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Once a year, hundreds of people 
across Australia open their doors and 
share what they’ve learned about 
making their homes more comfortable, 
affordable and climate-ready.

From beautifully designed architectural 
homes to carefully retrofitted weatherboard 
cottages and efficient apartments, these 
are real places with real stories. Not perfect 
homes, but lived-in ones — where neighbours 
share what worked, and what they’d do 
differently. Neighbours inspiring neighbours, 
one open door at a time.

The four homes featured here are just a 
glimpse of the many that will be on display 
for Sustainable House Day.

Come on in.

Sunday 17 May, 2026
sustainablehouseday.com

https://sustainablehouseday.com/
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“It’s a small building, but it carries years of 
thinking,” Kulja Coulston – former Sanctuary 
editor – says of the self-contained studio she 
and partner Andy recently completed in their 
suburban Melbourne backyard. “We talked 
about adding a small second dwelling for nearly 
a decade – our home suited young kids, but we 
knew it wouldn’t work as well once they were 
older.” When updates to the legislation removed 
the need for a planning permit for a self-contained 
garden unit, they knew the time was right. 
	 “The brief was for a space that could 
accommodate two adults, with areas for study, 
relaxing, cooking and music making,” says 
building designer Elizabeth Wheeler. She gently 
steered Andrew and Kulja away from their tiny-
house instincts, encouraging them to increase 
the footprint to around 38 square metres. “That 
decision allowed for a living area with a raked 
ceiling and a generous separate bedroom, giving 
our adult children the ability to continue living 
independently at home,” says Kulja. “It also 
future-proofed the building in case we ever 
choose to live there ourselves.” 
	 Although site overlays meant they couldn’t 

tuck the little house in the far corner of the 
block as planned, in the end they have actually 
gained garden space thanks to the removal of 
an old shed, a big trampoline and an overgrown 
hedge. “Many urban blocks have poorly utilised 
space that could be leveraged to increase 
density,” says Elizabeth. “This ‘studio’ feels 
like a proper house, has no negative effects on 
neighbours, and was achieved despite several 
very significant site constraints. As proof of 
concept, it doesn’t get any better.”
	 The owner-built project was “deeply 
collaborative”, Kulja says, with a lot of valuable 
assistance from her dad Mick, who’s skilled in 
working with both new and reclaimed materials. 
They chose lightweight construction, using 
a Mega Anchor foundation system and an 
AlphaFloor concrete-panel floor to provide 
thermal mass beneath reclaimed messmate 
floorboards. Material reuse is woven throughout: 
salvaged bridge timbers were crafted into 
kitchen cabinetry, doors from a 1920s bungalow 
were repurposed, and much of the furniture 
was sourced secondhand, sitting comfortably 
alongside new energy-efficient appliances. 

The Back House
DESIGNER
Elizabeth Wheeler,  
Future Focused Buildings

BUILDER
Owner-builder

PROJECT TYPE
New build

LOCATION
Coburg, VIC
(Wurundjeri Country)

SIZE
38m2

COST
$160,000

ENERGY RATING
7.2 Stars

PHOTOGRAPHY
Kulja Coulston

Participating in Sustainable 
House Day 2026. Search 
for ‘The Back House’ at 
sustainablehouseday.com.

MINI PROFILE



AT A GLANCE

- �Existing layout retained and 
modest extension added for 
improved liveability

- �Light, bright new living space 
designed for passive solar 
performance

- �Great connection to garden
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Participating in Sustainable 
House Day 2026. 
Search for ‘Hortense’ at 
sustainablehouseday.com.



HOUSE PROFILE
Glandore, SA 

WORDS
Brita Frost

PHOTOGRAPHY
Belinda Monck

Guided by the principle of ‘just 
enough’, Ian and Anika upgraded and 
futureproofed their Adelaide home, 
vastly improving its connection to a 
much-loved garden. 

23

A house
called 
Hortense
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Above and right Sarah and Scott love the 
indoor-outdoor connection, the views and 
the natural light in their new home. “Working 
with a Design For Place plan reduces the 
design time and the stages required to reach 
development approval from three to two, so 
you’re saving time and money,” says their 
designer Susan Lurie.



