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Introduction

The COVID global pandemic necessitated significant changes in people’s life-
styles and work habits (Marzban et al. 2023). In response to the pandemic, many 
governments, including Australia’s, implemented lockdowns, allowing people 
outdoors only for short durations and limited activities to curtail the disease’s 
spread. Given advances and changes in technology many people were able to 
switch to working and learning from home (Verma et al. 2023), which allowed 
most economies and businesses globally to keep functioning. By 2022, due to 
the advancements in vaccination protocols, most of the population was safe-
guarded against the prevalent variants of COVID. With the cessation of lock-
downs, the pertinent question emerged: Was it indeed appropriate to resume 
office-based work?

Many office workers had gotten used to working from home and enjoyed 
the flexibility it offered, especially where they had caring responsibilities for 
older people and/or children. Workers argued that their performance had been 
maintained, and in many instances increased in quality and quantity, so why did 
they need to return to the office? Admittedly not all workers felt this way, some 
younger people, or newly employed staff, preferred to base themselves in the 
office to learn the organisational culture and to create a network (Nanayakkara 
et al. 2023).

However, overall, there is considerably less office worker use of workplaces 
than pre-COVID (Marzban et al. 2023). This has been compounded with the low 
unemployment rates, which has made employers reluctant to ‘force’ workers back 
to the office. In some cities like Melbourne, Australia, there has been more oc-
cupancy on Tuesday, Wednesdays, and Thursdays during the week, with Mondays 
and Fridays being very quiet. The low rates of office occupancy have a ripple ef-
fect, as local cafes and retailers have far fewer customers and this has led to in-
creased vacancy in this part of the property market (Armstrong et al. 2023).The 
result is underuse and vacancy in city centres, Central Business Districts (CBDs), 
or Downtowns. How long will this last? Is it temporary or permanent? Many have 
theories (Armstrong et al. 2023) but at this point, nobody knows. Questions arise, 
such as: What can be done with this vacancy?
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The Sustainable Temporary Adaptive Reuse (STAR) Toolkit project is an at-
tempt to gain a deeper understanding of this post-COVID trend and to develop 
a series of resources, the toolkit, to facilitate short-term, or temporary reuse of 
commercial property in Sydney (Armstrong et al. 2023). The STAR Toolkit is a 
knowledge exchange research project tha takes a qualitative approach to delve 
deeper into this complex issue that cannot be easily quantified (Creswell 2013).

The project takes a co-design approach to developing the toolkit, by engaging 
with stakeholders with a keen interest in the concept of STAR from a professional 
or personal perspective. The stakeholders engaged are from industry (property 
owners, advisors, and building designers such as architects and engineers), built 
environment regulation and advocacy (planning approval and construction code 
compliance, city-shaping or strategic planning), and different communities seeking 
new space. In addition, the research team consider themselves stakeholders with 
significant experience as property advisors in financial investment and asset man-
agement, surveying, architecture, and planning.

The tools within the STAR Toolkit are under development at the time of writing, 
and have been identified through a series of knowledge exchange workshops, both 
in person and online. The selection of the tools has been informed by pragmatic 
discussions between the researchers and the stakeholders as to what resources are 
needed to normalise the concept of STAR in practice, and what resources are per-
ceived to be needed to support STAR evaluations and uptake. The ideas proposed 
for tools include:

• A STAR Toolkit website – an accessible, one-stop-shop for all things STAR.
• A STAR Guide – a description and definition of STAR as an asset management 

option for a broad layperson audience.
• STAR Ideas – an architectural exhibition documented to visualise examples of 

what STAR can be to spark the imagination.
• STAR Case Studies – real examples of STAR in Australia and beyond.
• Regulatory checklist – guidance on where to start when considering compliance 

with the National Code of Construction for building owners and end users of 
STAR space.

• Planning pathway – a clear map of the planning conversations needed to guide 
a successful temporary change-of-use planning application.

• STAR Contexts – a series of videos that capture the conversations from multi-
ple expert perspectives about the challenges facing cities that STAR can help 
resolve.

