
  

 
 

 

  

 

20 July 2026   
   
 
Sharan Burrow AC 
Inquiry Chair 
Schools For Our Future 
 
Via email: info@schoolsforourfuture.org.au  
Via online portal: https://www.schoolsforourfuture.org.au/make-a-submission  
     
  
Dear Ms Burrow 

 
RE: Schools For Our Future Inquiry 
  
The Green Building Council of Australia (GBCA) welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the Schools 
For Our Future inquiry. GBCA believes all students have the right to learn in healthy environments. Ensuring 
our schools are healthy, efficient and resilient is an investment in education outcomes and future economic 
prosperity of the nation, as well as an investment in infrastructure that will remain state assets for decades 
to come.  
 
We know that all states and territories work hard to prioritise school infrastructure that is fit for purpose 
and healthy for students and staff. We were encouraged to see significant investment for education in state 
budgets released over the past weeks. Notably, the NSW Government committed $9.2 billion 
over four years to continue delivering new and upgraded schools – many of which will be Green Star 
certified.  
 
GBCA provides the information in this submission to support continuing efforts to improve existing 
infrastructure and to help ensure that new infrastructure is designed and constructed to meet both today's 
needs and future challenges.  
   
GBCA’s purpose is to lead the sustainable transformation of the built environment. We do this primarily 
through our core functions:   
 

• We advocate policies and programs that support our vision and purpose.   
• We rate the sustainability of buildings, fitouts and communities through Australia’s largest national, 

voluntary, holistic rating system – Green Star.   
• We educate industry, government practitioners and decision-makers, and promote green building 

programs, technologies, design practices and operations.   
• We collaborate with our members and other stakeholders to achieve our mission and strategic 

objectives.   
  

Green Star is Australia’s most widely used sustainability rating system for the design, construction and 
performance of buildings – including social infrastructure – fitouts and communities. Green Star aims to 
transform the built environment by:    
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• reducing the impact of climate change    
• enhancing our health and quality of life    
• restoring and protecting our planet’s biodiversity and ecosystems    
• driving resilient outcomes for buildings, fitouts, and communities    
• supporting and rewarding the development and use of sustainable products and materials   
• contributing to market transformation and a sustainable economy.   

 
GBCA provides comment on the following questions from the issues paper:  
 
VIII - What impact do ageing or outdated classrooms and learning environments have on student 
engagement, wellbeing and achievement? 
 
Students and staff spend a considerable amount of time inside school buildings. By the time a child 
graduates, they have spent more time in a school building than anywhere else, apart from their home. The 
impacts of poor indoor air quality, on health, wellbeing, productivity and student achievement 
are increasingly well-documented. The National Center on School Infrastructure in the US notes that: 
 

Research shows that building design and facility conditions significantly influence students’ sense of 
safety and belonging, their health, and their academic achievement. This happens directly — as an 
effect of the conditions of classrooms and other student spaces — and indirectly, through the 
working conditions and social climate a school creates for its community. Quality school facilities 
are not just buildings — the entire campus is essential educational infrastructure that must be 
accessible to every student, regardless of their background or location. 

 
Improving the indoor environments of schools 
Not every ageing classroom will be providing sub-optimal indoor air quality, and not every modern 
classroom will be providing optimal conditions. However, the recently released report on the Clean Air 
Schools Program – a joint study by University of NSW and the NSW Government – showed that CO2 levels in 
the majority of the 59 monitored classrooms exceeded the recommended threshold of 850 ppm at some 
point over the school day. This highlights that all schools should, at the very least, be raising awareness 
amongst staff about ventilation practices in the classroom. The report also listed recommended medium 
and long-term actions to create healthier learning environments while building capacity within school 
communities to respond appropriately to varying air quality conditions: 
 
Medium-term actions: 

• Accelerate mechanical filtered ventilation installation 
o Prioritise the installation of mechanical filtered ventilation systems in schools with a focus 

on schools identified as having consistently poor natural ventilation  

• Develop comprehensive thresholds  
o Create official guidance infographic documents for air quality management that is tailored 

to sealed, mechanically ventilated and naturally ventilated schools  
o Establish uniform protocols for decision-making during air pollution events.  

