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Overview 

 
The housing crisis for low and moderate income households is well-documented. 
Our governments in all three spheres each play a crucial role in ensuring that we 
have enough secure housing at the right price and in the right place. This Shelter 
Brief identifies 9 problems that need to be addressed, and 9 solutions that will 
encourage affordable and appropriate housing to help our cities and towns to be 
better places for living and working. 
 
 
Problem 1  
Declining access to homeownership 
The costs of buying a house have 
increased dramatically over the last 20 
years, rising at a faster rate than 
average earnings and household 
income. The costs have also risen at a 
faster rate than inflation. This has 
meant that the proportion of 
Australians who own or are buying 
their homes has fallen. It also has 
meant that younger households are 
delaying a decision to purchase, 
creating a generation gap between 
ageing baby boomers and their 
children and grandchildren. The 
higher house prices have also put 
more pressure on mortgagers, with 
many in housing stress (paying more 
than 30% of their income in mortgage 
repayments) and some in housing 
crisis (paying more than 50% of their 
income in mortgage repayments). 
 
A solution 
Homeowners and purchasers get 
assistance from governments in many 
ways, including concessional tax 
treatment of the capital gains from the 
sale of their home (by the 
Commonwealth Government), and 
exemption from state land tax. First 
homebuyers get extra help such as 
exemption from conveyancing duties  
when buying a dwelling, and one-off 
grants. As well there are specific 
government programs to help reduce 
the cost of housing development so 
that cost savings will be passed on to 

purchasers (such as the Housing 
Affordability Fund). There is no 
public value in pushing people into 
homeownership who do not want it or 
cannot afford it. However, mortgagers 
who are struggling with mortgage 
repayments because of reasons that 
are temporary should be helped by a 
government-backed shared-equity 
scheme in which the government buys 
a portion of the dwelling (reducing 
the mortgager’s repayments) in return 
for a share of the capital gain 
(recouping the government’s 
investment). 
 
Problem 2  
Declining supply of low-rent private 
rental housing 
The supply of private rental housing 
is insufficient for the demand from 
consumers (renters) primarily because 
investers get a better return by putting 
their money in other forms of assets. 
This means there is more competition 
by renters for the available housing, 
and very low vacancy rates at less 
than 2%. At the same time as there is 
little new private rental housing 
becoming available, some traditional 
types of housing that catered to very 
low-income households, such as 
boarding houses and caravan parks, 
are closing or threatened with closure. 
In the metropolitan areas alone 
(Sydney, Newcastle, Wollongong), 
there is a shortage of some 60,000 
dwellings available for rental at 
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affordable rents to very low income 
households. 
 
A solution 
There are government incentives to 
encourage private investers in and 
private providers of rental housing, 
especially in the income-tax system. 
The NSW Government has recently 
established a small grant program for 
construction of new boarding house 
rooms. The state government also 
offers an incentive to private 
providers of rental housing that is let 
to tenants at very low rents by 
exempting them from land tax. 
However this exemption only applies 
to housing within 5 kilometres from 
the centre of Sydney. The incentive 
has a very small take-up. It should be 
extended to all the inner-ring suburbs 
of Sydney and to the Newcastle and 
Wollongong local government areas. 
 
Problem 3  
The risk of homelessness 
New South Wales has the largest 
number of homeless people in any 
state or territory in Australia. There 
were 27,374 homeless people counted 
in the 2006 census. Most of the state’s 
homeless are male. Most are younger 
than 35 years. Only a fifth were 
staying in accommodation provided 
by a specialist homelessness agency. 
Most people sleeping out (‘rough 
sleepers’) were located in rural and 
remote communities or regional 
centres, not in Sydney. We do not 
know the precise circumstances that 
bring on homelessness; this so for 
many reasons, including people’s 
mobility and privacy. But we do 
know the reasons that trigger 
homeless people to go to a specialist 
homelessness agency. Those reasons 
are often a deleterious change of 
circumstances, such as domestic or 
family violence, relationship or family 
breakdown, being evicted or asked to 

leave home, or a financial difficulty. 
We also know that nearly a third of 
those people had been living in 
private rental housing when they 
became homeless. 
 
A solution 
The state government has a number of 
programs that help low-income 
private renters stay in their homes by 
giving a subsidy to help pay rent 
(being the difference between what 
the person pays in rent and what 
Housing NSW considers a reasonable 
market rent). These are targeted to 
people with a disability and people 
with HIV/AIDS, and there is a similar 
scheme for women escaping from 
domestic violence. This latter scheme 
is time-limited. It is a good model for 
extending the private rental subsidy 
concept to private renters who are at 
risk of homelessness because of 
unexpected financial difficulty. This 
would ease pressure on Housing 
NSW’s temporary accommodation 
program and nongovernment crisis 
accommodation. 
 
Problem 4  
Private renters squeezed by high 
rents 
New South Wales has the largest 
proportion of its low-income private 
renter households in housing stress, 
and it is the only state where the 
proportion of low-income private 
renter households in housing stress is 
greater than 50%. By stress, we mean 
they are paying more than 30% of 
their income on rent. The general 
trend in rents is for them to increase. 
Rents in Sydney for 3-bedroom 
houses went up by 52% and 2-
bedroom flats went up by 60% over 
this decade.  
 
A solution 
Both the Commonwealth and state 
governments have programs to assist 
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private renters pay their rent and to 
establish new tenancies, such as rent 
assistance (Commonwealth), private 
rental subsidies (NSW) and Rentstart 
(NSW). Academic surveys have 
shown that most low-income private 
renters prefer to stay in the private 
rental market rather than move into 
public housing (though they would 
prefer to be homeowners). But for 
every 2 private renters who want to 
stay in private rental there is 1 who 
would prefer the relative stability 
offered by social housing, in terms of 
greater security of tenure, as well as 
the greater subsidy of their rents. For 
private renters in housing stress or 
housing crisis, there needs to be an 
option of stable housing where rents 
are not charged on a market basis. 
This is the role of the social housing 
sector, and it needs to grow, not 
shrink. The addition of some 6,000 
extra social housing dwellings 
through the economic stimulus 
response is useful. Since that addition 
was a ‘one-off’ because of special 
circumstances, the main source of 
growth in affordable rental housing is 
likely to be through the National 
Rental Affordability Scheme. The 
Commonwealth Government wound 
this scheme back in mid-2010, and a 
key reason for that seems to have 
been a reluctance by state 
governments, including New South 
Wales, to match the subsidies the 
Commonwealth was offering. Those 
subsidies cannot be got from current 
resources within Housing NSW. 
There needs to be a specific 
enhancement of the Housing NSW 
budget from the state Budget to 
enable New South Wales to seek 30% 
of the subsidies going nationally. 
Also, the amount of subsidy from the 
state Budget to Housing NSW for 
ongoing social housing programs is 
inadequate, with a 44% decrease in 
state government subsidies to that 

agency between 2008–09 and 2010–
11. There needs to an enhancement of 
the Housing NSW budget from the 
state Budget to enable the agency to 
avoid asset-stripping to maintain its 
operations. 
 
Problem 5  
Aboriginal people disadvantaged in 
housing 
Aboriginal people are disadvantaged 
in key aspects of the housing market. 
They are much more represented 
among the homeless, they are much 
less likely to be homeowners, and 
they are more likely to be renters 
(especially in various forms of social 
housing), compared with 
nonAboriginal people. These 
problems are particularly pressing in 
New South Wales since more 
Aboriginal people live here than in 
any other state.  
 
A solution 
The Aboriginal community housing 
sector is going through a process of 
change as local Aboriginal 
organizations cope with ageing stock, 
diseconomies of scale, and greater 
expectations to comply with 
mainstream regulatory and 
governance arrangements. The state 
government is driving various 
reforms. A key challenge will be to 
combine the efficiency and 
effectiveness results that the 
government wants with the culturally-
appropriate ways of working that 
Aboriginal organizations want. There 
should be sufficient resourcing of 
Aboriginal community housing 
organizations to allow them to be real 
partners in change. 
 
Problem 6  
A stigmatized public housing 
system 
The public housing sector is 
becoming increasingly stigmatized 
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with sections of the media focusing 
on a minority of cases of property 
damage and antisocial behavior. 
Allocations policies that give priority 
to applicants with special needs or 
immediate need have had an 
unintended impact of concentrating 
social disadvantage. In some estates, 
the condition of properties and petty 
crime has led Housing NSW to exit 
from an estate completely or do major 
redevelopments. In some 
redevelopments a key aspect has been 
to reduce the concentration of social 
housing dwellings and introduce 
social mix by providing for a 
component of homeowners.  
 