• STAR Space - a place where building owners and space seekers can connect.
• ESG Scorecard – a ratings tool of ESG values or metrics that can be used to 

guide STAR evaluations and decisions.
• Research articles – publications leading from the STAR project journey for oth-

ers to discuss, share, and build on to grow the concept of STAR as a sustainable 
asset management option to increase the usefulness of existing buildings so that 
they are fully utilised for as long as possible.



Whilst our focus for the first STAR Toolkit is Sydney, Australia, the issues de-
tailed in this chapter affect many cities globally and some findings and outputs 
could be transferable.

This chapter sets out a detailed analysis of the Sydney commercial property 
market, the shocks and stresses it experiences, occupancy vacancy, and the concept 
of the STAR Toolkit and how this might address short-term vacancy in the CBD. 
The issue of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) and its growing im-
portance in commercial property is then discussed along with STAR potential. The 
chapter concludes with a review of some of the legal and regulatory compliance 
issues that might impact STAR’s potential.

Shocks and Stresses in the Built Environment

Just as the online shopping boom reduced the demand for commercial brick-and-
mortar stores, the recent global pandemic has shaken the property market with 
many employees demanding flexible work arrangements. The rebound from the 
post-lockdown workscape has left global cities at varying levels of activation, 
with some cities left underoccupied, and others having reimagined their use cases 
(Glaeser 2022; Fiorentino et al. 2022). A reduction in the face-to-face workforce 
has led to significant vacancy in commercial spaces and large and medium-sized 
businesses re-evaluating their needs for large commercial leases. With a reduction 
in the onsite workforce, and downsizing of many major organisations, prime real 
estate needs to ease the conditions for leases, or at least incentivise occupancy 
(Fiorentino et al. 2023). As such, leases that would previously be reserved for sig-
nificant businesses are now available to lower tier companies, which facilitates a 
shift up the commercial leasing ladder. This has ultimately created an issue with 
vacancy and underutilisation of D-grade real estate, which is starting to have flow-
on affects to the ground level market. In the Australian commercial office market, 
top-quality stock is graded Premium, followed by A, B, C and D. The top-quality 
stock is owned and managed by commercial entities, whereas the lowest grade 
stock is more likely to be long-term owned by ‘mum and dad’ investors.

The increased vacancy of D- and C-grade real estate has resulted in a lower 
demand for retail services and cafes on the ground level in Australian major cit-
ies and globally (Greenhalgh 2022; Florida et al. 2021). The primary issue with 
ground-level vacancy is that regions appear to be dead or dying to the public, which 
creates a stigma about certain areas in urban centres, and further serves to devalue 
the potential commercial opportunities (Greenhalgh 2022). A loss of ground-level 
retail and cafe services and the appearance of a dead or dying area contributes 
to the overall feeling of a city that is losing or has lost its vibrancy, which would 
have significant economic impacts for both the domestic and international tour-
ism markets. The responsibility of revitalising these areas that have succumbed to 
vacancies and underutilisation ultimately falls to the local government and coun-
cils, typically through the implementation of social and economic activities and 
initiatives. One example is the City of Sydney, Australia, which eased outdoor din-
ing requirements, and converted several thousand street parking spaces to outdoor 
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seating for restaurants and cafes to reshape the social and dining culture in those ar-
eas (City of Sydney 2021). Similarly, the City of Singapore has begun establishing 
‘Parklets’ by converting on-street parking into temporary green spaces for residents 
and tourists to relax and linger in spaces for longer periods. Another more forward-
looking example is the City of Barcelona, Spain, that has begun implementing a 
programme called ‘Superblocks’ where the streetscapes in certain neighbourhoods 
are redesigned to create larger, pedestrian-friendly blocks to reduce traffic-related 
congestion and pollution and to free up space for community and social projects 
(Love & Stevenson 2019).

