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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y
Tourism and community buildings—a category encompassing not only 
visitor centres, museums, galleries, and attractions, but also libraries, 
community centres, and council infrastructure—operate under demanding 
environmental and operational conditions. They must provide comfortable 
environments for visitors and staff, accommodate fluctuating occupancy 
levels, and in some cases maintain carefully controlled conditions for uses 
such as museums, galleries, and wine storage.

In Australia, these requirements are intensified by high solar radiation, 
prolonged warm seasons, and increasingly frequent extreme heat events. 
Mechanical cooling systems are therefore essential in many facilities. 
However, the performance of those systems is heavily influenced by the 
amount of heat entering the building.

Passive performance refers to the ability of a building to manage heat 
gain, heat loss, and air movement through the design of the building itself. 
Strategies such as shading, insulation, glazing performance, airtightness, 
and thermal mass can significantly reduce the thermal loads that 
mechanical systems must manage.

Tourism and community buildings face a particular operational constraint. 
Unlike residential buildings, they are often secured and unoccupied during 
evening cooling periods. As a result, common residential strategies such 
as manually opening windows to release accumulated heat overnight are 
rarely possible. Reducing daytime heat gain therefore becomes a critical 
strategy for maintaining comfortable internal environments and managing 
cooling demand.

When incorporated early in building design, passive performance strategies 
can stabilise internal temperatures, reduce cooling loads, and improve 
comfort for both visitors and staff. When combined with intelligent building 
systems such as automated ventilation, environmental sensors, and 
hybrid cooling strategies, these measures can further enhance operational 
efficiency.

Tourism and community facilities are long-term infrastructure assets 
expected to operate for several decades. Integrating passive performance 
into their design is therefore not only an environmental consideration, but 
also a practical strategy for improving the resilience, operational efficiency, 
and long-term performance of infrastructure in Australian conditions.





Tourism and community infrastructure encompasses a wide range 
of building types, including visitor centres, accommodation, wineries, 
restaurants, museums, galleries, interpretation facilities, community centres, 
libraries, and council infrastructure.

Despite their diversity, these buildings share several operational 
characteristics that influence how they perform thermally.

These buildings are typically distinct from residential and other building 
types in that they are:
•	 public environments with fluctuating visitor numbers
•	 workplaces requiring consistent comfort for staff
•	 buildings with internal heat loads from people, lighting, and equipment
•	 facilities operating during peak daytime heat periods
•	 buildings that are secured when unoccupied.

Residential passive design often relies on occupant behaviour to regulate 
internal conditions. Windows may be opened during the evening to release 
accumulated heat, allowing buildings to cool naturally overnight.

In tourism and community facilities this approach is rarely practical. 
Buildings are typically locked and secured when not in use, and staff 
are not present or untrained in managing ventilation. Heat accumulated 
during the day may therefore remain trapped within the building envelope 
overnight. These buildings must therefore rely more heavily on building 
design itself to control heat gain and stabilise internal temperatures.

KEY INSIGHT: 

Residential passive design often relies on occupants adjusting windows 
or shading devices to regulate heat. Tourism buildings are usually secured 
when unoccupied, limiting opportunities for night-time ventilation. As a 
result, heat that enters the building during the day may remain trapped 
overnight.

Reducing heat entering the building envelope therefore becomes a 
primary design strategy.

O P E R AT I O N A L  E N V I R O N M E N T S
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Australia’s climate places significant demands on building thermal 
performance.

High levels of solar radiation and extended warm seasons contribute to 
substantial cooling loads across much of the country. Extreme heat events 
are also becoming more frequent and more intense.

Buildings represent a significant component of national energy demand. 
In Australia, buildings account for around 19% of total energy use and 
approximately 18% of direct carbon emissions.

Within commercial buildings, heating, ventilation and air-conditioning 
systems typically account for up to 40–50% of total building energy 
consumption, making them the single largest contributor to operational 
energy demand.

Commercial buildings—including hotels, restaurants, visitor attractions, and 
tourism and community facilities—also represent approximately a quarter 
of Australia’s electricity consumption.

These trends highlight the importance of managing building thermal loads 
effectively.

