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This report outlines the issues that 
could arise for tenants if large-
scale public housing renewal was 
pursued in the Illawarra region. 
These issues broadly relate to 
displacement, either through 
physical relocation of tenants 
or through other changes that 
destabilise their relationship with 
the place they call home. 

The renewal of public housing 
estates in NSW has become a core 
activity of the Land and Housing 
Corporation (LAHC) over the past 
decade. Estate renewal has typically 
involved wholesale demolition and 
redevelopment to produce mixed 
tenure housing developments with 
approximately 70% private housing 
and 30% social housing. The focus 
of estate renewal has been in the 
Sydney region, though several 
projects are now underway in 
regional NSW and recent comments 
from representatives of LAHC 

Executive 
Summary

and the Department of Planning, 
Infrastructure and Environment 
(DPIE) suggest that more projects in 
regional NSW will be pursued. The 
Illawarra region was highlighted as a 
region of particular interest.

Recognising that renewal activity—
and, consequently, research about 
renewal—to date has focused on 
urban public housing, this report 
highlights some key characteristics 
of public housing and public 
housing tenants in the Illawarra. 
The Illawarra’s public housing is 
characterised by relatively few 
highly-concentrated areas of 
public housing; a disproportionate 
number of elderly tenants in some 
parts of the region; a larger number 
of young families in other parts of 
the region; and a large number 
of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander households, including 
many who live near places of 
particular significance for Aboriginal 
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Executive 
Summary
people. Some characteristics, such 
as an ageing population, school-
age children, and disproportionate 
number of people with a disability, 
are not unique to the Illawarra but 
pose issues relating to mobility and 
access to services and supports in a 
regional context. 

Interviews were undertaken to 
gain a preliminary understanding 
of the issues and concerns that 
would arise if LAHC were to pursue 
large-scale renewal of public 
housing in the Illawarra. Interview 
participants included key actors 
involved in the housing sector and 
in low-income communities within 
the Illawarra region, particularly 
those within housing, social and 
community services. Tenants were 
not interviewed as part of this 
project due to concerns about 
causing undue stress, anxiety and 
confusion in the absence of official 
announcements and information 

about future renewal projects from 
the NSW Government.

The issues and concerns that 
interview participants raised 
include: insufficient opportunities 
for tenants to communicate 
and consult with Department of 
Communities and Justice Housing 
(DCJ Housing) and LAHC; potential 
loss of diverse attachments to 
place; changes to the availability 
of tenants’ supports; the shortage 
of available housing, leading to 
relocations far from tenants’ homes 
as well as delays to allocations from 
the waiting list; challenges arising 
from tenure mix and the transfer of 
tenancies to Community Housing 
Providers (CHPs); and stress and 
anxiety due to relocation, including 
the potential for re-traumatisation 
of previously-displaced individuals.
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Executive 
Summary
Based on our qualitative and 
quantitative research, we  
recommend that:

• LAHC/DCJ Housing actively pursue 
opportunities to communicate and 
consult with tenants irrespective 
of renewal, including establishing 
neighbourhood advisory boards 
or similar tenant advocacy groups, 
commencing communication about 
redevelopment as soon as possible 
and aiming to communicate clearly 
and frequently with tenants. 

• LAHC/DCJ Housing adopt a trauma-
informed approach to consultation 
and communication. 

• LAHC/DCH Housing commit 
to genuine co-design for 
redevelopments, using tenants’ 
existing relationships to place as a 
starting point.

• LAHC work with Aboriginal 
community representatives and 
partner with the NSW Government 
Architect to adopt a strategy for 
Designing with Country. 

• LAHC/DCJ Housing identify the 
range of support services utilised 
by tenants and resource a program 
to ensure tenants relocated as part 
of any redevelopment are provided 
with ongoing support to ensure 
transition to new services. This 
should involve dedicated support 
officers tasked with assisting tenants 
with relocation. 

• LAHC/DCJ Housing ensure that any 
redevelopment will not impact upon 
the current wait times for social 
housing in the Illawarra. 

• LAHC increase the total amount of 
public housing in the Illawarra. 

• Wollongong City Council and Kiama 
Municipal Council develop  housing 
affordability strategies to outline 
their approach to improving housing 
affordability in the region.
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Executive 
Summary
• Tenants be offered relocation 

opportunities no more than five 
kilometres from their existing 
home, and LAHC/DCJ Housing 
communicate and negotiate with 
tenants carefully regarding any 
downsizing of homes that will be 
involved in relocation. 

• DCJ Housing/LAHC provide 
compensation in recognition of 
the ongoing costs of relocation, 
and provide adequate support to 
tenants for whom relocation may 
present an exacerbation of existing 
conditions (e.g. mental health or 
trauma). 

• LAHC abandon its default renewal 
model of delivering 70% private 
housing and 30% social housing 
and, in partnership with the 
Department of Planning, Industry 
and Environment, assess tenure 
mix at the neighbourhood scale 
instead.

• LAHC and DCJ Housing reconsider 
transferring tenancies to CHPs. 
At the very least they should 
select CHPs based on tenancy 
management performance and 
communicate clearly regarding 
precisely what would be involved 
for tenants in the shift from a public 
landlord to a CHP.

• Community cohesion programs 
be funded to address potential 
challenges regarding establishing 
a mixed tenure community on the 
redevelopment site. 

• LAHC/DCJ Housing communicate 
clearly and early with public housing 
tenants about any redevelopment 
plans, recognising the state of fear 
and uncertainty that arises due to 
lack of information. Communication 
should be clear about potential 
processes, timelines and implications 
for tenants. 
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INTRODUCTION

Public housing renewal has been 
occurring in New South Wales 
(NSW) for at least 20 years, 
occasionally involving renovation 
and rehabilitation but more often 
involving wholesale demolition 
and redevelopment. This has been 
a government response to poor 
housing quality due to ageing stock, 
deferred repairs and maintenance, 
and, in some cases, poor initial-build 
quality. 

More recently, it has been a response 
to social housing shortages: since 2015, 
the Communities Plus program has 
targeted sites in high-value areas in 
which significant increases in housing 
density can be achieved, though 
net increases to social housing are 
modest (Pawson 2018). Related to this, 
public housing estates have typically 
been redeveloped into ‘mixed tenure’ 
communities, with private housing 
accounting for roughly 70% of the 
new housing stock and social housing 
(primarily managed by community 
housing providers (CHPs)) roughly 
30%. This ‘social mix’ model has been 
touted as a way of ‘deconcentrating’ 
concentrated disadvantage. However, its 
purpose is more financial than social, in 
that privatising a large proportion of a 

redevelopment site in order to fund the 
replacement of social housing assists 
LAHC to operate on a ‘cost-neutral’ basis.

To date, the Sydney metropolitan 
region has been the focus of these 
redevelopment projects. Recently, 
however, the NSW Land and Housing 
Corporation (LAHC) has proceeded with 
several public housing renewal projects 
in regional NSW and has flagged interest 
in pursuing several others. The Illawarra 
region has been identified as one in 
which there are several potential sites, 
including Corrimal and Bellambi, in 
addition to the work currently underway 
at Crown St, Wollongong. Other areas 
of concentrated public housing in the 
Illawarra may yet be selected for renewal 
in response to increasing demand for 
housing and increasing house and land 
values.

In the last two decades, researchers 
have documented NSW public housing 
tenants’ concerns about displacement 
and its eventual impacts, uncovering 
ongoing impacts for tenants due to 
renewal projects. Public housing renewal 
is not undertaken on a blank slate—it 
is important to remember that public 
housing, both the individual housing 
units and larger estates, is home for its 
residents. Neighbourhoods, buildings 

1. Introduction
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and streets become important places 
in people’s lives, and the removal from, 
loss of or drastic alteration of these 
places is potentially traumatising for 
those who call them home (see in 
particular Fullilove, 2016; Pain 2019). 
Tenants’ social and cultural identities 
are often linked to these places and, in 
some cases, multiple generations have 
called them home. The destruction and 
redevelopment of these places, and 
the relocation of tenants to various 
dispersed locations, will have enormous 
impacts for those who have called it 
home. 

It is also necessary to consider that many 
tenants of social housing live with mental 
illness, disability, substance abuse, or 
trauma. The upheaval presented by 
redevelopment and relocation from 
familiar environments is significant, may 
exacerbate existing conditions, and is 
potentially retraumatising. Relocation 
also poses an issue of access to services 
and supports, both formal and informal.

In the Australian and NSW contexts (and 
in international contexts), research on 
renewal and displacement has focused 
on urban public housing estates, and 
little has been published on the specific 
risks or challenges posed in regional 
areas. In focusing on the concerns 
and risks associated with public 
housing renewal in the Illawarra, this 
report makes some initial attempts at 
addressing this gap.

1.1 Context 
Before outlining the aims and approach 
of this research, it is important to 
contextualise it within the housing crisis 
that is occurring in NSW generally—
and particularly the problems that 
have arisen in regional NSW. Housing 
affordability and availability across 
NSW has been critically problematic 
for decades. This is true across all 
housing tenures and for all household 
income ranges but is especially true for 
low-income households and for rental 
properties. Private rental prices across 
regional NSW outpaced Sydney in terms 
of rent growth in 2020-21 at 18.2% and 
had an average vacancy rate in April 
2021 of 0.79% (NSW Government 2021). 
These pressures within the private 
housing market in turn place greater 
demand on the social housing system, 
which currently fails to meet demand for 
low-income housing. 

There are currently 51,395 households 
on the social housing waitlist, including 
5,308 priority households (NSW 
Government 2021). In many high-
demand areas, tenants can expect to 
wait over a decade to access housing, 
with tenants even on the priority waitlist 
facing years in wait-time. In Wollongong, 
tenants can currently expect between 
5-10 years wait for a home with 1-2 
bedrooms, or over 10 years for a 
3-bedroom home (NSW DCJ 2021). 

Applications to the NSW social housing 
priority waitlist surged 29% in the 2020-
2021 financial year, likely attributable to 
the impacts of Covid-19 as well as the 

INTRODUCTION
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increasingly low vacancy rates at the 
lower end of the private rental market 
(NSW Government 2021). Currently, 
7,955, or over 15%, of households on 
the waiting list are Aboriginal households 
(NSW Government 2021), an indication 
of the disproportionate housing stress 
and insecurity experienced by Aboriginal 
households in NSW.

1.2. Our aims and approach
This project aimed to understand the 
impacts that renewing public housing 
might have on existing tenants in the 
Illawarra region. We were interested 
in the potential impacts of physical 
displacement as well as the concerns 
which arise both throughout the 
redevelopment process (relating 
to consultation, communication, 
participation, tenant involvement in 
design etc.) and after relocations have 
occurred. We make recommendations 
regarding possible strategies to minimise 
or mitigate these impacts for tenants. 

It is important to note that these 
processes have a disproportionate 
impact on Aboriginal people.  Aboriginal 
people comprise a disproportionate 
share of public housing tenants, and 
many community members have 
been subject to both personal and 
intergenerational trauma due to 
displacement. This can make renewal 
particularly challenging for them. 
Furthermore, renewal always takes 
place on Aboriginal land, but rarely are 
Traditional Owners consulted ahead 
of renewal plans. With this in mind, 
we paid particular attention to the 

potential impacts of these processes 
on Aboriginal tenants and community 
members and sought to develop 
recommendations that might work to 
address some of these.  

This report and its recommendations 
draw from two main data sources. 
Firstly, quantitative data from the 2016 
ABS Census of Population and Housing 
is used to outline relevant characteristics 
of public housing and public housing 
tenants across the Illawarra, including 
geography, age profiles, household 
compositions, participation in education 
and work, and social and cultural 
diversity. As of writing, these data were 
collected five years ago, so should 
be interpreted as indicative of key 
characteristics rather than precise 
representations.

Secondly, interviews were undertaken 
with key actors involved in the housing 
sector and in low-income communities 
within the Illawarra region. Interviews 
were undertaken with representatives 
of key organisations in the Illawarra who 
work with social housing tenants. These 
included:

• Social workers from two 
neighbourhood centres in areas with 
high concentrations of public housing 
(one of whom is also a tenant of 
public housing);

• Staff from community housing 
providers;

• Staff from a Wollongong-based 
housing advocacy service focused on 
tenancy maintenance, homelessness 
and other housing needs in the 
elderly population;

INTRODUCTION
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• Staff from a youth and family support 
service frequently working with public 
housing tenants and assisting with 
provision of crisis and medium-term 
accommodation; and

• Representatives from Aboriginal 
community organisations based in the 
Illawarra.

