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Execu ve Summary 
For renewing the 44 public housing towers, three scenarios have been assessed: case 1, Demolish & 
Rebuild, the Government’s planned approach; case 2, Retrofit: Minimal IntervenƟon for Building 
Code compliance; case 3, Retrofit: Upgraded IntervenƟon to meet requirements of social housing 
standards. Results indicate that the standard renewal case 1, as planned by the government, with the 
Ground Lease Model, is substanƟally more expensive than the retrofiƫng cases 2 and 3, a total of 
about $17 billion over the 40 years of each demoliƟon and rebuild, and therefore a huge waste of 
taxpayers’ money. DemoliƟon and temporary relocaƟon costs are part of these redevelopment costs, 
with the laƩer substanƟal in the case of the Abbotsford St, North Melbourne, PHRP project. 

The Government’s plan also conƟnues the process of Homes Victoria transforming itself into a huge 
subsidiser of community housing providers and private investors, accompanied by loss of current 
public housing rent revenue puƫng at risk its capacity to maintain other public housing across the 
state. 

Designed and built in a Ɵme of post-war modernist vision and social aims, Melbourne’s 44 public 
housing towers were constructed between 1960 and 1975 and comprised 7,027 apartments (Table 
A4, Appendix A), ranging from 27 m2 bedsits to 96 m2 three-bedroom units. Located on 21 estates, 
the towers provide homes for some of our most vulnerable populaƟons (low-income, elderly, sick). In 
1975 there were 47 towers that collecƟvely could house 5,439 families and 2,391 individuals, or 
approximately 24,000 people (ExecuƟve Director 2024: pp. 13-14).  

Three towers have been demolished in the past in Flemington and Kensington and if the Elgin and 
Nicholson Sts, Carlton towers are retained and refurbished, we esƟmate that the current units’ 
capacity based on the household composiƟons of residents when they were completed, could be up 
to 22,000 adults and children or twice the 11,000 that the government plan is planning to 
accommodate in community housing. These numbers add significantly to the value of refurbishment 
over demoliƟon. 

The government’s statement that only 10,000 people were living in the 44 towers at the Ɵme of its 
announcement needs to be dismissed, unless there were a significant number of vacant units. Our 
esƟmate is- if household composiƟons were the same as the current VHR waiƟng list- up to 13,000 
people were accommodated. The 10,000 number seems to have been used to limit the government’s 
commitment to create community housing for only 11,000. 

The most cost-effecƟve way to increase the supply of housing for people on low and very low 
incomes is to build public housing on public land at the greatest yields possible (Lawson et al 2018). 
No other model stands to address the housing crisis in as urgent or appreciable manner as required. 
Further, and as demonstrated by the Retain, Repair, Reinvest study (OFFICE 2022), viable alternaƟves 
exist to the current approach of estate renewal via demoliƟon and redevelopment through public–
private partnerships. State governments have a mandated responsibility for the direct provision of 
housing in Australia (Kelly et al 2023: p. 10).  

At a Ɵme of intense housing crisis, it is completely appropriate for government to plan, construct and 
maintain public housing, without non-government partners. Indeed, models of public–private 
partnership have been abandoned as unfit and inappropriate public policy in the UK (Booth 2018).  
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Retain, Repair, Reinvest is the most effecƟve method for the direct and expedited supply of housing 
for people in housing need and represents the best value for money. Based on analysis, and the 
findings of internaƟonal studies and models, it is recommended that:  

1) ExisƟng public housing stock is provided with sustained and appropriate investment in 
maintenance and rouƟne upgrade;  

2) Feasibility studies for retenƟon, repair and reinvestment are undertaken for all exisƟng 
estates targeted for renewal;  

3) A ban is placed on public–private partnerships for social housing projects. 

Further, the recommendaƟon for an independent social and affordable housing regulator (Review 
Panel 2021: p. 79) should be approved by the government as soon as possible, to minimise the risk of 
any housing renewal party to achieve gains by devaluing the assets and standard of services to 
tenants.   
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Introduc on 
Designed and built in a Ɵme of post-war modernist vision and social aims, Melbourne’s 44 public 
housing towers were constructed between 1960 and 1975 and comprised 7,027 apartments (Table 
A4, Appendix A), ranging from 27 m2 bedsits to 96 m2 three-bedroom units. Located on 21 estates, 
the towers provide homes for some of our most vulnerable populaƟons (low-income, elderly, sick). In 
1975 there were 47 towers that collecƟvely could house 5,439 families and 2,391 individuals, or 
approximately 24,000 people (ExecuƟve Director 2024: pp. 13-14). This report would have been 
provided in draŌ form to Homes Victoria prior to its finalisaƟon and the numbers were retained. 
Three towers have been demolished in the past, in Flemington and Kensington, and if the Elgin and 
Nicholson Streets, Carlton towers are retained and refurbished, we esƟmate that current capacity 
based on the household composiƟons of residents when they were completed could be up to 22,000 
adults and children. 

