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Between 1960 and 1980 the number of Australian multi-residential dwellings more than 

tripled in response to booming post WW2 immigration, growing local manufacturing 

industries and the new construction skills of migrants.  Initially an expression of 

technological progress and economic prosperity, apartment buildings became a 



distinctive feature of main east coast cities such as Brisbane, the Gold Coast, Sydney 

and Melbourne – and remain an integral part of their urban fabric today. 

The multi-residential tower buildings in this cohort are typically concrete framed with 

cavity brickwork walls, little or no insulation, single glazed windows and minimal sun 

shading.  As a result their energy consumption and per capita greenhouse gas 

emissions are well above current limits for new dwellings.   At the time of their 

construction there were no energy or water efficiency requirements, so their poor 

performance is no surprise.  Changes to the climate and more stringent requirements 

following Australia’s commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions will test the 

resilience of these buildings - and their residents.  The durability and embodied energy 

of their brick and concrete shells makes them strong candidates for retention provided 

their energy efficiency is improved.  

This paper examines the energy efficiency and thermal comfort of older residential 

towers against current Australian building standards, possible future energy use 

restrictions and the potential impact of climate change on energy performance.  

Archival records and hygro-thermal modelling have been used to quantify the impact 

on energy performance of a series of retrofit packages applied to a case study building 

in Brisbane under three potential climate change scenarios.  The modelling allows 

identification of retrofit interventions which provide greatest benefits in Brisbane’s sub-

tropical climate: these are further discussed in light of ownership structure and 

construction market constraints.  The results also draw out the implications of climate 

change for Australia’s building energy efficiency regime – particularly for the warmer 

regions in the North – building the case for energy retrofitting in a still resistant national 

context.  
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