWEr PUrChASE 
AGrEEMENTS 
Power purchase agreements can be  
more appropriate for properties such as 
shopping centres. 

But all PPAs are different and the 
agreement needs to spell out the benefit. 
An advantageous PPA is one that has 
a fixed price for the term, rather than 
incremental. Relative savings will grow as 
energy prices rise.

At the end of the day, any arrangement has 
to benefit the consumer using the energy.

The CEFC has a solar-as-a-service program 
where Origin will install, own and maintain 
a solar system on a business’s roof and 

the occupier just agrees to purchase the 
energy from the system. The price of the 
solar energy will be less than grid prices.

TAx BENEFITS ANd 
ASSISTANCE
There are tax benefits to getting solar too. 
If you’re looking at an operating lease, for 
example, repayments are tax deductible. If 
you’re purchasing it outright and it’s under 
$20,000, you have the government’s instant 
asset depreciation write-off (which has 
recently been extended to business with 
turnover of less than $10 million a year, up 
from the $2 million cutoff).

Also check with your council, state and the 
federal governments to see if you’re eligible 
for grants or other financial assistance.

OEh GUIdE ON ThE OPTIONS
The NSW Office of Environment and heritage has produced an online guide that can 
step owners or tenants through the process of assessing the business case for solar at 
their premises.

Financing Solar Investments – A Guide for Business says energy efficiency is the first 
step before embarking on solar.

The guide provides links to a range of calculators, including the Alternative Technology 
Association’s Sunulator, to help you assess potential savings. 

Factors that can affect the degree of savings include the potential of your site for solar 
power generation, the size of the system and the current energy bills the business is paying.

The guide outlines a number of financing options other than outright purchase as a 
capital expense. These include operating leases, capital leases, loans, chattel mortgage 
and Power Purchase Agreements. The guide also outlines the various financial metrics 
that help assess which financing option will work best, such as Net Present Value, Internal 
Rate of Return and Levelised Cost of Electricity.

There are three case studies included in the guide. These include a 100kW solar system 
installed by animal health product provider Virbac using an off-balance-
sheet rental agreement; a 260kW system installed by a car dealership in 
Sydney via a chattel mortgage arrangement; and a hotel in Bathurst that 
had a 25kW system installed under a PPA. 

For tenants, the guide says there are four main options for obtaining 
renewable energy – a Green Lease agreement; solar 
leasing or Power Purchase Agreements; choosing to 
buy GreenPower from your retailer; or investing in 
a community solar farm, which also has the benefit 
of providing a long-term cashflow from the 
investment.

The guide also gives advice on how to 
find a solar retailer, obtain a quote 
and compare contracts and pricing.

Solar on the roof of 
Sydney Town Hall.

http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/business/solar-finance-guide.htm
http://www.ata.org.au/ata-research/sunulator
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Businesses that rent commercial office 
space should consider a shared approach 
to installing solar panels, according to 
Adelaide’s dsquared Consulting.

The sustainability consultancy recently 
installed a 5.5kW system on its rooftop, in 
collaboration with its landlord and another 
tenant, while also taking advantage of a 
grant from the City of Adelaide.

dsquared director Paul davy says solar 
panels were the next logical step for the 
business, which has made significant 
reductions in energy use and achieved 5.5-
star NABers energy and 5 star Green star 
interiors rating (the first in sA) for its rented 
office space in a double-storey converted 
warehouse on Pirie street. 

The cost of energy was a driving factor 
in looking at solar but reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions and reputational 
factors were just as important. 

“electricity costs are becoming more of a 

significant factor for businesses,” Davy says. 
“so this is a way of reducing your electricity 
costs but also then managing the risks that it 
creates to business if it starts to escalate over 
time. it’s like an investment in cost saving.”

Working in the sustainability area, it was 
also important for dsquared to showcase 
its efforts. 

“if you have these kinds of technology in 
place and they are making a difference, 
obviously that is something you should 
promote and something you can be proud 
of,” he says. 

dsquared looked at its profile for the past 
two years and sized the system with the aim 
of becoming completely carbon neutral.

“We could see the roof area, we could 
see the size of the other tenancies and 
we thought there’s a great opportunity 
for everybody in the building,” Davy says. 
“Group purchasing helps to reduce the 
cost of anything… so we thought if we all 
got together we could all contribute to a 
larger system and therefore get a lower 
cost on purchasing the system.”

Co-tenant Wax Design jumped on 
board quickly, recognising the cost, 
environmental and reputational benefits. 
However, despite being interested, the 
other tenants were not able to commit. 

Luckily, the landlord was very open 
to working with tenants on energy 
efficiency, having previously contributed 
to lighting upgrades. 

“The landlord immediately agreed and 
very quickly came to the table, contributing 
50 per cent of the cost,” Mr Davy said.

The two tenants pointed out that while 
they would benefit from the cost savings, 
as tenants they may leave the space at 
some point. 

“We would be leaving the solar array in 
place and therefore it becomes an asset 
that is of benefit to the landlord … it can 
be leased as very energy efficient, very 
low cost. if we do achieve a zero carbon 
position, it could even be advertised as 
zero carbon office tenancies, which would 
be really unique.” 

The City of Adelaide sustainable City 
incentives scheme grant contributed 
$1000 (20 per cent) to the project. 

south Australian firm suntrix supplied and 
installed the system, which will provide 
a collective greenhouse gas emission 
saving of 572 kilograms of carbon a year. 
dsquared’s portion of the system cost $3700.

While the grant didn’t “tip the balance” in 
the decision to go ahead with the project, 

it was certainly an advantage, reducing the 
payback time for the tenants, which was 
originally estimated at just under three years. 