There have been changes in the composiƟon of public housing households over Ɵme since the 
towers were completed, which may explain the difference between this number and the 
government’s stated lower number of 10,000. The 10,000 figure, though, strongly suggests 
numerous empty units. If current public housing household composiƟon is considered and using 
Victorian Housing Register data, we esƟmate that up to 13,000 people would be living in the towers 
if fully occupied. If larger households than current averages were accommodated in refurbished 
units, geƫng close to 22,000 might be achievable. 

Investment in public housing is long overdue (Bertram 2025). Also, our public housing towers form 
part of an internaƟonal modernist movement to provide high-rise public housing throughout the 
1950s and 1960s, with many countries now looking at how best to update this aging building stock 
(Bertram 2025). Needing to be updated to current building codes and living standards, European 
approaches have included the successful retrofiƫng of exisƟng towers (Hans van der Heijden 
Architect 2017). With lower costs and environmental impacts, European case studies such as Lacaton 
Vassal’s Bordeaux housing have even managed to avoid the social upheaval of needing to decant 
residents (Lacaton & Vassal 2016). 

Therefore, the current proposal to demolish all 44 of Melbourne’s public housing towers, relocate 
more than 10,000 residents, and redevelop the sites, is deeply flawed. This blanket approach risks 
repeaƟng the traumaƟc dislocaƟon of vulnerable communiƟes that happened when the towers were 
built more than 50 years ago. It also involves wasƟng money, energy, and construcƟon materials 
(Bertram 2025). 

The state government says the old high-rises are being redeveloped to meet modern standards and 
house more people. But the decision to demolish and rebuild, rather than upgrade, has been 
challenged repeatedly. Yet, we know retaining and reusing exisƟng structures saves energy and other 
resources, ulƟmately reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Across 44 buildings, this could also save 
around $1.5 billion in construcƟon costs (Bertram 2025).  

Breaking down the barriers 
Several reasons have been circulated by the government as to why these high-rise towers are 
unsuitable for retrofiƫng. Also, residents and the public at large have been denied informaƟon on 
the status of each tower, despite requests by the Victorian Supreme Court and Victorian Upper 
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House MPs. However, the two retrofiƫng reports, OFFICE (2024) and BarneƩ and colleagues (2025), 
effecƟvely respond to these claims, as discussed in this report.  

The towers are constructed from precast concrete slabs and internal walls are load-bearing. This 
makes major bedroom reconfiguraƟons difficult, because most walls cannot be moved. The buildings 
were also designed when the requirement to resist earthquakes was minimal. A range of other 
technical hurdles, such as improving acousƟc, thermal and fire separaƟon and repairing degraded 
concrete, would also complicate upgrades. But none of these issues is insurmountable (Bertram 
2025).  

Both reports include strategies to address these issues, costed into the esƟmates. For example, the 
cost of strengthening to meet earthquake codes has been esƟmated as $1.73 million in Flemington 
and $3.85 million for Atherton Gardens. That is around 3.7% of the total $105 million esƟmated 
construcƟon cost for a single Atherton Gardens tower (Bertram 2025). 

Government plan 
The government plans to replace the 44 public housing high-rises (and other buildings) with modern, 
accessible, and energy-efficient community housing homes and improved shared spaces and 
community faciliƟes. The plan provides only a very modest increase of around 10 percent more 
community housing for Victorians. The project was announced in September 2023 and is planned for 
compleƟon in 2051 (Homes Victoria 2024). 

The government also claims there are currently around 10,000 people living across the 44 towers. 
Once they are redeveloped, the government anƟcipates that around 30,000 people will live across 
these sites (Premier Andrews 2023), with 19,000 of this number accommodated in so-called 
affordable (at 90% of market rents) and full market-rent dwellings. Only 11,000 of returning residents 
and people in very low to low-income households will have a community housing dwelling - a mere 
10% increase on numbers as stated by the government - while 19,000 people in moderate and 
higher-income households will have accommodaƟon. Numbers of applicant households in the 
Victorian Housing Register (VHR) increased to 53,554 in September 2024. This number of applicant 
households corresponds to a conservaƟvely esƟmated number of 93,871 people, of 62,483 adults, 
and 34,951 children. This is 8.5 Ɵmes the 11,000 community housing residents the government is 
planning to have accommodated by 2051. 

