2016 custom built home/professional of the year

Builder and sustainable housing
advocate Joe Mercieca is
passionate about preserving the
environmental integrity of the
Blue Mountains.
story > Gabrielle Chariton
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he Blue Mountains, located just
west of Sydney in NSW, covers
one million hectares and is home
to vast tracts of ancient eucalypt
forests. This precious wilderness has
been classed as a World Heritage area
since 2000, and is one of Australia’s
most beautiful natural wonders.
Owner of Blue Eco Homes and 2016
GreenSmart Professional of the Year, Joe
Mercieca, calls the Blue Mountains home
and is passionate about protecting and
preserving the fragile beauty of its flora,
fauna and ecosystems. His sustainable,
environmentally friendly homes are
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designed to step lightly and respectfully on
their surrounding landscape, both during
construction and into the future.
‘We’ve been in the Blue Mountains
for about 25 years and we’ve always been
pretty passionate about sustainability and
the environment,’ explains Joe, who began
his building career as a site manager for a
major construction company before setting
out on his own in 2003, building homes in
and around the Blue Mountains region.
When the global financial crisis hit
several years later, Joe decided to reinvent
the business and specialise in ecologically
sensitive housing more suited to the region.

BLUE

‘We started the process by designing
and building our own home. At that
time [about 10 years ago] no-one really
understood what we were trying to
achieve. However we plugged along with
it and launched the business just as the
GFC was ending.’
Since then, Joe’s continuing drive to
improve his knowledge and expertise in
sustainable design and construction has
seen him become one of the region’s
leaders in environmental building
practices.
‘A fundamental principle
underpinning the business is to be
recognised as the “standard-setter” in
new architect-designed, environmental
residential and commercial construction,’
he says.
To this end, Joe, who became a HIA
GreenSmart Professional in 2011,
regularly presents talks to community
groups regarding sustainable building.
He’s also been involved in the training
of other contractors in waste-water
management, and has held information
sessions for local architects regarding
options for sustainable products
and designs.
‘Sustainable building is important.
It’s good for the environment, for the
occupants of the home – because [the
homes are] a lot healthier and more

comfortable – plus it’s also great for the
back pocket and saving money,’ Joe says.
Achieving true sustainability in
housing requires a holistic approach –
starting with site management, which is
particularly important in bushland areas
such as the Blue Mountains. ‘Waste
management during construction is a
significant factor; we separate our waste
streams and re-use and recycle as much
as we can.’
Joe says a recent internal waste audit
showed that an estimated 86 per cent
of construction waste from Blue Eco’s
building sites is recycled or re-used, with
only 14 per cent going to landfill.
Early on, the company developed
a stringent environmental and waste
management policy to identify and
control the total environmental impact
of their projects. ‘People say, “Oh, I’m
going sustainable”, and whack a solar
panel on the roof. Well, that’s not
what it’s all about,’ Joe explains. ‘It’s
encompassing the whole design and how
the home is actually built, and ensuring
it’s built right.’
Blue Eco Homes employs eight staff
and will generally have four or five
projects on the go at any one time. Joe is
passionate about delivering the highestquality product possible – both in finish
and ongoing performance. In achieving
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Joe Mercieca

‘WASTE MANAGEMENT DURING
CONSTRUCTION IS A SIGNIFICANT
FACTOR; WE SEPARATE OUR
WASTE STREAMS AND RE-USE AND
RECYCLE AS MUCH AS WE CAN’

>

In cold climates, in-slab hydronic heating is a cost-effective,
energy smart way to supplement a solar passive system.
A central boiler heats water that is then circulated through pipes
which are installed before the slab is poured. A zoned system
means you only need to heat rooms you are using.
greensmart
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2016 custom built home/professional of the year

JOE MERCIECA CALLS THE
BLUE MOUNTAINS HOME AND IS
PASSIONATE ABOUT PROTECTING
AND PRESERVING THE FRAGILE
BEAUTY OF ITS FLORA, FAUNA
AND ECOSYSTEMS

this, he works in close collaboration with
every client at every stage of the project.
‘We talk to them and really try to
understand their motivation and exactly
what they want to achieve.’
This collaboration continues past
completion, as the owners learn how
to make use of their home’s energyefficiency features.
‘The thing with a sustainable home
is that it’s not just like buying a car,
where you can jump in and drive up
the road and everything’s hunky-dory,’
Joe explains. ‘You’ve got to learn to live
with the house, learn how it operates.
You need to know what windows to
open and at what times of the day; if it’s
windy don’t open this one but open that
one; and when to open and close the
blinds. It’s a learning curve which can
take a good six to twelve months, but
when people take the time to learn how
the home works, it performs better.’