 
Long-term actions:  

• Retrofit naturally ventilated and hybrid schools  
o Include filtration in any Cooler Classroom Program like expansion along with a revised CO₂ 

threshold 

• Educational integration  
o Integrate air quality awareness into curriculum as both a learning opportunity and practical 

health measure 

• Monitoring and assessment 
o Continue air quality monitoring programs to track improvements. 

https://school-infrastructure.org/the-school-facilities-challenge-possibility/#schoolfacilities
https://www.schoolinfrastructure.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/infrastructure/we-look-after-schools/clean-air/SI_24_Sept_SINSW_final_DLG_23APR.pdf
https://www.schoolinfrastructure.nsw.gov.au/content/dam/infrastructure/we-look-after-schools/clean-air/SI_24_Sept_SINSW_final_DLG_23APR.pdf


  

 

 
GBCA also encourages the Inquiry to consider The Safer Air Project’s report, Safer shared air - a critical 
accessibility and inclusion issue. One of The Safer Air Project’s key recommendations is to: 
 

• Set Indoor Air Quality performance standards, which effectively lower the risk of poor health 
outcomes from infection by airborne pathogens and other airborne pollutants for all public spaces 
as covered by the Disability Discrimination Act, and update the Premises Standards to include 
Indoor Air Quality (IAQ) as an accessibility feature.   

 
Australia does not have national IAQ standards or a consistent measuring and reporting system. This makes 
it hard for Australian building operators, including schools, to understand how well buildings are 
performing and compare with others. It also limits government's ability to implement regulatory 
frameworks. Earlier this year, GBCA provided a submission to a NSW Parliamentary Committee Inquiry into 
clean indoor air which includes additional information and resources. 
 
Green Star  
The Green Star rating system is designed to encourage and reward projects that meet or exceed best 
practice benchmarks across a range of sustainability outcomes, including health. Green Star is being used in 
dozens of schools around Australia to deliver a range of sustainability, resilience and healthy outcomes. 
 
The Green Star Buildings rating tool includes credits across eight categories. Credits within the Healthy 
category ensure that buildings are designed and constructed to maximise the health and wellbeing of 
occupants. Credits such as Clean Air and Exposure to Toxins aim to maximise IAQ, while others such as 
Acoustic Comfort, Light Quality, Amenity and Comfort, and Connection to Nature all contribute to healthier, 
more productive indoor environments.  
 
XVII - What upgrades, technologies and design approaches are needed to improve energy efficiency in 
public schools across the nation and how should these be funded?  
 
Energy efficiency is a fundamental element of creating healthy, high-performing learning environments and 
reducing the long-term operating costs of public schools. Improving schools’ energy performance delivers 
immediate benefits such as lower bills, reduced emissions, and more comfortable classrooms.  
 
Existing schools  
As noted in the issues paper, many schools around Australia include ageing infrastructure, built long before 
current standards for energy efficiency. Older infrastructure was also designed and built for climate 
conditions different to those we face now and will face in the future.  
 
Schools need to be able to access appropriate energy assessments and measuring and benchmarking tools 
to understand their current energy use and opportunities for improving energy efficiency. NABERS for 
Schools helps schools measure their campus's energy and water performance. It gives schools a rating from 
1 to 6 stars, based on the energy and water efficiency. This rating can then be used to identify areas for 
future cost savings and building improvements, as well as to promote the school's environmental 
credentials.  
 
Measurement is important, but schools must also be supported to take action to make improvements to 
their energy performance. This could include retrofits to improve thermal shells, upgrading to efficient, 
electric appliances and equipment, renewable energy technologies, and smart management tools.  
 
