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TESTING THE POSSIBILITIES
In trialling a number of different
techniques and products, the
builders of the Pilot House made
some surprising discoveries.
story > Gabrielle Chariton
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he Pilot House, a Hamptonsinspired, two-storey beauty nestled
into bushland in Sydney’s northern
suburbs, is, first and foremost, a
welcoming and liveable family home.
But it’s also – as its name suggests – an
experiment; a housing test-drive, if you
will, where a number of new products
and unusual construction techniques have
been brought together to test the limits of
high-performance housing.
The home was designed and
built by NSW-based Strongbuild, a
company that specialises in building
luxury country homes in the Southern
Highlands and multi-residential projects
in and around Sydney.
‘We’re always focused on looking at
more innovative ways of producing a
better performing, high quality product,’
explains managing director Adam
Strong. ‘We built the Pilot House
to trial new ways of increasing the
performance of our products, and to test
strategies that haven’t been used before.’
Adam and his family have lived in the
home since it was completed in
November 2014. ‘That way I can

experience it and see how all the elements
work together,’ he says. ‘We didn’t want
our clients to be the guinea pigs!’
At 500 square metres, the fivebedroom home is light, airy and
undeniably luxurious. But its design
doesn’t necessarily conform to everyone’s
idea of ‘green’ housing. It doesn’t face
north, for starters, and the windows are
placed to enhance the home’s aesthetics
rather than to maximise cross-ventilation.
Inside, the second storey features high,
vaulted ceilings and dormer windows –
which ordinarily would spell trouble on a
hot summer’s day.
However, the home’s robust 9.5-star
energy rating and massively reduced
running costs speak for themselves,
and it’s clear that even Adam has been
both surprised and impressed by its
thermal performance.
‘The temperatures inside the home
remain very stable, summer and winter,’
he says, citing an example from last
summer when the home, after being
closed up over a string of 40-degree
days, remained a very comfortable 23
degrees inside. ‘And that’s with no
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cooling whatsoever, no cross-ventilation
or anything like that. That’s an
experience that we continue to have; it’s
really stable and comfortable.’
So how does the home work,
exactly? Strongbuild designed and
constructed the Pilot House utilising
the European ‘Passivehaus’ model,
which deploys a combination of highperformance glazing, heavy insulation
and an airtight building envelope to
regulate the internal temperature. ‘It’s a
German technique typically used in cold
climates,’ Adam explains. ‘We really
wanted to test it to see if it would work
in the hot climate, and we’ve found that
it works equally as well.’
The premise is based on completely
isolating the interiors from the external
temperature extremes. When the tripleglazed windows and external doors are
closed, the home is completely sealed,
which prevents the ingress of hot or cold
air. A heat recovery ventilator (HRV) then
ensures a constant supply of fresh air.
As well as helping to maintain a
comfortable temperature, the HRV
system filters pollen, mould spores and
other pollutants from the incoming air
flow. ‘When you walk into the house,
you really notice the environment, the
air quality is phenomenal. We also don’t
get much dust in the home, which is a
bonus,’ Adam says.
A cleverly-programmed Z-Wave
home automation system has enabled
Strongbuild to bolster the efficiency
targets even further. It monitors the

Reduce the toxic load and improve indoor air quality by
choosing low VOC paints, glues, joinery and carpets. In the
Pilot House, Strongbuild took this one step further by using
Geovital paints and mesh to shield all the bedrooms from wi-fi
signals and electromagnetic radiation.

10kW solar PV system and runs
appliances such as the hot water system
and pool filter during peak harvest
times. It also automatically closes
external shutters when the north- and
west-facing windows reach 24 degrees.
Ultimately, the Pilot House
experiment has shown that technology
leveraged with Passivehaus principles
affords a design flexibility that can’t
always be achieved with solar passive
techniques. Modelling shows that the
home’s 9.5 energy rating can be achieved
anywhere, on any site, regardless of
orientation – making it a potentially
revolutionary GreenSmart solution for
the high-end housing market.

‘WE BUILT THE PILOT HOUSE...
TO TEST STRATEGIES THAT
HAVEN’T BEEN USED BEFORE’
‘Often our clients just want one of
our designs, and they’re not prepared
to compromise the look of the house
based on the orientation,’ Adam says.
‘The Pilot House experiment has shown
us that it’s possible to create a very high
performance home for any location.
‘Given that Australian households
generate at least one-fifth of Australia’s
greenhouse gases*, it’s obvious that
we need to build homes that are more
efficient, that can help to reduce that
carbon footprint,’ says Adam. ‘And for
us as home builders, innovation is a big
part of making that happen.’ gs

CONSTRUCTION DETAILS
BUILDER Strongbuild
Berry, NSW t: 02 4464 3892
Sydney, NSW t: 02 8090 3455
www.strongbuild.com.au
TIME TAKEN TO CONSTRUCT 9 months
ENERGY EFFICIENCY RATING 9.5 stars

*Source: epa.vic.gov.au/agc/r_emissions.html
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