Unsustainable funding of Homes Victoria 
Royce Millar and Rachael Dexter (2025) have argued that the Allan government’s financial woes are 
certainly not due to lavish spending on public housing maintenance. New ProducƟvity Commission 
data shows Victoria has the lowest recurrent spending – which excludes capital spending – per capita 
on social housing in the country. RMIT lecturer and housing researcher Liam Davies has studied 
decades of state housing annual reports to find that rent income exceeded spending in the 
management of public housing for the vast majority of years since 1984. 

We contend that the demoliƟons and redevelopment plan will result in lost rental income for Homes 
Victoria. The plan transforms Homes Victoria into a massive spender puƫng the financial viability of 
the agency at total risk, including its capacity to funcƟon as an agency supporƟng other public 
housing across the state. 
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We do not believe the Allan government and future state governments can afford the grand 
demoliƟon plan without abandoning the promise to maintain all land under public ownership. This 
was a promise made at last year’s Victorian Labor Party conference to allay the concerns of delegates 
quesƟoning its merits. Even with sales of land we doubt that future budgets can afford the plan 
without sacrificing other programs unrelated to housing provision. 

In this report 
In this report we respond to the terms of reference that are primarily related to financial costs: (a) 
the raƟonale and cost modelling; and (d) the efficacy of the proposed financial, legal and project 
delivery models, versus alternaƟve models. Specific topics covered include: the Ground Lease Model; 
Hidden costs of relocaƟng tenants in the PHRP and BHB models; the Retain, Repair, Reinvest model; 
Total costs for renewing the 44 public housing towers by scenario; Public Private Partnerships; and 
Legal issues.    

Ground Lease Model 
Background 
The redevelopment model at the Kensington and Carlton estates was implemented via a partnership 
between the Government of Victoria and the Becton CorporaƟon, a private developer established in 
Melbourne in 1982. Becton purchased two-thirds of the Kensington estate (4.18 ha) below market 
rate for the construcƟon of private housing later sold at market rate. This public–private partnership 
model was the first of its kind in Victoria, with an emphasis on finance mix, housing mix and social 
mix. IniƟal home sales were sluggish and as a result Becton sought to change the master plan and 
later went into administraƟon. An evaluaƟon of the model by Shaw and colleagues (2013) found that 
it resulted in a loss of public housing units and bedrooms; social mix was found to be ineffecƟve in 
bringing about social interacƟon between residents of different tenure types; the premise that there 
was locaƟonal disadvantage prior to development was erroneous; private and public tenures were 
segregated on site; and revenues ulƟmately flowed to the private developer rather than being 
retained by the government for reinvestment in public works. The report recommended overall that 
the redevelopment model at Kensington should not be reproduced in the same arrangement on 
other estates (Kelly et al 2023: p. 3).  

Despite the conclusions of the independent evaluaƟon, all subsequent renewal projects in the state 
of Victoria have followed this redevelopment model, albeit with some policy modificaƟons. The 
Public Housing Renewal Program (PHRP) followed the same principles as Kensington, with an 
emphasis on financial and housing mix and the use of public–private partnerships to deliver renewal 
projects. One key difference since the redevelopment of the Kensington and Carlton estates has been 
the wholesale removal of public housing on renewal sites, instead replacing public housing with 
community housing.  

The Big Housing Build (BHB) is by-and-large a conƟnuaƟon of the PHRP. The main difference between 
the PHRP and BHB is the use of the Ground Lease Model (GLM), which involves the in-principle 
retenƟon of public land (Kelly et al 2023: p. 3), and not the community, private investor and 
homeowner housing, that the PHRP intended to deliver. 
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AŌer the lease period expires, the land and buildings return to government ownership, in ‘as new’ 
condiƟon. Assuming a 40-year lease period in the Ground Lease Model it is plausible to extrapolate 
that if the new buildings developed, parƟcularly the community housing dwellings, are not 
supported with sufficient investment in maintenance and upkeep, processes of decay and derelicƟon 
are likely to unfold. In the absence of public informaƟon to the contrary, it should be presumed there 
is an opƟon for government to renew the lease with the prospect that these sites might effecƟvely 
operate under a perpetual GLM (Kelly et al 2023: pp. 4-5). 

The GLM also sidesteps criƟque about the distribuƟon of profits. This model does not include the 
sale of any dwellings given its ‘build-to-rent' approach, removing the need for the private developer 
to act as a sales agent (as was the case at previous sites). Instead, the Special Purpose Vehicle 
collects revenue under the model in four ways: from rent and rent assistance payments of social 
tenants via the community housing organisaƟon; from rent collected from private tenants; by access 
to Commonwealth funding schemes such as the NaƟonal Housing Finance and Investment 
CorporaƟon; and through availability contract payments paid by the Government of Victoria every 
financial quarter for 40 years. TheoreƟcally, the site could be run with a consistent operaƟng surplus 
that is then reinvested to provide more supply, although there is no publicly stated guarantee that 
this will occur. At the end of the 40-year ground lease, either the SPV will hand the site back to the 
government with properƟes in ‘as new’ condiƟon, or the lease may be renegoƟated (Kelly et al 2023: 
p. 6). 