“Now for us, what we have invested in it, we 
will get that back in the first year,” Davy says.

The model makes solar panels incredibly 
cost effective in the commercial space, 
according to Davy. 

“This model is all replicable, this shared 
purchase of the asset, responsibility for 
ownership and project management, 
getting the revenue benefit and obtaining 
some third-party grant funding,” he says. 

“in larger multi-storey office towers the 
model is going to be pretty limited because 
the roof area is not very large. But in the 
smaller business area, where maybe you 
are in a three or four storey building, where 
you can get to know the other tenants and 
all work together as a community, we think 
it’s a really powerful model.

“The demonstration potential for us was 
another factor – we could provide a how-
to road map for other businesses to do 
this as well.”

CASE STUdY: AdElAIdE IN 
SOlAr ShArING

Paul Davy
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installing solar panels at 195 metres 
above street level is not an easy task but 
well worth the effort, according to those 
involved in establishing Australia’s highest 
solar panel array.

The 59.4-kilowatt system on the rooftop of 
Melbourne’s 101 Collins street comprises 
180 panels that have been installed vertically. 

installed in October 2015, the system is 
expected to generate 50,000 kilowatt-
hours of electricity a year. On typical 
days, the 40kW peak production almost 

identically matches the loads on the 
main switchboard that serves the tenants’ 
condenser water system.

Eureka Funds Management asset manager 
Chris Willey says the solar project was five 
years in the planning and just one of a whole 
range of initiatives to reduce the footprint of 
the 57-storey building.

The Collin street address is home to retail 
tenants such as Cartier, Monards, Harrolds 
and Bally, while the office tower tenants 
include prominent financial institutions JP 

Morgan, Goldman sachs, Morgan stanley 
and Macquarie Group, as well as legal firms 
Herbert smith Freehills and Allens.

“We spend a lot of time looking around 
the market just to see what developments 
there are in commercial office space both 
in Australia and overseas,” Willey says. “it 
tends to be us leading the charge with the 
building occupiers.

“This is premium-grade asset 
management… we ought and we do aim 
to be best in class, not just on physical 
product but in tenant amenity and service as 
well. For a premium-grade asset you ought 
to be striving to be in that top quarter in 
everything – energy, water…”

The windy conditions on the rooftop added 
an extra $70,000 to the project cost and 
seven months to the timeline as additional 
design and engineering was required to 
securely affix the array. 

“We were breaking new ground,” Willey 
says. “This is the first time, i think, anyone 
has done it.“

The system eventually cost $230,000, 
partially offset with a $4000 rebate from 
the City of Melbourne’s Commercial solar 
rebate Program. 

eureka was originally looking at a sub-16 
year payback – longer than they would 
normally look at – but unfortunately that 
payback has been pushed out due to the 

additional structural work. This resulted in 
the cost of the installed system becoming 
about 40 per cent more expensive than 
other commercial solar PV systems. 
However, the likelihood is that it will produce 
energy for 40 years or more, outweighing 
the additional cost of the solution.

since 2008, a number of efficiency initiatives 
have been implemented at 101 Collins 
street, which have slashed energy use from 
12 million kWh a year to 6.5 million (a drop 
of about 40 per cent).

The building now has a four-star NABers 
energy rating, as well as a five-star NABers 
indoor environment rating and a 3.5-star 
NABers water rating.

“Once you get up to that four-star NABers 
energy, there’s no easy wins,” Willey says. 
“it’s incremental baby steps to get you up to 
4.5 and another stretch target of five.” 

The panels will reduce the building’s carbon 
emissions footprint by 67 tonnes annually.

Date screens showcasing live data will be 
installed in the 101 Collins street lobby to 
convey to building occupiers and visitors how 
much power the solar panels are producing and 
how much CO2 emissions are being reduced.

“Otherwise it just sits on the top of the asset; 
the tenant’s know about it, but there are a 
lot of people that walk through 101 and we 
want to engage with the broader community 
as to what we are up to.”

CASE STUdY: hIGh rISE 
SOlAr AT 101 COllINS
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As renewable technologies and financing 
mechanisms become more sophisticated, 
the potential applications grow. Now 
entire precincts and CBDs are moving 
towards net zero.

sydney’s 7.5-hectare Barangaroo south 
development is known for its ambition to be 
the first climate positive precinct of its size in 
the world. The goal is to be carbon neutral, 
water positive and generate zero waste.

it’s a tall order, but achievable, according 
to developer lendlease’s global head of 
sustainability Geoff dutaillis, and solar – 
both onsite and offsite – as well as carbon 
offsetting will be key.

Dutaillis says the march towards climate 
positivity took a multi-faceted approach.

in the same way there is a waste hierarchy, 
Lendlease follows a hierarchy around 
carbon: avoid, reduce, mitigate.

First up is obviously avoiding emissions you 
don’t need to make, and this is through 
initiatives such as energy efficiency and 
precinct infrastructure, he says.

Next is reduction, where renewable energy 
comes into play. And finally is mitigation, 
which involves carbon offsetting.

in terms of onsite renewables, Barangaroo 
south will feature a large urban solar array 
of 11 separate systems totalling 1.1MW 
of capacity – enough to offset over 1000 
tonnes of CO2 a year.

Dutaillis says that while you could look 

up and see massive available roof space 
throughout CBDs, a lot of areas on 
rooftops are constrained or not suitable to 
host solar. At Barangaroo south, the team 
has worked out a lot of spacial efficiencies 
to maximise the amount of solar possible.

“We’ve really had to think innovatively about 
how we’ve squeezed those in,” he says.

