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Considering South Africa’s unstable politics, energy 
and water crises, and a less than enabling economic 
environment; it’s not surprising that the property 
industry is feeling the effects. We ask the question: 
Can green buildings trigger growth in South Africa’s 
embattled construction sector? 

WORDS Gillian Gernetzky
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Koen and Associates Architecture is a  
multi-disciplinary practice which provides 

architectural project management, quantity 
surveying and construction services. As a 

company we evolve in tandem with the built 
environment and South African economic 

landscape. Founded in 2011, with the drive  
to create sustainable and innovative 
architecture of excellence, Koen and 

Associates Architecture aims to enrich the 
human experience through architectural 

developments.
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South African construction giant, Group 5, filed 
for bankruptcy protection in March 2019, joining 
a growing list of struggling construction firms. 
However, with South Africa being recognised 

as one of the global leaders in green buildings, could 
this growing sector be the trigger for new growth and 
improvement in the industry?

According to the latest Green Building in South 
Africa: Guide to Costs and Trends Report: 2019 Edition 
released by the Green Building Council South Africa, 
the Association of SA Quantity Surveyors and the 
University of Pretoria, green cost premiums in South 
Africa have decreased significantly to an average of 

3,5% from 2015-2018, compared to 5,2% from 2009-
2014, showing maturity in the green building industry.

At the same time, the annual MSCI Green Property 
Index for 2018, which compares the performance of 
Green Star Certified Prime and A-grade offices with 
their non-green certified counterparts, found that the 
total return on Green Star-certified buildings was 11.6% 
compared to 8% on non-certified buildings. The index 
also found that the vacancy rate is significantly lower 
in Green Star-rated buildings, at just 5% compared 
to 11.1% in conventional buildings. SAPOA research 
indicates that Green Star certified properties demand 
a rental premium of 13.6% for P- and A-grade offices.

82 Grayston achieved a 4-Star Green Star certification 
under the Existing Building Performance tool in 
June 2017, making it one of the first buildings to be 
certified under this tool. It is part of Growthpoint’s 
Thrive Portfolio, which has unquestionably proven the 
cost benefits of electricity and water savings. The 
office park is in Bryanston, Johannesburg. 

The magnificent 15 Alice Lane 
in Sandton, Johannesburg was 
developed by Zenprop Property 
Holdings and Growthpoint 
Property and achieved a 
4-Star Green Star certification 
in September 2017.
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Anslow Phase 2 is 4-Star Green 
Star-certified as both a new 
building and under the Existing 
Building Performance tool. It 
is also part of Growthpoint’s 
Thrive Portfolio. The office park 
is in Bryanston, Johannesburg.

G
ro

w
th

po
in

t

036-043_ECONOMY Cost of Green.indd   39 2019/07/02   10:09 AM



40

ECONOMY

So building green makes good business sense, but 
can it help to stimulate a sector that is facing so 
many other challenges?

Danie Hoffman, programme leader for Quantity 
Surveying at the University of Pretoria, says that these 
statistics should stimulate developers interested in new 
developments to pursue green buildings, especially 
when one considers that building green also future 
proofs the asset. “Water and energy will become 
scarcer and more expensive in future, more so in our 
urban environments. A building that is very efficient 
in both commodities will exponentially increase 
its competitive advantage over conventional, code-
compliant buildings.” 

Mark Noble, development director at the V&A 
Waterfront, agrees: “The recent water and electricity 
shortages have been a rude shock to the industry. 
Basic services which, until recently were deemed 
to be available ‘on tap’, have been shown to be the 
scarce resources that they are, and the green building 
philosophy is very much one of understanding and 
respecting these scarce resources.”