A solution 
Any assumption that all public 
housing estates are ‘basket cases’ is 
unwarranted. Overall, public housing 
has a very high occupancy rate. Public 
housing tenants overwhelmingly rate 
the locational aspects of their housing 
– community and support services, 
and family and friends – as meeting 
their needs. Improving the image of 
public housing estates is important to 
overcome the negative image of social 
housing generally. The best starting 
point is with the residents themselves: 
their needs, their voices. A ‘bottom 
up’ not ‘top down’ approach. The 
approach used at Bonnyrigg, which 
comprised tenant participation and 
social impact assessment, was a cost-
effective model that should be 
generalized to other estates. 
 
Problem 7  
Housing stock is not built for 
residents’ disability and ageing 
Over three-quarters of older 
households are owner-occupied and 
most older people have an expectation 
that they will ‘age in place’. This 
means that their dwellings need to be 
adjusted to progressive frailties and 
any disabilities. The vast majority of 

dwellings in New South Wales have 
not, however, been designed and built 
according to principles of universal 
housing design, which seek to have 
dwellings useful for any user 
irrespective of their age or disability.  
 
A solution 
In the national sphere, housing 
industry groups have committed 
themselves to an aspirational target 
that all new dwellings will be built to 
disability-friendly ‘livable housing’ 
design standards by 2020. A number 
of local councils in New South Wales 
are already ahead of that, by 
incorporating mandatory targets in 
development control plans. Use of 
environmental planning mechanisms 
is a tool that can assist the process. 
The standard template for local 
environmental plans should include 
mandatory provisions on accessible 
housing so that at least 10% of all 
new multi-unit dwellings are 
adaptable, and all new multi-unit 
dwellings are visitable.  
 
Problem 8  
Non-sustainability of dwellings 
Most NSW dwellings are not suited to 
efficient energy and water use, and 
houses are one of the fastest emitters 
of greenhouse gases. This has a 
negative effect on society and the 
environment generally. And it 
exposes householders to rising costs, 
especially with energy.  
 
A solution 
In the case of new dwellings, New 
South Wales led the way with the 
BASIX scheme, and this approach 
now applies to all residential building 
work over $50,000. In the case of 
existing dwellings, there have been a 
number of Commonwealth and state 
programs to encourage, and give 
subsidies to, households to modify 
their dwellings. One former 
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Commonwealth program even 
targeted private landlords to 
encourage them to insulate rental 
properties, but the take-up of this was 
less than expected, and one reason for 
this is that multi-unit dwellings are 
usually in multiple ownership. There 
needs to be a targeting of older 
residential flat buildings where the 
structural condition of the building, 
e.g. old plumbing, inhibits 
efficiencies. The Commonwealth 
government’s free home sustainability 
assessment is for owners and 
residents of individual dwellings. The 
state government should supplement 
this by paying for free sustainability 
assessments for owners corporations 
of older residential flat buildings to 
have an assessment of the whole 
building. 
 
Problem 9  
Building standards are inadequate 
for greater density 
A growing population and pressures 
on limited land, especially around the 
state capital, have rightly led to 
renewed emphasis on encouraging 
more housing within established 
suburbs. There is a similar dynamic in 
major cities in the country. The 

greater density of dwellings requires 
that they be designed and built to 
avoid problems from acoustic 
nuisance, visual lack of privacy, etc., 
and maximize the quality of life for 
residents and their neighbours. Poor 
design and construction quality of 
higher density dwellings are a major 
source of resident dissatisfaction and 
conflict. 
 
A solution 
The major rationale for the 
introduction of the State 
Environmental Planning Policy 
no. 65, Design Quality of Residential 
Flat Development, was aesthetic. The 
Residential Flat Design Code that 
links to that policy does indicate 
matters for designers and builders to 
meet the desired outcomes of the 
policy. However, it needs to be 
reviewed to ensure it aligns with the 
need for residents’ quite enjoyment, 
especially greater acoustic amenity, 
with the current focus on more flats. 
The code should incorporate the 
standards on acoustic amenity 
contained in the draft City of Sydney 
Development Control Plan 2010.  
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Introduction 

FORMER PRIME MINISTER John Howard said, ‘I don’t get people stopping me in the 
street and saying, “John you’re outrageous, under your government the value of my 
house has increased”.’1 That observation highlights some of the choices open to 
governments. For the good majority of Australians who are owner-occupiers, an 
increase in the value of their dwelling is a good thing, combined with some 
dampeners on the costs of paying off the house, in the form of low interest rates 
(and thus lower mortgage repayments).  
 
And yet, paradoxically, the higher the price Australia’s dwellings are, the greater 
the risk of ongoing stress to lower and moderate-income mortgagers, the greater the 
barrier to new (marginal) entrants into this market, and the greater the exclusion 
from this market of lower income earners. The dilemma for governments is that 
those actions that might rebalance a heated housing market threatening to ‘bubble’, 
such as higher interest rates, would not be welcome in Struggle Street and 
Aspiration Avenue. And despite Australians valuing fairness, or at least a fair go, 
distributional activities are more easily implemented where the benefit has a mutual 
or universal character, such as new homebuyers (irrespective of income), rather 
than where the beneficiaries are simply the poor.  
 
This dilemma will continue as long as we focus on the role of housing as a 
consumption good and as an investment good. Housing is a consumption good. It is 
also an investment good. But developing public policy on these bases alone will not 
deliver the best economic and social outcomes.  
 
Here’s why. Low and moderate income earners are squeezed out of homeownership 
and the better-sited private rental. This causes segregation and resultant difficulties 
in attracting a diverse labor force in the state’s cities and towns. Housing stress and 
housing crisis puts mortgagers and private renters at risk of homelessness. Dispersal 
of poorer households to less-favored locations means that poorer seniors have less 
access to health and transport services, and that children in those households have 
less access to cultural and recreational facilities. This means the stock of human 
capital – the skills that allow people to be productive – that we have in New South 
Wales is less than what it could be. In short, a lack of supply of diverse housing 
types catering to a range of incomes and social groups spread around the state 
means everyone is worse off. Think of broadband. Access to broadband services is 
not about ‘me’, it’s about functionality of a modern, cohesive and resilient, society. 
The availability of housing at the right price points at good locations is about good 
use of land, good use of urban infrastructure, and good use of basic services.  
 

Housing a growing population 

The population of New South Wales is expected to increase to 9.1 million by 2036, 
an increase of 2¼ million (or 33%) on the 2006 population of 6.8 million.2 The 
population of the Sydney region is projected to grow from 4.3 million in 2006 to 6.0 
million by 2036, an increase of 1.7 million or 40% over the period. This increase 
represents about three quarters of the state’s projected population growth to 2036. 
Sydney’s share of the state population will increase from 62.8% to 66%. The 
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coastal regions outside Sydney are projected to experience strong population 
growth, primarily due to net migration gains.3 In addition to Sydney, regions 
projected to experience growth rates above those of the state as a whole are: South 
Eastern, Richmond-Tweed and the Illawarra region excluding Wollongong. There 
will be modest population growth in the inland regions of Murrumbidgee, Murray 
and the Central West. But the inland regions of Northern and North West New 
South Wales will decline in population.  
 

Household size and ageing 

A key change in the composition of NSW households will be in their size. In 
general most households will have fewer people in them than now, and so the total 
number of households will be greater. The number of households in New South 
Wales is projected to increase to 3.72 million by 2036, a rise of 1.08 million on the 
2006 total of 2.65 million.4 Annual household growth is expected to be between 
33,700 and 38,300. The resulting annual net dwelling need is projected to be 
between 35,200 and 40,000. Average household size is projected to decline from 
2.53 in 2006 to 2.38 by 2036. The lone person household is the type of household 
expected to undergo the greatest percentage growth over the 2006–36 period. These 
households are projected to increase in number from 646,500 in 2006 to 1.06 
million by 2036 (an increase of 64%). This will result in couple households without 
children being almost as numerous as those containing couples with children, which 
are projected to reach a total of 1.05 million by 2036.  
 
Another key change in the composition of NSW households will be in their age. 
Households will get older as the percentage of the population aged 65 and over rises 
from 13½% in 2006 to 21½% by 2036.5 Inland regions are projected to experience 
population declines at ages under 60 between 2006 and 2036.6  
 
These demographic factors will create demand for additional dwellings. The 
number of structural dwellings required is expected to increase from a total of 2.77 
million in 2006 to 3.89 million by 2036, a net growth of 1.13 million, or 41%.7  
 
Theses populations changes and demand for dwellings will raise issues not just 
about housing as such – whether it is affordable, appropriate, and stable – but about 
the impact of housing on other land uses. Much useful agricultural land to help feed 
people is near cities and those land uses are threatened by urban sprawl. This is 
especially true within the Sydney region. Also, most Australians like to live in the 
coastal zones because of the scenic and other environmental values associated with 
amenity, and those also are threatened by too much ‘loving’.  
 