OFFSITE SOlUTIONS CrUCIAl
even so, with the world moving towards 
net zero emissions, onsite solar can’t be the 
only solution for precincts of this scale. You 
could plaster the whole site with renewable 
energy where it’s commercially viable to do 
so, Dutaillis says, but at the end of the day, 
if the goal is to go carbon neutral, it’s just 
not going to cut it.

“The key message is that if you’re going 
to do carbon neutrality for large projects, 
you need to have both onsite and offsite 
initiates,” he says. “You simply don’t have 
the amount of space to do it all onsite.”

it's a message that equally applies to smaller 
developments. roof space can be limited.

so with this in mind, the plan for 
Barangaroo south is to procure energy 
offsite, including through a new solar 
farm located in regional NsW. Details of 
the development are yet to be finalised, 
though it raises the question – if the option 
of procuring renewable energy offsite is 
viable and financially sound, why bother 
at all with onsite, which at Barangaroo will 
offset just 2.3 per cent of energy use?

ONSITE STIll FIrST PrIOrITY 
Dutaillis says there are many benefits to 
having solar “on the building side of the 
meter”, making the 2.3 per cent of onsite 
solar “nothing to be sneezed at”.

The profile of commercial energy use – 
with peak demand matching when energy 
is being generated by solar – makes it an 
attractive proposition for starters. instead 
of feeding the energy into the grid for a 
potentially paltry sum, it can be used by 
businesses. By contrast, home solar has 
been “problematic” as homes tend to 
consume most energy in the evening, when 
the sun isn’t shining, which is why battery 
storage is becoming such an attractive 
proposition in the residential space.

Dutaillis adds that there is an efficiency loss 
from procuring energy from a distance, as 
energy is lost through transmission and 
distribution systems. That loss effectively 
adds to the carbon footprint.

“You should always look to maximise 
onsite energy,” he says. 

BUIldING INTEGrATEd 
TEChNOlOGY
Dutaillis says while Lendlease has used the 
best available technology at Barangaroo 
south, including solar cells of the highest 
possible efficiency, there are still technological 
improvements occurring that could increase 
the potential of onsite solar applications.

What he’d like to see is more development 
in the building-integrated photovoltaics 
space – a nut that has “not yet been 
cracked”, in terms of not only cost and 
efficiency, but issues around facade 
performance as well.

This is echoed by NAB, which manager, 
environment & sustainability Alison read 
says is looking at building-integrated 
technologies with interest.

“it’s not at the business case stage yet,” 
she says, “but [we’re] looking at new 
technologies such as solar window film.

“it’s probably more of a medium-term 
plan for us, but it’s another aspect of 
commercial solar on the horizon.” 

CASE STUdY: ThE PrECINCT 
SCAlE – BArANGArOO SOUTh

Barangaroo South
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Getting all your energy from onsite 
renewables is not feasible for most 
businesses. luckily, there has been 
a proliferation of innovative offsite 
procurement methods developed in 
recent years.

COllECTIVE POWEr ANd 
INNOVATIVE MOdElS
In a trend expected to boost investment 
in renewable energy projects in Australia, 

the corporate sector is not waiting around 
for government to promote renewable 
energy but is buying it direct from the 
generators, either through consortiums or 
as single entities. 

In the past 18 months two groups have 
been formed to negotiate renewable 
power purchase agreements or PPAs. In a 
separate deal, the University of Technology 
Sydney was the first organisation in 
Australia to sign a PPA directly with a 
renewable energy generator. Another 
group, Smart Locale, has been exploring 
distributed energy solutions in Sydney’s 
densely populated and business intensive 
inner suburb of Pyrmont.

Corporate PPAs are growing rapidly 
around the world. In the US alone, 
according to Baker & Mckenzie, almost 
1.6 gigawatts of renewables capacity was 

contracted through corporate renewable 
PPAs in the first half of 2015. This 
compares to 650MW between 2008 and 
2012, according to Clean Skies Foundation 
and GreenBiz.

The American Wind Energy Association 
also reports 32 per cent of offtake 
contracts in 2015 were agreed directly 
with power users, up from five per cent in 
2013. In the US JLL has facilitated projects 
totalling 70MW, including large-scale/

multisite aggregation deals,  including a 
1000-site aggregated project in the wings.

Early entrants to the corporate renewable 
PPA market were some of the largest IT and 
communications companies in the world, 
including Google, Facebook and Amazon.

A survey of over 100 senior executives 
in the US by Baker & McKenzie also 
revealed that the primary motivation 
behind renewable PPAs is economic, 
with sustainability as a runner up. Around 
60 per cent of those surveyed cited 
economic reasons, with 30 per cent citing 
environmental motivations. Almost 90 
per cent of surveyed corporates, utilities, 
independent power producers and 
investors believed the growth trend in 
corporate PPAs would continue.

The benefits to the renewable energy 

INNOVATIVE 
PrOCUrEMENToffsitE AUThOr: 

lYNNE BlUNdEll

http://www.bakermckenzie.com/files/Uploads/Documents/Global%2525252520EMI/report_RE_CorporatePPAs_20151202.pdf
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/o/offtake-agreement.asp
http://www.investopedia.com/terms/o/offtake-agreement.asp
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in the renewable energy sector, just 
as it was when it ran the request for 
information process in 2015.

“We had over 100 different individuals 
and organisations participate in the 
initial session, which is a high level of 
interest. Also, when you look at similar 
sorts of programs such as the reverse 
auction [of renewable energy] in the ACT 
and in South Australia and you see how 
oversubscribed they are, what we know is 
there is a huge array of projects out there 
without the power purchase agreements 
to make them happen, and that’s why this 
project was born,” Wood says.