We are keenly aware of the importance 
of representing tenant perspectives 
in research on public housing and 
recognise that the lack of public housing 
tenant perspectives in this research 
may be seen as a major omission. We 
have deliberately made this omission 
due to concerns about stoking fears and 
anxieties by introducing these topics 
in the absence of official government 
announcements and information 
regarding possible renewal plans for the 
Illawarra. In lieu, we sought to speak with 
organisations and advocates that are 
intimately and consistently involved with 
tenants’ lives, to gain their perspectives 
on this issue while avoiding provoking 
fears and concerns for tenants. 
Nevertheless, there is a need for further 
research which sensitively partners with 
public housing tenants to more fully 
grasp the full spectrum of issues that 
could arise in the event of large-scale 
public housing renewal in the Illawarra. 

We provided representatives from both 
the local government and the local DCJ 
Housing office with the opportunity to 
participate in interviews but received no 
response from these agencies. 

The remainder of this report is 
structured as follows.:

Section 2 gives further background to 
public housing renewal in NSW and the 
forms of displacement that it can cause. 

Section 3 provides a quantitative 
profile of public housing in the Illawarra 
and draws out some initial issues and 
concerns based on these data. 

Section 4 discusses the issues 
and concerns about renewal and 
displacement that were raised by 
interview participants. 

Finally, Section 5 draws conclusions  
and makes recommendations.

INTRODUCTION
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In the last two decades, researchers 
have documented NSW public housing 
tenants’ concerns about displacement 
and its eventual impacts in the context 
of public housing renewal (e.g. Stubbs 
et al. 2005; Eastgate 2016; Pinnegar 
2013; Doney et al. 2013; Ruming & 
Melo Zurita 2020; Morris 2016). This 
work has primarily focused on urban 
public housing estates, and little has 
been published on the specific risks or 
challenges posed in regional NSW. 

Broadly speaking, public housing 
in regional NSW is more dispersed, 
and this increases the likelihood that 
tenants will be relocated outside of their 
neighbourhood and community when 
their home is sold or redeveloped. The 
housing stock and socio-demographic 
characteristics also differ. This section 
provides an overview of the key findings 
of existing research on public housing 
renewal as relevant to renewal and 
displacement of tenants in the Illawarra. 

2.1 Public Housing renewal  
in NSW
Public housing renewal in NSW began in 
earnest in the 1990s. The first projects 
tended not to involve demolition and 
reconstruction of housing but rather 
upgrades to infrastructure and facilities 
to improve the amenity of public housing 
estates (Arthurson 1998; Randolph 
& Judd 2000). These included both 
urban fringe estates such as Airds and 
inner-city estates such as Waterloo, 
both of which were subsequently 
targeted for wholesale demolition and 
redevelopment. 

The redevelopment of Minto in Sydney’s 
south-west, announced in 2002, 
marked a key shift towards a renewal 
strategy that drew explicitly upon the 
notion of ‘social mix’ to justify wholesale 
redevelopment of public housing 
(Darcy 2007). Social mix policies have 
tended to focus on the concentrations 
of disadvantage in public housing 
estates as the central ‘urban problem’ 
requiring policy attention in the form 
greater tenure mix. These policies have 
been enthusiastically implemented 
by governments across the US, UK, 
Australia and Europe in recent decades, 
targeting mid-century estates for 
redevelopment and dispersing and/
or diluting lower-income incumbent 

2. Background

BACKGROUND
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communities via new private property 
developments for middle-class 
households (Butler et al. 2011; Goetz 
2010). Questions as to the effectiveness 
of these policies and the validity of the 
social theory that underwrites them are 
beyond the scope of this report and 
have been comprehensively addressed 
elsewhere (e.g. Arthurson 2010; Bolt et 
al. 2010; Butler et al. 2011; Darcy 2010; 
Darcy & Rogers 2019; Galster 2007; 
Goetz 2013; Popkin et al. 2004). In short, 
academic research generally refutes 
the argument that social mix improves 
the lives of low-income residents by 
exposing them to ‘role model’ higher-
income neighbours, and extensively 
documents the often-detrimental 
impacts of displacement and relocation 
felt by low-income tenants. 

Following the renewal of Minto, the NSW 
Government proceeded to implement 
this mixed-tenure model in several 
other estates in western and south-
west Sydney, including Bonnyrigg, Airds, 
Bradbury, Claymore and Riverwood. In 
2015, the NSW Government unveiled the 
Communities Plus program, intended to 
extend a mixed-tenure redevelopment 
model across dozens of public housing 
estates throughout Sydney and NSW. 
Sites were selected according to their 
potential for major density uplifts. To 
date, major sites include Waterloo, 
Ivanhoe (Macquarie Park), Arncliffe 
and Telopea. The program aligns with 
the general direction of policy across 
Australian states in recent years, which 
has seen focus shift from the upgrading 
of broadacre estates in fringe areas 
to wholesale renewal of estates in the 
inner-city and other high-value locations 

(Arthurson et al. 2015; Kelly & Porter 
2019). 

In addition to ‘social mix’ arguments, 
the rationale behind this shift to 
higher-value locations has been the 
leveraging of high land values to fund 
the replacement of (and sometimes 
slight increase to) social housing on 
site, through the development and 
sale of private housing. This response 
should be understood in the context 
of declining funding for social housing 
over the past three decades (Yates 2013; 
Troy 2012; Lawson et al. 2018) and 
directives to state housing authorities 
to operate cost-neutral by generating 
revenue by privatising land and housing 
to fund their operations. As we touch 
on in Section 4 of this report, this cost-
neutral model of public housing renewal, 
especially given the prevailing housing 
crisis in NSW, is fundamentally flawed. 
A cost-neutral approach is unable 
to adequately respond to existing 
demands, due (among other reasons) 
to the shortage of available properties 
for the relocation of tenants (and the 
inevitable roll-on effect this will have 
upon wait times for those on the social 
housing waitlist) and the tendency of this 
model to result in prioritising sites that 
have high land values rather than those 
with housing stock most greatly in need 
of renewal. These flaws are particularly 
stark in regions like the Illawarra.

The constraints of this funding regime 
also explain why tenancy management 
of the social housing component in 
redevelopment projects has often been 
devolved to CHPs, which can draw 
additional revenue through access to 

BACKGROUND
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Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) 
and have access to additional lending 
facilities (e.g. National Housing Finance 
and Investment Corporation). In NSW, 
CHPs or ACHPs lease around 25% 
of LAHC’s properties and manage or 
own approximately 33% of all social 
housing in NSW (NSW Government 
2021). Tenancy transfers through 
redevelopment further complicate 
the process for tenants, as this report 
touches on in section 4. Further issues 
with tenancy transfers, including cost-
shifting from state to Commonwealth 
government (Darcy 2019) and the limited 
capacity of private finance for new social 
housing (Yates 2013; Lawson et al. 2018) 
are important but beyond the scope of 
this report.

The NSW Government has more recently 
begun mixed-tenure renewal in regional 
NSW. This includes the redevelopment 
of 15-19 Crown St, Wollongong: formerly 
three apartment buildings housing 
public tenants, now in the process of 
being replaced with 18 social housing 
units, nine affordable units and 38 
private apartments. Another mixed-
tenure development is being undertaken 
on vacant land at 1-4 Robert St, Corrimal. 
This project will include 27 affordable 
dwellings, seven social housing units, 
and 14 private apartments. Social 
housing tenancies in both projects 
will be managed by a CHP, the 
Housing Trust. On the March 1, 2021, 
representatives from LAHC and DPIE 
indicated during NSW Legislative Council 
budget estimates that more projects 
would be pursued in regional NSW in 
the future, including in the Illawarra, 
given the increased demand for both 

social and private housing. Associated 
increases to land values (e.g. Huntsdale 
2021) is another factor making renewal 
in regions like the Illawarra more likely in 
the near future.

The experiences of public housing 
tenants in estates undergoing renewal 
have been documented fairly extensively 
by academic researchers. Through the 
remainder of this section, we briefly 
outline findings from previous research 
regarding displacement, drawing 
examples from the experiences of 
tenants in Sydney, and highlighting the 
concerns which may be heightened if 
large-scale public housing renewal were 
to occur in the Illawarra.

2.2 Renewal and physical 
displacement
Housing displacement is commonly 
understood as forced relocation, 
particularly that which is brought 
about by rising housing costs or 
evictions. Relocation can be prompted 
either through legal or economic 
compulsion or through changes to one’s 
neighbourhood, such as the reduction 
in availability of support services or loss 
of particularly communities, that cause 
a sense of unwelcome. Seminal work 
by Peter Marcuse (1986) characterises 
the former as direct displacement and 
the latter as indirect displacement. 
Both are relevant to public housing 
renewal. Public housing tenants affected 
by renewal are forced to relocate for 
at least some of the duration of the 
redevelopment. While they might 
have the right to return, they may be 

BACKGROUND
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dissuaded from returning due to the 
dramatic changes that have occurred 
to their neighbourhood, among other 
reasons; a ‘temporary’ relocation 
can easily become permanent. For 
instance, Ruming and Melo Zurita (2020) 
anticipate that many tenants relocated 
from the Ivanhoe estate will not be able 
to return because new dwellings will not 
meet their needs (e.g. dwelling size or 
accessibility). 

While some renewal projects have 
been staged in order for tenants 
to relocate directly into their new 
home (i.e. without being temporarily 
relocated), this is contingent on the size 
and specifics of the site and the scale 
of the redevelopment. For instance, 
tenants who wished to remain in the 
lower-density Bonnyrigg estate were 
able to relocate directly into their new 
homes (Eastgate 2016), but this was 
not an option for tenants in Ivanhoe. 
Furthermore, lower-density renewal 
projects such as Bonnyrigg and Minto 
have resulted in below-replacement 
levels of social housing due to 
adherence to a mixed-tenure model 
of 70% private housing and 30% social 
housing (Eastgate 2016)—meaning that 
a right to return could not be provided 
for tenants, as not all public homes 
were replaced. It appears that ‘staging’ 
renewal such that tenants relocate 
directly into their new homes, while also 
delivering a mixed tenure development 
that increases the stock of social 
housing, is exceedingly difficult, if not 
impossible, on all but the very largest 
sites. As such, some form of physical 
displacement is built-in to the renewal 
model currently operating in NSW.

Physical displacement, whether 
temporary or permanent, can have 
significant negative impacts on those 
subject to it. Mindy Fullilove (2016) 
describes it as an experience of 
‘root shock’: a profoundly traumatic 
experience in which ones understanding 
of their place within a community is 
completely severed or erased. The 
clearest illustration of this in NSW 
occurred with the privatisation of public 
housing in Millers Point, Dawes Point 
and the Rocks (henceforth referred 
to as Millers Point). Millers Point is 
something of an outlier amongst the 
aforementioned cases in that the 
displacement of tenants was undertaken 
to sell—rather than redevelop—public 
housing, but the case provides context 
for the way that renewal projects have 
been handled by the NSW Government 
and experienced by tenants. Morris 
(2017) writes of the trauma experienced 
by residents of Millers Point, who were 
displaced without consultation and 
with the threat of loss of public housing 
tenancies if they did not comply with 
relocation timelines. Morris argues that 
the government proceeded with the 
eviction of tenants at Millers Point with 
no regard for the welfare or experiences 
of the long-term residents of the 
neighbourhood, many of whom had 
been born in the area and lived there for 
many decades. The term ‘cruel’ abounds 
in tenants’ and others’ descriptions of 
the displacement of tenants (Morris 
2016), and the government faced a 
great deal of negative media around the 
removal of elderly tenants in particular 
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(Darcy & Rogers 2015).

The Millers Point case demonstrates a 
‘worst practice’ by the NSW Government 
and we do not wish to suggest that all 
public housing renewal projects have 
been equally callous and destructive. 
Nevertheless, the experience of tenants 
at Millers Point highlights potential 
impacts on those tenants who are 
strongly attached to their homes and 
communities and are therefore reluctant 
to leave, as well as those for whom a 
right of return is moot (e.g. due to age or 
unsuitable housing). 