3737

Long before Covid reshaped how and 
where people live and work, Scott Smith 
and Sarah Delfante dreamed of leaving 
Perth and moving ‘down south’.
	 Scott was already working remotely 
with team members interstate and 
overseas, and Sarah was happy to swap 
her corporate IT role in the city for a local 
job.
	 So in 2019, they purchased one 
of the last remaining blocks in a rural 
subdivision in Witchcliffe, just south of 
Margaret River, with a sunny northern 
outlook and forest views. “Covid was a bit 
of a catalyst in terms of us thinking that, 
yes, we did actually want to move out of 
the city sooner rather than later,” Sarah 
recalls of the next phase.
	 As self-confessed planners, the 
couple researched their new home from 
multiple angles – avidly consuming 
Sanctuary magazine and Undercover 
Architect podcasts – before landing on 
a free architect-designed plan from the 
federal government’s Your Home ‘Design 
For Place’ series as their starting point. [Ed 
note: see yourhome.gov.au/house-designs 
and Sanctuary 53 for more on the Design 
For Place offering.]
	 Then they had to work out the best 
way to bring it to life. “We wanted a 
building designer or architect who 

specialised in more sustainable homes, 
and we initially spoke to a few people 
in Perth,” Sarah recalls. “Then we came 
across architect Michael Lurie’s work in 
Sanctuary, and we decided that there was 
value in engaging someone who knew the 
South West, who had connections with 
local structural engineers, builders, energy 
assessors and trades that a designer based 
in Perth might not have.”
	 For their part, Michael Lurie and his 
partner Susan recognised many synergies 
and shared aspirations in Scott and Sarah’s 
intentions. “Their vision and their plans 
to execute it really resonated with us, 
because they were so invested in getting 
a high-performing home, and they were 
happy to compromise in some areas to 
achieve it,” Michael says. “For example, 
they wanted a minimum 9-Star energy 
rating, partly so they could achieve a green 
loan with a lower interest rate. Every part 
of the process was highly considered, 
which is rare.”
	 Scott and Sarah’s preferred plan – the 
Banksia – was optimised for a suburban 
site in Perth, but the couple loved 
Michael’s signature modern farmhouse 
aesthetic, embodied in his own family’s 
Honeysuckle House (profiled in Sanctuary 
58) and the Stealth Farmhouses near 
Quindalup. So Michael and Susan adapted 

Starting with a free sustainable home 
design was a great decision for this 
city-turned-country couple, who built 
their compact, comfortable dream 
home near Margaret River.
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the studio’s window and talk to her dad 
on his small neighbouring deck. Davo has 
amply succeeded in his goal of “creating a 
village” on the block: two homes together 
but separate. 
	 Bob loves his new home. “He says 
lovely things like ‘I look forward to 
every day here’,” says Di happily. In 
the mornings and evenings when his 
medications are less effective, he uses 
a wheelchair; spaces in the studio are 
generous to allow wheelchair circulation, 
including an appealing accessible 
bathroom. Floors are finished in cork, 
both for aesthetics and to reduce the risk 
of injury from falls. Kitchen and bathroom 
cabinetry can be modified down the track 
to provide full-time wheelchair access, 
and Di is currently waiting on funding 
from the NDIS to assist with resurfacing 

the garden path for Bob to navigate more 
safely on his motorised scooter.  
	 Davo worked hard to contain Di’s 
initial desire for a larger build. Now that 
the 66-square-metre studio is finished, 
she’s very pleased with the compact 
design and resulting generous green 
space. Having worked on the design with 
Davo and helped out at times during the 
build, and because it features so many 
elements of her old shed, she feels that she 
has a special bond with the structure. “It’s 
more than just a building,” she says. 
For Davo, this first project for his own 
design-build operation Jointbah was 
a steep but satisfying learning curve. 
“Overall, I feel both relief and joy seeing 
Di and her old man really happy with the 
final result,” he says.  S

DESIGNER & BUILDER
Davo Pauli, Jointbah 

PROJECT TYPE
New build

LOCATION
Keperra, QLD 
(Turrbal Country) 

COST
$300,000 
Completed 2025

SIZE
Studio 66m2 

Land 750m2  (shared  
with main house)