Also, no details are provided on the terms of operaƟon of the ‘built-to-rent’ ‘affordable’ components 
of these developments, apart from the clause that rental units would be offered with an iniƟal lease 
tenure of three years, with possible renewal for a further 3 year. There are no guarantees that the 
affordability would be for the enƟre 40-years period of the government’s lease (Homes Victoria 
2024b: p. 18). 

Further, no details are provided of what type of ownership Ɵtle buyers of the private market-housing 
component of these developments will be leŌ with, as the GLM sƟpulates that (Homes Victoria 
2024b: p. 43):  

At the end of the lease the assets built on the land will be returned in full ownership to the 
Director increasing the asset base of the public housing porƞolio and retaining the land in 
whole for intergeneraƟonal benefit. 

Case study: Barak Beacon estate  
In November 2022, OFFICE, a not-for-profit mulƟdisciplinary design and research pracƟce, based in 
Melbourne, supported by a full team of Services Consultants, produced a viable peer-reviewed, 
costed alternaƟve to the redevelopment model currently underway at the Barak Beacon Estate 
(OFFICE 2022). The feasibility study Retain, Repair, Reinvest demonstrated large financial savings 
across all three areas of investment, as summarised in Table 2. OFFICE’s report emphasised the 
ability of this alternaƟve approach to meet all stated objecƟves of the redevelopment model with 
both a reduced cost to government and without the need for the destrucƟon of the estate’s 
community. 

Over 40 years project life, under the GLM model, the state government has to spend substanƟal 
amounts of money to the service companies, while for the Retain, Repair, Reinvest model the 
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Homes Victoria has been offering five-year fixed term leases to the builders and guaranteed 
rent increases of 5% per year. The agency has been targeƟng three-bedroom homes in 
suburbs including Albion, Ardeer, Braybrook, Brunswick, Carlton North, East Melbourne, 
Kensington, Maidstone, Maribyrnong and Sunshine. 

The effect of this narrowing of dwelling size offer in the ‘renewed’ estates is the expulsion of larger 
households from their established community and the reducƟon of household size diversity. 

Thirdly, there are hidden costs in the leasing of exisƟng rental-market housing by Homes Victoria. 
The cost of this modality, for PHRP and BHB redevelopments completed or underway, is hidden and 
unassessed. However, a glimpse of it was gained when a dispute arose in June 2020 about costs for 
delayed works at the Abbotsford Street Estate PHRP project in North Melbourne, in the Supreme 
Court of Victoria. In an affidavit, the Director of Housing reported a cost of $150 (GST excluded) per 
dwelling per day of delayed work for the accommodaƟon of the 112 households relocated to either 
alternaƟve public housing or private accommodaƟon leased by the Director, for a total of $16,800 
rental cost per day (Crawley 2020). 

The Abbotsford Street public housing tenants’ relocaƟon was completed at the end of 2018. 
DemoliƟon started in September 2019 and the new community housing was officially opened on 22 
September 2024. Re-housing costs have therefore accumulated for five years and nine months. This, 
then indicated that the rental costs potenƟally accrued to around $35.2 million. 

In general, the costs related to relocaƟng tenants in other PHRP/BHB redevelopments are undeclared 
and untested. 

Retain, Repair, Reinvest model 
Flemington Estate: Feasibility Study and Alterna ve Design Proposal 
The Retain, Repair, Reinvest report (OFFICE 2024), addresses all of the criteria presented by Homes 
Victoria that jusƟfy estate demoliƟon - including energy efficiency, liveability standards, structural 
integrity of the towers and addiƟonal housing capacity through infill, Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1 (Le ) Homes Victoria’s HRRP proposal for Flemington Estate, (Right) RRR proposal. The 
RRR proposal retains the exisƟng towers and infill to achieve the same number of dwellings as the HV 
plans. Image by OFFICE (2024). 
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The report quesƟons the raƟonale for demoliƟon, quanƟfies the uncaptured costs and value-loss of 
the real estate-led model, and calculates the savings that can be achieved through renovaƟon and 
infill. These costs and disbenefits of the HRRP model include:  

 The direct financial costs of relocaƟng residents during the demoliƟon and rebuild period 
 The social and health impact of relocaƟng residents. 