2.3 Beyond physical 
displacement: other impacts 
experienced by tenants
The challenges of physical displacement 
are the most obvious impacts upon 
tenants; however, research has 
established that public housing renewal 
can prove troubling for tenants for a 
range of reasons—even before, or in the 
absence of, physical relocation. 

The Leaving Minto report (Stubbs et al. 
2005) details the difficulties experienced 
by residents of Minto as they were 
displaced from their publicly rented 
homes in Sydney’s south-west. Stubbs et 
al. outline that ‘a significant number of 
residents’ have experienced ‘grief, loss 
and distress’ due to the redevelopment 
project (2005, p. 180). A lack of proper 
planning and social impact assessment 
meant that NSW Government failed 
to consider the impacts that the 
redevelopment would have upon 
residents. Stubbs et al. argue that the 

social and economic impacts upon 
tenants are ‘a serious cause for concern’, 
especially as relates to the loss of public 
housing stock and the loss of social 
capital that residents had spent years 
generating (2005, p. 180). 

Darcy (2007) reports that a key 
shortcoming of both the Minto and 
Bonnyrigg redevelopments was a 
lack of consultation with tenants. 
In Bonnyrigg, despite promises of 
adequate consultation, the state 
government circulated a tender brief—
which stipulated key dimensions of the 
redevelopment such as a 70:30 private/
social tenure mix—to potential private 
partners prior to the commencement 
of any consultation with tenants, 
indicating to tenants that the key 
parameters for the redevelopment were 
already set (Darcy 2007, p. 356). This 
lack of consultation made tenants feel 
powerless and cemented for them their 
lack of agency in their status as ‘housos’ 
(Darcy 2007, p. 357). 

Wynne and Rogers (2021) note 
that many of the negative effects 
of displacement as part of renewal 
processes are experienced by tenants 
before physical displacement occurs—
the announcement of a renewal project 
is enough to destabilise tenants’ 
relationship to place and provoke fear 
and uncertainty among communities. 
The increasing ubiquity of renewal 
projects appears to be creating a 
semi-permanent sense of uncertainty 
regarding future tenancies: public 
housing tenants in NSW, argues Morris, 
now realise their displacement to far-
flung parts of the city is an ‘ever present 
possibility’ (2017, p. 469). As discussed 
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in section 4, this sense of unease and 
uncertainty regarding possible future 
displacement is present among public 
housing tenant communities in the 
Illawarra. 

Similarly, Atkinson notes that residents 
often come to feel ‘dislocated and 
isolated’ in their neighbourhoods due 
to changes that take place while they 
continue to reside there (2015, p. 373). 
Atkinson describes how the gentrification 
of neighbourhoods—similar to that 
which occurs in renewal projects due to 
the influx of middle-class households 
occupying newly-built private housing—
isolates incumbent residents as the built 
and social environment changes around 
them in ways that make them feel they 
are no longer included in the rhythms of 
a place. Such changes are often felt as a 
harbinger of the end of these residents’ 
ability to continue to afford to live in a 
particular area. This concept was also 
elaborated by Shaw and Hagemans 
(2015), who describe low-income 
households’ experiences of ‘gentrification 
without displacement’—a sense of loss 
of place which occurs due to gentrifying 
areas becoming largely unrecognisable 
to incumbent low-income residents. 
Low-income households often begin to 
struggle to afford to frequent local shops 
and hospitality venues as these are 
‘upgraded’ to cater to new middle-class 
residents, and frequently feel unwelcome 
in the new spaces that arise in their 
neighbourhoods. 

Eastgate (2016, p. vii) finds that tenants 
subjected to relocations tend to 
describe the move as a positive life event 
in hindsight. However, the process of 
relocation—including the period leading 
up to relocation, which can be many 
years from the announcement of the 
renewal–can be a time of ‘intense stress 
and grief’ for tenants, particularly for 
those with long-term roots in that place 
(2016, p. vii). 
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This section provides an overview of key 
characteristics of public housing in the 
Illawarra region. It relies on data from 
the 2016 ABS Census of Population 
and Housing. Rather than provide a 
comprehensive profile of public housing, 
we focus on characteristics that we have 
deemed to be most relevant to decisions 
regarding renewal and tenant relocation. 
The section is comprised of four parts. 
Section 3.1 describes the geography of 
public housing in the Illawarra, including 
spatial distribution and concentrations, 
and characteristics of dwellings 
including type of structure (detached 
house, apartment, etc.) and number 
of bedrooms. Section 3.2 describes 
the age profile of public housing 
tenants and some key household 
characteristics, and highlights some 
important considerations for elderly 
public housing tenants and families with 
children. Section 3.3 discusses work, 
education and training among public 
housing tenants, successful participation 
in which requires certainty and stability 
of housing. Finally, section 3.4 outlines 
some aspects of the social and cultural 
diversity of public housing tenants in 
the Illawarra, drawing attention to the 

relatively large number of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander residents  
as well as the various non-English 
language groups which point to some 
language-based communities among 
public housing tenants and across 
tenures. Each of these sections frame 
the issues and concerns about renewal 
and displacement that are raised in 
Section 4.

A note on the data: at the time of writing, 
more than five years have passed since 
the collection of these data. They should 
be read as indicative rather than precise. 
Nevertheless, they are the most up-to-
date data available for an analysis of this 
type. Data are disaggregated into the 
three residential SA3s that comprise the 
Illawarra SA4: Wollongong, Dapto-Port 
Kembla, and Kiama-Shellharbour. (SA3s 
are designed by the ABS for regional-
scale analysis; SA4s are the largest sub-
state geographical area within the Main 
Structure of the Australian Statistical 
Geography Standard.) Comparison of 
Figures 3 and 4 indicates that these SA3s 
roughly approximate social housing 
allocation zones: the Wollongong SA3 
includes most of the Wollongong and 
Helensburgh allocation zones; the 

3. Profile of public  
housing in the  
Illawarra
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Dapto-Port Kembla SA3 approximates 
to the South Wollongong allocation 
zone; and the Kiama-Shellharbour SA3 
is roughly equivalent to the Kiama and 
Shellharbour allocation zones.

3.1 Geography and dwelling 
characteristics
A total of 7,010 public housing dwellings 
were recorded in the Illawarra by the 
2016 census, or 5.8% of all dwellings. In 
the Wollongong SA3 were 3,105 (5.7% of 
all households in the SA3), 1,690 were 
in the Kiama-Shellharbour SA3 (4.6%) 
and 2,215 were in Dapto-Port Kembla 
(7.4%)1. Tables 1 and 2 below summarise 
the physical characteristics of these 
dwellings, pointing to a dominance 
of detached dwellings in both Dapto-
Port Kembla and Kiama-Shellharbour 
and a roughly equal mix of detached 
houses, semi-detached dwellings, and 
apartments in the Wollongong SA3. 
Correspondingly, dwellings in the latter 
subregion have fewer bedrooms, on 
average2. Comparison with Table 3 
suggests that longer wait times for larger 
dwellings in Wollongong, and for smaller 
dwellings Kiama, are the result of these 
relative proportions of larger and smaller 
dwellings.

1  At an LGA level, public housing in Wollongong LGA 
was 6.7% of all dwellings, in Shellharbour 6.1%, and 
in Kiama 0.9%. 

2  Note that these figures are estimates only and 
that more precise data on the number of dwellings 
and their characteristics could be made available 
by LAHC. Small discrepancies are found in the total 
number of public housing households depending 
on the variables retrieved, due to discrepancies in 
census question responses.
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Table 1: Dwelling structures of public housing, 2016

Wollongong Dapto-Port Kembla Kiama-Shellharbour

Separate House 880 (28%) 1304 (59%) 1098 (65%)

Semi-detached, row or terrace 
house, townhouse etc. 1155 (37%) 417 (19%) 433 (26%)

Flat or apartment in a one or 
two storey block 459 (15%) 297 (13%) 152 (9%)

Flat or apartment in a three 
storey block 375 (12%) 158 (7%) 0 (0%)

Flat or apartment in a four or 
more storey block 230 (7%) 30 (1%) 5 (<1%)

Total 3099 (100%) 2206 (100%) 1688 (100%)

Table 2: Total bedrooms, public housing dwellings 2016

Wollongong Dapto-Port Kembla Kiama-Shellharbour

None (includes bedsitters) 35 (1%) 28 (1%) 8 (<1%)

One bedroom 645 (21%) 330 (15%) 223 (13%)

Two bedrooms 1298 (42%) 657 (30%) 346 (20%)

Three bedrooms 952 (31%) 988 (45%) 882 (52%)

Four or more bedrooms 139 (4%) 192 (9%) 221 (13%)

Not stated 36 (1%) 12 (1%) 1 (1%)

Total 3105 (100%) 2207 (100%) 1693 (100%)
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Figures 1 to 3 illustrate the spatial 
distribution of public housing across 
the Illawarra region. Figure 1 illustrates 
the amount of public housing as a 
proportion of all dwellings in the SA13 
and Figure 2 illustrates the total number 
of dwellings at the SA1 level. Figure 
3 labels the suburbs with the largest 
amount and most concentrated public 
housing. Notably, compared to Sydney, 
where renewal has and continues to 
focus on large and highly-concentrated 
areas of public housing (particularly 
estates, or clusters of more than 
approximately 100 dwellings), there are 
relatively few large concentrations of 
public housing (where public housing 
comprises 80-100% of all stock). The 
suburbs with the most concentrated 
public housing include Bellambi, 
Corrimal and Bulli in Wollongong; 
Warrawong, Unanderra and Berkeley 
in Dapto-Port Kembla; and Warilla in 
Kiama-Shellharbour. Figure 1: Public housing as percentage of 

all dwellings in SA1, 2016

3  SA1s are spatial areas comprised of 
approximately 200 to 800 residents except in areas 
dominated by non-residential land uses. They are 
the smallest spatial unit, or highest resolution, at 
which detailed census data is available for specific 
tenure categories

PROFILE OF PUBLIC HOUSING IN THE ILLAWARRA 



23Public Housing Renewal in the Illawarra | October 2021 Shelter NSW | UOW

Figure 2: Total public housing 
dwellings in SA1, 2016

Figure 3: Suburbs with significant 
public housing stock, 2016
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The Illawarra region contains five social 
housing allocation zones, shown Figure 4, 
opposite. Table 3 below summarises the 
number of households on the waiting list 
for social housing within these allocation 
zones and the approximate wait times for 
different housing types within them, as of 
June 20, 2020. The long waiting periods for 
almost all housing in each subregion and 
the small number of new social housing 
dwellings planned for the region have very 
serious implications for renewal: if sitting 
tenants are to be relocated into existing 
social housing, allocations from the waiting 
list will be further delayed.

Table 3: Social housing waiting lists and expected waiting periods, June 2020

General Priority 1BR 2BR 3BR 4BR+

Helensburgh 25 <5 - 5-10 
years 2-5 years 5-10 

years

Kiama 58 8 10+ years 10+ years 5-10 
years 2-5 years

Shellharbour 610 51 5-10 
years 10+ years 5-10 

years
5-10 
years

South Wollongong 396 30 5-10 
years

5-10 
years

5-10 
years

5-10 
years

Wollongong City 1232 56 5-10 
years

5-10 
years 10+ years 5-10 

years

Source: NSW DCJ, 2021
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Figure 4: Social housing allocation 
zones

While an assessment of the demand 
for social housing in the Illawarra is 
outside of the scope of this report, it is 
worth noting that housing costs have 
risen in the region since the first quarter 
of 2020, associated with the Covid-19 
pandemic (Pawson et al. 2021). At the 
same time, the pandemic has also had a 
detrimental impact on employment over 
this time. Some parts of the region have 
experienced rising housing costs over 
a longer period, partly due to the rising 
number of short-term rentals (Gurran et 
al. 2018). In 2017, the Wollongong City 
Council Housing Discussion paper (2017) 
reported that nearly 30% of households 
lived on less than $614 per week and 
30% of renters were in housing stress. 
It is highly likely that this situation will 
have worsened over the course of 
2020 and 2021. The NSW Government 
has reported a surge in demand for 
social housing, with the waitlist growing 
faster than usual in 2020-21 (NSW 
Government 2021). Regardless, much 
more social housing is required in the 
Illawarra region and, as later sections of 
this report explain, this demand would 
be intensified if large-scale renewal were 

to occur without concurrent expansion 
of the stock.