“We looked at what were the barriers to 
large scale renewables and that was a 
key barrier and a good role for the City 
of Melbourne to play. Without a PPA 
projects either can’t get finance or it is not 
economically feasible to go through the 
process and wear the risk.”

The tender has been released by 
Procurement Australia, which is seeking 

responses from new renewable energy 
projects that are shovel-ready and have 
planning approvals in place.

The group predicts it will purchase more 
than 110 GWh of energy, which is enough 
to power more than 28,000 households in 
Melbourne for a year.

The call for tenders is the first in a series of 
key project milestones that will take place 
throughout the year. 

Once the winning tender is selected, each 
member of the purchasing group will enter 
into a long-term electricity supply contract 
for renewable energy of at least 10 years. 
Each of the parties has agreed on a price 
ceiling and the group is hopeful, given 
the competitiveness of the market, to be 
pleasantly surprised at the price.

"Together, we’re finding a new way to 
drive investment in renewable energy 
in Australia. By pooling our electricity 
demand we will achieve enough scale to 
enable a new renewable energy plant to 
be built," Wood says.

sector in Australia are significant. A 
corporate PPA can be the difference 
between a renewable energy project 
going ahead or not. A project needs a PPA 
with either an energy retailer or a direct 
purchaser if it is to secure finance – for 
investors a PPA provides a level of certainty 
in a market that has been plagued by 
uncertainty and changing regulations.

GrOUP POWEr AT 
MElBOUrNE rENEWABlE 
ENErGY PrOJECT
The Melbourne Renewable Energy 
Project, led by the City of Melbourne, 
was the first to explore the group buying 
option. The project was the first time a 
group of large scale energy users had 
investigated collectively buying utility 
scale renewable energy through a group 
purchasing model.

In addition to the City of Melbourne the 
group comprises Australia Post, NAB, the 
University of Melbourne, RMIT, NEXTDC, 
Zoos Victoria, the City of Port Phillip, 
Moreland City Council, the City of Yarra, 
Citywide, Melbourne Convention and 
Exhibition Centre and Bank Australia.

The project called for tenders on 20 April 
2016 with a closing date of 20 June. Chair 
of the City of Melbourne’s Environment 
Portfolio, Councillor Arron Wood, says 
the purchasing group was encouraged by 
the level of interest shown by companies 

Arron Wood
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WWF rENEWABlE ENErGY 
BUYErS FOrUM
Another group exploring the group model 
is the WWF Renewable Energy Buyers 
Forum. Led by WWF, the forum brings 
together a group of businesses, institutions 
and governments interested in procuring 
incremental renewable energy to power 
their various operations. A range of different 
purchasing options are in discussion.

Monica richter, business engagement 
manager climate change at WWF, 
says the forum came about in response 
to the need for affordable options for 
Australian businesses wanting to purchase 
renewable energy. 

WWF looked at work being done in the 
US by WWF-US, the Rocky Mountains 
Institute and World Resources Institute 
to promote corporate PPAs. Through 
that work a Corporate Renewable Energy 
Buyers Network has been formed in 
the US involving companies such as 
Bloomberg, Facebook, Volvo and Walmart 
– 49 companies in all representing a 
renewable energy demand of 42 million 
MWh. The US group has a set of six 
principles calling for, amongst other 
things, cost-competitiveness between 
traditional and renewable energy rates 
and greater choice in options to procure 
renewable energy.

“As a result of that work the US corporate 
PPA market is booming,” Richter says. 
“We looked to duplicate that work and do 
something here but obviously tailor it to 
the Australian market where there really 
isn’t a corporate PPA market, but we’ve 
got to deliver on the Renewable Energy 
Target. Companies do want to purchase 

renewable energy here but products such 
as GreenPower are too expensive.” 

WWF has been working with a range of 
renewable energy project developers, 
generators and retailers since early 
2015 and with the NSW Government 
GreenPower team. It has also partnered 
with JLL who has completed corporate 
PPAs in the US and elsewhere and was well 
advanced in planning for a similar effort 
here with a group of their customers. 

rEAPing ThE rEWArdS
JLL’s project is known as the Renewable 
Energy Aggregation Program, or REAP. 
REAP aims to further the expansion of 
renewable energy projects in Australia by 
aggregating creditworthy energy users of 
varying consumptions and load shapes 
into a large-scale volume that will drive 
the market to provide the best possible 
combination of pricing, contract term 
and escalation rates. The project will be 
structured so that it will result in a series of 
bilateral agreements rather than a group 
agreement – in other words, not classified 
as collective bargaining or acquisition 
(which could land companies in hot water 
with the ACCC). 

“The advantages of economies of scale 
will hopefully demonstrate that the 
wholesale price of electricity will be lower 
but each of the different companies will 
have to negotiate a bilateral agreement 

The successful tenderer will build and 
operate a new renewable energy plant in 
regional Australia with Victorian projects 
to be “looked upon favourably”.

The group anticipates up to 140 jobs could 
be created in the construction phase, with 
a number of ongoing jobs in the operation 
and management of the plant. 

Wood says he expects the model created 
by the group to have huge replication 
potential. Just like the organisations in 
the Melbourne project, there are many 
more who are not prepared to wait around 
for the federal government to push 
renewable energy.

“When we started this project there 
were other models around for direct 
purchase of renewable energy but they 
were for a single entity. Why this model 
is unique is that 13 different entities with 
different energy needs and  different 

corporate responsibility targets – different 
parameters – have come together and 
designed quite a complex model to go to 
market,” he says.