This report demonstrates the value of a refurbishment and infill approach by comparing the delivery 
of the High-Rise Redevelopment Program (HRRP) development with a Retain, Repair, Reinvest (RRR) 
model. 

As outlined in Table 5, the RRR feasibility study has found that a refurbishment of the exisƟng public 
housing, combined with infill of new social housing dwellings, can be delivered for $519,386,582 
($400,000 per unit), while retaining the exisƟng community on site and avoiding the social impact 
and economic costs of relocaƟon. A demoliƟon and rebuild approach would cost $882,994,835 
($680,000 per unit).  

The RRR procurement method would save the government $227.7 million in direct relocaƟon costs, 
and approximately $5 million in associated health and wellbeing costs as well as reduced 
construcƟon costs. The RRR proposal also provides a 55% reducƟon of global warming potenƟal 
compared with the HRRP approach.  

The RRR study proposes that it is possible for the $364 million of financial savings, Figure 2, to be 
reinvested back into the refurbishment of the exisƟng public housing and development of new social 
housing. The HRRP does not provide financial, social, or environmental benefit, and improved 
outcomes could be delivered for significantly less government and private investment. 
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Figure 2. Cost comparisons between the RRR and the HRRP proposals. Source (OFFICE 2024). 

 

Apartment improvements planned aŌer surveying residents 
Responses from residents about architectural improvements were incorporated into the proposed 
retrofit design through several design soluƟons (OFFICE 2024: p. 58): 

 New kitchen and bathroom joinery, fixtures, and fiƫngs throughout. 
 New double-glazed operable windows and doors. 
 A balcony addiƟon to the east and west facades, creaƟng addiƟonal living space and 

providing sun shading to bedrooms and living areas. 
 AC split system to each unit for heaƟng and cooling. 
 Allowance for upgrades to plumbing systems. 
 New Specialist Disability AccommodaƟon (SDA) apartments on ground floor, widening of 

corridors and doorways throughout to increase accessibility. 

Structural improvements 
A structural assessment was undertaken by Sheer Force Engineering, a Victorian structural 
engineering company which has experƟse in adapƟve reuse and heritage buildings. The assessment 
was undertaken on the construcƟon drawing set of the S-Type tower at Atherton Gardens drawn by 
W. P. Brown & Associates and generally dated 1963. As part of the structural assessment, three 
different scenarios were explored (OFFICE 2024: p. 59):  

• Assessment of the building under earthquake loading equivalent to that of 33% of current design 
standards.  

• Assessment of the building under earthquake loading requirements as outlined in current design 
standards (100% of design seismic load).  



17 
 
 

 

• Assessment of the building under earthquake loading requirements as outlined in current design 
standards, however, with the north and south façade concrete precast panels removed to allow 
installaƟon of an apartment “extension” to facilitate increase in floor area per apartment.  

The structural assessment idenƟfied both non-compliance within the exisƟng building to the current 
code as well as strength deficiencies in the event of an earthquake. While these factors deem the 
exisƟng building to be non-compliant through the retrofiƫng of bolted steel plates, the building can 
be made to comply.  

General Non-Compliances with Current Code  

Several construcƟon elements within the exisƟng building were deemed to be non-compliant when 
assessed against current codes. The scope of this assessed the S-Type building against current code 
requirements which include (OFFICE 2024: p. 59):  

• NCC 2022 Volume 1 (for structural related elements)  
• AS1170.0 :2002 – Structural Design AcƟons – General Principles  
• AS1170.1 :2002 – Structural Design AcƟons – Permanent, Imposed, and other AcƟons  
• AS1170.2 :2021 – Structural Design AcƟons – Wind  
• AS1170.4 :2007 – Earthquake AcƟons in Australia  
• AS3600 :2018 – Concrete Structures  
• AS3826 :1998 – Strengthening ExisƟng Buildings for Earthquake 

Exis ng building non-compliances with current code: (OFFICE 2024: p. 60) 

1. Wall Reinforcement Spacing - the maximum allowable spacing of verƟcal and horizontal 
reinforcement within structural walls. A number of exisƟng walls are non-compliant as the verƟcal 
and horizontal reinforcement exceed the maximum distance.  

2. Minimum Wall Reinforcement Requirements - the minimum quanƟty of reinforcement required 
within structural walls. While the majority of exisƟng walls meet the minimum quanƟty of 
structural reinforcement, a few do not. It is worth noƟng that the few that are non-compliant are 
also the lesser load-bearing walls as opposed to the principal load-bearing walls of which all pass.  