3.2 Age profile and household 
types
Public housing tenants throughout 
NSW are, on average, older than other 
residents. This is largely true of the 
Illawarra, though the age profile of public 
housing tenants in the Illawarra region 
varies within subregions. In the Dapto-
Port Kembla and Kiama-Shellharbour 
SA3s, illustrated in Figures 6 and 7, 
households residing in public housing 
were more likely to comprise children 
age 5-15 or teenagers 15-19 and 
adults aged 50 to 64. Correspondingly, 
there were relatively fewer residents 
aged 25 to 49 within public housing 
in these subregions. In contrast, in 
the Wollongong SA3 public housing 
residents were older than residents in 
other tenures; as Figure 5 indicates, 
there were relatively more residents 
aged 45 to 89, and relatively fewer 
in younger age brackets. In Kiama-
Shellharbour there were also relatively 
larger numbers of tenants in retirement-
age cohorts, particularly aged 70 and 
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Figure 5: Age distribution, Wollongong SA3, 2016

Figure 6: Age distribution, Dapto-Port Kembla SA3, 2016
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Figure 7: Age profile, Kiama-Shellharbour SA3, 2016

above. 

 

The household types recorded by the 2016 
census point to a correspondingly larger 
number of families with children in public 
housing in the Dapto-Port Kembla and 
Kiama-Shellharbour subregions, slightly 
fewer but similar to the proportion across 
all households. Families with children were 
relatively fewer in the Wollongong SA3 but 
nonetheless comprised more than one in 
three households. Lone-person households 
were the majority of households in public 
housing in the Wollongong SA3 and were 
over one-third of households in the other 
subregions. This is related to both the 
different type of housing stock in the 
Wollongong SA3 (with a larger number of 

small dwellings, as outlined in Table 2) and 
the larger number of elderly residents (as 
outlined in Figure 5). 

Related to the age profile of public housing 
tenants in the Illawarra (and characteristic 
of public housing generally, compared with 
other tenures) is the longer average length 
of residence. This is partly borne out in 
census data that recorded the number of 
households that lived at the same address 
in 2011 as they did in 2016. As Table 4 
summarises, public housing tenants across 
all SA3s were much more likely to have 
lived at the same address for five years or 
more. This has very important implications 
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Table 4: Proportion of households in which all residents 
(aged 5+) lived at the same address five years ago, 2016

Public housing All households

Wollongong 64% 49%

Dapto-Port Kembla 62% 52%

Kiama-Shellharbour 62% 56%

Figure 8: Household composition, Wollongong SA3, 2016
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Figure 9: Household composition, Dapto-Port Kembla SA3, 2016

Figure 10: Household composition, Kiama-Shellharbour SA3, 2016
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for place attachment, belonging and 
community connectedness, as we 
discuss in section 4.

These data have important implications. 
Stability and certainty are important 
for all people, but particularly for 
children and for elderly people. Young 
people require stability for purposes 
of education and training, socialisation, 
and childcare arrangements. The latter 
consideration is particularly pertinent 
given the relatively higher proportion 
of single-parent households in public 
housing in all SA3s. More than 1,000 
public housing residents in the Illawarra 
reported having provided unpaid care 
for children other than their own in the 
two weeks prior to the 2016 census. 
Elderly people also require stability so 
that they are best able to avoid social 
isolation and ill health. Policy and 

Table 5: Individuals with need for assistance with core activities, 2016

Public housing All households

Wollongong 995 (18%) 5626 (8%)

Dapto-Port Kembla 720 (14%) 1224 (4%)

Kiama-Shellharbour 661 (17%) 5522 (6%)

research recognise that ‘ageing in place’ 
is desirable and important for quality 
of life, as set out by the NSW Ageing 
Strategy 2016-2020.  
Crucially, elderly people are less likely 
to see the conclusion of renewal 
processes, and this must be factored 
into government decisions regarding 
relocation and promises regarding a 
‘right of return’. Elderly residents are 
also more likely to live alone and, along 
with younger lone residents, may require 
additional support with the stress and 
anxiety of renewal and relocation. A third 
group, which overlaps considerably with 
elderly residents, is individuals needing 
assistance with core activities. As Table 
5 summarises, a disproportionate 
number of persons requiring core 
activity assistance lived in public housing. 
For such individuals, there is a risk that 
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renewal can lead to—or can cause 
anxiety about—relocation away from 
familiar environments and formal and 
informal supports. 

3.3 Work, education and 
training
Building on the previous section’s 
discussion of age and household types 
in public housing in the Illawarra, this 
section discusses tenants’ participation 
in education, training, paid employment 
and other types of (unpaid) work. Each 
of these activities are vital considerations 
in the context of renewal and potential 
relocations: the forced relocation 
of tenants risks disrupting tenants’ 
participation in education, training and 
work, including volunteer work and 
informal care.

Table 6 summarises 2016 census data 
relating to childhood education, adult 
education, and paid employment. 
Education and training data largely 
bear out the age profiles of public 
housing tenants across the three 
subregions, discussed in section 3.3 
above. A younger cohort of public 
housing tenants in Dapto-Port Kembla 
and Kiama-Shellharbour means 
that there are equal if not greater 
proportions pre-schoolers and primary 
and secondary schoolers, whereas in 
Wollongong there is a slightly smaller 
proportion of this group than there is 
across all households in the subregion. 
These groups are some of the most 
important when considering the 
impacts of displacement: disruption to 
childhood education, whether in the 
form of changing schools or interrupted 
schooling due to relocation, can have 

very detrimental effects (Crowley 2003). 

Table 6 also summarises the proportion 
of tenants enrolled in post-secondary 
education and other forms of education 
and training. Other than in Wollongong, 
where a notably smaller proportion of 
public housing tenants were enrolled 
in tertiary education (partly attributable 
to the older age profile described 
above), the proportion of tenants who 
were participating in these activities 
was roughly the same as it was for all 
households. While post-secondary 
students are more independent and 
less geographically constrained than 
children, it is important to recognise 
the disruption that displacement can 
also cause to their education, especially 
given the much lower rates of private 
vehicle ownership among public housing 
tenants (33% of Illawarra households in 
public housing in 2016 did not own a car, 
compared with 7% of all households). 
It is also significant in the context of 
the NSW Government’s objectives to 
encourage tenants into education, 
training and paid employment, as per its 
Future Directions for Social Housing in 
NSW strategy. 

The same can be said of participation in 
paid employment. As Table 6 describes, 
the proportion of public housing 
tenants engaged in paid employment 
in 2016 was significantly smaller than 
the proportion of all residents. (Note 
that these figures are proportions of 
all residents, rather than all applicable 
residents, and are therefore not the 
same as conventional labour force 
participation rates.) This is the outcome 
of social housing policy in NSW and 
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Table 6: Individuals in paid employment and/or enrolled in education or training, 2016

Wollongong Dapto-Port Kembla Kiama-Shellharbour

Public 
housing

All  
households

Public 
housing

All  
households

Public 
housing

All  
households

Preschool 54 (1%) 2404 (2%) 81 (2%) 1603 (2%) 63 (2%) 1903 (2%)

Infants/
Primary 
School

381 (7%) 10 047 
(8%) 448 (9%) 6301 (8%) 356 (9%) 7700 (9%)

Secondary 
School 298 (5%) 7668 (6%) 374 (8%) 5048 (7%) 289 (7%) 6118 (7%)

Technical/
Further 
Educational 
Institution 

147 (3%) 2575 (2%) 114 (2%) 1448 (2%) 87 (2%) 1765 (2%)

University or 
other Tertiary 
Institution

103 (2%) 11 640 
(9%) 59 (1%) 2310 (3%) 44 (1%) 2658 (3%)

Other 
education/
training

46 (1%) 788 (1%) 41 (1%) 434 (1%) 19 (<1%) 539 (1%)

Employed 936 (16%) 57 136 
(44%) 857 (17%) 30334 

(41%) 683 (18%) 38 591 
(44%)

Unemployed, 
looking for 
work

209 (4%) 1904 (1%) 222 (4%) 1478 (2%) 149 (4%) 1460 (2%)
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Australia and the small and shrinking 
contribution of social housing to the 
total housing stock, as well tenant 
population ageing, which together mean 
that public housing is overwhelmingly 
home to people who are not in the 
labour force. Nevertheless, there was 
a larger proportion of tenants who 
were unemployed and looking for work. 
Relocation and displacement could 
interfere with such tenants’ ability to find 
work, due to uncertainty about one’s 
place of residence as well as the stresses 
and time spent on the many tasks that 
relate to the relocation itself. 

It is important to recognise that paid 
employment is not the only form 
of work undertaken by tenants. 
Particularly relevant to the purposes 
of this report are volunteer work and 
unpaid assistance provided to other 
individuals and households. This work is 

Table 7: Participation in unpaid work, 2016

Wollongong Dapto-Port Kembla Kiama-Shellharbour

Public 
housing

All  
households

Public 
housing

All  
households

Public 
housing

All  
households

Volunteer 563 (11%) 21 798 
(20%) 393 (10%) 8917 

(15%) 289 (9%) 4850 (7%)

Cared for 
child other 
than their 
own

394 (8%) 9705 (9%) 381 (10%) 6131 
(10%) 314 (10%) 7730 

(11%)

Provided 
unpaid 
assistance to 
person with 
disability

823 (17%) 13 461 
(13%) 675 (17%) 8483 

(14%) 553 (18%) 9807 
(14%)

vital to communities, particularly lower-
income communities in which there 
are fewer financial resources. Table 7 
outlines some of this, albeit in a way 
that is not totally sufficient given the 
limited availability of data on unpaid and 
informal work. It indicates that rates of 
volunteering are somewhat lower among 
public housing tenants in the Illawarra. 
However, the proportion of individuals 
who provided care to children other 
than their own was roughly equivalent 
to that for all households. Furthermore, 
the proportion of individuals who 
provided unpaid assistance to persons 
with a disability was higher among 
public housing tenants. This latter 
figure reflects the higher instance of 
people with a disability, as indicated 
by Table 5 above. These data gesture 
towards just some of the social ties and 
interdependencies—often established 
over long periods of time—that make 
up a community. These are placed at 
great risk when tenants are relocated 
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and such ties are separated by greater 
distances.

3.4 Social and cultural diversity

This section describes three aspects of 
the social and cultural diversity of public 
housing tenants in the Illawarra which 
are particularly pertinent to renewal: 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, linguistic diversity, and 
English language proficiency. Such 
aspects are relevant to renewal for two 
reasons. Firstly, renewal processes risk 
the displacement and disconnection of 
communities formed around shared 
identity, language and cultural practices. 
Secondly, and relatedly, community 
engagement must be culturally 
appropriate, taking into account not 

Table 8: Households with Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander person(s), 2016

Public 
housing 

All  
households 

SA2s with >20 public dwellings tenant-
ed by Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander households

Wollongong 234 (8%) 1295 (2%)

Corrimal-Tarrawanna-Bellambi; 
Woonona-Bulli-Russell Vale; 

Wollongong West; Balgownie-Fairy 
Meadow

Dapto-Port 
Kembla 277 (13%) 1224 (4%)

Berkeley-Lake Heights-Cringila; 
Dapto-Avondale; Port Kembla-
Warrawong; Unanderra-Mount 

Kembla

Kiama- 
Shellharbour 246 (15%) 1328 (4%) Warilla; Albion Park Rail

only language but also cultural practices 
and expectations and the historical 
experiences of particular groups. This 
is especially pertinent to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples, for whom 
displacement can be a source of both 
personal and intergenerational trauma 
(Menzies 2019; Howard-Wagner 2019; 
Raphael et al. 1998). Sections 4 and 5 
elaborate further on these points. 