Unaffordability and affordability outside Sydney 

Regional New South Wales has the least affordable housing outside of capital cities. 
The affordability level is roughly comparable to the levels in Sydney and 
Melbourne. Unaffordability in the regional areas of New South Wales has been 
worse than in Sydney for nearly 2 years. The difference in affordability between the 
city and regional areas is attributable to the gap between median dwelling price 
growth and income growth being larger in regional New South Wales.8 
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Across the state, there is a line dividing the most expensive and the least expensive 
housing and that is the Great Dividing Range. Roughly: the closer to the Pacific 
coast the more expensive and desirable the housing, the further from the coast the 
less expensive the housing. There are environmental factors that determine this: the 
more westerly land is less suitable for agriculture. Changes to agricultural and 
pastoral practices in inland areas have encouraged migration to larger rural cities 
and to the coast. The coastal zone, especially the state capital, is a better place for 
employment, has a critical mass that delivers economies of scale for economic and 
social infrastructure, and has higher land and house values. The relative 
‘unpopularity’ of inland areas compared with coastal areas is strikingly 
demonstrated by comparing housing affordability in the two zones. Table 1 
indicates the ratio of annual income to the median dwelling price for ten local 
government areas, that is, how much of an annual income a homepurchaser would 
need to spend to buy a dwelling at that price. The table indicates ratios for five 
occupations, nurses, teachers, police officers, fire-fighters and ambulance officers 
(‘key workers’).9 The ten local government areas are those where the ratio is the 
lowest among the state’s local government areas. It shows for example, that a 
teacher could buy a house in Brewarrina with 80% of her annual salary, or in 
Balranald with just over two years’ annual salary. (See also Figure 1.) These ratios 
in these local government areas are the lowest in the state, but are the dwellings 
affordable? What ratio is the benchmark for affordability? In the BankWest study 
used for the table, affordability exists where the ratio is less than 5.10 Thus, in these 
ten local government areas the housing is affordable for all the five occupations.11  
 
There are nine regional areas in New South Wales that are unaffordable for all those 
key worker occupations. See Table 2 and Figure 2. The least affordable regional 
LGA was Byron with a house price to earnings ratio of 7.7 times. For a teacher to 
buy a house in Byron she would need just over ten years’ annual salary. There are 
five other unaffordable coastal areas – Ballina, Tweed, Great Lakes, Wollongong 
and Kiama, along with one rural area – Wingecarribee in the Southern Highlands. 
Two areas near Canberra are also unaffordable – Queanbeyan and Palerang. 
 
 
 
 

Table 1: Most affordable regional LGAs for selected key workers 
LGA ambulance 

officers 
fire fighters nurses police 

officers 
teachers 

Brewarrina 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8
Central Darling 1.1 1.3 1.3 0.9 1.2
Urana 1.1 1.3 1.3 0.9 1.2
Coonamble 1.4 1.7 1.7 1.2 1.5
Jerilderie 1.6 1.9 1.9 1.3 1.7
Bourke 1.6 2 2 1.4 1.8
Carrathool 1.7 2 2.1 1.4 1.9
Warren 1.7 2.1 2.1 1.5 1.9
Walgett 1.8 2.1 2.2 1.5 1.9
Balranald 1.9 2.3 2.3 1.6 2.1

Source: BankWest, 2nd annual key worker housing affordability report, 2009, p.11. Note: Data for March 2009. 
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Figure 1: Most affordable regional LGAs for nurses and teachers 
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Source: BankWest, 2nd annual key worker housing affordability report, 2009, p.11. Note: Data for March 2009. 
 

Table 2: Least affordable regional LGAs for selected key workers 
LGA ambulance 

officers 
fire fighters nurses police 

officers 
teachers 

Byron 9.1 11.1 11.3 7.7 10.1
Kiama 8.3 10.2 10.3 7.0 9.2
Tweed 7.8 9.6 9.7 6.6 8.7
Ballina 7.7 9.4 9.5 6.5 8.5
Queanbeyan 7.1 8.6 8.8 6.0 7.8
Wingecarribee 6.3 7.7 7.8 5.3 6.9
Wollongong 6.3 7.7 7.8 5.3 7.0
Great Lakes 6.0 7.3 7.4 5.1 6.7
Palerang 6.0 7.4 7.5 5.1 6.7

Source: BankWest, 2nd annual key worker housing affordability report, 2009, p.12. Note: Data for March 2009. 
 

Figure 2: Least affordable regional LGAs for nurses and teachers 
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Source: BankWest, 2nd annual key worker housing affordability report, 2009, p.12. Note: Data for March 2009. 
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Declining access to homeownership 

Problem  

The costs of buying a house have increased dramatically over the last twenty years, 
rising at a faster rate than average earnings and household income. The costs have 
also risen at a faster rate than inflation. This has meant that the proportion of 
Australians who own or are buying their homes has fallen.  
 
It also has meant that younger households are delaying a decision to purchase, 
creating a generation gap between aging baby boomers and their children and 
grandchildren. There is an ongoing decline in access to homeownership among 
upper-middle income 25-45 year olds; an accelerated decline in access to 
homeownership among low-income 25-45 year olds; and loss of outright 
homeownership among young people.12 
 
It takes 9 years of median disposable income to pay off a median-priced house in 
Sydney.13 Even the nonmetropolitan areas of New South Wales are more expensive 
than the nonmetropolitan areas of other states – taking 7.5 years of median 
disposable income to pay off a median-priced house. See Figure 3. Yet a ratio of 3 
is considered ‘the safety level’.14  
 

Figure 3: Ratio of median house prices to median annual household disposable incomes, 
2005-06 
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Source: Tanton, Nepal and Harding, Wherever I lay my debt, that's my home, 2008, p.11. 
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These higher house prices have also put more pressure on mortgagers. A third of 
Sydney households with mortgages, or 35.5%, are experiencing mortgage pressure 
(repayments more than 30% of disposable income), which is the highest of any 
capital city and above the national average of 27.7%.15 A tenth of Sydney 
households with mortgages, or 11.9%, are experiencing extreme mortgage pressure 
(repayments more than 50% of disposable income), which is above the national 
average of 8.4%. 
 
Regional New South Wales has the least affordable housing outside of capital cities. 
The affordability level is roughly comparable to the levels in Sydney and 
Melbourne. Unaffordability in the regional areas of New South Wales has been 
worse than in Sydney for 2 years.16  
 
Most of the public debate in the state sphere, some of which has carried over into 
the national sphere, has focused on constraints on land supply and environmental 
planning controls as barriers to development and sources of higher costs (housing 
unaffordability) to homepurchasers. While the cost of land is clearly a key factor in 
the cost of a dwelling, it is myopic to assume that a laissez-faire approach to land 
supply is the critical solution. Such an approach will lead to negative externalities 
such as loss agricultural lands, loss of bushland that has biodiversity value, etc. 
Flood and Baker comment:17  

What would a liberalised land market look like? It would be one without planning 
controls like most informal development in the third world—which, whatever its 
other failings, does deliver affordable housing. In informal systems—which are 
actually unregulated market systems—land comes on-stream through direct deals 
between landowners and developers, without land-banking by state authorities, 
without green belts or other restrictions, and generally without building or planning 
controls. Of course this is regarded as chaos by planners and usually results in a 
particularly ugly urban form. It is very difficult to schedule services under this 
arrangement as it usually results in leapfrogging where development takes place 
well beyond the perimeter as landowners strike good deals with developers. 

 
The view that urban sprawl as the answer to housing unaffordability is hard to 
reconcile with any vision of our cities and towns as environmentally-sustainable, 
socially-cohesive, and resilient.  
 

A solution 

Homeowners and purchasers get assistance from governments in many ways, 
including concessional tax treatment of the capital gains from the sale of their home 
(by the Commonwealth government), and exemption from state land tax. First 
homebuyers get extra help such as exemption from conveyancing duties when 
buying a dwelling, and one-off grants. As well, there are specific government 
programs to help reduce the cost of housing development so that cost savings will 
be passed on to purchasers (such as the Housing Affordability Fund).  
 
There is no public value in pushing people into homeownership who do not want it 
or cannot afford it, and we do not propose more assistance of a generic nature, or 
more assistance targeted to first homebuyers. 
 