3. Minimum Dowel Bar Requirements - the minimum requirements for dowel connecƟon of 
prefabricated structural walls. The base connecƟon for the majority of the pre-cast panels (both 
the principal load-bearing panels and the secondary load-bearing panels) relies on a half inch 
embedment (12.7 mm) of the base of the panel into the wet-sƟch grout connecƟon of the 
prefabricated wall panels, without the inclusion of reinforcement Ɵes/dowels. This detail does not 
saƟsfy code compliance.  

Exis ng building Strength Compliance: (OFFICE 2024: p. 60) 

1. Typical Slab Assessment: The typical slab structure has been assessed given the required design 
loading and proporƟons which have been provided within the structural documentaƟon and 
summarised within this report. The typical slab/floor arrangement was generally found to be 
adequate and code compliant with current design standards. This includes the assessment for 
removal of the north and south façade pre-cast panels and installaƟon of the apartment 
extension.  
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2. Wind Assessment: The assessment indicates that the building is structurally adequate under 
wind loading condiƟons when assessed based on current code requirements.  

Exis ng building Strength Deficiencies: (OFFICE 2024: p. 60) 

1. Seismic Loading: Design deficiencies were observed with wall strength in both tension and shear 
acƟon for seismic loading condiƟons, Figure 3. This was the case for both the 30% load 
applicaƟon and 100% load applicaƟon.  

 

Figure 3. Eleva on of the westmost primary load-bearing wall (Le ) 
and the next internal wall immediately to the east (Right). This 
indicates locaƟons where the walls are overstressed based on seismic 
loading condiƟons (blue shaded area). Image by Sheer Force 
Engineering. Source (OFFICE 2024: p. 61). 

 

 

 

 

 

Rec fica on  

These idenƟfied deficiencies can be recƟfied through installaƟon of steel plate reinforcing retrofiƩed 
to the faces of the concrete shear walls, Figure 4. Through the introducƟon of these plates the design 
proposal can achieve 100% compliance with current building code (OFFICE 2024: p. 61).  

To achieve the minimum connecƟon requirements from wall to wall, it is proposed that a short 
length of steel plate be provided either side of the pre-cast panel which are connected to the panel 
by bolts. The steel plates are to conƟnue from the top of one panel through the slab immediately 
above and connect to the base of the panel above (OFFICE 2024: p. 61).  

There are also several locaƟons where horizontal plate strengthening and conƟnuous verƟcal plates 
are required due to insufficient shear capacity of the walls themselves (OFFICE 2024: p. 61). 
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Figure 4. Proposed structural connec on detail to make the building compliant with seismic 
requirements. Image by Sheer Force Engineering. Source (OFFICE 2024: p. 61). 

 

Carbon Fibre Strengthening  

In addiƟon to steel plate insulaƟon, carbon fibre reinforcement offers an alternaƟve soluƟon, Figure 
5. Carbon fibre strengthening has gained popularity over recent decades, oŌen matching or 
exceeding the performance of tradiƟonal steel plate strengthening. While the placement of the 
reinforcement remains similar, installaƟon Ɵme may decrease since bolƟng to concrete walls is not 
necessary. Carbon fibre strands are arranged in both direcƟons to provide verƟcal tension and 
horizontal shear capacity. Due to the specialised nature of these systems, qualified operators 
experienced in carbon fibre strengthening for concrete shear walls should be involved in the design 
and installaƟon (OFFICE 2024: p. 62). 

 
Figure 5. Example image of a concrete shear wall strengthened through the introduc on of carbon 
fibre reinforcing in both ver cal and horizonal direc ons. Image by Sheer Force Engineering. Source 
(OFFICE 2024: p. 62). 
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For renewing the 44 public housing towers, the standard renewal case 1, as planned by the 
government, with the Ground Lease Model, is substanƟally more expensive than the retrofit cases 2 
and 3, by about $17 billion over 40 years for each project, and therefore a huge waste of taxpayers’ 
money, Table 8. Also, given that the projects are grouped to start in different years, the total costs 
will be spread over the Ɵme to when all projects have been completed, perhaps around 65 years. 
Nevertheless, the retrofit cases 2 and 3 remain substanƟally cheaper than the standard renewal case 
1, as planned by the government, with proporƟonal savings of 81.9 percent and 80.9 percent, 
respecƟvely, Table 8.    

Public Private Partnerships 
GLM projects are delivered as part of a Public-Private Partnership between the Project Co and the 
Department. The PPP investment project is viewed as the preferred delivery/funding model due to 
(OFFICE 2022): 

 RetenƟon of government land for intergeneraƟonal benefit 
 Provides fixed price certainty over both capital and operaƟng costs for 40 years for each 

contract 
 Provides a (now) proven plaƞorm to effecƟvely leverage large scale insƟtuƟon investment 

and low-cost financing into social housing 
 Private rents subsidise the cost of delivering social housing 
 Asset management including lifecycle asset replacement works, tenancy management and 

social landlord services must be delivered up to a prescribed standard. If these are not met, 
service payments will be abated. 