While some communities and councils are looking towards a more inclusive, 
socially sustainable urban environment, there are still many regions of the world 
that are suffering from a lack of use due to changes in the commercial property 
market (Armstrong et al. 2021; Armstrong et al. 2023). Historically, traumatic 
events such as economic recessions have led to increased vacancy rates as busi-
nesses fail, resulting in underuse and vacancy. Typically, a recovering market or 
technological innovation will often alter building uses, resulting in the redesign 
and adaptation of commercial markets. The pandemic is the latest global event to 
trigger changes in building uses, albeit slowly and with a disproportionate effect 
on lower-grade commercial markets. Besides the previously mentioned public 
perception associated with a dying ground-level market, empty and underused 
buildings physically deteriorate at a faster rate than occupied ones (Sayce et al. 
2022). With an ever-increasing need for urban sustainability, allowing for large 
commercial spaces to fall into disrepair through neglect and underuse should at-
tract significant attention. The economic and environmental cost associated with 
destroying and rebuilding derelict properties is enormous and, with forethinking, 
could be avoided.

While the return-to-work movement is slowly increasing, the pandemic has for-
ever changed the workplace. To achieve urban sustainability, commercial proper-
ties that are affected by vacancy and underuse should look to redesign their spaces 
to revitalise the local community and attract new commercial leases. One idea that 
is gaining traction is the conversion of commercial spaces to social spaces that pro-
vide benefits to the local community or building tenants that have remained in the 
spaces. To address this, we have developed the Sustainable Temporary Adaptive 
Reuse (STAR) Toolkit concept.

Occupying Vacancy; Understanding the Voids to Evaluate  
STAR Options

Vacancy in commercial buildings has become a global concern since the COVID 
pandemic due to a myriad of societal and technological changes. Before this, va-
cancy was connected to economic downturns, localised issues connected to supply 
and demand imbalances, or issues such as land banking and managed decline of 
existing buildings (Abramson 2015).

For commercial buildings, adaptive reuse is believed to be a solution to both 
resolving vacancy and addressing shortages in other types of buildings such as 



affordable housing. Certainly, there has been significant uptake in office-to-
residential conversions in cities such as London, when residential is seen as the 
‘highest and best’ use (Clifford et al. 2019). Tools are in development for rapid 
evaluations of the suitability of buildings for office-to-residential conversion, when 
office buildings have become stranded assets (Beaney et al., 2023).

Since the pandemic, the focus on adaptive reuse as a solution to the vacancy is 
suggested by research and in practice (Armstrong et al. 2023; Hassell 2023; Rob-
erts & Carter 2023; Lynch 2022). In real estate, calls for policy action to address 
vacant space have increased sharply, particularly for commercial buildings (Poleg 
2023; Capps 2023; Hassell 2023). In research, however, adaptive reuse literature 
is limited in its discussion of vacancy. A review of the literature found vacancy is 
often used to describe a building’s end state, with little critical discussion of what 
vacancy looks like before a building is wholly vacant (Armstrong et al. 2023).

Vacancy understanding and metrics are useful for policymaking and strategic 
planning (Burkholder 2012). Further questions can be asked which highlight the 
need to develop our understanding of vacancy so that appropriate solutions can be 
effectively supported by policy action. These questions are:

1 Are whole office buildings close to standing empty, or are buildings suffering 
underoccupancy? If the latter is the case, whole building adaptive reuse may not 
be a viable option for buildings which have tenants on long leases.

2 Which buildings have ‘problematic’ vacancy? Where is the vacancy located? 
And what is ‘problematic vacancy’? For older office towers, building owners 
may have little or no outstanding debts and therefore may not be financially 
problematic. For newer buildings, there is an unwillingness to consider adaptive 
reuse as these buildings may be premium-grade office buildings, yet they may 
have high vacancy levels. In these cases, adaptive reuse policy may be ineffec-
tive at increasing uptake of adaptive reuse.

3 How long do we expect to see the drivers of vacancy remaining? In times of 
unprecedented and unforeseen societal change and flux, longer-term vacancy 
rates can be hard to predict.

These questions highlight the need for a more nuanced understanding of va-
cancy. Currently, the evidence presented to understand vacancy is typically sim-
plistic average vacancy rates, aggregated across the whole city. There is a lack 
of nuanced debate which includes different types of vacancy, and the distribu-
tion of vacancy types in different buildings to inform effective policymaking 
(Armstrong et al. 2020).