“The project will have a huge impact. Yes 
you’ll see the Town Hall, family services 
and childcare centres powered 100 per 
cent by renewable energy under the City 
amalgams part of it. But the real impact 
will come from the replication potential.” 

An indication of this potential is recent 
interest shown in the project by Michael 
Bloomberg, president of C40, the network 
of the world’s megacities committed to 
addressing climate change.

“The cities in C40 represent 25 per cent 
of global GDP and Michael Bloomberg 
was hugely excited over the replication 
potential of this model. It is a key 
motivation for us in doing this project,” 
Wood says.

“If we want to create a 
disruptive model we have 
to do something that is 
quite radical and different.”

Monica Richter



3332

for transmission distribution network 
charges with the retailer,” Richter says.

“What companies want to be able to say 
is. ‘We are contributing to building X solar 
farm out in Moree or Y wind farm in Bendigo 
in Victoria.’ They want a photo opportunity 
and to know where it’s coming from. With 
GreenPower they don’t know where it’s 
from and it tends to favour large incumbent 
generators. They don’t make it transparent 
or competitive so if we want to create a 
disruptive model we have to do something 
that is quite radical and different.”

Once a few of these projects are underway 
Richter believes growth of group buying 
strategies will really take off.

“Through ARENA and the Clean Energy 
Finance Corporation there’s plenty of 
projects that are shovel-ready and we’ve 
had project developers knocking down 
our door keen to be involved in our 
project. All they need is the demand side 
and if we can make a product that is cost 
competitive and it is renewable and clean, 
companies can commit to a 10-year power 
purchase agreement for a percentage of 
their electricity,” Richter says.

“This means the customer has certainty for 
that amount of electricity they are going to 

buy over the next 10 years – that’s a hedging 
risk strategy for them. This is significant at a 
time when the LGC [large scale generation 
certificate] prices are the highest they’ve 
ever been and are likely to remain so for at 
least the next 12 to 18 months.”

There are still hurdles to overcome, such 
as who carries the risk of fluctuations in 
demand and supply and also the financing 
risk, particularly as banks have traditionally 
looked at a payback of 25 years on PPAs. 
But the heavy lifting has been done. By 
creating a new disruptive model WWF 
hopes to create a whole new market for 
green energy in Australia.

“There could be some regulatory and 
cultural or attitudinal barriers," Richter 
says. "Some companies might find their 
CFO gets a bit nervous about a PPA 
because it’s new. We don’t know – we’re 
trying to forge new territory. But some 
companies also have a carbon neutral 
goal and this is one way to meet that. A 
few have stepped up and said yes they 
want to take the risk and that’s great. Now 
we want to expand the pond.” 

COllABOrATION ANd ThE 
TOTAl ENVIrONMENT CENTrE
Murray Hogarth, one of the founders 
of the Total Environment Centre’s 
Smart Locale project, believes it is the 
collaborative effort of businesses that 
will drive the development of distributed 
renewable energy solutions in the 
commercial building sector.

Smart Locale, an initiative to promote 
local economy-level sustainability 
solutions for greenhouse gas emission 
reductions, including renewable 

“It is the collaborative 
effort of businesses that 
will drive the development 
of distributed renewable 
energy solutions in the 
commercial building sector.”

GrEENPOWEr rESPONdS TO 
A ChANGING INdUSTrY
The GreenPower scheme – an initiative of the ACT, NSW, SA, Victorian and Tasmanian 
governments created in 1997 – can be used by businesses to ensure a clean energy supply.

Typically GreenPower involves paying a premium rate per kilowatt-hour (around 5-8c/kWh for 
100 per cent green energy) to ensure renewable energy investment is occurring above and 
beyond the levels stipulated through the Renewable Energy Target. This encourages new 
renewable energy projects and associated jobs in regional areas.

However, for large energy consumers the costs of GreenPower can add up. With the rise of 
direct procurement of renewables through initiatives such as commercial buyers’ groups, the 
program risks losing customers.

In response, GreenPower recently announced the GreenPower Connect initiative, a 
certification scheme a Department of Industry spokesman said enabled GreenPower to 
“better meet Australia’s changing environment for large voluntary purchases of renewables”.

Through GreenPower Connect, organisations can surrender large-scale generation 
certificates through the program’s compliance audit framework to ensure additionality – 
meaning renewable energy purchased from renewable energy projects is above and beyond 
that created through the Renewable Energy Target.

Using GreenPower means commercial offices can access reporting and marketing benefits. 
For example, businesses with GreenPower Connect certification will 
be able to use it to increase their building's NABERS and Green Star 
Performance ratings. GreenPower Connect purchases can also be 
counted as zero emissions electricity by organisations aiming to become 
carbon neutral under the National Carbon Offset Standard.

The Department of Industry spokesman said the new 
product made it cost-effective to surrender large-scale 
generation certificates through the auditing process, 
and was potentially cheaper than if businesses 
conducted their own audit and surrender.

GreenPower customers are also able to 
use the program’s logo on marketing 
materials to communicate their 
sustainability credentials.
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energy uptake, has been working on a 
collaborative model in the high density 
business precinct of inner Sydney 
Pyrmont/Ultimo. The aim is to create a 
model that can be used in other business 
precincts and local economies.

Key stakeholders in Smart Locale include 
the UTS Institute of Sustainable Futures, 
UTS Business School, the Pyrmont Ultimo 
Chamber of Commerce, Sydney TAFE, 
the Powerhouse Museum, City of Sydney, 
Sydney Fish Market, Flow Systems, digital 
solutions firm Dynamic4, the Star Casino and 
the Museum of Applied Arts & Sciences.