A range of dedicated funding mechanisms such as grants, low-interest or no-interest loans, and long-term 
financing options should be made available to enable schools to invest in attaining NABERS assessments 
and making energy upgrades. Such mechanisms would help overcome upfront cost barriers, allowing even 
resource-constrained schools to make meaningful improvements that can be covered or offset by energy 
savings.  

https://www.saferairproject.com/safer-shared-air
https://www.saferairproject.com/safer-shared-air
https://www.gbca.au/wp-content/uploads/Green-Building-Council-Australia-submission-NSW-Clean-Indoor-Air-.pdf
https://new.gbca.org.au/green-star/rating-system/buildings/
https://www.nabers.gov.au/ratings/spaces-we-rate/schools
https://www.nabers.gov.au/ratings/spaces-we-rate/schools


  

 

 
New schools 
Embedding energy efficiency into new school infrastructure design and construction ensures that every 
dollar invested in education infrastructure also strengthens climate resilience and supports Australia’s net 
zero goals. This means prioritising efficient heating, cooling, lighting, and insulation, alongside renewable 
energy technologies, to future-proof facilities against rising energy costs and impacts of climate change, 
such as extreme heat. 
 
XVIII - How prepared are schools to withstand the impacts of climate change and what standards, 
monitoring and investments are required to ensure an effective approach, particularly in high-risk 
communities? 
 
Schools in every community across Australia face climate resilience challenges. These may include extreme 
heat, increasing severity and regularity of major storms and cyclones, bushfire, flooding and inundation. As 
noted above, a significant proportion of school infrastructure is ageing and has not been built to withstand 
climate impacts of today and the future.  
 
Existing schools 
Existing schools should be funded to undertake an appropriate climate impact assessment if the local 
climate risks and their buildings’ vulnerabilities are not well understood. Funding for critical mitigations or 
upgrades should be prioritised.  
 
New schools 
A commitment to achieving a set of industry-agreed, best practice benchmarks is an effective approach to 
ensuring climate-ready school infrastructure. As noted above, Green Star is being used in schools to deliver 
a range of sustainability, resilience and healthy outcomes.  
 
Within the Resilience category, the Climate Resilience credit is a minimum expectation which requires 
project teams to complete an initial assessment of local climate risks and communicate the building’s 
exposure to the project applicant/owner. Conducting a detailed Climate Change Risk and Adaptation 
Assessment is the next step and other credits in the category include Operations Resilience, Community 
Resilience, Heat Resilience and Grid Resilience. Identified risks can be mitigated in a range of ways including 
appropriate design, technologies, materials, systems and processes.  
 
Many other credits within the rating tool aim to improve the health and sustainability outcomes of the 
building, and also contribute to climate change mitigation and resilience. For example, the Positive category 
includes Energy Use and Energy Source which aim to drive high-performance building envelopes, efficient 
systems, and use of renewable energy generation. The Verification and Handover credit ensures that the 
building has been prepared for optimal ongoing operation (e.g. metering and monitoring is in place, 
commissioning undertaken, and prepared for tuning).   
 
School infrastructure certified with Green Star are set up to deliver long-term operational savings, healthier 
learning environments, and infrastructure that remains functional under climate stress.  
 
Examples 
Schools around Australia have achieved Green Star certification, see several examples here.  
 
Schools Infrastructure NSW has a strong commitment to build future-ready schools that reduce 
environmental impacts while responding to climate impacts. Many of their projects have already been 
Green Star certified, with many more registered for certification. More information is available on the 
Schools Infrastructure NSW website.  
 
Edmondson Park Public School in NSW achieved a 6 Star Green Star Design & As Built v1.3 certification. 
More information is available here.  

https://www.gbca.au/case-study/schooled-in-green-star
https://www.schoolinfrastructure.nsw.gov.au/what-we-do/we-build-schools/we-build-schools-sustainably.html#:~:text=Green%20Star%20ratings%20are%20determined,impact%20on%20the%20surrounding%20environment.
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/schoolinfrastructurensw_publicedweek25-igniteyourpotential-activity-7358367354302492672-Wna0/


  

 

 
We welcome the opportunity to provide further information about any of the points made above. To 
arrange further discussion please do not hesitate to contact Katy Dean, Senior Policy Adviser, via email at 
katy.dean@gbca.org.au.  
  
Yours sincerely    
    

    
Davina Rooney    
Chief Executive    
Green Building Council of Australia    
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