In research, scholars are unpacking vacancy and provide a taxonomy for exist-
ing buildings including residential (Caramaschi & Coppola 2023) and commercial 
buildings (Muldoon-Smith & Greenhalgh 2017). These taxonomies highlight va-
cancy types such as:

• Structural, meaning the vacancy will not be resolved if the building’s use or 
condition is not adapted (Muldoon-Smith & Greenhalgh 2017).
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• Dysfunctional vacancy occurs when governance is restricting changes in the 
building which would increase demand (Caramaschi & Coppola 2023). A driver 
of dysfunctional vacancy could be when a local government is not wishing to 
permit adaptive reuse to residential in a commercial zone.

• Churn, meaning vacancy that is the result of tenants moving to buildings of bet-
ter grades in the same city (Muldoon-Smith & Greenhalgh 2017).

• Greyspace is understood as underoccupation, for example, a space which is cur-
rently leased but not needed by the current tenants (Muldoon-Smith & Green-
halgh 2017).

• Strategic vacancy occurs when buildings are purposefully left empty awaiting 
site redevelopment and approvals for demolition (Muldoon-Smith & Green-
halgh 2017).

• Inefficient vacancy occurs when a building is functional but does not perform 
well (Muldoon-Smith & Greenhalgh 2017).

• Inertial vacancy is when building owners are not taking steps to resolve the 
unleased space, following a ‘wait and see’ approach (Muldoon-Smith & Green-
halgh 2017).

• Unhabitable vacancy, meaning a building is not fit for use (Caramaschi & Cop-
pola 2023). An example of this is where contamination has occurred, although 
the building itself is structurally sound.

Vacancy is believed to change according to the building grade it sits within, with 
‘healthy’ vacancy sitting in higher-grade buildings and ‘unhealthy’ or stagnating 
vacancy existing in lower-grade buildings. However, a recent study challenges this, 
suggesting vacancy can be caused by the building design failing to meet the needs 
of businesses seeking office space (Armstrong 2020). For example, if a city’s busi-
nesses are small to medium enterprises, the demand for very large floor plates will 
be low and structural vacancy can occur even in new, high-performing buildings 
considered to be premium buildings.

Not all vacancy is seen as negative: for instance, too little vacancy can create other 
problems such as undersupply and high rents stifling diversity in the types of busi-
nesses and tenants that can afford to use the buildings in any given location. Initial, 
frictional, and cyclical are types of natural vacancy, and resolve themselves easily. 
These vacancy types are a sign of a healthy, balanced market and economy, depend-
ing on the time it takes for their resolution (Muldoon-Smith & Greenhalgh 2017).

These emerging taxonomies of vacancy are useful as they offer opportunities for 
developing and evaluating solutions for sustainable asset management to fit localised 
market conditions. However, the taxonomies must be coupled with access to transpar-
ent unaggregated vacancy data to enable greater understanding (Armstrong et al. 2021).

Sustainable asset management options include refurbishment and retrofitting to 
upgrade the building’s amenities for its current use and/or upgrade its aesthetics 
to reposition buildings in the market. Aside from retrofitting and refurbishment, 
there are several options available for adaptive reuse, which is where the building 
is adapted for a new use that is different from its current use. These different types 
of adaptive reuse are discussed in what follows next.



Proposed Applications of STAR

Sustainable Temporary Adaptive Reuse (STAR) is a type of adaptation also known 
as ‘meanwhile use’. STAR is the process during which a part or whole of an exist-
ing building undergoes a change-of-use classification on a temporary basis. At the 
end of the time period, the spaces revert back to their former use. STAR can bring 
benefits to aid the longevity of the lifecycle of the building through active use 
whilst limiting the environmental impact of real estate practices and construction 
works, enabling temporary new use(s).

Buildings are classified according to their main use and can contain dif-
ferent uses. In Australia, uses are defined by the Australian Building Codes 
Board’s (ABCB) list (www.abcb.gov.au/sites/default/files/resources/2022/UTNCC-
Building-classifications.PDF). There are ten different classes that define building 
use and a further two classes for mixed-use and multiple-use buildings. Office 
buildings are Class 5, and retail uses are Class 6 buildings. Mixed-use is for 
buildings that may have a basement car park (Class 7a) with ground-floor retail 
space (Class 6) and residential apartments on levels one to eight (Class 2) and 
offices above level eight (Class 5). Buildings that have multiple classifications 
are designed for speculative development and can be designed to comply with 
regulations of multiple classes, for example, Classes 5, 6, and 7. For a STAR 
development, the ‘new’ use in part of the building differs from the existing use.

