
60

Existing 
buildings: 
The solution  
to greening at scale

With just one percent of South 
African building stock made up 
of newly constructed buildings, 
greening existing buildings will 
have a far more dramatic effect 
on the process of greening 
our cities and reducing carbon 
emissions. But just how possible 
is it to achieve this affordably? 
And is it worth the effort? We 
take a closer look at the Victoria 
Wharf Shopping Centre, which 
recently upgraded its Existing 
Building Performance Green 
Star rating from 4 to 5 stars.
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The Victoria Wharf at the Victoria and Alfred 
(V&A) Waterfront in Cape Town, is South 
Africa’s most visited destination, with 
approximately 24 million people visiting 

every year. It is also one of South Africa’s largest 
shopping centres, with a GLA of 88 647m², over 450 
retail stores and 80 eateries. Built in 1992, and since 
extended twice, the centre was awarded a 4-Star Green 
Star Existing Building Performance (EBP) rating by 
the GBCSA under the pilot tool in 2015. It undertook 
a rerating earlier this year and was awarded a 5-Star 
Green Star EBP v1 rating in May 2019. 

So how exactly was the improved 5-Star rating 
achieved, especially by a building of this scale and with 
the added complexities of multiple tenants? Sow & 
Reap’s Francois Retief, who managed the 2019 Victoria 
Wharf EBP submission, says that a major step in the 
certification was to gain a deeper understanding of the 
building. “On-site audits undertaken among tenants to 
understand and identify fresh air concerns, temperature 
issues, and energy and water performance resulted in a 
number of points being achieved. It also allowed us to 
raise awareness of the precinct’s sustainability initiatives, 
and educate tenants around energy efficiencies, 
recycling, best practices and the overall performance 
of the building.”

Retief adds that simply being part of the V&A 
Waterfront precinct gave the building a head start. “The 
V&A has set out to embed the core principles of the 
EBP tool across the precinct. As a result, the building 
starts off with a huge number of points already earned 
through precinct policies, plans and procedures such 
as those relating to waste, ‘green cleaning’, landscaping 
and green leasing. It is this solid base that elevates 
their buildings into higher ratings. On top of that, 
each individual building’s performance brings even 
more to the party, for example the exemplary water 
performance at the Victoria Wharf.”

In fact, one of the major areas of improvement in the 
rating lies in water consumption. With the water crisis 
in Cape Town, the V&A Waterfront has led the charge 
in terms of water efficiency, with technologies such as 
ultra-low-flow taps and vacuum toilets being trialled. 

The challenges presented by load shedding and the 
water crisis also presented the opportunity for the 
Waterfront to become leaders in energy and water 
efficiency. “Using 2010 as a baseline, overall savings 
of 60% in water consumption and 35% in energy 
consumption were achieved across the precinct as at 
the end of 2018,” says the Waterfront’s safety, health 
and environmental manager, Mareli Cloete. “Although 
the Waterfront led the industry even before these crises, 
achieving this level of efficiency was key to allowing us 
to continue business as usual while conserving the planet 
for future generations. The Waterfront has become 
self-sustaining by implementing innovations such as 
PV panelling, boreholes, desalination plants, water 
recycling systems, and district cooling plants, allowing 
us to operate normally even during power cuts or water 
shortages.”

If we consider buildings as 
commodities with embodied energy 
impact or ‘energy footprints’ then 

locking that energy into the building 
for a longer period of time through 
a Green Star EBP certified retrofit, 

rather than demolishing and 
rebuilding, it is an environmentally 

responsible decision. 

POSITIVE IMPACT  ISSUE 0.4

Project dates:  Built 1992, EBP ratings 2015 
and 2019

Green Star rating:  EBP Pilot 4-Star (2015) EBP 
v1 5-Star (2019)

Location: V&A Waterfront
Type of building: Shopping centre
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While the building and precinct boast impressive 
sustainable building features, the EBP tool measures 
the operational efficiency of a building, which means 
that the ongoing resource efficiency and behaviour of 
tenants have a significant impact on the rating. To this 
end, noteworthy improvements that helped to achieve 
the 5-Star rating include excellent recycling initiatives, 
tenant recycling incentives, an on-site waste handling 
facility, the use of intelligent systems to control and 
track energy and water usage, as well as monthly 
analysis of the building’s carbon footprint. Tenants 
have been further encouraged to green their operations 
through training, implementation of the green lease 
and ongoing communications, including an operational 
drive to rid the centre of single-use plastics and  
the implementation of a marine wildlife management 
programme.