Public housing in the Illawarra is home 
to a disproportionate number of 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
households. As Table 8 summarises, 
the proportion of households in which 
there was at least one Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander person is three to 
four times greater within public housing 
than among all tenures. Another way 
to interpret these data is that 18% of 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
households in Wollongong, 22% in 
Dapto-Port Kembla, and 19% in Kiama-
Shellharbour resided in public housing. 
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Table 9: Language proficiency of individuals who speak language(s)  
other than English, 2016

Wollongong Dapto-Port Kembla Kiama- 
Shellharbour

Speaks other 
language and 
speaks English:  
Not at all

Public housing 46 (1%) 37 (1%) 4 (<1%)

All households 683 (1%) 423 (1%) 233 (<1%)

Speaks other 
language and 
speaks English:  
Not well

Public housing 174 (3%) 86 (2%) 43 (1%)

All households 2935 (2%) 2047 (3%) 936 (1%)

Speaks other 
language and 
speaks English:  
Well

Public housing 248 (4%) 106 (2%) 57 (1%)

All households 6446 (5%) 3161 (4%) 1884 (2%)

Speaks other 
language and 
speaks English:  
Very well

Public housing 315 (6%) 187 (4%) 107 (3%)

All households 11 603 (9%) 7059 (9%) 5117 (6%)

Total 

Public housing 783 (14%) 416 (8%) 211 (5%)

All households 21 667 (17%) 12 690 (17%) 8170 (9%)

Table 8 also lists SA2s in which more than 
20 public dwellings were tenanted by 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
households.

Compared to parts of Sydney, the Illawarra 
region is home to a relatively small number 
of individuals who have no or limited 
English language proficiency. This is equally 
true of public housing tenants, as Table 9 
indicates. While the number of individuals 
may be small (220 in Wollongong, 113 
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in Dapto-Port Kembla, 47 in Kiama-
Shellharbour), the issue of English 
language proficiency is a significant 
one for those individuals and thus for 
government communications in the 
event of a renewal process commencing.

Table 10 complements Table 9 by listing 
the major languages other than English 
that are spoken by public tenants in 
the Illawarra. These languages are 
listed in order of number of individuals 
who speak it, irrespective of English 
proficiency; further investigation into the 
English language proficiency of different 
language groups would be required in 
the event of a renewal process. What 
Table 10 does gesture towards is the 
presence of several small, language-
based communities within (but not 
exclusive to) public housing in the 
Illawarra, particularly in Wollongong and 
Dapto-Port Kembla. 

Table 10: Major non-English language groups in public housing, 2016

Wollongong Dapto-Port Kembla Kiama-Shellharbour

Spanish (93)
Arabic (77)
Vietnamese (54)
Turkish (52)
Serbian (50)
Filipino/Tagalog (45)
Maori (New Zealand & Cook Isl.) (36)
Greek (33)

Arabic (64)
Spanish (49)
Macedonian (43)
Maori (New Zealand & Cook Isl.) (35)
Turkish (26)

Spanish (40)

Language and cultural identity are not 
the only things that make community, 
of course, but they are highly significant 
ones. These data should not be read 
as definitive of distinct communities 
within public housing; rather, they point 
to some of the bases for connections 
among public housing tenants and 
between public housing tenants and 
other residents within particular places. 
Notably, we have foregone discussion 
of gender and sexuality, religion, 
ancestry, and ethnic or racial identities 
other than Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander. Further investigation into these 
characteristics is needed, particularly 
in the form of qualitative research in 
partnership with communities in areas of 
concentrated public housing. Regardless, 
in decision making regarding whether 
and how renewal should take place, it is 
important that these connections and 
relationships are prioritised.
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CONCERNS & ISSUES

This section reports on the concerns 
held and issues raised by interview 
participants in relation to future renewal 
of public housing in the Illawarra. 
Interview participants spoke about 
problems that could arise in both 
renewal processes and outcomes, 
as well as existing issues that might 
be exacerbated by redevelopment 
and relocations. Some are relevant 
to all public housing tenants while 
others relate to specific community 
sub-sectors. They are presented in 
no particular order of importance or 
frequency of mention, but rather should 
all bear equal weight on decision making 
regarding public housing renewal in the 
Illawarra.

4.1 Consultation and 
relationships
Consultation and effective 
communication with tenants will be 
critical to ensuring that tenants are 
not severely adversely affected by any 
redevelopment of public housing in 
the Illawarra. One of our respondents 
argued that ‘people can cope with most 
change if they feel they have a voice 

and a choice’. In this spirit, consultation 
needs to be a major priority for any 
planned redevelopment. Tenants 
need to be informed early, kept up to 
date, involved in decision making at all 
stages, made to feel that their voice is 
important and influential, and given a 
clear and key role in planning for the 
future. Unfortunately, our respondents 
identified concerns that may hamper 
efforts to consult and communicate with 
tenants in the Illawarra. 

Respondents repeatedly raised 
concerns about the current state of 
the relationship between DCJ Housing 
and public housing tenants in the 
Illawarra. At present, there is a lack of 
formal tenant representation (in the 
form of neighbourhood advisory boards 
or similar mechanisms, which exist 
for public housing estates elsewhere 
in the state) and few formalised 
opportunities for tenants to advocate 
for their needs and desires to DCJ 
Housing. Respondents reported that 
tenants generally only interact with DCJ 
Housing in adversarial contexts—that 
is, in relation to issues with tenancies 
such as rental arrears, maintenance 
concerns, and other problems. 

4. Concerns & issues  
regarding renewal 
and relocation
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DCJ Housing, both as an institution 
and as represented by individual 
housing officers, is not considered 
by tenants to be a trustworthy entity, 
nor does it appear to be considered 
by tenants to deliver any support or 
welfare-related functions. This poor 
existing relationship has important 
implications for any communication 
and consultation programs relating 
to redevelopment, and will also likely 
influence the experience of tenants as 
their neighbourhoods are subjected to a 
renewal process: a major redevelopment 
led by an institution deemed inherently 
untrustworthy will likely generate a great 
deal more fear, distress and trauma 
than one led by a trusted institution that 
tenants feel holds their interests central 
to the process. 

A historical lack of communication 
about plans to redevelop areas such as 
Bellambi has led to deep mistrust and 
suspicion of DCJ Housing and LAHC. 
As discussed in greater detail below, 
residents of areas such as Bellambi feel 
certain there are plans underway to 
redevelop the area. The agencies’ failure 
to communicate clearly regarding the 
possibility of future renewal means that 
they feel they are being deliberately 
excluded from these plans—and 
gives them no reason to trust these 
institutions. 

Further, a lack of contact with people 
and agencies throughout 2020-21 due 
to Covid-19 restrictions has reportedly 
eroded people’s confidence and trust 
in services and organisations. Work is 
needed to (re)build this trust prior to 
the commencement of consultation 

processes relating to redevelopment. It 
will be critical to recognise the impact 
that Covid-19 has had on people’s lives, 
especially for those already suffering 
poor mental health or social isolation, 
and to incorporate these considerations 
into planning for consultation and 
communication with tenants. 

Respondents also raised concerns 
about the separation of DCJ Housing, 
who operate as the landlord for public 
housing tenants, and LAHC, who operate 
as the landholder—and, in the instance 
of a redevelopment, as the developer. 
Respondents reported that they were 
concerned by the disconnect that 
exists between the two agencies and 
the implications that this disconnect 
could have upon the experiences of 
tenants subject to redevelopment and 
relocation. This was especially the case 
where a right to return was concerned—
respondents expressed concerns 
that the two agencies may fail to work 
collaboratively to ensure that this right 
to return is realised in a way that makes 
returning to their home area possible or 
feasible for those tenants wishing to do 
so. 
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4.2 Diverse connections  
to place
Our interviews with service providers 
paint a complex and diverse picture 
regarding tenants’ connections to place. 
It should not be surprising to learn that 
tenants form connections to place in a 
variety of ways over different timescales, 
and place importance on a variety of 
different elements in these places. 

Many tenants in Illawarra public housing 
have developed lifelong connections to 
their neighbourhood, over time forging 
a strong relationship to place that is 
deeply intertwined with their personal 
identity and social life. Further, many 
residents belong to families which have 
lived in these areas for generations, 
and many are part of extended families 
residing in these areas. Relocation is 
likely to have deep impacts on these 
residents, who may struggle to re-
establish social connections, cultural 
practices and much-needed supports 
in a new area. Severing these tenants 
from places that play a key role in 
identity, a sense of belonging and sense 
of community is likely to be challenging, 
if not traumatising, and this must be 
considered as LAHC and DCJ Housing 
plan redevelopment processes and 
associated consultation programs and 
communications. 

Respondents, however, also noted 
that length of time living in a place 
should not be considered the only 
indicator of the depth of connection to 
place. Many tenants, especially those 
who have previously experienced 
multiple displacements or periods of 

homelessness, quickly form attachments 
to their homes and neighbourhoods. The 
importance of a stable home for people 
living with trauma or mental ill health 
should not be underestimated. While 
some residents feel strongly connected 
to a particular locale, others may 
become strongly attached to a particular 
house, feeling safe within and identifying 
strongly with a particular home. 

For Aboriginal tenants in particular, 
connections to place are highly 
important, especially in the context 
of possible displacements. Many 
respondents highlighted the importance 
of recognised Aboriginal Places such 
as Sandon Point (close to Bulli’s public 
housing stock) and Bellambi Point. 
Beyond this, however, the importance 
of these and other neighbourhoods as 
home places for multiple generations 
of Aboriginal families is critical. These 
places remain places that Aboriginal 
community members continually return 
to—they are safe, familiar places, 
strongly identified as ‘home’, and key to 
a sense of belonging, family and culture. 
This is true of Aboriginal public housing 
tenants who are living on Country and 
those who are not; connections to place 
among Aboriginal people living in public 
housing can be both immemorial and 
more contemporary, and the latter must 
be recognised as significant as well as 
the former.

The natural and public landscapes 
of Illawarra’s public housing areas 
were mentioned as being critical for 
community social life and recreation, as 
well as a sense of identity and belonging. 
Proximity to key public sites—for 
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example, beaches, pools and public 
parks and playgrounds—is considered 
critically important for the community. 
These are free, public spaces that allow 
the community to enjoy recreation, 
to gather, to exercise, and socialise. 
In many ways they facilitate the kind 
of ‘social mixing’ that mixed tenure 
redevelopment is said to facilitate. Loss 
of access to these will have significant 
impacts on people’s lives and to their 
social and cultural connections.

4.3 Availability of supports
Many tenants of public housing rely on 
a diverse range of support services for 
physical and mental health, daily care, 
social connection, financial support and 
other needs. This is clear from the ABS 
Census data outlined in section 3 as 
well as from discussions with interview 
participants. Respondents report 
that fostering engagement in support 
services can take a great deal of time for 
tenants in a new area—often up to six 
months for initial contact to occur and 
services to be accessed. Even after initial 
contact, it can take substantial time for 
trust to be sufficiently built for tenants to 
feel comfortable accessing the services 
they require. It must be considered that 
this transition time is significant, and 
that the gaps that relocation may open 
in support provision for many tenants 
will have ongoing effects beyond the 
immediate relocation period. 

Respondents highlight the need 
for robust transition and handover 
processes for tenants relocating to new 
areas, as well as the buy-in of support 
services in both the existing and new 
locations, and for some degree of 
consistent support contact. This support 
is required throughout the period in the 
lead-up to relocation, intensifies around 
the immediate period of the relocation, 
and should be sustained for some time 
(6-12 months, at least) following the 
relocation to ensure that tenants are 
properly supported in their transition. 
Further, respondents expressed concern 
about relocating tenants too far from 
their existing support services, as many 
tenants may not want to relocate to 
new services and may prefer to remain 
with previous services. As suggested in 
section 3, many tenants have limited 
mobility due to age, disability, or simply 
lack of a personal vehicle. 

4.4 Relocations in the context 
of scarcity
A recurrent concern voiced throughout 
our interviews was the likely impact 
on the social housing waitlist that a 
large redevelopment project will cause. 
As section 3 outlined, at least 2,500 
households are on the social housing 
waitlist in the Illawarra, with very little 
new stock entering the system to 
alleviate pressure on the waitlist. The 
size of the waitlist and the lack of new 
stock mean that tenants who are not 
on the priority waitlist face interminable 
waits to secure a social housing 
tenancy. This is a crisis in the context of 
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increasing pressures on housing costs 
in the Illawarra; Anglicare’s 2021 Rental 
Affordability Snapshot found a tiny 
proportion of homes available for rental 
in the Illawarra were affordable to those 
on income support (Anglicare 2021). 