As mentioned previously, most adaptive reuse case studies and discussion fo-
cus on whole-building reuse. However, this is a limited view of reuse that can be 
developed to form new types of adaptive reuse. The partial building basis speaks 
to mixed-use building typologies or can transition buildings to multiple classifica-
tions, depending on the scale of the building and its proposed new uses.

STAR’s additional value, on a partial building basis, can increase demand for a 
building’s space and prolong a building’s usefulness. For buildings that are reason-
ably well-performing, partial adaptive reuse can add new temporary or trial uses 
to add additional value to buildings, making them attractive to both retain existing 
tenants and attract new tenants looking to upgrade their accommodation from low-
grade buildings at the end of their lives. It can be a solution to resolving pockets 
of underuse, long before vacancy reaches terminal levels, and the assets are at 
increased risk of becoming stranded, or prematurely obsolete. For premium build-
ings, the additional value creation via STAR can offer premium tenants looking to 
encourage knowledge workers back from working from home. This is particularly 
likely if the social value of the new use is considered. STAR can offer increased 
opportunities for knowledge workers to connect, or it can deliver new uses which 
provide greater convenience or essential services to those who find working from 
home offers other advantages. New uses can also increase diversity and factor in 
workers’ life balance and wider needs. For example, services to help workers meet 
their caring responsibilities for children, aged parents, or even beloved pets.

The temporary nature of STAR provides an alternative to any inertial vacancy 
by which owners and managers ‘wait and see’ before investing in more radical or 
costly actions, particularly in markets with sudden or uncertain demand changes. 
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STAR can also be useful for ‘trial’ uses, where the idea is novel or market demand 
for other uses is uncertain. The key to viable temporary uses is a compatibility be-
tween the new use and the existing physical attributes of the space, the new users’ 
needs, and the needs of the existing users of the adjacent spaces or buildings.

The question to be asked is: What does ‘temporary’ mean? Over time, all build-
ings are temporary as they are demolished at the end of their structural life. Older 
heritage buildings have often undergone multiple changes of use. For example, the 
Pantheon in Rome (circa 126 AD) has been a temple, a marketplace, a legal centre, 
and currently a tourist attraction. However, for STAR the key to defining what is 
‘temporary’ is the length of the leases typically offered for the building’s existing 
uses. Since the pandemic, the average lease length for office and retail space have 
fallen and can be as short as 1–2 years. What is temporary is a dynamic length of 
time that can be lengthened or shortened depending on the market. At the time of 
writing, temporary in office buildings can be as short as 1 day to 1–2 years and we 
are defining STAR are a time period shorter than the typical lease for a building.

A key aspect to STAR in office buildings is factoring in the social value of the 
new use so that spaces attract flows of people and the new use is regenerative. 
Flows of people can create vibrancy and can also generate flow-on associated 
economic activities, such as workers buying lunches and other goods and ser-
vices. This social value can be quantified and measured through increased visita-
tion and revenue in nearby spaces and businesses. The vibrancy or connections 
that STAR can offer can also create a sense of belonging for existing tenants. The 
social value of STAR can also be applied to the wider community. If spaces are 
converted for use by social enterprises, the social value can be calculated in terms 
of social impact. For example, offering space to a social enterprise can align with 
the sustainability (environmental or social) values of the owners of a building, 
or their tenants.

Increasing Importance of ‘Social’ in ESG

The Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) framework has placed a lot of 
emphasis on the ‘social’ aspect in recent years. This is due to its significant impact 
on the sustainability of businesses, stakeholder relationships, and overall corporate 
responsibility. As companies face mounting scrutiny from investors, regulators, 
and the public, the social dimension of ESG has become a critical factor in evalu-
ating a company’s long-term viability and ethical standing (Mah 2021). ESG is 
a comprehensive framework that assesses the sustainability and ethical practices 
of companies and organisations. It has become increasingly popular among in-
vestors, stakeholders, and consumers who prioritise responsible and ethical busi-
ness practices (Cloutier 2020; Robinson & McIntosh 2022). ESG criteria provide a 
structured way to evaluate a company’s impact and performance beyond traditional 
financial metrics, aiming to capture a holistic view of their contributions to society, 
the environment, and corporate governance. As a result, ESG criteria have gained 
significant traction as a framework for evaluating the sustainability and ethical 
practices of companies and investment portfolios (Cloutier 2020).