 Higher level of social-private integraƟon 
 Builds capacity in the community housing sector 

The report by OFFICE (2022) quesƟons the necessity of the PPP model, by illustraƟng the cost-saving 
potenƟal through direct government investment, and the disbenefits of the current approach. 
Nevertheless, one element of the PPP that the RRR proposal addresses, is the Partnership Victoria 
requirement for meeƟng Victoria’s Value CreaƟon and Capture Framework (Victorian Government 
2017). 

Legal issues 
The Social Housing RegulaƟon Review, which the government commissioned in November 2020, 
exposed the inadequate regulatory framework and outdated, unsuitable legislaƟon under which the 
PHRP and BHB procurement programs have been undertaken, firstly with its Interim Report (Review 
Panel 2021), in which it highlighted, amongst other issues for immediate or urgent acƟon (Review 
Panel 2021: p. 79): 

Augment the regulator’s powers to enable effecƟve regulaƟon of special purpose vehicles and any 
other novel forms of partnerships or joint ventures involving registered agencies and/or Homes 
Victoria including by: 
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• Giving the regulator full visibility of all legal arrangements involving registered social housing 
providers and joint venture partners (however structured). 

• Providing for the publicaƟon of minutes of meeƟngs of boards of all registered enƟƟes. 
• Introducing specific requirements for reporƟng and disclosures of any related enƟty 

transacƟons, mulƟple enƟty directorships and senior management appointments and 
disclosures of conflicts of interest.  

The problem being that community housing organisaƟons are becoming involved in mulƟ-party 
special purpose vehicles (SPVs), which enable for-profit businesses to access funds and become 
involved in not-for-profit housing beyond the tradiƟonal roles played by the private sector in housing 
construcƟon and lending (Review Panel 2021: p. 79). 

The introducƟon of for-profit enƟƟes and new entrants in the sector as SPV parƟcipants, and the 
upscaling of development acƟvity, may pose risks in relaƟon to service delivery and tenant outcomes, 
financial stability, governance and probity and reputaƟon risks to the sector if things go wrong. There 
are examples from overseas jurisdicƟons where the involvement of for-profit partners and/or a 
relaxaƟon of regulatory scruƟny of providers’ investment acƟviƟes have resulted in poor outcomes 
for tenants and the social housing sector. The current regulatory regime was not designed with these 
arrangements in mind (Review Panel 2021: p. 79).  

In future, Homes Victoria could seek to enter arrangements with private sector enƟƟes to provide 
social housing either directly or through separate legal enƟƟes. Should this occur, it is essenƟal that 
the regulator has oversight of these arrangements, and the providers are subject to the regulatory 
regime. These mulƟ-party arrangements may endure for decades, and it is important to ensure that 
there is no incenƟve or opportunity for any party to achieve gains by devaluing the assets and 
standard of services to tenants over Ɵme (Review Panel 2021: p. 79). 

There is a risk that the creaƟon of complex arrangements and integrated financing techniques could 
potenƟally be used to avoid the impact of regulatory measures, conceal the true financial posiƟon of 
the parƟes, or avoid liability to creditors and others. There is a risk that SPVs could be merely ‘shell’ 
enƟƟes designed primarily to secure benefits for organisaƟons that are not registered housing 
agencies leaving the regulator unable to confidently exercise its regulatory powers to protect the 
interests of tenants or creditors (Review Panel 2021: p. 80). 

Secondly, in its Final Report to government (Review Panel 2022), the Review Panel argued for the 
need to update the Housing Act 1983 and reform the legislaƟve responsibiliƟes framework with the 
establishment of a truly government-independent social and affordable housing regulator, not 
subject to broad powers of Departmental or Ministerial direcƟon and control, and with an experƟse-
based board, and subject to administraƟve and judicial review of significant regulatory decisions and 
public accountability. 