Any extra government assistance to households to promote housing affordability 
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should be targeted rather than generic. Mortgagers who are struggling with 
mortgage repayments because of reasons that are temporary should be helped by a 
government-backed shared-equity scheme in which the government buys a portion 
of the dwelling (reducing the mortgager’s repayments) in return for a share of the 
capital gain (recouping the government’s investment). This approach to shared 
equity is not one that encourages marginal purchasers to spend more, but, rather, 
helps those households who are able to pay for their housing over their lifetime but 
are not able to cope with the risks involved.18 There are a number of shared-equity 
schemes in other jurisdictions that can be readily customized as a model for the 
NSW market to put this proposal into effect.19 
 

Declining supply of low-rent private rental housing 

Problem  

The supply of private rental housing is insufficient for the demand by consumers 
(renters) primarily because investors get a better return by putting their money in 
other forms of assets. This means there is more competition by renters for the 
available housing, and very low vacancy rates at less than 2%. At the same time as 
no or little new private rental housing is becoming available, some traditional types 
of housing that catered to very low-income households, such as boarding houses 
and caravan parks, are closing or threatened with closure.20 There is a shortage of 
55,800 dwellings available for rental at affordable rents to very-low-income 
households in metropolitan area (Sydney, Newcastle, Wollongong). See Figure 4.21 
The third column indicates the shortage of affordable private-rental dwellings. 
 
The shortage of supply and the low vacancy rates means that rents are pressured 
upwards. There has been a 52% increase in rents for 3-bedroom houses, and a 60% 
increase in rents for 2-bedroom flats over the last decade. Among capital cities, 
Sydney is the least affordable for low-income private renters. 
 

Figure 4: Shortage of affordable private-rental housing in metropolitan New South Wales 
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Source: Wulff, Dharmalingam, Reynolds and Yates, ‘Australia’s private rental market’, 2009, p.34; data for 2006. 
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A solution 

There are government incentives to encourage private investors in and private 
providers of rental housing, especially in the income-tax system. The state 
government has recently established a small grant program for construction of new 
boarding house rooms. There are limits to what state governments can do to assist 
this sector because of the low yields and the diverse ownership arrangements in the 
sector. 
 
The state government does offer an incentive to private providers of rental housing 
that is let to tenants at very low rents, by exempting owners of the land from land 
tax.22 However, this exemption only applies to housing within 5 kilometers from the 
center of Sydney, since it was established as a response to gentrification of inner 
Sydney. The incentive has a very small take-up. The concept could be extended to 
other metropolitan submarkets where gentrification has and is occurring. It should 
be extended to all the inner-ring suburbs of Sydney and to the Newcastle and 
Wollongong local government areas. 
 

Risk of homelessness 

Problem 

New South Wales has the largest number of homeless people in any state or 
territory in Australia at 27,374 (comprising 26.1% of the national homeless 
population).23  
 
Most of the state’s homeless are male.24 Most are younger than 35 years.25 
Aboriginal people are overrepresented in the homeless population.26 Only a fifth 
were staying in accommodation provided by a specialist homelessness service.27 
Most people sleeping out (‘rough sleepers’) were located in rural and remote 
communities or regional centres, not in Sydney.28 We do not know the precise 
circumstances that bring on homelessness – for many reasons, including people’s 
mobility and privacy. But we do know the reasons that trigger homeless people to 
go to specialist homelessness services. Those reasons are often a deleterious change 
of circumstances – in 2008–09, the main reasons were  domestic or family violence, 
relationship or family breakdown, problematic drug/alcohol/substance use, time out 
from a family or other situation, financial difficulty or being evicted or asked to 
leave home.29 We also know that in 2008–09, nearly a third of those people had 
been living in private rental housing when they became homeless.30 
 
An unavoidable change of circumstances such as illness, an accident, 
unemployment or other crisis can have a dire financial impact for households on 
low incomes. Housing may no longer be affordable, and this can lead to 
homelessness or a risk of homelessness. For example, older women facing a 
financial crisis can be particularly vulnerable to homelessness – this is due to 
entrenched poverty caused by a history of unpaid caring responsibilities for family 
and community, and the gender pay gap, which results in few financial reserves and 
few retirement savings.31 And older, poor, single women in the private rental 
market are particularly disadvantaged.32 
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Accommodation with a homelessness service or Housing NSW’s Temporary 
Accommodation program may be accessible for people who are homeless or at risk 
of homelessness. But in the case of some private rental tenants who can no longer 
afford their housing due to an unexpected financial difficulty, these programs are 
arguably an ‘overkill’ when what is being experienced is a temporary financial 
crisis. Also, accommodation provided by homelessness services and Temporary 
Accommodation is costly. For example, the findings of the Liverpool and Fairfield 
Temporary Accommodation Project in 2007–08 noted that the cost of Temporary 
Accommodation was $100 per day – that is, $700 per week.33 Demand for 
Temporary Accommodation increased by 61% between 2007–08 and 2009–10.34  
 

A solution 

We think that a new option to assist private renters in these circumstances should be 
developed, based on the model of Housing NSW’s Private Rental Subsidy program.  
Under the Private Rental Subsidy program, recipients receive a rental subsidy which 
comprises the difference between the amount that they pay in rent in private rental 
housing and a reasonable market rent – so they pay a similar amount of rent to the 
amount that they would pay as a public housing tenant. This program has three 
categories:  
 To access the Private Rental Subsidy – Special, applicants must be eligible 

for social housing, be eligible for priority housing, and be diagnosed with 
HIV/AIDS (the subsidy is available even if they do not want to move into 
social housing). 

 To access the Private Rental Subsidy – Disability, applicants must be 
eligible for social housing, be eligible for priority housing or have reached 
their turn on the NSW Housing Register, and have a disability (the subsidy 
is only provided while they wait for an appropriate social housing property 
to become available). 

 To access the Private Rental Subsidy – Start Safely, applicants must be 
eligible for social housing, be escaping domestic or family violence, be 
homeless or at risk of homelessness, be able to demonstrate an ability to 
sustain and afford the tenancy when the subsidy expires, and be willing to 
receive support services if required (the subsidy is available for up to 12 
months).35 

 
We propose an extension of the Private Rental Subsidy to cover unexpected 
financial difficulty, which would: 
 be available for those eligible for social housing; and 
 be time-limited (for example, for 12 months).  

 
Of relevance here is Housing NSW’s Mortgage Assistance Scheme – it targets 
people experiencing difficulties with their home loan repayments due to an 
unexpected change in circumstances causing serious financial difficulties.36 
However the difference is that the Mortgage Assistance Scheme provides short-term 
loans (not grants). 
 
We suggest that, in some circumstances, a time-limited extension of the Private 
Rental Subsidy for private renters would be a more effective response to an 
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unexpected financial crisis than accommodation in a homelessness service or via 
the Temporary Accommodation program. By ‘effective’, we are referring to both 
better outcomes for recipients (as a result of avoiding the wide-ranging impacts of 
homelessness such as reduced wellbeing and the disruption to social and other 
links) and cost-effectiveness (for example, compared to the cost of accessing 
Temporary Accommodation).  
 
This proposal would be a way of preventing homelessness by improving housing 
affordability for private renters who have experienced a sudden financial crisis. 
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The rent squeeze in private rental 

Problem  

The general trend in rents is for them to increase. A shortage of supply of rental 
housing and low vacancy rates means that rents are pressured upwards. There has 
been a 52% increase in rents for 3-bedroom houses, and a 60% increase in rents for 
2-bedroom flats over the last decade. See Figure 5.37 Among capital cities, Sydney 
is the least affordable for low-income private renters. 
 
New South Wales has the largest proportion of its low-income private renter 
households in housing stress, and it is the only state where the proportion of low-
income private renter households in housing stress is greater than 50%. See Figure 
6.38 By stress, we mean they are paying more than 30% of their income on rent. The 
financial position of renters, especially low-income renters, is considerably more 
serious than that for owner-occupiers, with more than 40% of the lowest-income 
quartile spending 30% or more of their disposable income on housing costs.39 
 

Figure 5: Trends in private rents, Sydney, 2000–2009 
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Source: Productivity Commission reports on government service provision. 
 

Figure 6: Proportion of low-income private renter households in housing stress, 2007–08 
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A solution 

Both the Commonwealth and state governments have programs to assist private 
renters pay their rent and to establish new tenancies, such as rent assistance 
(Commonwealth), private rental subsidies (NSW) and Rentstart (NSW). Academic 
surveys have shown that most low-income private renters prefer to stay in the 
private rental market rather than move into public housing.40 But for every two 
private renters who want to stay in private rental there is one who would prefer the 
relative stability offered by social housing, in terms of greater security of tenure, as 
well as the greater subsidy of their rents.  
 