Retief. In addition, the sheer scale of the shopping centre 
resulted in its own complexities: Auditing a building with 
over 400 retail stores was not a simple task. However, using 
digital auditing systems, the team was able to efficiently 
collect all data and automate reports to identify and 
address concerns.  

GBCSA’s managing executive for market engagement, 
Grahame Cruickshanks, notes that the environmental 
benefits of refurbishing existing buildings to a green 
standard are overwhelmingly backed by the embodied 
energy argument. “GBCSA uses this definition of 
embodied energy: energy that is used during the 
entire life-cycle of the commodity for manufacturing, 
transporting and disposing of the commodity as well 
as the inherent energy captured within the commodity 
itself. If we consider buildings as commodities with 
embodied energy impact or ‘energy footprints’ then 
locking that energy into the building for a longer 
period of time through a Green Star EBP certified 
retrofit, rather than demolishing and rebuilding, it is 
an environmentally responsible decision. UK studies 
have shown that, while the ratio of embodied energy 
to operational energy of buildings differs from sector 
to sector, on average over a 30-year period around 
50% of the total carbon is tied up in embodied versus 
operational energy.”

But does it make financial sense to improve the 
performance of a building that was designed and built 
before resource scarcity and carbon emissions became 
a global concern? 

Research now conclusively supports the business 
case for green building – whether building new or 
refurbishing old. The annual MSCI Green Property 
Index consistently shows that green buildings 
outperform their non-green certified counterparts in 
terms of total return and vacancy levels, and SAPOA 
research indicates that Green Star-certified properties 
demand premium rentals. Cruickshanks adds that 
reduced operational energy consumption offers 
utility cost savings as well as environmental benefits 

Using 2010 as a baseline, overall 
savings of 60% in water consumption 

and 35% in energy consumption  
were achieved across the precinct  

as at the end of 2018.

Of course, the 25-year-old building did present some 
challenges in its bid to attain a 5-Star rating. “The age of 
the building meant that there are certain concerns that 
must be contended with, such as the energy efficiency of 
the HVAC heating plant. These issues have been identified 
through the process, however, and improvement planned 
into future maintenance and replacement cycles,” says 
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through lower emissions from energy consumption. 
In addition, the Green Building in South Africa: Guide to 
Costs and Trends Report: 2019 Edition released by the 
GBCSA, the Association of SA Quantity Surveyors 
and the University of Pretoria, which measures the 
green cost premiums associated with new buildings 
in South Africa found that these premiums decreased 
significantly between 2009 and 2018.

Cloete agrees with all these findings. “Due to the 
perceived associated cost factor, many people are 
still under the impression that green buildings and 
their management are more expensive than non-
green buildings, which is not the case. Apart from 
green buildings being cheaper to operate, current 
technologies have advanced to such an extent that 
the return on investment period has been shortened 
immensely. For example, PV panelling’s payback period 
has reduced considerably due to the sharp increase in 
the cost of electricity,” she says. 

She adds that the Victoria Wharf has a vacancy 
rate of just one percent – significantly lower than the 
national retail sector vacancy rate of 4.2%¹. “We believe 
that the greening of the centre and the EBP rating has 
definitely led to the retention of tenants and staff. It has 
also inspired major flagship stores such as Woolworths 
to undertake major refurbishments and implement 
additional sustainable green practices.”

Retief is of the same opinion, saying that a focus on 
improving the performance of existing assets makes 

sound business sense, particularly in the constrained 
financial times that we’re currently experiencing. “The 
greenest building is one that isn’t built, so managing 
existing assets is extremely important. It all starts with 
understanding these assets better in terms of their 
operating costs and efficiencies, the future-proofed 
nature of the building and the quality of space it offers 
the tenants. If undertaken correctly, the EBP tool offers 
landlords this level of insight into their buildings and 
can help them prioritise upgrades and improvements to 
keep the asset performing optimally,” he says. “This is 
critical in a competitive property market and one cannot 
wait until the poor performance of a building results in 
tenant churn and the need for major refurbishment.”  

¹ According to the SAPOA Retail Trends Report 2018

The Victoria Wharf has a vacancy 
rate of just one percent – significantly 
lower than the national retail sector 

vacancy rate of 4.2%. 

Cape Town's V&A Waterfront is one of the 
most-visited tourist destinations in the 
world - with approximately 24 million people 
visiting every year. The Waterfront precinct 
features a large number of Green Star-rated 
buildings, reflecting the Waterfront's 
commitment to building sustainably.
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