The corporate responsibility landscape has undergone a paradigm shift with the 
emergence of the social dimension (Mah 2021). This encompasses a variety of 
issues such as labour practices, human rights, diversity and inclusion, community 
engagement, and supply chain ethics, among other social value elements. Compa-
nies are no longer solely accountable for their financial performance, but also for 
their societal impact. This has prompted a reassessment of business strategies and 
practices through an ethical lens. While all three components – environmental, 
social, and governance – are important, the Social aspect has taken centre stage in 
discussions and assessments (Wilkinson 2022; Mah 2021). It reflects a company’s 
impact on society, its treatment of employees, customers, and communities, and 
its commitment to ethical and equitable practices. The emphasis on social within 
ESG has grown as stakeholders and investors recognise the significant influence 
companies have over society. This highlights its importance in shaping sustainable 
business practices and promoting positive societal outcomes.

When evaluating a company’s performance, the ESG framework looks at three 
main areas: environmental, social, and governance. The environmental aspect fo-
cuses on how the company impacts the environment through carbon emissions, 
energy efficiency, waste management, water conservation, and sustainable sourc-
ing. The goal is to reduce risk and promote sustainability. The social component 
examines how the company interacts with stakeholders such as employees, com-
munities, customers, and suppliers. It considers factors such as labour practices, 
human rights, employee wellbeing, diversity, and community engagement. Finally, 
the governance aspect assesses the quality and transparency of the company’s cor-
porate governance practices, including board composition, executive compensa-
tion, shareholder rights, risk management, and ethical decision-making. Effective 
governance promotes accountability, prevents conflicts of interest, and ensures fair 
and responsible management practices. Companies are increasingly evaluated not 
just on financial performance but on their commitment to fostering positive social 
impacts and addressing social challenges (Mah 2021).

Many stakeholders are taking note of the ethical implications of their actions 
and demand greater accountability from companies (Cloutier 2021; Wilkinson, 
2022). Consumers, investors, and jobseekers are all increasingly influenced by a 
company’s social track record, which is causing businesses to prioritise socially re-
sponsible practices. Organisations are realising that ignoring social issues can lead 
to reputational damage, legal trouble, and operational disruptions down the line. 
The social dimension provides a framework for identifying and mitigating these 
risks by fostering a culture of ethical behaviour and responsible business practices. 
Governments and regulatory bodies may start paying more attention to social is-
sues and enforcing laws and regulations related to things such as labour standards, 
human rights, and community engagement (Cloutier 2021). Complying with these 
regulations will be vital to maintaining a company’s social responsibilities. Insti-
tutional investors and asset managers are also considering ESG factors when mak-
ing investment decisions. The social dimension, particularly in terms of employee 
wellbeing, fair labour practices, and diversity, has been linked to improved finan-
cial performance and long-term sustainability, which is attracting investor interest.
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Organisations that prioritise social sustainability tend to create stronger con-
nections with their employees, customers, and communities (Cloutier 2021). 
These positive relationships can lead to a better reputation, customer loyalty, and 
long-term value. Environmental, social, and governance criteria are now used as 
a framework to evaluate the sustainability and ethical performance of businesses 
and investment opportunities. While the ‘E’ and ‘G’ components of ESG have been 
the focus of corporate responsibility discussions for a while, the importance of the 
‘S’ – the social dimension – is gaining prominence. The increasing significance of 
the social aspect in ESG reflects the acknowledgment that the way organisations 
treat their employees, customers, communities, and other stakeholders has a sub-
stantial impact on value creation, reputation, and overall sustainability (Mah 2021; 
Wilkinson 2022).

