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MASTER BUILDERS

NO PLACE LIKE HOME
Master Builders director Michael McLean recently returned from a visit 
to Sri Lanka and Singapore; he reports on how our housing and lifestyle 
compares.

THE QUESTION

I built my home last year and we are very happy. Our friends recently 
built a new home and their builder provided them with a certificate 
with a 7.1-star energy rating. They were very happy with this. I rang 
my builder and asked for our certificate, but he told us our home didn’t 
achieve a star-rating, but complied in an alternative way. I thought all 
houses had to be six-star. I am worried how this might affect my resale, 
as I do not have a certificate.

THE ANSWER
The National Construction Code (NCC) is the 
minimum construction standard that must be 
complied with for all aspects of a building, from 
structural adequacy to amenity, fire safety and 
energy efficiency. What your builder probably 
didn’t explain is there are a number of ways 
a home can demonstrate compliance with 
the NCC. The NCC sets out the performance 
requirements for each aspect of the building, 
defining what the required minimum standard 
is. For energy efficiency, the performance 
criteria states, “a building must have, to 
the degree necessary, a level of thermal 
performance to facilitate the efficient use of 
energy for artificial heating and cooling”. Using 
a thermal calculation method (one of a number 
of pathways) does rate the design of the home 
using a star system similar to that used by 
manufacturers of electrical appliances.
Using the alternative methods also meets the 
performance criteria of the NCC, but only the 
software-based house energy rating system 
(HERS) assessment produces a certificate 
that includes a star rating. Regardless of the 
rating of the design of the home, it needs to be 
constructed to the design specifications of the 
assessment, and any star rating can be reduced 

or improved by the occupier.
The builder cannot nominate the home 
was six-star rated without the appropriate 
assessment and certificate using approved 
software tools. Regardless of whether your 
home has a certificate or not, the design would 
have been assessed at the approval stage for 
its compliance with each part of applicable 
building standards, including energy efficiency. 
You can ask what method of assessment was 
used to determine its compliance.
You can have your home assessed and rated 
by an energy efficiency assessor now that it 
is built. You can then better understand how 
your home works by looking at your actual 
consumption of electricity and gas. The 
assessor can advise how you can improve the 
performance of your home and give you tips on 
reducing your carbon footprint. 
Visit www.mbawa.com for HERS rating 
professionals, and www.yourhome.gov.au for 
ideas for your home to lower your impact on 
the environment.
For more information about building, visit 
the Master Builders A-Z Building Information 
Directory at www.mbawa.com. If you have any 
questions about home building or purchase 
issues, email romina@mbawa.com

ROMINA DE SANTIS, technical adviser at Master 
Builders WA, answers your questions about home building

FUTURE-PROOFING YOUR RETIREMENT 
WHILE a lot of floor plans consider 

retirees, just how many cater for 
those maintaining an active lifestyle?

From gardening and sewing, to fixing 
up a project car or taking up carpentry, 
retirement is a great opportunity to delve 
deeper into recreational past-times and 
hobbies. Rather than downsizing and 
getting rid of the space, retirees can swap 
unused space for a larger shed, workshop 
or outdoor area and take advantage of their 
golden years. 

HOME’s Sandra Argese spoke with some 
industry professionals for their take.

MARKETPLACE

ALTHOUGH Australia, Sri Lanka and 
Singapore may all be islands, our 
lifestyles and housing forms vary 

considerably.
Singapore may only have a population of 

5.6 million, but it is a relatively small island 
comprising an area of only 721.5sq km. It 
has planned its built environment around 
an efficient and economical below-ground 
metro rail transport system, a multitude of 
taxis and buses as well as excellent roads 
and freeways. Interestingly, tolls apply only 
during certain hours of the day to discourage 
congestion through the use of private cars.

Sri Lanka, on the other hand, is in a 
much earlier stage of development, with a 
road network, apart from a few toll-funded 
expressways, that can only be described 
as organised chaos. Trains and buses may 
well be available, but thousands of tuk-tuks 
(three-wheeled taxis), scooters, motor bikes 
and cars compete for every inch of space on 
some very poor and dangerous roads. The 
sound of horns is the language of survival 
on the roads.

Singapore is now renowned for its 
modern high-rise apartment buildings, 
low-rise group dwellings and lush, green, 
manicured gardens and tree-lined streets.

Although medium and high-rise buildings 
have become the new norm in Colombo, the 
capital city of Sri Lanka, most other homes 
in Sri Lanka are low-rise and generally 
located in rural areas where farming, fruit 
and vegetable growing are prevalent. 