When buildings allow excessive solar heat gain through glazing, roofs, and 
poorly performing building envelopes, cooling systems must compensate 
continuously in order to maintain comfortable conditions.

Reducing the amount of heat entering and being trapped within a building 
therefore represents one of the most effective strategies for improving 
overall building performance.

C L I M AT E  P R E S S U R E S
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C L I M AT E - R E S P O N S I V E 
B U I L D I N G  F R A M E W O R K
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The environmental performance of tourism and community buildings can 
be understood as three interconnected layers. High-performing facilities 
integrate passive design, efficient mechanical systems, and intelligent 
operational control.

Passive Layer

The passive layer consists of the physical characteristics of the building 
that influence heat transfer and temperature stability.

Key elements include:
•	 building orientation
•	 external shading
•	 glazing performance
•	 insulation
•	 airtightness
•	 thermal mass
•	 building form.

These elements determine how much heat enters the building and how 
effectively internal temperatures remain stable.

Hybrid Systems Layer

Hybrid systems combine passive design with mechanical strategies that 
improve efficiency.

Examples include:
•	 indirect evaporative pre-cooling
•	 heat recovery from mechanical systems
•	 controlled ventilation strategies
•	 demand-controlled air systems.

These systems reduce the load placed on refrigeration-based cooling 
systems.



Intelligent Control Layer

Modern commercial buildings increasingly incorporate monitoring and 
automation systems.

These may include:
•	 environmental sensors
•	 automated ventilation systems
•	 automated external shading
•	 building management systems that respond to occupancy and weather 

conditions.

By integrating passive design with intelligent operation, tourism facilities 
can respond dynamically to changing environmental conditions.

ENVELOPE INTELLIGENCE

The performance of a tourism or community building is strongly influenced 
by the behaviour of its envelope—the walls, roof, glazing, and shading 
systems that separate internal environments from external conditions.

In many conventional buildings the envelope functions primarily as a 
weather barrier, with mechanical systems responsible for correcting 
internal temperatures after heat has already entered the building.

An alternative approach is to treat the building envelope as an 
environmental system. Through careful design, the envelope can limit solar 
heat gain, moderate temperature fluctuations, and support ventilation 
strategies before mechanical systems are required.

This approach can be described as envelope intelligence.

By combining shading, insulation, glazing performance, thermal mass, and 
controlled ventilation, the envelope becomes the first line of defence against 
excessive heat gain.





PA S S I V E  D E S I G N  S T R AT E G I E S 
F O R  N E W  D E V E L O P M E N T
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The greatest opportunity to achieve strong passive performance occurs 
during the earliest stages of building design. Decisions made during site 
planning and concept design can significantly influence long-term building 
performance.

Orientation and Building Form

Where possible, building orientation should minimise eastern and western 
solar exposure while allowing controlled northern solar access. Western 
sun is particularly difficult to manage and can contribute significantly to 
afternoon heat gain.

External Shading

External shading devices are among the most effective strategies for 
reducing solar heat gain.

These may include:
•	 verandahs and roof overhangs
•	 adjustable louvres
•	 vertical external screens
•	 landscape-based shading.

Because shading intercepts sunlight before it reaches the building 
envelope, it is far more effective than internal blinds.

Roof Performance

Roofs are often the largest exposed surface in tourism buildings. High 
levels of insulation, reflective roofing materials, and ventilated roof cavities 
can significantly reduce heat transfer into internal spaces.

Glazing Performance

Large areas of glazing are common in tourism buildings, particularly 
where views and landscape connections are important. High-performance 
glazing systems and appropriate external shading are therefore essential to 
manage solar heat gain.



Thermal Mass

Thermal mass refers to materials within a building that can absorb and 
release heat slowly. Materials such as concrete, masonry, stone, and 
rammed earth can moderate temperature fluctuations by storing heat 
during warmer periods and releasing it gradually as conditions cool.

In tourism buildings, thermal mass can:
•	 reduce peak internal temperatures
•	 slow the rate of temperature change
•	 stabilise conditions in spaces with fluctuating occupancy
•	 reduce peak cooling loads.

Thermal mass is most effective when exposure to direct solar exposure is 
controlled, and it is located within insulated building envelopes.