The importance of the social aspect in ESG is increasing due to changing expec-
tations from stakeholders, especially investors and consumers. Investors now seek 
companies with strong ethical values, transparency, and a commitment to address-
ing social issues, instead of just financial returns. This shift in investor behaviour 
has led to a surge in sustainable investment products, and companies are improving 
their social performance to attract investment. Consumers are also becoming more 
conscious of the social impacts of their purchasing decisions and demand products 
and services from companies that align with their values (Mah 2021; Wilkinson 
2022). This demand for ethical products and responsible business practices has 
pushed companies to prioritise social considerations and adopt sustainable and 
inclusive practices. Additionally, employee engagement and talent retention con-
tribute to the social aspect in ESG. Companies that prioritise employee wellbeing, 
diversity, and a safe working environment enhance their reputation and foster a 
motivated and loyal workforce (Mah 2021). Potential employees are now drawn 
to companies that prioritise social responsibility, creating a positive feedback loop 
that attracts and retains top talent in today’s competitive job market.

In addition, recent regulatory and legal changes have emphasised the signifi-
cance of the social component in ESG. Governments worldwide are implementing 
more stringent regulations to tackle issues like workplace safety, modern slavery, 
and human rights violations. Companies that fail to comply with these regulations 
face not only financial penalties but also damage to their reputation. Thus, it’s es-
sential for businesses to abide by social norms and legal requirements. It’s worth 
noting that the social element of ESG isn’t just about mitigating risks; it also offers 
significant potential for innovation and value creation. Companies that welcome 
diversity and inclusion, for instance, can benefit from a wider range of perspectives 
that can lead to better decision-making and product development (Mah 2021). By 
engaging with local communities, businesses can form strong partnerships that en-
hance their brand reputation and customer loyalty. The significance of the social di-
mension in ESG has been growing due to the evolving environment of business and 
society. Stakeholders now expect companies to be more accountable, transparent, 
and responsible. Hence, organisations are realising that their social performance 
directly affects their long-term success and are integrating social aspects into their 
strategic plans and operations. The changing role of the social component in ESG 



highlights the interconnectedness of social, environmental, and governance fac-
tors, thereby creating a more sustainable and morally grounded business landscape.

The Compliance and Certification Conundrum

Another important aspect to consider in STAR is the legal requirements in respect 
of building regulations and fire regulations. Buildings, when submitted for assess-
ment, are allocated a code within the regulations, for example, office buildings 
are Class 5 buildings, whereas retail buildings are Class 6. This classification is 
important as it establishes the criteria under which the building will be assessed for 
code compliance.

Australian buildings, when designed and completed, are checked for compli-
ance with the Building Code of Australia (BCA). The BCA is a set of technical 
provisions contained within the first two chapters of the National Construction 
Code (NCC). They dictate the minimum mandatory requirements for the health, 
safety, amenity, and sustainability in the design, development, and construction of 
new buildings within Australia (Australian Building Codes Board 2017). Building 
certifiers/surveyors and fire engineers acting for building owners are required to 
propose designs and make recommendations for compliance. The proposed draw-
ings are submitted for approval. Once construction is completed, the building is 
checked for compliance with the design and NCC and, if correct, will be certified 
as compliant and a certificate of occupation is granted.

Any subsequent alterations to the building, may or may not trigger different 
parts of the NCC. Some uses have higher levels of fire risk than others (Carroll 
2009). For example, building uses involving people sleeping, such as hotels or 
housing, have higher levels of fire protection as a fire may occur at a time when 
people are sleeping. The occupants would need longer to wake up and then evacu-
ate the building. Likewise, some building uses have different requirements in re-
spect of the distance to a fire escape staircase. Some building uses may have higher 
requirements in respect of toilet facilities than others. Other uses may pose higher 
risks in respect of fire and so on (Carroll 2009). The STAR Toolkit needs to iden-
tify and then assess the different options available for short-term uses for a Class 5 
office building and the degree to which the proposed temporary use might trigger 
fire and NCC requirements. The rationale is that some new temporary uses would 
require minimal or no changes, whereas other uses would trigger extensive altera-
tions to the building to meet compliance with fire and NCC standards. Extensive 
alterations are cost prohibitive and would not fit the STAR timeframe.

