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! BEN Nicholson has an unusual mission in life: to bring the 
country into the city.

If the 29-year-old Fitzroy resident has his way, Melbourne’s 
inner city will meld metal and glass with trees and grass – way up 
on the city’s rooftops.

“We should try to create an environment as close as possible to 
what was there before, just like lifting the land up,” he says.

Nicholson dreams of merging Melbourne’s network of parks 
with its buildings, making peace with nature by turning a concrete 
jungle into a real one.

The town planning graduate grew up on a farm near Orange 
before moving to Sydney for high school.

“I used to catch the train into the city and saw all the tiled 
roofs,” he says.

“I thought it should really look more like the farm.”
Exploring the idea, Nicholson came across the green roof 

movement, a trend in Europe and the US that is beginning to 
establish itself in Australia. Greening a city’s roofs with grass and 
trees brings a raft of environmental benefi ts – the heat-island effect 
is muted, stormwater run-off is minimised and smog dissipates.

“Different experiments have shown green roofs can cool air 
temperatures by 5 degrees in cities. You can start to make an 
impact on photochemical pollution.

“The plants can trap particles. Green roofs slow the rate of 
stormwater fl ow and fi lter it,” Nicholson says, who can rattle off 
umpteen benefi ts without drawing breath.

“Birdwatchers in London are fi nding a lot of recolonisation, 
because the birds can use the rooftops as stepping stones.”

Growing rooftops stretch back millennia, but green roofs have 
not become popular until the past 20 years, pioneered by Green 
politicians in Europe before leaping to North America.

Chicago’s revival has been attributed to a comprehensive green-
ing program, with 200 buildings now boasting green roofs and 
150 kilometres of new green median strips planted.

Greening has been good for business, with a housing and job 
boom following the beautifi cation project.

Nicholson believes the green roof is long overdue in highly 
urbanised Australia, where energy costs are rising and climate 
change awareness is reaching critical mass.

He believes green roofs can easily overcome water shortages by 
using native plants and storing stormwater.

Nicholson has joined forces with ex-Victorian Geoff Wilson, 
who has single-handedly wrestled green roofs into public con-
sciousness in Brisbane. Wilson founded Green Roofs for Healthy 
Australian Cities and is devoting his retirement savings towards 
Australia’s fi rst green roof conference next month.

His tireless advocacy has made converts of Brisbane’s Lord 
Mayor and deputy mayor, who will speak at the conference about 
plans for six green roof demonstration projects. The two converts 
are encouraging green roofs on new and existing developments.

But Wilson does not think of government as the primary 
mechanism of change, preferring to focus on what he considers 

the more dynamic sector: business. “The dollar drives things and 
that’s where action will be taken,” he says.

“I’m a great believer in the wisdom of the German philosopher 
Baron von Goethe, who said ‘the role of good government is to 
teach us to govern ourselves’.”

He estimates retrofi tted green roofs boost house or apartment 
values 5 to 10 per cent and cites international research showing 
green roofs on hospitals have signifi cant healing effects.

There’s no time to lose for the energetic 70-year-old, a long-time 
agribusiness journalist who turned to “avant garde” technologies 
such as green roofs to drive change.

“The beauty of this is that there’s existing infrastructure which 
can quickly adapt,” Wilson says. “It’s just a matter of realigning 
it slightly and taking expertise from overseas. All the hard yards 
have been done for us in Europe and North America.” 

Wilson’s approach is a model Nicholson hopes to replicate in 
Melbourne, with less emphasis on lobbying government and more 
on appealing to business.

“In Germany in the 1980s and early ’90s, the Greens were in 
the ascendancy and they introduced quite radical legislation. In 
2005, about 1 million square metres of green roof were created.

“But in the absence of that popular model in Australia, we 
have industry starting to realise that they can market buildings as 
green,” Nicholson says.

“If we don’t have the planning controls, then the only reason 
for it is the developer thinks they will make money.”

G O IN G 
GREEN  
from the top down
The grassroots greening movement is already popular, but a 

more recent trend looks at our environmental problems from 

the other end. DOUG HENDRIE reports.
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