“We don’t have buckets of money. It’s all 
done around creative collaboration on 
projects and getting funding for those.”

A current project involving Flow Systems 
is creating a model for a virtual renewable 
energy power station that would be 

managed as a single power station across 
multiple buildings.

“First round we’d want to build a one to 
two megawatt power station, which could 
be spread across six to ten buildings that 
would be owned and operated by a single 
operator, in this case Flow Systems.

“What we’re trying to do is create 
a different model for a community/
commercial collaboration to develop a 
renewable energy solution,” Hogarth says.

A similar project is the Sydney Renewable 
Power Company, where community 
investors are funding a half megawatt 
power station on the roof of the 
International Hotel and Convention Centre 
at Darling Harbour (see case study).

“We’re taking a different approach 
where rather than having a hundred or a 
thousand community shareholders we’ll 

put together a community of sites to 
host the power station. Flow Systems is 
working on that business model and then 
we’ll decide whether to establish it as a 
purely commercial model or get grant 
funding to do a pilot,” Hogarth says.

An earlier project by Macquarie graduate 
students identified suitable rooftops for 
the project and Smart Locale hopes to 
start scoping target sites in the next three 
to four months.

“Because of the small rooftops on 
commercial buildings it could involve 
innovative solutions such as vertical solar 
panels [see case study on 101 Collin 
Street], architecturally shaped panels on 
pergolas and shade structures. It could be 
incorporating battery storage.”

One of the things the group is waiting 
on is a ruling from the Australian Energy 

Market Commission, or AEMC, on a joint 
submission by City of Sydney, Property 
Council and TEC for a rule change on local 
energy trading. A draft determination is 
expected in September and, if approved, 
the change would allow local energy 
trading so that buildings can sell power to 
each other. 

“Like any power station, one like this 
would need managing and maintenance 
and by doing it across six sites it would 
provide the economies of scale needed to 
pay for it. 

“This is a response to the clear challenges 
that exist in trying to find solutions for 
inner-city commercial buildings. Very 
simple solutions exist for suburban houses 
but we don’t have clarity on solutions for 
the very different operating environment 
of city buildings with issues of ownership 
and access.”

Solar at the International Hotel and 
Convention Centre at Darling Harbour
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in the first partnership of its kind, the 
University of Technology sydney is buying 
energy direct from a solar farm at an 
offsite location. 

The electricity purchase was achieved 
through the signing of a PPA directly 
with the singleton solar Farm stage 2 
owner, XYZ solar. electricity generated at 
the solar farm will be deducted from the 
energy consumption of the UTs Business 
school's Dr Chau Chak Wing Building. 

Facilitated by the electricity retailer erM 
Business energy, the deal will see the UTs 
Chau Chak Wing Building source 15 per 
cent of its annual electricity consumption 
from the 200-kilowatt solar farm in the 
Hunter Valley.

The project is part of the UTs commitment 
to reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
and it is hoped other large energy users 
will replicate the model.

COMPlExITY IS A BArrIEr
UTS green infrastructure project 
manager Jonathan Prendergast says the 
major barrier for businesses wanting to 
buy renewable energy is the complexity of 
the Australian energy market and system.

“We’re looking to fill that gap with a 
simple and elegant solution rather than 
a project that takes a long time and 
is difficult to explain. A sustainability 
manager has to convince a lot of different 
people – their director, the CFO, the 

procurement manager and various 
other people – so the solution needs 
to be simple and easily explainable,” 
Prendergast says.

“This particular model is simple in that 
one organisation can do it and it works 
with retailers and their existing way of 
operating, including energy trading and 
billing.”

Prendergast believes there is huge 
potential for the UTs model to be 
replicated. Universities connected to 
the east coast power grid, for example, 
could feasibly work towards 30 per cent 
of their power use allocated to renewable 
energy using a similar model. ideally an 
organisation wanting to buy direct from 
a solar power generator would have a 
power demand of around 500 kilowatts or 
$1 million worth of electricity. 

“This project is inspiring in that it shows 

it’s not just new technologies that we 
need to unlock the renewable energy 
market – innovative new business models 
are also essential.”

CASE STUdY: UTS BUYS 
dIrECT FrOM ThE SOUrCE 

Jonathan Prendergast

The Dr Chau Chak Wing Building



3938

individuals who want a slice of renewable 
energy infrastructure will have the 
opportunity to buy shares in one of 
Australia’s largest CBD solar arrays – 
sydney Community solar – when sydney’s 
new international convention centre opens 
in the second half of 2016.

The sydney renewable Power Company 
developed the $1.4 million 520-kilowatt 
rooftop community solar park in 
conjunction with project company Darling 
Harbour Live, and it has been built as an 
integrated aspect of the site development.

Non-profit organisation embark developed 
the innovative community solar model 
to accelerate community ownership of 
renewables and be easily replicable – 
building the social licence for renewable 
energy in Australian communities, and 
getting more solar on commercial rooftops.

Andy Cavanagh-downs, a director of 
Sydney renewable and the executive 

director of Embark, says all the solar 
panels for sydney Community solar are in 
place on building roofs. 

He describes the community solar model 
as a “innovative approach” helping the 
transition “from a high carbon to a low 
carbon economy”. The share offer is 
expected to attract people who want to be 
part of the renewable energy revolution but 
don’t have a roof with the correct orientation 
or, in the case of renters, any roof rights at all.

“The great aspects of it are that it involves 
community and provides access to invest 
in solar for people that otherwise may not 
have a chance,” Cavanagh-Downs says. 
“it creates more renewable energy and 
it really showcases in a very public space 
what renewable energy can do in our 
building spaces, which is fantastic.”