Noble adds that the V&A Waterfront precinct has 
experienced a significant upswing in the demand 
for sustainable buildings from the market, across 
all sectors. “Companies, employees and consumers 
are demanding that businesses adapt and respond to 
the changes to our environment. The recently issued 
UN Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) Report 

and the single-use plastics campaign are providing 
more evidence that we need to change the ways in 
which we produce and consume, and the markets 
are responding to this. Our industry needs to rapidly 
adapt to the changing needs of the market and the next 
generation of office workers, home owners, shoppers 
and hotel guests.”

As is the case in the disruption that is currently 
happening in other sectors – such as the rise of online 
shopping, home-sharing platforms, co-working spaces 
and micro apartments – green building is creating 

Cape Town's V&A Waterfront, 
Africa's greenest precinct and
largest tourist attraction. 

What holds much more potential to 
stimulate construction and make 
a significant green impact, is the 
95% of buildings making up the 

existing building stock. If a sizable 
percentage of those older buildings 
can be renovated and refurbished  

to green standards such as  
Green Star, the effect will be  

much more dramatic.  
Danie Hoffman
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opportunities for the future. “There is the potential for 
growth and it is incumbent on the role players in the 
industry to innovate and adapt to meet the evolving 
market demands,” he says.

Rudolf Pienaar, chief development and investment 
officer of Growthpoint (the JSE’s largest property 
investment holding company), and a director of the World 
Green Building Council, concurs. “It is clear that all major 
responsible companies now demand a green building 
when considering new space, as do all international 
tenants – in order to comply with their ESG ratings. 
Accordingly, the market at large has shifted significantly 
in that most substantial developers are developing green 
buildings, and professionals are highly-skilled and able 
to design green buildings that construction companies 
are equipped to implement today.”

However, there are not enough new buildings 
being built to provide a significant stimulus for 
the construction industry, even if all new buildings 
are built green. 

“What holds much more potential to stimulate 
construction and make a significant green impact, is the 
95% of buildings making up the existing building stock. 
If a sizable percentage of those older buildings can be 
renovated and refurbished to green standards such as 
Green Star, the effect will be much more dramatic,” 
says Hoffman.

ECONOMY

Interestingly, a large portion of Growthpoint’s  
more than 80 Green Star-rated buildings are  
4-Star Green Star-rated existing office buildings.  
Pienaar notes that the savings in operating costs and 
utilities far outweigh the costs incurred to certify 
these buildings.

Noble agrees that existing buildings are where the 
economies of scale lie. “We’ve run a process at the 
Waterfront over the last few years to retrofit energy and 
water-efficient fittings and systems in our buildings so 
that sustainability is now a standard in the precinct. 
Feedback has been very positive as the changes have 
greatly assisted in both reducing costs and providing 
a layer of resilience through the recent water and 
electricity shortages.”

All parties believe that a substantial increase in 
green retrofits requires more government legislative 
support to incentivise compliance and sanction 
non-compliance.

Grahame Cruickshanks, managing executive of market 
engagement at the GBCSA, says that there is wide 
acceptance internationally that government regulatory 
support, such as incentives and penalties, is one of 
the requirements for promoting green building, along 
with informed stakeholders, and technical support and 
competence. “In South Africa, there are a number of 
regulations already in play that broadly address limited 

At 147 000m², 1 Discovery Place in Sandton, 
Johannesburg is South Africa’s largest new 
build 5-Star Green Star building. The building is 
a joint venture between Growthpoint Properties 
Limited and Zenprop Property Holdings and is 
home to Discovery’s global head office. 
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The recent water and electricity 
shortages have been a rude shock 

to the industry. Basic services 
which, until recently were deemed 
to be available “on tap”, have been 
shown to be the scarce resources 

that they are, and the green building 
philosophy is very much one of 
understanding and respecting  

these scarce resources. 
Mark Noble
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parts of green buildings – such as the SANS 10400 XA 
and SANS 1544 energy performance certificates, and 
the 12L Income Tax Allowance on Energy Efficiency 
Savings. Currently in draft are the Draft Carbon Tax 
Bill, Draft Carbon Offset Regulations and the Draft 
Climate Change Bill. The latter will set mandatory 
carbon emission limits for sectors and companies, and 
a national carbon tax later this year.” 