Solar panels are particularly popular 
in Sri Lanka, as is timber-framed, block 
and rendered housing structures. Manual 
labour is more pronounced in this country 

due largely to abundant supply and limited 
advances in technology. The contrast in 
housing styles is much more pronounced 
in Sri Lanka than Singapore, which has 
enjoyed a remarkable transformation in its 
economy over the last 40 years.

Both countries recognise the importance 
of tourism to their economies by constructing 
some impressive accommodation options in 
the form of hotels, resorts and farm-stays. 
Customer service is a highlight and carried 
out particularly well.

It is noticeable in Sri Lanka that many 
new homes are constructed in stages due 
to inadequate finance being available from 
the outset. This would have a big impact on 
builders in the housing industry in Australia.

Architects are used extensively in both 
Singapore and Sri Lanka to design new 
homes which, in Singapore, can’t be sold 
for at least five years. Whatever the final 
design, shelter is always the imperative, 
especially for the homeless.

Most of us take a lot for granted living 
in Australia when it comes to our housing 
and standard of living. Little things like 
footpaths, street lighting and good roads 
are accepted as a fact of life. So too, is the 
quality of our homes, most of which are 
single or two-level on a reasonable-sized 
block of land. It’s only when you travel 
or get exposed to how others live that you 
realise how lucky we are in Australia. 

We should therefore never take for 
granted the quality of roofs over our heads, 
because some roofs overseas are held in 
place by a multitude of rocks – giving new 
meaning to the expression living “between 
a rock and a hard place”.

Summit Homes Group design manager 
Peter Wilkinson

Homebuyers looking to build a home to suit their 
retirement lifestyle are not necessarily looking to 
downsize their land space or home. There is a large 
section of retirees who consider their ‘toys’ to be a part 
of retirement. 

These retirees should start off by looking for a 
home site which offers value for money with design 
opportunities; this is why a corner block would be a 
great alternative. 

From there the next step would be to find a block with 
a minimum frontage of 15m and at least a depth of 30m. 
That way they could best utilise the space at the rear 
of the property. These two factors allow the design of 
the home to have side access from the secondary street, 
which then leaves the homeowners with plenty of room 
for a boat, caravan, shed or workshop. 

Dale Alcock Homes design and drafting manager John Care
Planning a new home that can take you into your nifty 50s and beyond is about being smart with the design. You can 

have all the garage and workshop space you need, plus room for the caravan, boat and all the toys – you just need to 
think outside the box a little. 

Contrary to popular opinion, it’s not about how big your block is. It’s also a myth you have to build a double-storey 
home to get all the space your lifestyle demands as an active retiree-to-be. A thoughtfully designed single storey can 
often provide everything you need in terms of parking and space for hobbies, while offering much more longevity, as 
you won’t have to worry about negotiating stairs in the years to come. 

Corner lots and rear strata lots are often ideal for creating multiple parking spaces, and even on a narrow block 
you can accommodate three cars simply by opting for a tandem-style parking space behind the garage. A roof storage 
system is a great way to free up space, decluttering the garage by turning an otherwise unused area into accessible 
storage for items you don’t use every day. 

Dale Alcock Homes regularly includes multi-purpose rooms or even a granny flat as a dedicated hobby room or 
workshop, helping clients aged 50-plus identify what they need to future-proof their new home.

Express Living general manager Piran Holloway
One solution is a thoughtfully designed two-storey home, which 

allows for the generous garage and workshop without sacrificing the yard 
and your passion for gardening. 

To serve active retirees well into the future, I would recommend 
keeping the master suite on the lower floor alongside the living areas, with 
the secondary bedrooms and bathroom upstairs for house guests. 

The garage’s proximity to the kitchen for ease 
of unloading the car is always good to consider, as 
well as a conveniently located laundry, possibly with a shower if tinkering 
in the workshop gets particularly messy. 

Another thing to be mindful of is to allow for 
vehicle/caravan clearance in the garage. Including 
a rear garage door is often a good idea as well – this can double as an 
additional secure parking space or a handy area to drive the cars through for a wash and polish. Having 
the extra garage door also allows for cross-ventilation to keep the workshop environment comfortable on 
summer days. 

In terms of garage trends, more storage space is something that never goes out 
of style. Allowing extra space in the garage design for built-in cabinetry, as well as wall panels for hanging 
items and overhead racks, can maximise storage and free up space to indulge in passions and hobbies. 
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