For private renters in housing stress or housing crisis, there needs to be an option of 
stable housing where rents are not charged on a market basis. This is the role of the 
social housing and intermediate housing sectors, and they need to grow, not shrink. 
The addition of some 6,000 extra social housing dwellings through the economic 
stimulus response has been terrific. But that addition was a ‘one-off’ because of an 
anti-recessionary response to a global financial crisis. Now, the main source of 
growth in affordable rental housing is likely to be through the National Rental 
Affordability Scheme.41 The Commonwealth government wound this scheme back 
mid-2010.42 A key reason for that seems to have been a reluctance by state 
governments, including New South Wales, to match the subsidies the 
Commonwealth was offering.43 Those subsidies cannot be got from current 
resources within Housing NSW.44  
 
The amount of subsidy from the State Budget to Housing NSW for ongoing social 
housing programs is inadequate, generally. There has been a 44% decrease in state 
government subsidies to that agency between 2008–09 and 2010–11. See Figure 
7.45 
 

Figure 7: State Budget subsidy to Housing NSW/AHO Housing Policy and Assistance 
Program, 2006 to 2011 
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Choice 

 
13 

 
Unless there is an enhancement of the Housing NSW budget from the State Budget 
the agency will be forced to look to ‘internal sources’, such as sales, to maintain its 
operations. More fundamentally, the state’s social housing program will not be able 
to provide an alternative option to very–low income and low-income private renters 
looking for nonmarket housing. The gap between likely potential demand for and 
likely supply of social housing is quite wide: see Figure 8.46 
 

Figure 8: Trends in provision of social housing 
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There needs to be a specific enhancement of the Housing NSW budget from the 
State Budget to enable New South Wales to seek 30% of the NRAS subsidies going 
nationally. And there needs to an enhancement of the Housing NSW budget from 
the State Budget to enable the agency to maintain its operations. 
 

Aboriginal people’s disadvantage in housing  

Problem  

Aboriginal people are disadvantaged in key aspects of the housing market. They are 
much more represented among the homeless, they are much less likely to be 
homeowners, and they are more likely to be renters (especially in various forms of 
social housing), compared with nonAboriginal people. These problems are 
particularly pressing in New South Wales since more Aboriginal people live here 
than in any other state or territory.  
 

A solution  

There are a range of state and Commonwealth government initiatives underway to 
address these issues. The NSW implementation plan under the National Partnership 
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Agreement on Homelessness and the associated regional homelessness action plans 
include some 34 projects or actions across the state, specifically addressing aspects 
of homelessness among Aboriginal people.47 Assistance with homepurchase is 
primarily given by Indigenous Business Australia (Commonwealth government). 
Both Housing NSW and mainstream community housing organizations are working 
to promote better access and service to Aboriginal clients.48 However most social 
housing to Aboriginal people is provided by Aboriginal community housing 
organizations, and it is this sector that is under particular strain at the moment. 
 
The Aboriginal community housing sector in New South Wales comprises some 
4,429 dwellings, provided by 212 Aboriginal community housing organizations.49 
The sector has a very high occupancy rate, at 99.2%, and a high rent collection rate, 
at 90.4% (though this does not compare as well as mainstream community housing 
where the rent collection rate is 98.3%).50 There is a high rate of overcrowding in 
this sector, at 25%, which does not compare well with the general proportion of 
Aboriginal people generally in overcrowded housing in New South Wales, at 16% 
— a rate which compares even worse with the rate of nonIndigenous people in 
overcrowded housing in New South Wales, at 7%.51 A significant proportion of the 
sector’s dwellings located in discrete Aboriginal communities require major repair 
or replacement.52 
 
The number of dwellings needed to meet ‘extreme housing need’ by Aboriginal 
people is some 1,876 dwellings, which — if all this need were to be provided by 
Aboriginal community housing sector — would require roughly a 50% expansion in 
the size of the sector.53 
 
Aboriginal community housings organizations own an aging stock, experience 
diseconomies of scale, and face greater expectations to comply with mainstream 
regulatory and governance arrangements. The state government is driving various 
changes to the sector through the Aboriginal Housing Office’s ‘Build and Grow 
Aboriginal Community Housing Strategy’.  
 
Government-driven changes to the Aboriginal community housing sector are not 
happening just in New South Wales. Commenting on these changes nation-wide, an 
AHURI report commented: ‘… in a rush to reform via a top down approach that so 
far appears to have lacked effective consultation and sufficient time for Indigenous 
engagement many IHOs appear to be vulnerable and there is an emerging backlash 
against government control and coercion.’54  
 
A key challenge will be to combine the efficiency and effectiveness results that the 
government wants with the culturally-appropriate ways of working that Aboriginal 
organizations want.  
 
There should be sufficient resourcing of Aboriginal community housing 
organizations to allow them to be real partners in change. 
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A stigmatized public housing system 

Problem   

The public housing sector is becoming increasingly stigmatized with sections of the 
media focusing on a minority of cases of property damage and antisocial behavior. 
Allocations policies that give priority to applicants with special needs or immediate 
need have had an unintended impact of concentrating social disadvantage. In some 
estates, the condition of properties and petty crime has led Housing NSW to exit 
from an estate completely or do major redevelopments. In some redevelopments a 
key aspect has been to reduce the concentration of social housing dwellings and 
introduce social mix by providing for a component of homeowners, with an 
expectation that a dispersal of social housing dwellings and their residents will 
diffuse the problems.  
 

A solution  

The features of public housing that it has — as a variant of social housing — are 
still attractive to many very-low-income and socially-disadvantaged people. These 
are its relative affordability, the relative security of tenure, and, in many cases, the 
condition of the dwellings and their location. Overall, public housing has a very 
high occupancy rate (99%). Moreover, there were 60,444 applicants on the waiting 
list for public housing in the middle of 2010; the numbers waiting are rising after 
having dropped to 47,413 in 2009.55 Public housing tenants overwhelmingly rate 
the locational aspects of their housing – community and support services, and 
family and friends – as meeting their needs.56  
 
On the other hand, a noticeable minority of public housing tenants rate the location 
of their housing poorly for meeting their needs in relation to security and safety.57 
This result is not about those tenants saying that they (themselves) provide a risk to 
the security and safety of the neighborhood: it is them saying they live in a 
neighborhood that they feel provides risks to their (own) safety and security. The 
result suggests it is not easy to identify culpability for anti-social behavior or petty 
crime that might be associated with public housing generally or public housing 
estates in particular. Indeed, the key association with such behavior is the offender 
having lived in areas of high social disadvantage, irrespective of housing tenure.58 
That is, the connections are with poverty and social exclusion. And the key 
solutions are likely to involve poverty-reduction and social inclusion strategies 
(including appropriate policing), not divestment of social housing dwellings. 
 
Public housing estates comprise only a third of the public housing dwellings in New 
South Wales. Because of their greater visibility — where they have been built in 
locations segregated from other housing, or have been built in clusters, or have 
deteriorated in condition — they can be mistaken for the whole. This is wrong. 
Moreover, not all the estates are the same. Any assumption that all public housing 
estates are ‘basket cases’ is unwarranted.  
 
If there are estates that are indeed ‘disfunctional’ and beyond all reasonable 
attempts to establish an effective property and tenancy management regime (by 
Housing NSW) and a  cohesive and resilient community (by the residents 
themselves), then ‘exit’ options might be considered. But there is a range of 
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regeneration (‘soft’) and redevelopment (‘harder’) options that can be used before 
that point.  
 
Improving the condition of public housing estates is important to overcome the 
negative image of social housing generally. Remove the material basis for the 
stigma and reveal it for what it is: social prejudice. 
 
Because the stigma against social housing is not about the bricks, it is about the 
people, just disassembling some of the bricks and exporting them to the next suburb 
or town won’t do.  
 
There are examples now of estate regeneration initiatives that seek to enhance the 
capacity of residents to actually participate in decisions about an estate undergoing 
redevelopment. A case in point is Bonnyrigg.59 An external evaluation of Housing 
NSW’s community engagement strategy found that it had contributed to a ‘quality 
of engagement and degree of capacity’.60 The evaluators commented: ‘As a whole, 
the community have come from representing a demographic that was uninformed, 
unmotivated, disengaged and with minimal ability to express themselves in decision 
making processes. Now, the community are regarded, by all informants, as 
articulate to a semi-professional degree, confident to express their concerns and 
armed with channels for resolution.’61 
 
There was nothing novel about the mechanisms and techniques used at Bonnyrigg: 
what was distinctive was that the Bonnyrigg partners took them seriously and 
Housing NSW put in the resources to make them work.62 The Bonnyrigg model, 
which highlights tenant capacity-building and social renewal, should be generalized 
to any other estate where the Government considers redevelopment is appropriate. 
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Housing stock is not built for residents’ disability 
and ageing 

Problem  

Over three-quarters of older households are owner-occupied and most older people 
have an expectation that they will ‘age in place’. This means that their dwellings 
need to be adjusted to progressive frailties and any disabilities. The vast majority of 
dwellings in New South Wales have not, however, been designed and built 
according to principles of universal housing design, which seek to have dwellings 
useful for any user irrespective of their age or disability.  
 
