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INSIDEEDITION

As climate change
becomes a hot topic,
conservation solutions
are in big demand

Global awareness . . . Al Gore in his documentary film An Inconvenient Truth

N
ot long ago, Gavin Gil-
christ was a lonely busi-
nessman with a great idea
on his hands but no one
would return his calls. He

walked the streets of Sydney’s CBD
knowing there was money to be
made with his idea but there was
little interest in what he had to say.

Bring the clock forward six years
and today Gilchrist’s Big Switch
Projects can’t keep up with demand
for the once-neglected idea.

Big Switch is a consulting com-
pany that focuses on the environ-
mental performance of big build-
ings, seeking out energy and water
efficiency opportunities so Austral-
ian businesses can save money.

It is one of thousands of new
Australian companies that have
started up in recent years and are
now being swept along in the wave
of demand for climate-friendly
products and services.

‘‘Much of my early years were
pretty dark times,’’ Gilchrist says.

‘‘They were bleak years where I
would make an awful lot of calls
which were never returned.

‘‘I was a lonely salesman, but even
then everyone liked the idea of
what we do, but they just couldn’t
be bothered, it was not a priority.

‘‘They could see the value of the
service that we offered, but it just
didn’t matter to them.’’

But things have changed, and
those same people are now ringing
him asking for help.

‘‘They still like what we do and
now they very much can be both-
ered,’’ he says.

The company puts together a
business case for doing an upgrade
of a commercial building’s lighting
system, for example.

‘‘Simply installing a system where
lights automatically turn on when
people walk in the room can make
such a difference,’’ Gilchrist says.

‘‘There are very few buildings in
Australia that have actually been
designed, built, commissioned and
operated to be as efficient as that
building could be.

‘‘In commercial buildings the
energy efficiency savings are usually
between 30 and 70 per cent depend-
ing on your investment criteria.’’

Gilchrist puts the ‘‘explosion’’ in
Australia of awareness about cli-
mate change down to three signifi-
cant events all taking place simulta-
neously: the drought, former US
vice-president Al Gore’s documen-
tary film An Inconvenient Truth,
and the Stern Review On The
Economics Of Climate Change.

The former has crippled rural
Australia, Gore took climate
change to Hollywood, and the latter
shocked the world after being com-
missioned by the British Govern-
ment late last year.

‘‘Now there are very few green-
house sceptics left,’’ Gilchrist says.

Big Switch, which has about 10
staff and is growing, recently
upgraded the offices belonging to
PricewaterhouseCoopers in Dar-
ling Park in Sydney. The work,
across an area of 32,000sq m, was the
largest energy efficiency upgrade to
an existing office in Australia.

Across the other side of town, the
Agincourt Hotel is going through a
similar kind of transformation.

The hotel was approached by
recent start-up, the Carbon Reduc-
tion Institute, which is offering
companies a program to replace
energy-sucking electrical goods
with cheaper, more environmen-
tally friendly alternatives.

The Agincourt, on George St near
Central Station, signed up with the
Institute to be Australia’s first
carbon-neutral hotel. Agincourt
licensee Matthew Jones says it
was an offer he couldn’t refuse.
‘‘Basically the Institute approached
us with the concept of being green
in 2007,’’ Jones says.

‘‘I went and spoke to a couple of

people from the Australian Hotels
Association and they said it was a
fantastic idea. The Institute came
into the hotel and we found out we
were administering about 600
tonnes of emissions into the atmos-
phere through pulling beers, which
absolutely freaked me out.’’

Jones has agreed to install a new
energy-efficient lighting system,
and is looking into cutting the
hotel’s three water systems back to
one solar-heated system. ‘‘We think
it is something that most hotels
should get involved in,’’ he says.

The Institute is among hundreds
of new companies offering a similar
service, which is to basically calcu-
late annual rates of carbon dioxide
emissions, reduce that rate by way
of energy-efficient fit-outs and then
buy carbon credits to cash in on the
NSW Carbon Abatement Scheme.

‘‘What we liked about the Carbon
Institute is that they looked at
everything, right down to the beer
coasters,’’ Jones says.