The model drew inspiration from countries 
such as Denmark, Germany, scotland and the 
Us, which, according to Cavanagh-Downs, 

have excellent examples of community 
involvement in renewable energy.

“interestingly, it seems where countries do 
have a high community participation rate 
they also seem to have a high renewable 
penetration as well,” he says.

Versions of community solar are now 
popping up around Australia, with embark 
advising some 70 community groups on 
various solar proposals. Cavanagh-Downs 
believes sydney Community solar is the 
largest of its kind. 

“it shows us how to do a really large 
commercial development and involve the 
community in the project.”

embark has actively shared lessons, 
structures and models with groups looking 
to replicate the project.

“We have had a lot of interest; we’ve 
shared a lot of information and lessons from 
sydney renewable with others and that’s 
been great to leverage that knowledge 
across a broad range of projects.”

A tremendous amount of work has gone 
into the project and sydney renewable 

structured the whole arrangement through 
a good working relationship with the 
project company, Darling Harbour Live. 

“We recognised that this was difficult 
for them to do, and no one had done it 
before, and we tried to structure things in 
a way that was easier for them to digest 
and easier for them to take on,” Cavanagh-
Downs says. 

sydney renewable ensured that the power 
purchase agreement married with the 
duration of the operating lease. Luckily, the 
25-year timeline also matched up very well 
with the asset life of the solar modules. 

Cavanagh-Downs says iCC sydney 
was very particular and a PPA would 
probably not be necessary in smaller 
scale commercial projects. in this case, 
environmental Upgrade Agreements 
may be a more attractive option. Another 
option, he says, is a loan-based structure.

“Just look at a commercial loan or an 
eUA – if you can do eUAs in your local 
government area – as an alternative 
because it’s a very cheap and efficient 
way to achieve the outcome, albeit with a 
different contractual interface.” 

Cavanagh-Downs says the project was 
creating more capacity for more renewable 
energy and that solar should be standard 
for all new buildings.

“Beyond just energy, it’s quite unique in 
that there is access and a partnership with 
the local community for a very, very major 
development, which is quite unique.”

 “We see a huge amount of rooftop 
penetration of solar in Australia, 
particularly at the residential level, and we 
are seeing increasingly that step up to the 
commercial sector." 

CASE STUdY: BUYING A 
ShArE IN SOlAr 

Andy Cavanagh-Downs



4140

Once onsite and offsite renewable 
generation opportunities have been 
pursued, the final step to carbon 
neutrality is to purchase offsets. 

It should be noted that offsets are seen 
as a short to medium term solution while 
the energy markets transform to provide 
cleaner energy sources. As ASBEC says, 
the availability of offset projects is forecast 
to decrease in the future, while the prices 
increase, so a focus should always be 

placed on energy efficiency and renewables 
before going down the offset path.

According to Carola Jonas from Climate 
Friendly, an organisation that advises 
on carbon offsets and management, 
businesses have many different reasons 
for carbon offsetting, ranging from 
compliance to brand differentiation to just 
wanting to be a good corporate citizen.

“Many companies have clear goals in 
their sustainability strategies to reduce 
CO2 emissions from their operations 
and purchase renewable energy for their 
electricity consumption,” she says.

“Some companies also use offsetting 
to differentiate their products from the 
competition by giving them an eco-
conscious image. A lot of consumers today 
choose the environmentally friendly product 
over its competitor. There is a variety of 

products in the market such as carbon 
neutral paper, cosmetics or energy supply.

“Other industries use offsetting to 
demonstrate their CSR and values. Insurance 
companies, for example, are aware that 
climate change is a big risk to them and 
are demonstrating how they contribute to 
limiting global warming to 2°C.”

Regardless of the motivation, Jonas says 
offsets are currently the only way a business 
can reduce emissions down to zero.

FIrST STEPS
So when a business is ready to become 
carbon neutral, what does it first need to do?

“The first step is to fully analyse your 
business’s emissions through measuring 
your carbon footprint,” Jonas says. “The 
carbon footprint gives you insights about 
the business processes that have the 
highest emissions, such as electricity 
consumption, your manufacturing process 
or emissions from transport.”

Next is to look at the carbon offsets 
available, which can differ greatly in terms of 
location, technology, co-benefits and price.

“We recommend that you look at what 
fits best with your values and the values of 
your customers,” Jonas says.

This is where businesses can get creative. 
So a company that produces paper can 

GETTING dOWN 
TO zErOoffsEt
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choose offset projects that protect forests, 
or a supermarket chain could invest in 
land regeneration projects on farmland, as 
Woolworths has done.

“Tourism operators often link the projects 
to their destinations. If you are offsetting a 
flight from Australia to Vietnam, you could 
pick a biogas project in Vietnam that 
helps small-holder farmers convert animal 
manure into biogas,” Jonas says.

“Another good example is to match the 
variety of co-benefits such as health, 
gender empowerment or education. If 
your business is in any of these sectors, 
you would probably want to choose a 
charismatic project that provides that 
specific co-benefit.

Co-benefit categories are numerous and 
include environment and biodiversity; 
education and children; local economy and 
infrastructure; health; household savings 
and livelihoods; training and upskilling; 

land use and agriculture; women and 
gender equality. Some projects will span 
many co-benefit categories.

YOU’VE GOT TO hAVE 
STANdArdS 
Jonas says there are two main standards 
in the voluntary carbon market she 
recommends as key criteria to clients, 
which are accepted under NCOS, 
Australia’s National Carbon Offset 
Standard and ICROA, the International 
Carbon Offset Alliance. 