The NSW percentage of the population aged 65 and over is expected to rise from 
13.5% in 2006 to 21.5% by 2036.63 
 
Forecasts of a growth of an ageing population and the associated budgetary 
pressures that come with it, has taken ‘centre stage’ in governments’, policy 
makers’ and planners’ deliberations. Such population forecasts reinforce the 
urgency with which the building of housing stock for residents’ disability and 
ageing must be undertaken.  
 
The NSW Metropolitan plan for Sydney 2036 released in December 2010 discusses 
recommended actions to achieve the objective (D2): ‘To produce housing that suits 
our expected future needs’. Action D2.2 focuses on adoption of a program 
examining how to achieve the Federal Government’s targets for disability-friendly 
housing and discusses a desired role of environmental planning mechanisms. In 
discussion of both the State Environmental Planning Policy (Housing for Seniors of 
People with a Disability) and the use of local environmental plans, all 
recommendations are limited to aims, rather than mandated targets.64 
 
Part of the problem is remaining solely with aspirational plans and goals. 
 
Creating age friendly and disability friendly housing environments is about future 
proofing our infrastructure. Some concrete steps in that direction can be taken now, 
with the inclusion of mandated targets. A selection of mandated targets can form the 
necessary and sound basis from which to make meaningful change in momentum 
towards housing stock built for residents’ disability and ageing.65 
 
There is a growing recognition across all spheres of government that the ageing of 
Australia’s population and the needs of people with disabilities will require many 
policy and planning shifts, especially in the building of housing to accommodate 
increasing numbers of households expecting to ‘age in place’.  
 
Both the NSW State Plan and Housing NSW Design requirements adopt the 
principles of universal housing design.66  
 
The NSW State Plan set the framework for housing provision that meets a diverse 
range of needs. In Towards 2030: planning for our changing population, released in 
April 2008, it encourages: 
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o universal design principles as the basis for planning for seniors housing in 
the public and private sectors; 

o a range of housing choices to meet the needs of a changing population 
profile; 

o safe and accessible, well designed communities suitable for a diverse ageing 
population; and 

o partnership models where social housing is provided in conjunction with 
support services for older people. 

 
In the national sphere, housing industry groups have committed themselves to an 
aspirational target that all new dwellings will be built to disability-friendly ‘liveable 
housing’ design standards by 2020. Liveable Housing Design Guidelines have been 
developed to assist the residential building and property industry and governments. 
Liveable housing design means designing Australian homes to meet the changing 
needs of home occupants across their lifetime. It recommends the inclusion of key 
easy living features that aim to make homes easier and safer to use for all home 
occupants including; people with a disability, ageing Australians, people with 
temporary injuries, and families with young children. A liveable home is designed 
to be: 

o easy to enter; 
o easy to move around in; 
o capable of easy and cost-effective adaptation; and 
o designed to anticipate and be responsive to the changing needs of home 

occupants. 
 

A solution 

It is important to acknowledge the valuable contribution of the National Dialogue 
on Universal Housing Design in bringing together leaders of the residential building 
and housing industry, and the disability and ageing sectors, and their effective 
promotion and communication of the common sense of Liveable Housing Design.  
 
However, a number of local councils in New South Wales are already ahead of that, 
by incorporating mandatory targets in development control plans.67 Use of 
environmental planning mechanisms is a tool that can assist the process.  
 
The standard template for local environmental plans should include provisions on 
accessible housing so that: 
 at least 10% of all new multi-unit dwellings are adaptable; and  
 all new multi-unit dwellings are visitable. 
 

Dwellings not environmentally-sustainable 

Problem   

Most NSW dwellings are not suited to efficient energy and water use, and houses 
are one of the fastest emitters of greenhouse gases. This has a negative effect on 
society and the environment generally. And it exposes householders to rising costs, 
especially with energy.  
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New South Wales led the way with setting environmental standards for buildings, 
with the BASIX scheme in 2004, initially for new dwellings, and this approach now 
applies to all residential building work over $50,000.68  
 
The state government also provides a number of Home Saver Rebates that provide 
rebates for hot-water systems, hot-water circulators, rainwater tanks, and dual-flush 
toilets, to individual households.69 
 
The Solar Bonus scheme, introduced 2009, encouraged householders to install 
small-scale photovoltaic systems by setting a feed-in tariff rate of 60¢ per kilowatt 
hour. This involved more than 50,000 participants, and has now been closed to new 
applicants. The government has announced it will introduce amended arrangements 
for new participants that will provide a rate at 20¢.70  
 
Another state initiative took the form of amendments to the Local Government Act 
1993, in November 2010, that establish a mechanism for voluntary agreements for 
environmental upgrade works between local councils, owners corporations, and 
finance institutions. The aim is to enable loans at lower interest rates and for longer 
terms by making the loans secure: this security is effected by the council agreeing to 
charge a levy on the land for the purpose of repaying the advance to the financier. 
Most participants in the parliamentary debate focused on commercial buildings; 
however, the new provisions also apply to residential strata buildings with more 
than 20 residential lots.71 
 
The most important recent Commonwealth initiative was the Home Insulation 
Program. This provided assistance of up to $1,600 to owner-occupiers for dwellings 
with little or no ceiling insulation. This scheme had assisted over 800,000 
Australian households by December 2009; the scheme was suspended in February 
2010 and discontinued in April 2010, at which point it had reached 40% of its 
original target. Related to this scheme was the Low Emission Assistance Plan for 
Renters, which provided assistance of up to $1,000 to private landlords who 
installed ceiling insulation. This scheme was discontinued on 1 September 2009 
following the relatively small take-up by landlords (6% of expected number of 
applicants, compared with 93% of expected number of homeowners applying for 
the Home Insulation Program subsidy). Instead, private landlords became eligible 
for a $1,600 subsidy. 
 
The Commonwealth also provided a rebate of $1,600 to households for replacement 
of electric hot-water systems with energy-efficient solar and heat pump hot water 
systems. The subsidy for heat pump hot-water systems was reduced to $1,000 on 4 
September 2009, and the maximum subsidy per household was reduced to $1,200 
on 2 November 2009. These subsidies had assisted over 90,000 households by 
December 2009.72  
 
Green Loans, a low-interest loans scheme to enable owner-occupiers to install solar, 
water and energy-efficient products in their dwellings, was established following 
the 2008–09 budget. The program also had a component comprising assessments of 
dwellings’ sustainability for householders by accredited assessors. The loan 
component was disbanded from March 2010 because of a poor take-up. The money 
allocated was to be redeployed to finance extra assessments of dwellings’ 
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sustainability (an extra 600,000 assessments beyond 360,000 already available 
under the program). In July 2010 the government announced that the Green Loans 
program would be replaced by a (new) Green Start program by the end of 2010. The 
Green Start program focused on assessment of dwellings’ sustainability, for 
householders. But on 21 December 2010 the government announced it would not be 
introducing the mooted Green Start program.73 The current (as it was then) Green 
Loans program would be extended to the end of February 2011.74  
 
This means that the Commonwealth government has pulled out of the field of 
providing assisted assessments of dwelling sustainability. 
 
A key limitation with the Commonwealth schemes and some of the state schemes 
was and is that they do not address multi-unit buildings in multiple ownership, 
being specifically targeted to households.75 So, while landlords and private renters 
were, or are, potential beneficiaries of those programs, the benefit is qualified by the 
building type and ownership arrangements.  
 
Where energy, water or waste systems are in common areas or the responsibility of 
owners corporations, as they are in strata-titled buildings, improvements can be 
stymied. Those barriers take a number of forms, including the cost and the 
opposition to improvements by members of the owners corporation. Field work by 
Michelle Gabriel, Phillipa Watson, Rachel Ong, Gavin Wood and Maryann Wulff 
found that many investors in private rental housing who owned flats identified the 
owners corporation of the building as a key barrier to undertaking further energy 
and water efficiency: there was difficulty in raising awareness of sustainability 
issues and then getting agreement across individual owners, and there was difficulty 
in getting owners to pay for energy and water saving measures.76 Some of the 
investor respondents in that study wanted owners corporations to initiate change 
within the building rather than being obstructionist, and they wanted information 
tailored to the needs of multi-unit developments rather than the typical free-standing 
cottage.77 Many investor respondents in that study wanted continued access to 
comprehensive environmental assessments; some saw such assessments ‘as the 
starting point for making changes to their property’.78  
 
Two local government councils in New South Wales actually have programs to 
assist owners corporations to assess and prepare action plans on environmental 
issues with common areas. These are both demonstrative programs, i.e. they are 
targeted, focused, and time-limited, and do not aim to be general, recurrent-funding 
programs. 
 