For Aboriginal communities, public 
housing provides a critical safety net for 
those experiencing housing insecurity 
and unaffordability. The number 
of Aboriginal community members 
experiencing housing insecurity and 
unaffordability is higher than that of 
the broader NSW population, and thus 
the importance of public housing to the 
welfare and safety of this group cannot 
be underestimated. Any changes to the 
amount of stock available in the Illawarra 
region or the length of waiting lists for 
social housing in the region needs to 
be considered in the context of the 
impact it will have on the local Aboriginal 
community. 

Were a renewal of several hundred 
public housing units (e.g. Bellambi) 
to occur, tenants would need to be 
rehoused within their allocation zone 
unless they expressed a preference to 
be moved elsewhere. Respondents fear 
that relocating existing tenants to vacant 
housing as it becomes available would 
have the effect of preventing households 
from the waitlist taking these vacancies, 
potentially increasing wait times, leaving 
many thousands of households in 
insecure housing, housing stress or at 
risk of homelessness. Relative to the 
length of the waitlist, the demand to find 
homes for, say, 500 households, would 
be proportionally a significant burden on 
already-inadequate social housing stock 

locally. Furthermore, given the large 
geographical size of the four allocation 
zones that comprise the Illawarra region, 
relocation within a zone can effectively 
sever someone from their community. 
This is especially problematic for tenants 
who require larger houses or houses 
that meet their accessibility needs, for 
whom there are likely to be even fewer 
options and who are more likely to be 
dependent on place-based supports. 
We elaborate on this issue in section 4.5 
below. 

At present, Wollongong Council lacks 
a housing affordability strategy (or 
any strategy regarding housing). 
Respondents argued there is a need 
for Wollongong Council to develop a 
strategic approach so that any changes 
to public housing in the region, including 
renewal, can take place in this context. 
Renewal plans need to be guided by 
a strategic approach to facilitating an 
improvement in housing affordability 
in the region. Respondents expressed 
concern that Council is not presently 
playing a strategic role in housing in the 
region, and argued that Council should 
be working to set ambitious targets for 
improving housing affordability, including 
working with state government to lift the 
stock of social housing in the region. 

Respondents also expressed concerns 
regarding the ageing population of 
public housing tenants. As section 
3 detailed, the population of public 
housing in the Wollongong SA3 is more 
likely to be elderly than the population 
living in other tenures in this area, 
and many of these older tenants will 
develop more complex care needs as 
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they age. The Productivity Commission 
has identified huge wait times for both 
in-home and residential aged care, with 
those waiting for home-care packages 
waiting up to three years for the highest 
level of care, and three month waits 
for residential aged care (Productivity 
Commission 2020). For many elderly 
public housing tenants, the offer of a 
‘right of return’ after long redevelopment 
timeframes is fairly meaningless. DCJ 
Housing and LAHC need to recognise 
this and develop alternative strategies 
that support elderly public housing 
tenants to age in place if they wish or 
find housing that is otherwise suitable. 
Further, DCJ Housing and LAHC need to 
consider what role redevelopment could 
play in addressing ongoing shortages of 
suitable care arrangements for elderly 
populations.

 

4.5 Likely impacts of 
displacement
Respondents expressed concern about 
the likely impacts of displacement upon 
tenants, especially those living with 
mental illness, disability, substance 
dependence, family violence or social 
isolation. Respondents believe that 
relocation is likely to exacerbate the 
mental health conditions of many 
tenants. Many tenants live with trauma, 
and a forced relocation must consider 
this given that such events have the 
potential to exacerbate post-traumatic 
mental health concerns or re-traumatise 
tenants. Further, many tenants have 
housing histories involving multiple 
displacements or ongoing instability and 
insecurity of housing. For these tenants, 

relocation may be especially troubling.  

The severing of a connection to tenants’ 
home place—whether that be a street, 
a neighbourhood or a specific house, 
or some combination of these—is likely 
to significantly affect even the most 
stable of tenants. Respondents fear 
that through the loss of familiar and 
significant places, which are the site of 
social and cultural connections, many 
tenants will become socially isolated 
and feel adrift from places of personal 
importance. 

Respondents suggested that relocating 
tenants more than five kilometres from 
their existing home and neighbourhood 
would likely have significant impacts 
on their lives. For families living in 
public housing, displacement further 
than five kilometres would likely mean 
children would need to change schools. 
Respondents note that for children, 
especially those living in households 
where adults experience mental ill 
health, family violence, and/or substance 
abuse, school is a critical source of 
stability and support. Existing research 
identifies thatchanges in schools 
due to residential moves can have 
ongoing (negative) effects on school 
performance, especially for low-income 
families (Crowley 2003). Changing 
schools would be highly disruptive for 
these children, especially when other 
social and cultural supports are being 
severed simultaneously through a 
relocation process. Our analysis of ABS 
Census data in section 3 suggests that 
this issue is especially—but by no means 
only—relevant to public housing tenants 
in Dapto-Port Kembla and Kiama-
Shellharbour.
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It is assumed, should a right of return be 
granted, that tenants wishing to relocate 
back to their home neighbourhood 
post-redevelopment will be required 
to undertake multiple relocations—to 
a temporary dwelling and then to the 
newly-redeveloped site. The prospect 
of multiple relocations for many public 
housing tenants is likely distressing, 
especially if the tenant has a history of 
housing insecurity or homelessness. 

The costs of relocation for tenants 
should also be a key consideration in 
planning for renewal processes, many 
of our respondents noted. Moving 
house has costs beyond simply paying 
removalists (which tenants do not 
typically incur). Furniture may need to be 
replaced due to unsuitability or damage 
during moves, and establishing life in a 
new house or neighbourhood can incur 
costs which would be significant for 
low-income households. For families, 
the costs of setting children up at a new 
school (e.g. uniforms) and other costs 
associated with children’s activities (e.g. 
sports re-registration) and care should 
be considered. Ongoing increases to the 
cost of living for relocated households 
might arise due to extended commutes 
to access services, employment or to 
connect socially with friends and former 
neighbours, reduced access to low-cost 
or free meal services which existed in 
former neighbourhoods, and lack of 
access to other services on which people 
financially depend. 

Respondents expressed concern that 
relocation of tenants often means 
downsizing these tenants to smaller 
housing units. Tenants in the Illawarra, 

many of whom live in freestanding 
homes, are afraid of losing bedrooms 
and floor space, and fear the impact 
this could have, particularly on the 
ability to care for extended families. This 
is a particular concern for Aboriginal 
tenants, who rely on the availability of 
extra bedrooms to support extended-
family visits and flexible household 
arrangements. 

Finally, many families in areas such as 
Bellambi and Warrawong rely upon 
informal relationships in their local 
neighbourhood for everyday support. 
These may be social or family networks, 
and are critical for social support, care, 
childcare and other factors. These 
networks are particularly important 
for vulnerable groups, including 
people living with a disability, and 
for Aboriginal communities. There is 
a need to consider how these and 
similar connections could be fostered 
throughout a relocation process, so as 
people are not left socially isolated after 
moving. 
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4.6 Tenure mix
The tenure structure of renewed 
communities was the source of 
much concern among respondents. 
Respondents generally agreed that 
moving away from the concentrated 
model of public housing estates is 
necessary to reduce concentrations of 
disadvantage and stigma. However, they 
noted that there is a need to recognise 
that simply mixing housing tenures does 
not result in harmonious communities. 
Research has demonstrated that 
many social housing tenants come to 
feel stigmatised and isolated within 
the ‘mixed’ communities that result 
from renewal processes, due to clear 
differences that emerge between tenure 
types, including physical separation, 
aesthetic differences and sharp social 
divides (e.g. Levin et al. 2014). 

Respondents expressed concerns that 
stigma and social divides will negatively 
impact community cohesion in the new 
redeveloped housing estates. These 
concerns are consistent with research 
which demonstrates that social housing 
tenants are often subject to increased 
surveillance, stigma and punitive 
treatment when relocated alongside 
private tenants and owner-occupiers 
(e.g. Fraser et al. 2012).  Respondents 
involved in previous developments 
that involved mixed tenures (private/
affordable/social housing) spoke 
of the need to undertake intensive 
communication and education to pre-
empt potential issues and ensure all 
residents are aware of the mixed nature 
of any development. 

4.7 Community housing 
providers 
As discussed in section 2, public housing 
renewal in NSW has generally involved 
the transfer of tenancy management to 
CHPs. Respondents generally expected 
that this would be the case in the 
Illawarra region. The impact of transfers 
to CHPs needs to be considered. 
LAHC and DCJ Housing have, in other 
redevelopment processes, assumed that 
this is a more straightforward process 
for tenants than it is in reality, and our 
respondents expressed concerns that 
many public housing tenants would 
struggle with a transition to a CHP. 
Respondents expressed concern that 
transfers should be done with care and 
clear communication, given the fear 
that many public housing tenants have 
regarding a transfer to a community 
housing property. A change in landlord 
means changes in lease arrangements 
and structures of Centrelink and rental 
payments. These changes can cause 
confusion and stress for tenants 
which needs to be taken into account. 
Furthermore, some respondents 
perceived a lower threshold for 
initiating evictions among some CHPs 
compared to DCJ Housing and possible 
discrimination, and thus the potential for 
relocated tenants’ housing security to be 
jeopardised. 
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4.8 Ongoing uncertainty 
regarding renewal
As discussed in section 2, residents 
of public housing can often feel the 
impacts of displacement before 
physical displacement occurs; what 
Wynne and Rogers (2021) have termed 
‘emplaced displacement’. Respondents 
reported longstanding fears and 
rumours circulating in public housing 
communities in the Illawarra regarding 
the prospect of redevelopment. This 
is particularly the case in Bellambi, 
where the beach-side setting and 
other locational factors mean it has 
long been considered a likely target 
for redevelopment. Residents report 
to service providers that they feel like 
‘sitting ducks’, waiting to be ‘picked 
off’—to be evicted and relocated 
elsewhere. These concerns are 
elevated by DCJ Housing and LAHC’s 
handling of dilapidated housing in 
areas such as Bellambi, which has 
involved demolishing freestanding 
homes without replacing them. Vacant 
blocks around Bellambi’s public housing 
estate are considered vanguards of 
the eventual—and, residents believe, 
inevitable—redevelopment of their 
homes. We heard that residents 
interpret LAHC’s refusal to refurbish or 
rebuild these dilapidated properties as 
a sign that LAHC is unwilling to invest 
because of planned redevelopment, 
and this contributes to a sense that the 
wholesale demolition of their community 
is imminent. It should also be noted 
that these vacant blocks are symbols of 
what tenant’s feel is LAHC’s contempt for 
residents, as these vacant lots quickly 

become dumping sites for rubbish, or 
become places where people gather to 
drink, do drugs and light fires—creating 
fear and danger for neighbours.  

A lack of clear communication 
regarding future redevelopment 
plans has contributed to the unease 
and uncertainty experienced by the 
community. This lack of communication 
fosters further mistrust in the 
institutions—DCJ Housing and LAHC—
responsible for these decisions. 
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CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

This final section distils key conclusions 
and recommendations for government 
agencies. These recommendations 
are not exhaustive but rather 
address specific points raised by our 
respondents that are relevant  
to the Illawarra. 

Comprehensive prior research with 
public housing tenants has been 
conducted by Shelter NSW, Tenants 
Union NSW, and City Futures Research 
Centre, culminating in A Compact for 
Renewal: What tenants want from 
renewal (2017). The Compact for 
Renewal outlined a set of guiding 
principles for LAHC and DCJ Housing 
to follow in any subsequent renewal 
project; principles which, at the time of 
writing, these agencies are yet to adopt. 
They include:

• respect for tenants;

• acknowledgement that renewal has 
damaging and disruptive impacts;

• mitigating and minimising impacts;

• commitment to real engagement; and

• tenants receiving a fair share of the 
benefits of renewal.