The issue of temporary use is somewhat of a challenge because the NCC does 
permit temporary uses, for example, with sporting or arts events, temporary struc-
tures such as tents accommodate catering outlets (Carroll 2009). The structures 
are erected for the event and then dismantled upon completion of the event. The 
standards in respect of fire differ to permanent structures with the same uses. With 
increasing vacancy within buildings, the question arises: Can we apply the same 
approaches towards temporary uses within buildings? Given the precedents of 
temporary structures for arts and sports events it appears possible (Armstrong 
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2020). The next question is then: How long is a temporary period? Our STAR 
workshop in 2022 concluded that in the Sydney market, the temporary use period 
would be 1 year or 12 months. The typical lease term in Sydney at the time was 2 to 
3 years, and therefore a period of 1 year would be seen as temporary or short term.

The best way forward is to develop an NCC Checklist of critical issues to con-
sider when proposing a STAR. This would ensure any critical fire or compliance 
issues are raised early in the evaluation of suitability. The stakeholders can then 
determine whether the proposal is legally, as well as technically, socially, and eco-
nomically, viable or not. Note that this work is in progress.

Conclusions

This chapter has set out a detailed analysis of the Sydney commercial property 
market, the shocks and stresses it has experienced since COVID, and how this has 
impacted occupancy and vacancy. Whilst the commercial market has recovered to 
some degree since mandatory lockdowns, it would appear that the experience from 
mid-2020 to mid-2022 has caused many of the CBD workforce to seek a more flex-
ible work-life balance. Sydney is not alone as cities globally adjust to post-COVID 
social and economic patterns.

These changes have led to the concept of the STAR Toolkit and how this set of 
resources might address short-term vacancy and a lack of occupancy in the CBD. 
Headline vacancy in Sydney CBD is between 10% and 11% but occupancy rates 
are far lower than before COVID (anecdotally between 60% and 70%) meaning 
there is a lot of commercial space unoccupied on any given day. Further, current 
work patterns seem to indicate a preference for working from home on Mondays 
and Fridays which provides for greater levels of unoccupied space during these 
times. Given the changes to work patterns and practices and subsequent uses of 
buildings, which are new to many owners, regulators, occupiers, there is much 
uncertainty about where things are trending.

The market needs to better understand which buildings, market sectors, or time 
periods are experiencing ‘problematic’ vacancy, where is the vacancy located, and 
what is ‘problematic vacancy’? The STAR toolkit will assist owners, occupiers, 
and the wider market in understanding these issues. It may be the case that issues 
relating to vacancy and underoccupancy are different between differing building 
grades and sub-precincts. STAR aims to explore these issues and open the conver-
sation on using existing building stock more intensively.

The issue of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) and its growing 
importance in commercial property was discussed along with the potential to in-
corporate and measure this in STAR. The chapter concluded with a review of some 
of the legal and regulatory compliance issues which might impact on STAR poten-
tial. As a result of these issues and STAR workshops, we established the need for 
stakeholder guidance and the STAR Toolkit. It is envisaged that this toolkit will be 
beneficial to building owners in a market where owners are trying to differentiate 
themselves from the competition and where occupiers are looking to ESG-related 
ratings and gradings in their decision-making to occupy space.



Not only is there an environmental benefit from utilising existing structures 
rather than building new ones, a well occupied and vibrant building will likely be 
more attractive to existing tenants, particularly ground-level retail and cafe tenants 
who rely on footfall. This is amplified if temporary uses are complimentary to ex-
isting tenants’ uses elsewhere in the building.

STAR will bridge a gap between landlords and tenants, introducing shorter-term 
occupiers to owners in uncertain market conditions where owners may be unable or 
unwilling to commit to longer-term more traditional lease structures. This chapter 
has also discussed the ability of shorter-term occupiers to extend the useful life 
span of a building that might be approaching obsolescence.

Practical Implications

The following practical considerations have been established in this research  
to date:

• Provision of resources for stakeholders will facilitate the use of underused and 
vacant city centre buildings.

• The STAR Toolkit will assist owners, occupiers, and the wider market in under-
standing issues surrounding vacancy and underuse.

• The social aspect of Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) and its 
growing importance in commercial property is impacting the market and may 
enable new users to occupy spaces previously unavailable to them.

• STAR is one solution as the market transitions from a traditional 5-day working 
week in office buildings to a new mode.
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