Cruickshanks adds that there is definitely a move in 
most legislation ideals towards creating more water-
sensitive and waste-wise cities and towards emitting 
less carbon. He also notes that there is a strong drive 

The Grain Silo forms the heart of the Silo 
District, and is world-famous for its bold  
re-imagining of this historical old Silo building 
into the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Arts 
Africa (MOCAA) and the Silo Hotel. 

No. 5 Silo, a 6-Star Green Star-certified
building, is home to PWC's new head office  
and Werksmans Attorneys.

through the C40 Programme for all new buildings to 
be net zero by 2050.

At present Cruickshanks says there is room for 
more buildings to be certified in the public sector  
and that there are clear moves in the right direction. “The 
Public Works Green Building Policy launched in 2018 
will have significant impact on the certification of new 
and existing public sector buildings. And the National 
Department of Public Works recently approached the 
Agrément South Africa agency to assist with plans for 
rolling out extensive green technology and materials 
for all new public buildings.”
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But with more than 70% of South Africans expected 
to be living in cities by 2030, we need more than 
green buildings – we need sustainable precincts, 
sustainable cities and sustainable infrastructure. 

As Pienaar says: “The trend internationally has been 
to expand the scope from a single-building focus to 
precincts and cities, and it is becoming clear that 
the precincts and cities that strive to create the most 
liveable places attract residents that are most sought 
after in the workforce.”

According to the New Climate Economy Report 
released last year, sustainable, connected, and resilient 
cities will be worth up to USS| 17tn in economic 
savings by 2050. Pienaar adds that the benefits of 
green buildings extend significantly further than the 
individual property owner and a building’s occupants. 
“Research indicates that for every S|1 saved on energy, 
on average 77c is saved in health and climate benefits.”

The report also estimates that sustainable urban 
development is expected to account for between 
two-thirds and three-quarters of all infrastructure 
investment to 2030. Global climate finance – such 
as Growthpoint’s R1.1bn Green Bond – will provide 
an important source of this infrastructure funding,  
and cities that can demonstrate that they have “their 
own house in order” will be better placed to access 
such funds. 

In the South African context, Cruickshanks says 
that encouraging steps are being taken in the right 
direction and that the urgent need for sustainable 
cities could be the stimulus that the construction sector 

No. 1 Silo, the first 6-Star Green Star 
rating of commercial office space 
at this scale in South Africa as well 
as the first building to achieve this 
rating in Cape Town. 

needs. South Africa subscribes to the global Sustainable 
Development Goals – one of which is to make cities 
more sustainable – and its National Development 
Plan 2030 has set a target of zero emission building 
standards by 2030, and for an economy-wide carbon 
price to be entrenched by the same year.

The business case for green precincts, such as 
the V&A Waterfront and Black River Office Park 
in Cape Town, and Oxford Parks in Johannesburg, 
are becoming more evident. “The V&A Waterfront 
is considered the greenest precinct in Africa with 
its 12 listed green buildings, including two 6-Star 
Green Star buildings, and we have found that the 
energy and water savings that are possible by taking 
a district-wide approach to green development are 
significant,” says Noble.

On a city level, Cruickshanks says that Johannesburg, 
Cape Town, Durban and Tshwane are four of the global 
cities participating in the C40 Building Programme, 
which aims for net zero carbon emissions from newly-
built buildings by 2030. “These cities have committed 
to accelerating carbon neutrality and are rolling out 
aggressive targets and initiatives to achieve this, which 
should again encourage more building sector activity 
in each,” he says.

In the US, the green construction sector generated 
S| 167.4bn in GDP, supported over 2.1m jobs and 
provided S|147.7bn in labour earnings between 2011 
and 2014. South Africa has many unique challenges 
to overcome before we can achieve steady growth, but 
the green building sector may be a catalyst towards 
attaining that goal.  
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