Willoughby City Council in Sydney’s middle-ring suburbs has a ‘Climate Clever 
Apartments’ program, which began in 2010.79 In phase one, 25 owners corporations 
(managing 25 buildings with a total of 1,999 residential units) got advice on cost-
effective measures on energy and water, in the form of an assessment and a tailored 
action plan for their building. In phase two, the council gave grants to 3 owners 
corporations with a building of at least 10 units, for retrofitting energy consumption 
of common areas and shared hot-water services. The grants were on a dollar-for-
dollar basis for 3 different-sized buildings, with grants capped to $10,000, $15,000 
and $25,000 depending on the number of units in the building. It also gave a grant 
of $10,000 on a dollar-for-dollar matching basis for the installation of a solar 



Livability 

 
21 

photovoltaic system on one apartment building. Applicants for this were eligible to 
apply for the previous grant. The 3 projects are due for completion early this year.80 
The program is funded by a special levy for environmental initiatives that the 
council has had since 2000. 
 
North Sydney Council in inner Sydney has a ‘My Green Apartment Program’ 
program.81 This gave assistance to an owners corporation of one residential-flat 
building, which had to have 12 or less units, in the form of free energy, water and 
waste audits for common areas and also for each apartment in the building; free 
installation of in-home displays to measure energy use in each apartment; and a 
$10,000 grant on a dollar-for-dollar basis for identified energy, water and waste 
reduction technologies for the common areas. As with the Willoughby program, this 
is a demonstration program. 
 

A solution  

Those two council initiatives are excellent innovative programs. But there is no 
reason that such programs should be expected to be provided by councils on an 
ongoing basis, given the fiscal constraints on local governments. The participation 
of local governments in programs that assist owners corporations to improve the 
environmental performance of their buildings is, however, desirable, not least to 
ensure that a council does not provide regulatory or bureaucratic obstacles to such 
works.82 
 
Now that the Commonwealth government has pulled out of the field of providing 
free assessments of buildings for sustainability, the state government can do the 
same sort of thing, but with a difference. We would like to see a new, state, scheme 
providing free sustainability assessments of residential buildings that focuses on  
 owners corporations;  
 older (e.g. pre-1970) residential-flat buildings, which are more likely to have 

structural conditions, e.g. old plumbing, inhibiting efficiencies83;  
 common areas and property in those buildings; and  
 residential flat buildings with less than 20 residential lots.84 
 

Building standards are inadequate for greater 
density 

Problem  

A growing population and the pressures on limited land, especially around the state 
capital, have rightly led to renewed emphasis on encouraging more housing within 
established suburbs. There is a similar dynamic in major cities and coastal towns in 
the country. There are two aspects of 'densification' associated with these processes. 
One is an attempt to make a smaller 'footprint' on the existing natural and human-
affected environments (e.g. farmland), that is, to contain urban sprawl. The purpose 
of this is to minimize the negative impacts of housing development on existing land 
uses and also to maximize the chance that dwellings are located near to economic 
and social infrastructure that will underpin the quality of life of the residents of 
those houses (i.e. public transport, employment centers, educational institutions, 
health facilities, shops, etc.). The second aspect is about the design of particular 
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buildings so that they also make a small footprint on the parcel of land they belong 
to, i.e. design should maximize the number of dwellings that can efficiently and 
effectively be put on the site (without overdevelopment).  
 
While much focus of public policy has been about squeezing people and dwellings 
in, especially into the constrained Sydney basin85, it is also important to anticipate 
the challenges that will come from increased densities. These challenges are not 
new: already, one-quarter of the population of greater Sydney live in higher-density 
dwellings.86 So, there is adequate experience from New South Wales (as well as 
interstate and overseas) to inform us. Existing experience tells us that there are a 
number of design and building strategies, both for the building as a whole in its 
neighborhood context, and for the building as a collective of individual households' 
homes, that will minimize the negatives and maximize the positives of apartment 
living.87  
 
The importance of good design for higher density dwellings as a public policy issue 
was recognized with the introduction of State Environmental Planning Policy no.65 
– Design Quality of Residential Flat Development in 2002. The major rationale for 
the introduction of this Policy was aesthetic, but the Policy identifies a range of 10 
performance criteria — called design quality principles — that apartment buildings 
should meet. Principle 7 says: 'Optimizing amenity requires appropriate room 
dimensions and shapes, access to sunlight, natural ventilation, visual and acoustic 
privacy, storage, indoor and outdoor space, efficient layouts and service areas, 
outlook and ease of access for all age groups and degrees of mobility.' In this way 
the Policy addresses key design and building matters that affect the wellbeing of 
residents.88 
 
Poor design and construction quality of higher-density dwellings are a major source 
of resident dissatisfaction and conflict. Many of the triggers are matters that might 
also arise in lower-density dwellings. But in the case of higher-density dwellings 
there is a difference in scale and intensity, and also there are some matters that are 
specific to higher-density dwellings with communal property and responsibilities. In 
a report Shelter NSW commissioned from the City Futures Research Centre of the 
University of NSW, Hazel Easthope and Sarah Judd identified a number of 
mechanisms to improve design of higher-density dwellings with a view to 
promoting greater wellbeing.89 Here, we focus on one aspect that can directly 
impact on a resident's amenity, and indirectly through inter-neighbor disputes — 
and that is noise penetration.  
 
While the extent to which noise is a problem in a higher-density development could 
be affected by the social mix and different lifestyles of residents90, the design and 
construction of the building and individual apartments can (and should) be done in a 
way that reduces those risks. In particular, the standards contained in building codes 
and in the State Environmental Planning Policy no.65 – Design Quality of 
Residential Flat Development need to be reassessed for new times. An aspect of our 
new times that is relevant is the changing nature of internal design and fittings in 
flats, with a modern preference for timber flooring, larger windows, and less soft 
furnishings.91 
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A solution 

The greater density of dwellings requires that they be designed and built to avoid 
problems from acoustic nuisance, visual lack of privacy, etc., and maximize the 
quality of life for residents and their neighbors. We note that 'acoustic privacy' is a 
matter to be addressed under principle 7 of the State Environmental Planning Policy 
no.65. The Policy is backed up by the Residential Flat Design Code, which 
indicates matters for designers and builders to address in order to meet the desired 
outcomes. However, the policy needs to be reviewed to ensure it aligns with the 
need for residents’ quite enjoyment, especially greater acoustic amenity, with the 
current focus on more flats. We don't suggest a rewrite of the Policy, but we suggest 
the Residential Flat Design Code be enhanced. The Code does contain guidelines 
on acoustic privacy92, but we recommend this section be elaborated by 
incorporating the standards on acoustic amenity contained in the draft City of 
Sydney Development Control Plan 2010.93 These standards reflect the experience of 
the densest local government area in the state and thus would offer good protections 
not only to residents of the City of Sydney but to residents in other parts of the state 
featuring the construction of new flat buildings. 
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Summary table: 9 problems and 9 solutions 

 
 

Declining access to homeownership A shared equity scheme to help 
mortgagers struggling with mortgage 
repayments manage their risks  

Declining supply of low-rent private 
rental housing 

Extension of the land tax exemption for 
low-rent housing to the inner-ring 
suburbs of Sydney, Newcastle and 
Wollongong  

The risk of homelessness A private rental subsidy scheme for 
private renters who are at risk of 
homelessness because of unexpected 
financial difficulty 

Private renters squeezed by high rents An expansion of affordable housing with 
rents charged on a nonmarket basis, 
through the National Rental 
Affordability Scheme and social housing 

Aboriginal people disadvantaged in 
housing 

Sufficient resourcing of Aboriginal 
community housing organizations to 
allow them to be real partners in change 

A stigmatized public housing system Implementation of estate regeneration 
initiatives based on residents’ needs and 
voices drawing on the Newleaf 
Bonnyrigg model 

Housing stock is not built for residents’ 
disability and ageing 

Inclusion of provisions on accessible 
housing in the standard template for 
local environmental plans so that at least 
10% of all new multi-unit dwellings are 
adaptable; and all new multi-unit 
dwellings are visitable 

Housing stock is not environmentally 
sustainable 

A program of grants for owners 
corporations of older residential flat 
buildings to enable building 
sustainability assessments 

Building standards are inadequate for 
greater density 

Enhancement of the Residential Flat 
Design Code to give greater acoustic 
amenity to residents 
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Glossary 

Adaptability. A characteristic of a dwelling where it is designed to be easily 
modified to be accessible to both residents and visitors who have a disability or who 
have progressive frailties. 
 