ENERGY RATING
7.5 Stars

SPECIFICATIONS

Above “The site gets extremely hot in summer,” says Davo. “With an existing private native garden 
to the south and a close neighbour and strict setbacks to the north, we located north windows 
strategically to maintain privacy while balancing natural northern light.” Image: Ash Rowland

1  Ramp and step entries
2  Bedroom
3  Living/dining
4  Kitchen
5  Bathroom
6  Open vanity
7  Study nook
8  Daybed
9  Deck
10  Main house
11 Fire pit
12  Established native garden
13  Water tanks

LEGEND 
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HOT WATER 
– �Thermann 50L compact electric hot 

water unit 

WATER SAVING
– �2 x 7,000L rainwater tanks connected 

to toilets, showers and garden, and 
filtered for drinking

– �Tapware fitted with WELS 6 star 
aerators

PASSIVE DESIGN, HEATING & COOLING
– �Northern windows strategically located 

for privacy from neighbours and to 
avoid overheating in hot summers

– �Eastern ‘sunrise’ deck oriented for 
morning winter sun

– �Shady southern ‘summer afternoon’ 
deck oriented to existing private garden

– �An oversized gutter on the northern 
elevation provides extra sun shading 
and is permitted within site setbacks

– �Existing shed slab retained underneath 
new raised floor as a heat sink and for 
cost efficiency

ACTIVE HEATING, COOLING & VENTILATION
– �Mitsubishi reverse-cycle air conditioner
– �Custom ventilating rill fan to bathroom 

replaces the entire volume of air in the 
studio about 6 times every hour

BUILDING MATERIALS
– �Timber frame construction using 

timber and roof trusses salvaged from 
existing shed

– �Cladding: Trimdek reused from original 
shed roof; James Hardie cement sheet 
with pine battens

– �BlueScope Zincalume roofing with 
custom folded trims and flashings

– �Austral BB Structural hoop pine ply 
interior wall lining (Super E0)

– �Salvaged turpentine tongue-and-
groove lining to bathroom and kitchen

– �Insulation: Bradford Anticon 60 
and Knauf Earthwool insulation to 
ceiling (R4 total); Knauf Earthwool 
SoundShield batts to walls, reused 
from ‘jam room’ in original shed (R2.7)

– �Wonder Green porcelain panels to 
benchtops and splashbacks 

– �Laminex joinery in Green Slate
– �Locally sourced, FSC-certified spotted 

gum and tallowwood deck structure, 
decking and balustrades

WINDOWS & GLAZING
– �AWS Elevate commercial-grade 

windows and doors supplied by RnR 
Doors and Windows

– �Sunlite Multiwall polycarbonate sheet 
clerestory panels

FLOOR PLAN
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LIGHTING
– �Energy-efficient LED lighting supplied 

by Illumico

COOKING
– �Fisher & Paykel 30cm induction cooktop

PAINTS, FINISHES & FLOOR COVERINGS 
– �Cork flooring imported by Westfloors
– �Dulux exterior paint (low-VOC)
– �Murobond AquaGlaze Pearl coating to 

bathroom (low-VOC)
– �Whittle Wax to interior timber 
– �Tanacote natural decking oil to  

exterior timber

OTHER ESD FEATURES 
– �Small-scale secondary dwelling for 

increased urban density
– �Inspiration taken from Greg Bamford’s 

writing on ‘garden-oriented 
development’, providing studio 
occupants with opportunities to 
engage with the backyard and garden, 
and connections to the main dwelling

– �Designed for accessibility and ageing 
in place

– �Native food-producing gardens 
including finger limes, native 
raspberries and Davidson plums

1
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AT A GLANCE

- �Garden studio with a 
footprint of just 17m2

- �Acoustic separation from 
main house

- �Multipurpose space to suit 
evolving family needs
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STUDIO PROFILE
Wellington, NZ

WORDS
Rebecca Gross

PHOTOGRAPHY
Paul McCredie 

Backyard 		
	 bliss

An angular structure in the back 
garden has proved a supremely 
flexible addition to this family’s  
small Wellington home.