Our recommendations outlined 
below are intended to build upon or 
complement the principles set out 

by this earlier report, with a view to 
emphasising the specific needs arising in 
relation to the Illawarra region. 

5.1 Consultation and 
relationships
A number of steps should be taken 
well in advance of, and in some cases 
irrespective of, any redevelopment 
process in order to ensure that 
relationships are sufficiently improved 
to facilitate effective and trusted 
consultation and communication 
processes relating to any 
redevelopments of public housing. 

We recommend that the establishment 
of tenant advocacy boards should be 
considered across each of the areas 
with significant concentrations of public 
housing in the Illawarra. These groups 
will not ‘fix’ the issue of tenant mistrust 
of DCJ Housing and LAHC. Nevertheless, 
by providing a formal channel for 
representing tenant concerns and 
opening communication between DCJ 
Housing and tenants, such groups 
present an opportunity to give voice 
to tenant concerns and to address 
ongoing and outstanding issues ahead 
of redevelopment projects. Further, 
such groups provide DCJ Housing and 
LAHC with an opportunity to begin 

5. Conclusions &  
recommendations 
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to understand the concerns and 
priorities of the community outside 
the potentially-heated context of a 
redevelopment consultation process.

We recommend that consultation and 
communication with tenants about 
redevelopment processes should 
commence as soon as possible. 
Tenants should be actively involved 
and consulted from the very outset of 
the project—before any key decisions 
are made (such as dwelling densities 
or tenure mix). To address ongoing 
rumours regarding redevelopment, 
LAHC should make announcements 
about which areas will be targeted for 
redevelopment and share probable 
timelines with tenants as soon as these 
are known. 

When communication with tenants 
regarding redevelopment occurs, our 
research findings suggest that effort 
should be made to provide the greatest 
level of detail possible so that tenants 
feel that they are clearly and adequately 
informed. This relates in particular 
to timelines for redevelopment and 
relocation: tenants should be clearly 
informed about expected timelines for 
various aspects of the process, including 
key stages affecting them. Further, the 
possibility of delays should be flagged, 
and, should they arise, changes to the 
timeline should be communicated clearly 
and immediately. Other issues that are 
likely to be of key importance to tenants, 
such as possible relocation destinations, 
assistance provided for helping tenants 
relocate and a right to return should 
be clearly communicated early in the 
process, as these issues can be a source 
of fear and concern for many tenants. 

Consultation and engagement should 
be culturally appropriate and accessible 
to all regardless of language and 
ability, with additional effort extended 
to engage so-called ‘hard to reach’ 
tenants. Consideration should be 
given to Aboriginal tenants, given the 
unique attachments to place as well 
as historical and ongoing experiences 
of displacement among Aboriginal 
communities. Further recommendations 
to this end are made in section 5.2.

We recommend that LAHC and 
DCJ Housing adopt a trauma-
informed approach to consulting and 
communicating with tenants regarding 
redevelopment of public housing in the 
Illawarra. Trauma-informed approaches 
are grounded in an understanding of 
and responsiveness to the impacts of 
trauma (Blue Knot Foundation 2021). 
Such approaches do not need to cost 
more than others and can result in 
more successful collaborations and 
more positive outcomes (MH Australia 
2021). Over 5 million Australian adults 
have been affected by childhood trauma 
(MH Australia 2021), and many of these, 
especially those severely affected, 
are likely residing in public housing. A 
trauma-informed approach ensures that 
any consultation and communication 
is led by an understanding of the 
impacts that trauma may have had 
upon a person’s life and works to 
avoid retraumatising people through 
empowering, safe and collaborative 
approaches. 

We also recommend that DCJ Housing 
and LAHC work collaboratively to 
develop a framework for consulting 
with tenants in the Illawarra to provide 
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clarity for tenants regarding the various 
agencies’ roles within a redevelopment 
process. The structures and 
relationships of governmental agencies 
can appear confusing and unclear 
to many outside the bureaucracy, 
and this can lead to confusion and 
misunderstanding. Further, we 
recommend that DCJ Housing and LAHC 
identify a strategy for honouring any 
promised right of return, to ensure that 
tenants feel they can trust that both 
agencies will honour any promise to be 
returned to a tenancy in their former 
neighbourhood. Crucial to the right of 
return is the development of housing 
that meets tenants’ needs, as well as a 
sufficient number of social homes.

5.2 Diverse connections to 
place
Any redevelopment processes in 
the Illawarra should be underpinned 
by a recognition of existing 
tenants’ relationship to place and 
by a commitment to co-design of 
redevelopment processes. For all 
tenants, whether long- or short-
term residents of a particular area, 
the impacts that redevelopment will 
have upon tenants’ attachments to 
place should be strongly considered 
and remain central to consultation 
and co-design processes around the 
redevelopment.

We recommend that LAHC work to 
understand and recognise existing 
connections to place, and to understand 
how these will be impacted through 
tenant relocations and through the 
redevelopment process. Key to this 

will be a commitment to actively and 
genuinely involving tenants in the 
redevelopment planning process. 
This needs to extend beyond simply 
deciding on the location of ‘barbecues 
and community rooms’; existing 
tenant perspectives and relations to 
place should play a fundamental role 
in determining the future of any site 
subject to redevelopment. Tenants 
should be involved early and given 
opportunities right throughout the 
duration of the project to determine key 
impacts upon place and key elements of 
the design of the redeveloped space. 

Particular effort should be made 
to ensure that the perspectives of 
Aboriginal communities are taken into 
account throughout any redevelopment. 
This, we believe, should involve close 
collaboration with local Aboriginal Elders, 
community members and organisations 
to understand connections to Country 
and places of significance (beyond 
those places that have already been 
officially recognised as significant) and 
to understand how redevelopment 
could impact these. It is important 
that such connections are recognised 
and respected, and not only those 
among Aboriginal public housing 
tenants, but other Aboriginal local 
residents, and the broader communities 
that are connected to, though not 
necessarily living close to, particular 
places of significance as well. Further, 
we recommend that LAHC commit to 
working with the NSW Government 
Architect to develop a strategy for 
Designing with Country as an integral 
approach to redevelopment processes 
(see Government Architect NSW 2020).

CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 



49Public Housing Renewal in the Illawarra | October 2021 Shelter NSW | UOW

5.3 Availability of support 
services
Availability of support services needs to 
be considered at both the community 
and individual level.

We recommend that DCJ Housing and 
LAHC seek to understand the range of 
support services utilised by tenants in 
any area targeted for redevelopment. 
This should then be taken into account 
in subsequent decisions about where 
tenants are relocated, how relocations 
are staged, and what investments 
are required in the relocation area to 
ensure tenants will receive adequate 
support and to ensure that services 
in the relocation area are adequately 
resourced to cope with a new influx of 
service users. 

Our findings indicate that DCJ Housing 
should consider resourcing a program 
to ensure tenants with complex needs 
have a support plan prepared to ensure 
transition to services in their new 
housing/neighbourhood. This should 
include plans for handover of support/
care and should be overseen by new 
and dedicated tenancy transition 
support workers, rather than by over-
stretched housing officers. 

5.4 Relocations in the context 
of scarcity
Our discussions with service providers 
across the Illawarra indicate that, 
given the worsening crisis of housing 
affordability in the Illawarra, there is 
a chronic shortage of social housing. 
This is not unique; the situation is the 
same throughout NSW. We believe the 
NSW Government needs to commit 
to increasing the total stock of social 
housing in the Illawarra and throughout 
NSW to address the growing waitlist 
and increasing experiences of housing 
stress. It should also intensively lobby 
the Commonwealth government to 
drastically increase funding for public 
housing capital investments and 
operating costs (see Lawson et al. 
2018). Without this, the relocation of 
public housing tenants will exacerbate 
the already chronic shortages of 
social housing, and tenants who are 
relocated—particularly those who 
require larger homes or homes that 
meet their accessibility needs—will be 
uprooted from their communities.

Our research indicates a need for 
Wollongong Council and Kiama 
Municipal Council to develop housing 
affordability strategies which outlines a 
strategic and ambitious approach to its 
role in improving housing affordability 
in the region (we note that Shellharbour 
City Council adopted a local housing 
strategy in 2019). This strategy should 
provide context for any renewal and 
redevelopment plans. 
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Given the context of an ageing social 
housing population, as mentioned 
above, and considering the scarcity 
of aged care support, any efforts to 
redevelop public housing should 
consider what role redevelopment can 
play in improving access to aged care, 
especially residential. There is a need to 
consider possibilities for more dedicated 
stock for aged tenants (additional to 
the existing stock, so that this does 
not impinge upon the waitlist times, 
especially for families) and to ensure 
housing built to Silver Level Universal 
Design principles to ensure ageing-in-
place is facilitated to the greatest degree 
possible. Existing, and even recently-
built, social housing does not necessarily 
meet disability access standards 
and thus does not provide suitable 
accommodation in which tenants might 
age in place, or in which they might 
continue to live after experiencing a 
decline in physical health. Ensuring all 
housing is built to Silver Level Universal 
Design principles would guarantee that 
this housing is at least appropriate for 
retrofitting for improved access.

5.5 Likely impacts of 
displacement
Our respondents indicated significant 
concerns about the impacts that 
displacement will have upon tenants, 
particularly those with complex needs 
such as those with mental health 
concerns. Respondents suggested 
measures which should be taken to 
address and attempt to minimise these 
impacts in areas where redevelopment 
of public housing is taking place. 

Critically, we recommend that tenants 
should be offered relocation no more 
than five kilometres from their existing 
home. By providing opportunities for 
tenants to maintain social housing 
tenancies within close reach of their 
former neighbourhood, there are 
greater opportunities for tenants to 
maintain social networks, support 
services and connections to place, 
as well as allow tenants with children 
to remain at the same school with 
greater ease. Given that many tenants 
in Illawarra social housing do not own 
a vehicle, many are reliant on public 
transport for accessing education, 
employment and services. Maintaining 
a five kilometre radius for relocations 
would help tenants maintain links and 
continue to access these locations. 
Further, the unusual geography of the 
region, with neighbourhoods located 
along a narrow stretch of coastline 
bounded by the escarpment, means 
that a relocation, even within the same 
allocation zone, could be incredibly 
disruptive for tenants’ lives. While 
many tenants will still struggle with 
a move even within a five-kilometre 
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radius, the potential disruption will be 
greatly reduced if relocation distances 
are minimised. The ability of the 
NSW Government to implement this 
recommendation is, to a significant 
degree, dependent on achieving 
significant increases to the social 
housing stock, as recommended above.

Relocation will likely be costly for 
tenants, many of whom are very-low 
income households. Even in cases 
where DCJ Housing/LAHC can cover 
the immediate and obvious costs of 
relocation (e.g. removalists) other costs 
will likely be incurred, as discussed in the 
previous section. We recommend that 
tenants be offered compensation for 
the costs of moving. This compensation 
should seek to cover a range of costs 
likely to be incurred due to relocation 
beyond the initial move. 

The experience of relocation is likely, 
for many tenants, to exacerbate 
existing concerns, stresses, and 
health conditions. DCJ Housing should 
consider taking action to help tenants 
address these concerns and situations 
prior to relocation, in order to ensure 
tenants are well placed to cope with the 
relocation. 

Further, our findings indicate that DCJ 
Housing and LAHC need to responsively 
communicate with tenants on the issue 
of downsizing as part of the relocation 
process, making clear to tenants if they 
can expect to lose space as part of the 
process. LAHC should consider adopting 
a more flexible approach to determining 
housing needs for relocating tenants, 

especially where those tenants are 
Aboriginal or have flexible households 
and informal caring arrangements for 
extended family.  

5.6  Tenure mix
We strongly recommend that LAHC 
abandon its default position of 70% 
private housing and 30% social housing 
in renewal projects. There is little-to-
no research that suggests that these 
proportions are beneficial to tenants 
and the availability of social housing is 
too scarce to justify the privatisation 
of such large volumes of public land. 
Tenure mix should be a consideration 
at the neighbourhood scale, rather 
than the scale of individual estates or 
renewal projects (Darcy & Rogers 2019), 
in precinct planning undertaken by LAHC 
and DPIE.