Affordable housing. Dwellings provided to consumers on the basis that the 
consumer’s recurrent costs in living in the dwelling, whether mortgage repayments 
or rent, are low enough for them to avoid housing stress. The term is tenure-neutral. 
 
Affordable rental housing. A form of affordable housing where the dwelling is let 
on the basis of the tenant’s recurrent costs in living in the dwelling, the rent, are low 
enough for them to be able to avoid housing stress. Housing affordability is effected 
by the rent-setting model. The rent-setting model can be a market model or a 
nonmarket model. A market-based rent-setting model is where the rent is set low for 
commercial reasons, such the quality of the dwelling. A nonmarket rent-setting 
model is where the rent is set below market rent, either on an income-based rent 
formula or a submarket rent formula. Affordable rental housing can be provided by 
private, for-profit providers or by nonprofit providers (governments and community 
housing organizations). 
 
Community housing. A form of affordable rental housing where the provider is a 
nonprofit nongovernment organization. The affordable rental housing provided can 
be social housing or intermediate housing; there is no in-principle reason that 
community housing providers could not also provide market housing. 
 
Crisis housing. A form of social housing provided for temporary purposes with a 
tenure period of a few months maximum. 
 
Group home. A form of social housing for people with a disability in the form of 
supported accommodation where the dwelling is occupied as a single household. 
The support often includes the 24-hour onsite presence of a support worker.  
 
Housing service. The consumer good aspect of a dwelling, in contrast to its 
investment good aspect (i.e. the dwelling as housing stock). 
 
Housing assistance. A program, scheme, project or activity to get better housing 
outcomes for people who are disadvantaged in housing markets (including people 
who have no or limited access to formal housing markets, e.g. through 
homelessness) by virtue of poverty/low income or other social characteristic (e.g. 
Aboriginality). The program might be implemented through regulation, fiscal 
policy, or monetary policy, or by stimulation of market mechanisms/responses. It 
typically takes the form of Budget-subsidized services, e.g. homepurchase grants, 
payment of rental bonds, social housing. 
 
Housing affordability. The ability of a household to meet their recurrent housing 
costs, whether mortgage repayments or rent, without stress. Housing affordability is 
effected by the initial sale price and mortgage payments in the case of 
homepurchasers or by the rent-setting model in the case of renters. 
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Housing-first. A model of providing housing to homeless people where long-term 
rehousing is provided, rather than crisis housing, and provision of this housing is 
then followed by provision of case management and other welfare assistance to 
minimize the chance of the consumer becoming homeless again. It is a form of the 
housing-plus model of housing assistance. 
 
Housing-plus. A model of providing long-term affordable rental housing by 
nonprofit providers where they also provide support services.  
 
Housing unaffordability. The inability of a household to meet their recurrent costs 
in living in the dwelling, whether mortgage repayments or rent, without significant 
negative impact on their ability to meet other basic costs of living. It is typically 
measured as a proportion of the household’s gross income that is spent on housing 
costs; in the case of very low, low, and moderate-income households, 30% indicates 
‘housing stress’ and 50% indicates ‘housing crisis’. 
 
Income-based rent. A formula for setting rents in affordable rental housing 
provided by nonprofit providers (governments and community housing 
organizations) where the maximum rent is capped at 30% of gross household 
income or the market rent, whichever is the lower. 
 
Indigenous community housing. Community housing where the owner of the 
dwellings is an Indigenous organization, e.g. a local Aboriginal land council, 
Aboriginal housing company. 
 
Intermediate housing. Affordable housing that is targeted to moderate income 
households, e.g. rental housing let at submarket rents, shared equity schemes, rent-
to-buy schemes, owner-occupied housing sold at sub-market rates.  
 
Investment good. A good, typically an asset, whose exchange value is considered 
more important than its use value; it is used for production, with the intention of 
creating future income or wealth. 
 
Keyworker housing. A form of intermediate housing targeted to workers in 
designated ‘key’ occupations (i.e. key workers). Following from practice in 
England these occupations typically are those in the general government sector 
delivering frontline services to the public, e.g. school teachers, nurses. The 
concept’s inevitable privileging of some workers over others, who might be in the 
private sector and have lower paid jobs, e.g. cleaners, has led to the use of 
‘essential’ worker as an alternative. Both terms imply that some workers have jobs 
that are not key or less essential than others, based on an element of subjectivity.  
 
Low-income household. A lower-income household whose income is in the lowest 
quintile (quintile 5) of households’ disposable incomes, i.e. 1-20% of all 
households’ disposable incomes. In 2008 the disposable income for a single-person 
household in this category was less than $15,548 pa. An alternative definition, used 
in environmental planning and state government programs on affordable housing, is 
that of a household whose income is 50% or more but less than 120% of gross 
median household income. In 2010 the income for a single-person household in 
Sydney in this category was between $20,300 and $32,400 pa. This alternative 
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usage uses another category, very-low income, for households with incomes lower 
than low-income.  
 
Low-moderate income household. A lower-income household whose income is in 
the second lowest quintile (quintile 4) of households’ disposable incomes, i.e. 21-
40% of all households’ disposable incomes. In 2008 the disposable income for a 
single-person household in this category was between $15,548 and $26,208 pa. 
 
Lower-income household. A household whose income is in the lowest two quintiles 
(quintile 5 and 4) of households’ disposable incomes, i.e. 1-40% of all households’ 
disposable incomes. In 2008 the disposable income for a single-person household in 
this category was less than $26,208 pa. The COAG Reform Council has suggested 
that a household whose income is in the lowest two quintiles (quintile 5 and 4) of 
households’ equivalized disposable incomes be defined as a low-income household. 
 
Market housing. Dwellings and housing services provided for sale or rental at a 
price determined by the open market. 
 
Moderate-income household. A household whose income is 80% or more but less 
than 120% of gross median household income. An alternative definition is that of a 
household whose income is in the middle quintile (quintile 3) of disposable 
incomes, i.e. 41-60% of all households’ disposable incomes; also referred to as 
‘middle income’ by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. In 2008 the disposable 
income for a single-person household in this category was between $26,208 and 
$35.984 pa. The two definitions produce roughly similar, but not identical, results. 
 
Nonmarket rent. A rent set below the normal market rent for noncommercial 
reasons. Typically used by nonprofit housing providers (governments and 
community housing organizations), the rent-setting formula can be an income-based 
rent or a submarket rent formula. 
 
Shared ownership. An arrangement where two (or more) parties purchase and own a 
dwelling, with one party having occupation rights, and where the non-occupant co-
owner has direct involvement in the terms of sale of the dwelling. It is a form of 
shared equity. 
 
Shared equity. An arrangement where two (or more) parties finance the purchase of 
a dwelling. 
 
Social housing. Affordable rental housing provided by nonprofit providers 
(governments and community housing organizations) that is targeted to very low 
and low income households and is provided on a ‘long-term’ basis (i.e. not for crisis 
or temporary purposes with a tenure period of a few months maximum). 
 
Submarket rent. A rent set below the normal market rent. This might be for 
commercial or noncommercial reasons. Typically used by nonprofit providers 
(governments and community housing organizations) of affordable rental housing, 
the rent-setting formula sets the rent as a proportion of the market rent, e.g. less than 
80% or less than 75%. 
 



Access | choice | livability 

 
28 

Supported accommodation. Affordable rental housing where provision of housing is 
linked with provision of services. In some cases the support services (or some of 
them) might be co-located with the dwelling (e.g. group homes, Abbeyfield 
housing, supportive accommodation).  
 
Supportive accommodation. A form of long-term social housing in a residential-flat 
building or boarding house in the form of supported accommodation, where support 
services are co-located within the building. It is a form of the housing-plus and the 
housing-first models of housing assistance. 
 
Transitional housing. Affordable rental housing provided on a short to medium-
term basis, typically to homeless people or people ‘at risk’ of homelessness. It can 
take the form of a group home or social housing. Support services are usually 
provided and so transitional housing is a form of supported accommodation.  
 
Universal housing design. A characteristic of a dwelling where it is designed in a 
practical and flexible manner so as to meet the changing needs of residents of 
different ages and abilities and thus to allow them to continue living in the dwelling 
without the need for major adaptation.  
 
Very-low-income household. A household whose income is less than 50% of gross 
median household income. In 2010 the income for a single-person household in 
Sydney in this category was less than $20,300 pa. This concept is used in 
environmental planning contexts and state government programs on affordable 
housing, and has no direct equivalent in ABS data. In the contexts in which it is 
used, this category is not a subset of low-income households.  
 
Visitability. A characteristic of a dwelling where it is designed to have at least one 
wheelchair-accessible entry and to have accessible paths of travel inside the 
dwelling to the living area and to a suitable toilet. 
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