‘‘If we were going to do this, we
wanted to do it 100 per cent.’’

It isn’t just at the office, (or the
pub) where businesses are making
new, green money.

With climate change the hot topic
on everyone’s lips, people are chang-
ing their habits at home and looking
for the environmentally friendly
option when it comes to showers,
lighting and watering the backyard.

Irrigation Warehouse Group
director Rod Ennor used to just sell
water tanks to rural customers, but
in the past few years he’s noticed a
significant change in his clientele.

When the Glen Innes-based busi-
ness started five years ago it had
high demand from rural customers
who were buying 25,000 and 40,000
litre water tanks.

‘‘Farmers no longer have any
water, or any money or any stock to
feed, so they are not buying things,’’
Ennor says. ‘‘Fortunately for people
who make tanks, the market has
switched from the rural sector to
the domestic metro-coastal fringe.’’

And the switch has been dram-
atic, with lengthy waiting lists for
backyard tanks of about 3000 litres

as big-city homeowners scramble
for the water-saving products.

‘‘There’s been a big increase in
tank sales, but the biggest problem
is the manufacturer’s ability to
produce the tanks,’’ Ennor says.

‘‘You can only make so many
tanks per week, there is a finite
number and that number is well
below demand and consequently
there are some manufacturers out
there that have stopped taking
orders, such is the backlog.

‘‘Demand far outstrips the cap-
acity of the factories to supply,
it is that simple.’’

Ennor says even though his busi-
ness is based in northern NSW, the
extent of the drought has caused
demand from Sydney to soar.

‘‘We have a lot of customers in
Sydney who have very well-estab-
lished and very expensive gardens
and they want to be able to keep
their gardens alive,’’ he says.

‘‘We are not talking about water-
ing the lawn here, it is simply
keeping their plants alive.’’

Water is, and will continue to be an
important issue — environmentally
and commercially — as people be-
come better educated, Ennor says.

‘‘The main problem is that people
still don’t know how much water
they are using,’’ he says.

‘‘Most people don’t realise the
average 10-minute shower uses 150
litres of water. That is essentially
clean water which is going straight
down the sewer.’’

To emphasise the extent of the
demand for tanks, Ennor laughs
when asked which was the most
popular of the 20 colours for back-
yard tanks available on his website.

‘‘It used to be beige or mist green,
but now they just take what they can
get. Whatever they can get their
hands on is the colour they want.’’
People are also looking to buy other
products for the home to save
water. Discount retailer The Reject

Shop recently declared it was
unable to keep up with the demand
for buckets, as customers clam-
oured to catch water in the shower
for recycling in the garden.

‘‘We just can’t keep them in
stock,’’ Reject Shop managing
director Barry Saunders said at
a profit announcement.

Elsewhere, home supplier GWA
Ltd recently launched new water-
efficient toilets, taps and shower-
heads. GWA managing director
Peter Crowley says the new prod-
ucts have been developed to provide
improved performance, while being
environmentally friendly.

In the toilet category, Caroma’s
suites deliver major water-saving
benefits, he says.

The range boasts the reduction of
the full-flush water requirement
down to just 4.5 litres (compared to
older toilets using around 12 litres)
and saving the average home up to
35,000 litres of water per year.

Crowley says there are nearly
three million inefficient single-
flush toilet suites still in oper-
ation in Australia.

‘‘Replacement does not necessi-
tate a major renovation and no
consumer behaviour change is
needed to start seeing the benefits
of water saving,’’ he says.

Gilchrist believes the more people
understand about electricity and
where it comes from, the more
these new companies will benefit.

‘‘In my early bleak years I spent a
lot of time simply explaining to
people where electricity came
from,’’ he says.

‘‘The great thing is that in big
Australian companies, the need to
do something is often being driven
very heavily by the staff, who are
the ones that understand how
important this is.’’

By RHYS 
HAYNES 

Changing environment . . . sheep in a drought-stricken
paddock (above); hail as a flash storm hits Sydney
(left); Agincourt Hotel licensee Matthew Jones with
Rob Cawthorne of the Carbon Reduction Institute
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