Airtightness

Reducing uncontrolled air leakage improves the stability of internal 
environments and reduces cooling loads. Attention to detailing around 
doors, windows, and service penetrations can significantly improve building 
performance.

Thermal Breaks

Thermal breaks within building elements — such as insulated spacers in 
glazing systems or insulated connections in structural frames — reduce 
unwanted heat transfer through conductive materials. Incorporating 
thermal breaks in high-conductivity elements helps maintain internal 
temperature stability, reduces cooling loads, and complements other 
passive strategies such as shading, insulation, and airtightness.



Tourism and community buildings increasingly incorporate environmental 
monitoring and automation systems that allow building operation to 
respond dynamically to changing conditions

Automated Night Ventilation

Although tourism and community facilities are typically secured overnight, 
automated ventilation systems can allow controlled night-time cooling. 

Motorised louvres or secure ventilation openings can activate when 
external temperatures fall below internal temperatures, allowing 
accumulated heat to be safely purged. 

These systems can also incorporate weather sensors and safeguards to 
prevent operation during extreme conditions such as high winds, storms, 
or heavy rain, ensuring the building envelope remains protected while 
maintaining thermal performance.

Sensor-Based Control

Sensors monitoring temperature, humidity, solar radiation, and occupancy 
allow building systems to respond to real-time conditions rather than fixed 
schedules.

This approach is particularly useful in buildings with fluctuating visitor 
numbers.

Predictive Building Management

Advanced building management systems can incorporate weather 
forecasts and operational data to optimise building performance.

These systems may pre-cool buildings ahead of expected heat events or 
adjust ventilation strategies in response to anticipated occupancy.

I N T E L L I G E N T  B U I L D I N G 
O P E R AT I O N
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Some tourism and community facilities require stable internal environments 
to protect sensitive materials or products. For example, museums, galleries, 
archives, libraries, and wine storage facilities often maintain specific 
temperature and humidity ranges.

In these environments passive performance does not replace mechanical 
systems. Instead, it supports them by reducing heat gain and stabilising 
internal temperatures.

A well-designed building envelope allows environmental control systems 
to operate more efficiently and maintain stable conditions with less 
mechanical demand.

Many tourism and community facilities will continue to operate in existing 
buildings for decades.

Targeted improvements can still deliver significant performance gains, 
including:
•	 installing external shading
•	 upgrading roof insulation
•	 improving glazing performance
•	 enhancing building airtightness
•	 integrating automated ventilation systems.

These interventions can reduce cooling demand and improve internal 
comfort without requiring major structural changes.

C O N T R O L L E D  E N V I R O N M E N T S

O P P O R T U N I T I E S  I N  E X I S T I N G 
T O U R I S M  B U I L D I N G S
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Tourism and community buildings are long-term investments. Many 
facilities are expected to operate for several decades, often under climatic 
conditions that are becoming hotter and more variable.

Buildings that allow excessive heat gain place increasing pressure on 
mechanical systems and operational budgets. Passive performance 
strategies provide a practical way to manage these risks. By reducing 
thermal loads and stabilising internal environments, well-designed 
buildings require less mechanical intervention to maintain comfortable 
conditions.

For councils, tourism operators, and developers planning new facilities, 
integrating passive performance from the earliest stages of design 
represents one of the most effective ways to improve the long-term 
resilience and efficiency of tourism and community infrastructure in 
Australia.

PA S S I V E  P E R F O R M A N C E  A S 
A S S E T  S T R AT E G Y
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FURTHER READING

In addition to the sources listed above, S2 Architects has published a series 
of ebooks and guidebooks exploring the design of tourism and community 
buildings more broadly. These resources provide practical guidance on 
integrating passive performance, visitor experience, and community 
functionality across a wide range of building types, including visitor 
centres, libraries, galleries, museums, accommodation, and community 
infrastructure. They offer case studies, design principles, and strategies 
that complement the insights presented in this white paper. These can be 
accessed at https://www.s2architects.com.au/resources/

Broader sustainability strategies for tourism development—including 
site integration, materials selection, water management, and operational 
sustainability—are explored in the Sustainable Tourism Guide published by 
S2 Architects. That publication provides a practical framework for tourism 
operators seeking to integrate environmental responsibility into the design 
and operation of tourism facilities.
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