Monika and Ben started thinking about 
a backyard studio in 2018, when their 
boys were aged four and seven years old. 
They lived in a long, narrow two-bedroom 
cottage in Berhampore, a suburb of 
Wellington, New Zealand, and space was 
at a premium. Instead of building what 
would have been a complex and costly 
rear extension, facing south and blocking 
light to the living area, they opted for 
a garden studio. Located at the back of 
their property, it would have the benefit 
of facing north, and the garden would 
provide acoustic isolation, which their 
existing house lacked. “We thought it 

would be good to have a separate space 
with a decent gap between it and the main 
house, so we could retreat for quiet time 
or be noisy and not disturb others,” says 
Monika.
	 The couple engaged Parsonson 
Architects to design a sustainable, cost-
effective studio. They wanted a flexible 
space with a bathroom, that could serve 
as guest accommodation as well as a 
play area, second lounge, music room, or 
anything else they might need over the 
years. 
	 “We wanted to create a little jewel in 
the back garden, something special and 
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Monitoring air quality could 
transform how you live in your 
home. Rachel Rose explains 
why and how.

A BREATH  
OF FRESH AIR

IDEAS & ADVICE
Indoor air quality

WORDS
Rachel Rose

Above Rachel’s Aranet 4 monitor displaying an 
acceptable interior carbon dioxide level of 503 
parts per million. The monitor also measures 
temperature and relative humidity.
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Humans are very good at sensing temperature: we have 
built-in monitors for too hot, too cold and the comfy spot in 
between. True, it varies between individuals and is relative in 
other ways, but generally we get it. When it comes to sensing 
the quality of the air we breathe, though? We can’t see it and we 
don’t really feel it. By the time our senses can detect the air is 
polluted, indoor air quality (IAQ) is usually seriously bad. And 
carbon monoxide and some fine particulate matter can’t be 
picked up at all.
	 “People tolerate stuffy rooms or symptoms such as 
headaches, eye and nose symptoms and asthma without 
recognising that these may be a sign of poor air quality,” writes 
Julie Bennett, a public health researcher from the University 
of Otago, in a recent paper. “The challenge is that air remains 
invisible, undervalued and largely absent from building codes 
and health policy.”
	 Indoor air quality is impacted in a number of ways. Fine 
particulate matter builds up from burning things: the use 
of gas for heating or cooking, wood fires, even burning the 
toast. Fabrics, furnishings and floor covering may offgas 
volatile organic compounds (VOCs). We create moisture in 
our homes just by breathing, cooking and showering; too little 
ventilation sees humidity levels climb, particularly when a 

house is underheated. And a damp house is more vulnerable 
to developing mould, which can aggravate conditions like 
asthma and respiratory disease or trigger allergic reactions.
	 Carbon dioxide (CO2) levels quickly elevate when people 
are inside buildings without sufficient ventilation. CO2 over 
1,000 parts per million (ppm) makes people progressively less 
able to think clearly or concentrate, and is linked to tiredness, 
headaches, dizziness, increased blood pressure and heart rate, 
and poor quality sleep.
	 A reliable monitor showing indoor temperature, relative 
humidity (RH) and CO2 levels can tell us a lot about the health 
of our home and dramatically improve IAQ by training us to 
ventilate sufficiently.
	 Australians and New Zealanders are big on natural 
ventilation. Our building codes require operable windows of 
a minimum area, and even in wet areas like bathrooms, the 
first line assumption is that an open window is sufficient to 
ventilate the space. But these assumptions are usually wrong. 
Opening just a single window is often insufficient, and even 
cross ventilation doesn’t work in still conditions.
	 My partner and I and a big dog lived in a small caravan 
on our house site near Whanganui here in New Zealand 
for several years. I bought an Aranet CO2 monitor that also 

Left This graph shows CO2 
levels in a bedroom occupied 
by two adults in a Melbourne 
home (detached, brick 
veneer, with an average 
level of airtightness). The 
tallest spikes show when 
the bedroom door was 
closed overnight. The data 
was collected by a HOBO 
MX1102 device in winter, 
when outdoor temperatures 
discouraged leaving windows 
open. Even with the door 
open to the rest of the house, 
the night-time CO2 levels are 
too high to be healthy.
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