Custom Built Home of the Year
A brilliant example of Blue Eco Homes’
astute approach to sustainable and
energy-efficient building is the MMM
House, which won the 2016 GreenSmart
Custom Built Home award.
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‘The client came to us with their
architect’s plans, requesting that we
make the home as sustainable, energyefficient and comfortable as possible,’
Joe says. ‘We took the architect’s design,
then sort of pulled it apart and started
piecing it back together, incorporating
the necessary thermal properties while
maintaining the design vision. It was
collaboration through the whole build.’
To combat the chilly Blue
Mountains winters, the design
prioritises solar access, with all living
areas oriented to the north and the
polished concrete floor acting as a ‘heat
sink’, drawing in warmth during the
day and releasing it at night. Timberframed windows are low-E doubleglazed, and the internal and external
walls are constructed from Zego foam
blocks, core-filled with concrete.
‘This system provides a high level of
insulation and speeds up construction,’
Joe explains, adding that all materials
used in the home were selected for their
thermal efficiency, recyclability and reuse potential.
To supplement the heating during
periods of grey weather (fairly frequent
during the Blue Mountains winters),

CONSTRUCTION DETAILS
BUILDER Blue Eco Homes, NSW
t: 02 4754 5608
www.blueecohomes.com.au

Joe installed a highly efficient, zoned
under-floor hydronic heating system,
powered by a gas-fired boiler. This
system provides a gentle warmth
which ‘just takes the edge off’, without
wasting energy.
Inside and out, the home is finished
to an impeccable standard; every angle
and intersection millimetre-perfect. The
extensive use of natural stone finishes
and polished concrete is offset with crisp
white walls and pared-back, honey-hued
joinery that celebrates the natural beauty
of native (and recycled) timber.
Skylights, clerestory windows and a
glass roof to the living room ensure the
interiors are constantly bathed in natural
light. Throughout the home, expertlypositioned glazing systems optimise solar
gain and cross-ventilation, and tether the
home to its surrounding landscape.
Externally, the uncluttered façade
is designed to reduce the home’s
vulnerability to bushfire attack,
with the wall’s vertical shadowlines
complementing the nailstrip-profile
steel roof. The landscaping was created
holistically, with any trees cleared
during construction mulched onsite and
used throughout the gardens, and all

excavated rock and soil were also
re-used onsite.
‘It’s a very detailed home with all
the lovely finishes,’ Joe says. ‘People
don’t always understand that building a
sustainable home doesn’t mean you have
to do without. All the beautiful details
can still be incorporated; the sustainability
features just sit in the background.’

THE DESIGN PRIORITISES SOLAR
ACCESS, WITH ALL LIVING AREAS
ORIENTED TO THE NORTH AND
THE POLISHED CONCRETE FLOOR
ACTING AS A ‘HEAT SINK’

PRODUCTS
> Roof: Colorbond ‘nailstrip’ profile
> External Walls: ICF wall system Zego
foam core-filled blocks
> Internal walls: Zego with Gyprock lining/
timber framed, insulated and gyprock
> Windows: Hardwood recycled blackbutt,
manufactured by Branches Timbercraft
> Timber throughout: plantation grown
or recycled
> Skylights: Velux
> Glass roof: Viridian toughened high
performance glass
> External wall finish: Dulux Acratex
> Hydronic heating system: boiler – Bosch
> Low-VOC paints: Haymes, Cutek
> Insulation: R3.5 Tontine polyester insulation
to ceilings and roof cavity; Tontine
Soundscreen R2.5 to internal wall frames.
PROJECT COST not disclosed
TIME TAKEN TO CONSTRUCT 12 months
ENERGY EFFICIENCY RATING
Exceeds NSW Basix requirements

Joe was ‘chuffed’ at Blue Eco Homes’
double-take at the GreenSmart
awards, and there’s little doubt that
the success of Blue Eco Homes
derives directly from his passion for
sustainable, environmentally-aware
building practices.
‘When planning an energy-efficient
home, look at it as a long term thing
rather than a short term thing,’ he
advises. ‘Investing in smarter design
upfront means you’ll get your money
back in ongoing savings.’ gs
greensmart
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