“The Verified Carbon Standard and the 
Gold Standard provide customers with the 
assurance that the emissions reductions 
are permanent, measurable and additional – 
demonstrating that the emissions reductions 
are over and above ‘business-as-usual’ and 
would not have occurred in the absence of 
the additional financial, technical and/or 
stakeholder support obtained through the 
carbon market,” Jonas says. 

“In addition, projects certified under those 
standards are independently verified by 
a third party auditor and there is a robust 
accounting and registration system in 
place to ensure that there can be no 
double counting of carbon credits.”

Advisors like Climate Friendly will also 
conduct additional due diligence to ensure 
projects don’t have negative impacts on 
the environment and local communities, 
and present no reputational risks to clients.

ShOUld YOU kEEP IT lOCAl?
Businesses may have the opportunity to 
purchase offsets locally in Australia or 
in overseas countries. What is the right 
option depends on the business.

Both international and domestic offsets 
are accepted by Australian government 
and both abate carbon following rigorous 
standards. This means they have the 
same effect on global CO2 emissions and 
climate change, Jonas says.

What will be different is the co-benefits 
attached to the project.

“If you want to keep it local, you 
are helping Australian farmers and 
landholders to manage their land in a 
more sustainable way and to reinvest 
some of the money into their farms, 
families or communities.

“International carbon offsets are equally 
beneficial and help scale up access to 
clean energy and other technologies in 

developing countries and often have 
wider co-benefits such as improved 
health, access to education, infrastructure 
investments, gender equality and more.”

“Co-benefit categories 
are numerous and include 
environment and biodiversity; 
education and children; local 
economy and infrastructure; 
health; household savings 
and livelihoods; training 
and upskilling; land use and 
agriculture; women and 
gender equality.”

Carola Jonas

International carbon offset projects can lead 
to co-benefits such as improved health in 
developing country communities
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Allens at the end of 2014 became the first 
Australian law firm to go carbon neutral 
under the federal government's National 
Carbon Offset standard. The carbon 
neutral goal was met through efficiency 
initiatives, with the rest of emissions cut 
through purchasing offsets.

These aren’t any standard offsets though. 
Working through the Qantas Future 
Planet Program, Allens purchased offsets 
to support carbon credit projects run by 
indigenous groups in the North Kimberley 
region, where Traditional Owners run a 
savannah Burning Program that, through 
traditional fire management techniques, 
helps to reduce carbon emissions, protect 
biodiversity, provide jobs and sustain 
cultural traditions.

According to one of the founding members 
and current chair of Allens’ footprint 
committee Phillip Cornwell, Allens has 
always had a strong alignment with both 
environmental and indigenous causes.

“We don’t talk about it too often, but we 
are the oldest law firm in Australia, and 
part of succeeding over a period of over 
200 years is taking a long-term view of 
things,” he says.

Part of this is recognising as a law firm, 
Allens has an “important and privileged” 
role in society.

“One of the ways we respond to that 
is through pro bono work. Our biggest 

pro bono clients have been in the 
environmental space.” These clients include 
Bush Heritage Australia and the WWF.

Allens is also one of the first companies to 
have created a recognised reconciliation plan.

According to Cornwell, the environmental 
achievement was driven by the enthusiasm 
of management and leadership. 

“Once we established the [footprint] 
committee we decided to work to 
reduce our footprint as far as we could, 
recognising that we could then offset the 
remaining footprint.”

GreenPower was another big step taken in 
2007. it covered 75 per cent of energy use, 
which was “quite substantial expenditure”.

“We could justify that because we’d save 
hundred of thousands reducing energy and 
paper use,” Cornwell says.

in 2008 audits of emissions and the 
development of a carbon management 
strategy occurred.

When in 2012 carbon neutrality was in 
sight, Allens decided to make the switch 
from GreenPower to carbon offsetting, 
which would make carbon neutrality more 
attractive from a cost point of view.

The carbon neutral achievement was 
officially announced in December 2014.

“it was a long, slow process. There’s quite 
a lot involved.”

Not wanting to greenwash, the offsets had 
to be through the government’s National 
Carbon Offset scheme.

When first looking at carbon offsetting, 
Cornwell found there was a “dramatic 
variation” in pricing, particularly a lot of 
cheap credits originating from China, which 
advisors helped Allens steer away from.

“There’s a price for authenticity.”

But alignment with the company’s core 
values makes the additional costs worth it.

“There is a slight premium for those 
offsets, but we’re happy to pay because of 
alignment with our reconciliation plan. The 
overall cost, assuming you’re looking for 
authentic credits, is not very different.”

He says getting an advisor’s help to find 
authentic, aligned offsets is a sensible 
idea. He’d also like to see more rigorous 
standards applied to carbon offsetting.

“Our carbon neutrality is as rigorous and 
authentic as possible. We’d like to see a 

more rigorous standard applied broadly so 
you’re comparing apples with apples.”

Allens is now looking at moving back to 
purchasing a proportion of Green Power, 
recognising that the costs have come 
down and responding to the fact the 
firm has “quite an active practice” in the 
renewables field.

“it’s about alignment,” Cornwell says.

But aside from the warm and fuzzy feeling 
of contributing to environmental and 
indigenous projects, there’s a strong 
business driver here too.

“A number of clients, particularly major 
banks, have provided stimulus for our 
reduction,” he says.

The banks are equally aligned regarding 
sustainability and they have detailed 
questionnaires for supply chain management.

“We get credit in tendering for being 
carbon neutral. it’s not the primary 
motivation, but it certainly helps.”

CASE STUdY: AllENS TIES 
CArBON NEUTrAl GOAl WITh 
SOCIAl OUTCOMES

North Kimberley Savannah Burning Program
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