If mixed-tenure development is to 
continue, consideration should be 
given to community programs aimed at 
improving community cohesion should 
be implemented in an ongoing manner 
to reduce stigma against social housing 
tenants and improve community 
relations.
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5.7 Community Housing 
Providers
Public tenants generally carry a great 
deal of fear regarding the implications 
of a transfer to a CHP, particularly 
as relates to their housing security 
and the amount of rent required of 
them. Our findings indicate there is 
a need to undertake up-front and 
clear communication with tenants as 
to precisely what a shift from a public 
landlord to a CHP will mean for them. 
Communication should be clear as 
to specific changes to tenants’ rent, 
income, and lease terms, as well as any 
differences in expectations between 
public and community landlords. CHPs 
should be selected based on their 
tenancy management performance, 
rather than through a combined tender 
process for property development and 
tenancy management. Furthermore, 
while it is beyond the scope of this 
report, management transfers as a 
funding mechanism (via CRA payments) 
should be reconsidered given the 
demonstrated inadequacy of this 
funding model for the delivery of new 
social housing (Yates 2013; Lawson et al. 
2018).

5.8 Ongoing uncertainty 
regarding renewal
Respondents report that clarity 
regarding likely renewal plans would 
be preferable to the ongoing state of 
fear and uncertainty which permeates 
communities in many public housing 
estates in the Illawarra. We recommend 
that LAHC and DCJ Housing consider 
clearly communicating with public 
housing communities about their plans, 
including specifying possible timeframes 
for planning processes, consultation, 
relocation and redevelopment. While 
there may be understandable concerns 
that such communications could cause 
upset in the community, the present lack 
of communication—coupled with LAHC’s 
history of demolitions without rebuilding 
in key areas—is contributing to an 
atmosphere of fear and uncertainty 
which is at least equally unhelpful for 
tenants’ mental health and ability to plan 
for their futures. Clear communication 
of possible processes, timelines and 
implications for tenants would provide 
tenants with greater certainty. 

CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 



53Public Housing Renewal in the Illawarra | October 2021 Shelter NSW | UOW

Anglicare. (2021). Rental affordability snapshot: Greater Sydney and the Illawarra 2021. 
Available at: https://www.anglicare.org.au/media/7769/2021_rental_affordability_
snapshot_summary_sp.pdf. Accessed 21 September 2021. 

Arthurson, K. (1998). Redevelopment of public housing estates: The Australian 
experience. Urban Policy and Research, 16(1), 35- 46. 

Arthurson, K. (2010). Operationalising Social Mix: Spatial Scale, Lifestyle and Stigma as 
Mediating Points in Resident Interaction. Urban Policy and Research, 28(1), 49-63. 

Arthurson, K., Levin, I., & Ziersch, A. (2015). Social mix, ‘[A] very, very good idea in 
a vacuum but you have to do it properly!’ Exploring social mix in a right to the city 
framework. International Journal of Housing Policy, 15(4), 418-435. 

Atkinson, R. (2015). Losing one’s place: Narratives of neighbourhood change, market 
injustice and symbolic displacement. Housing, Theory and Society, 32(4), 373-388.

Blue Knot Foundation. (2021). Trauma-informed care and practice. Available at: https://
www.blueknot.org.au/Workers-Practitioners/For-Health-Professionals/Resources-for-
Health-Professionals/Trauma-Informed-Care-and-practice . Accessed 14 September 
2021. 

Bolt, G., Phillips, D., & Van Kempen, R. (2010). Housing Policy, (De)segregation and Social 
Mixing: An International Perspective. Housing Studies, 25(2), 129-135. 

Butler, T., Bridge, G., & Lees, L. (2011). Mixed communities: Gentrification by stealth?. The 
Policy Press. 

Crowley, S. (2003). The affordable housing crisis: Residential mobility of poor families and 
school mobility of poor children. Journal of Negro Education, 22-38.

Darcy, M. (2007). Place and Disadvantage: The Need for Reflexive Epistemology in Spatial 
Social Science. Urban Policy & Research, 25(3), 347-361.

Darcy, M. (2010). De-concentration of Disadvantage and Mixed Income Housing: a 
Critical Discourse Approach. Housing, Theory and Society, 27(1), 1-22. 

Darcy, M. (2019). “Growth” of community housing may be an illusion. The cost-shifting 
isn’t. The Conversation. Available at: http://theconversation.com/growth-of-community-
housing-may-be-an-illusion-the-cost-shifting-isnt-108598

Darcy, M., & Rogers, D. (2016). Place, political culture and post-Green Ban resistance: 
Public housing in Millers Point, Sydney. Cities, 57, 47–54.

References



54Public Housing Renewal in the Illawarra | October 2021 Shelter NSW | UOW

Darcy, M., & Rogers, D. (2019). Finding the Right Mix in Public Housing Redevelopment: 
Review of Literature and Research Findings. The Henry Halloran Trust

Doney, R. H., McGuirk, P. M., & Mee, K. J. (2013). Social Mix and the Problematisation of 
Social Housing. Australian Geographer, 44(4), 401–418.

Eastgate, K. (2016). Issues for tenants in public housing renewal projects: literature 
search findings 2016 update. Available at: https://shelternsw.org.au/wp-content/
uploads/2020/11/2016-Issues-for-tenants-in-public-housing-renewal-projects-literature-
search-findings-update-Jon-Eastgate.pdf

Fraser, J. C., Burns, A. B., Bazuin, J. T., & Oakley, D. A. (2012). HOPE VI, Colonization, and 
the Production of Difference. Urban Affairs Review, 49(4), 525-556. 

Fullilove, M. T. (2016). Root Shock: How tearing up city neighborhoods hurts America, 
and what we can do about it. New Village Press. 

Galster, G. (2007). Should Policy Makers Strive for Neighborhood Social Mix? An Analysis 
of the Western European Evidence Base. Housing Studies, 22(4), 523-545.

Goetz, E. G. (2013). The audacity of HOPE VI: Discourse and the dismantling of public 
housing. Cities, 35, 342-348.

Goetz, E. G. (2010). Desegregation in 3D: Displacement, Dispersal and Development in 
American Public Housing. Housing Studies, 25(2), 137-158. 

Government Architect NSW. (2020). Connecting with Country Framework. Available at: 
https://www.governmentarchitect.nsw.gov.au/projects/designing-with-country.

Gurran, N., Zhang, Y., Shrestha, P., Gilbert, C. (2018), Planning responses to online 

short-term holiday rental platforms. Research report for the Australian Coastal Councils 
Association, The University of Sydney, Sydney

Howard-Wagner, D. (2019). Success in Closing the Socio-Economic Gap, But Still a Long 
Way to Go: Urban Aboriginal Disadvantage, Trauma, and Racism in the Australian City of 
Newcastle. The International Indigenous Policy Journal, 10(1), Article 1.

Huntsdale, A. I. J. (2021, July 31). Real estate prices continue to rise amid lockdown, 
hurting first home buyers. ABC News. Available at: https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-07-
31/illawarra-property-market-still-hot-despite-lockdown/100334548

Kelly, D., & Porter, L. (2019). Understanding the Assumptions and Impacts of the 
Victorian Public Housing Renewal Program. RMIT Centre for Urban Research; Cities of 
Moreland, Darebin and Yarra. 

Lawson, J., Pawson, H., Troy, L., van den Nouwelant, R., & Hamilton, C. (2018). Social 
housing as infrastructure: An investment pathway. AHURI Final Report No. 306.



55Public Housing Renewal in the Illawarra | October 2021 Shelter NSW | UOW

Levin, I., Arthurson, K., & Ziersch, A. (2014). Social mix and the role of design: Competing 
interests in the Carlton Public Housing Estate Redevelopment, Melbourne. Cities, 40, 23-
31.

Marcuse, P. (1986). Abandonment, gentrification, and displacement: The linkages in New 
York City. In Gentrification of the City. Routledge.

Menzies, K. (2019). Understanding the Australian Aboriginal experience of collective, 
historical and intergenerational trauma. International Social Work, 62(6), 1522–1534. 

MH Australia. (2021). Trauma-informed practice. Available at: https://mhaustralia.org/
general/trauma-informed-practice. Accessed 14 September 2021. 

Morris, A. (2016). A contemporary forced urban removal: The displacement of public 
housing residents from Millers Point, Dawes Point and the Sirius Building by the New 
South Wales Government. Shelter NSW. 

Morris, A. (2017). The Removal of Millers Point Public Housing Tenants in Inner-Sydney 
by the New South Wales Government: Narratives of Government and Tenants. Urban 
Policy and Research, 35(4), 459–471. 

NSW DCJ. (2021). Expected waiting times. NSW Department of Communities and Justice 
website. Available at: https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/housing/help/applying-assistance/
expected-waiting-times. Accessed 23 September 2021 

NSW Government. (2021). NSW Government Submission to the Committee On 
Community Services Inquiry: Options To Improve Access To Existing And Alternate 
Accommodation To Address The Social Housing Shortage. Submission number 
86. Available at: https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/ladocs/submissions/76176/
Submission%2086%20-%20NSW%20Government.pdf.

Pawson, H. (2018). NSW is overselling its social housing commitment. The Fifth Estate. 
Available at: https://www.thefifthestate.com.au/columns/spinifex/nsw-is-overselling-its-
social-housing-commitment/98798

Pain, R. (2019). Chronic urban trauma: The slow violence of housing dispossession. 
Urban Studies, 56(2), 385–400.

Pawson, H., Martin, C., Sisson, A., Thompson, S., Fitzpatrick, S., & Marsh, A. (2021). 
COVID-19: Rental Housing and Homelessness Impacts—An initial analysis. ACOSS/UNSW 
Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No. 7.

Pinnegar, S. (2013). Negotiating the complexities of redevelopment through the everyday 
experiences of residents: The incremental renewal of Bonnyrigg, Sydney. State of 
Australian Cities Conference, Sydney.

Popkin, S. J., Levy, D. K., Harris, L. E., Comey, J., Cunningham, M. K., & Buron, L. F. (2004). 
The HOPE VI Program: What about the residents? Housing Policy Debate, 15, 385-414.



56Public Housing Renewal in the Illawarra | October 2021 Shelter NSW | UOW

Productivity Commission. (2020). Report on Government Services 2020: Aged 
Care Services. Available online: https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-
government-services/2020/community-services/aged-care-services.. 

Randolph, B., & Judd, B. (2000). Community renewal and large public housing estates. 
Urban Policy and Research, 18(1), 91–104. 

Raphael, B., Swan, P., & Martinek, N. (1998). Intergenerational Aspects of Trauma 
for Australian Aboriginal People. In Y. Danieli (Ed.), International Handbook of 
Multigenerational Legacies of Trauma (pp. 327–339). Springer US

Ruming, K., & Melo Zurita, M. de L. (2020). Care and dispossession: Contradictory 
practices and outcomes of care in forced public housing relocations. Cities, 98, 102572.

Shaw, K. S., & Hagemans, I. W. (2015). ‘Gentrification Without Displacement’ and the 
Consequent Loss of Place: The Effects of Class Transition on Low-income Residents 
of Secure Housing in Gentrifying Areas. International Journal of Urban and Regional 
Research, 39(2), 323–341.

Shelter NSW, Tenants’ Union of NSW, & UNSW City Futures. (2017). A Compact for 
Renewal: What tenants want from Renewal.

Stubbs, J., Foreman, J., Goodwin, A., Storer, T., Smith, T., & Minto Resident Action Group. 
(2005). Leaving Minto: A Study of the Social and Economic Impacts of Public Housing 
Estate Redevelopment. Minto Resident Action Group.

Troy, P. N. (2012). Accommodating Australians: Commonwealth government involvement 
in housing. Federation Press.

Wollongong City Council. (2017) Housing our community: A discussion paper identifying 
issues for our housing future. Published May 2017. Available at: https://our.wollongong.
nsw.gov.au/housingourcommunity. 

Wynne, L., & Rogers, D. (2021). Emplaced displacement and public housing 
redevelopment: From physical displacement to social, cultural, and economic 
replacement. Housing Policy Debate, 31(3-5), 395-410.

Yates, J. (2013). Evaluating social and affordable housing reform in Australia: Lessons to 
be learned from history. International Journal of Housing Policy, 13(2), 111–133.



Shelter NSW & University of Wollongong 2021