Given that government took two years and seven months to publish the Final Report with its 
Response (Victorian Government 2024), it seems that the Review’s final recommendaƟons have not 
found much favour in the government, due to its favouriƟsm of developers and other for-profit 
companies, under the government’s Neoliberalism ideology (Rouch 2024). So, the recommendaƟon 
for an independent social and affordable housing regulator has only been graded as under 
consideraƟon, perhaps to be approved someƟme in the future, once further major issues have been 
publicised. 
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To do be er 
The opportuniƟes for opƟmising the impacts of renewal across all 44 public housing towers, based 
on the retrofit case 3, are (BarneƩ et al 2025: p. 22): 

• ~$1.5 Billion reducƟon in capital cost (-25%) 
• ~$22 Million per annum reducƟon in operaƟng costs (-70%) 
• ~10,000 residents’ homes are restored and more accommodated from the VHR 
• 62,920 tonnes per annum reducƟon in operaƟonal carbon (-84%) 
• 748,000 tCO2 reducƟon in embodied carbon (-36%) 

Retain, Repair, Reinvest & Retrofit are similar strategies for evaluaƟng the refurbishment potenƟal of 
exisƟng public housing stock both locally and naƟonally. It is the intenƟon of OFFICE that this type of 
strategy be undertaken on other housing estates - parƟcularly the 44 high-rise towers - to accurately 
determine the viability of refurbishment rather than demoliƟon and rebuild (OFFICE 2024: p. 89).  

As the 2017 VAGO maintenance report highlighted, public housing estates in Victoria require 
extensive refurbishment and upgrades to improve condiƟons for residents. While the government is 
currently following the approach of demoliƟon, this Retain, Repair, Reinvest strategy offers an 
alternaƟve strategy. By conducƟng publicly available feasibility studies into these sites significant 
social impact and environmental damage can be avoided - as well as financial savings made (OFFICE 
2024: p. 89).  

OFFICE suggested that future renewal feasibility studies not only include a cost-benefit analysis 
through a real-estate model, but also capture (OFFICE 2024: p. 89):  

• The full costs of relocaƟon  
• Social impact on residents  
• Environmental impact of demoliƟon  
• Other site-specific elements 

Conclusions and recommenda ons  
For renewing the 44 public housing towers, three scenarios have been assessed; case 1, Demolish & 
Rebuild, the Government’s planned approach; case 2, Retrofit: Minimal IntervenƟon for Building 
Code compliance; case 3, Retrofit: Upgraded IntervenƟon to meet requirements of social housing 
standards. Results indicate that the standard renewal case 1, as planned by the government, with the 
Ground Lease Model, is substanƟally more expensive than the retrofiƫng cases 2 and 3, by about 
$17 billion over the 40 years of each demoliƟon and rebuild, and therefore a huge waste of 
taxpayers’ money.  DemoliƟon and temporary relocaƟon costs are part of these redevelopment 
costs, with the laƩer substanƟal in the case of the Abbotsford St, North Melbourne, PHRP project. 

The Government’s plan also conƟnues the process of Homes Victoria transforming itself into a huge 
subsidiser of community housing providers and private investors, accompanied by loss of current 
public housing rent revenue puƫng at risk its capacity to maintain other public housing across the 
state.  
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Designed and built in a Ɵme of post-war modernist vision and social aims, Melbourne’s 44 public 
housing towers were constructed between 1960 and 1975 and comprised 7,027 apartments (Table 
A4, Appendix A), ranging from 27 m2 bedsits to 96 m2 three-bedroom units. Located on 21 estates, 
the towers provide homes for some of our most vulnerable populaƟons (low-income, elderly, sick). In 
1975 there were 47 towers that collecƟvely could house 5,439 families and 2,391 individuals, or 
approximately 24,000 people (ExecuƟve Director 2024: pp. 13-14).  

Three towers have been demolished in the past in Flemington and Kensington and if the Elgin and 
Nicholson Sts, Carlton towers are retained and refurbished, we esƟmate that the current units’ 
capacity based on the household composiƟons of residents when they were completed, could be up 
to 22,000 adults and children or twice the 11,000 that the government plan is planning to 
accommodate in community housing. These numbers add significantly to the value of refurbishment 
over demoliƟon. 

The government’s statement that only 10,000 people were living in the 44 towers at the Ɵme of its 
announcement needs to be dismissed, unless there were a significant number of vacant units. Our 
esƟmate is- if household composiƟons were the same as the current VHR waiƟng list- up to 13,000 
people were accommodated. The 10,000 number seems to have been used to limit the government’s 
commitment to create community housing for only 11,000. 

The most cost-effecƟve way to increase the supply of housing for people on low and very low 
incomes is to build public housing on public land at the greatest yields possible (Lawson et al 2018). 
No other model stands to address the housing crisis in as urgent or appreciable manner as required. 
Further, and as demonstrated by the Retain, Repair, Reinvest study (OFFICE 2022), viable alternaƟves 
exist to the current approach of estate renewal via demoliƟon and redevelopment through public–
private partnerships. State governments have a mandated responsibility for the direct provision of 
housing in Australia (Kelly et al 2023: p. 10).  

At a Ɵme of intense housing crisis, it is completely appropriate for government to plan, construct and 
maintain public housing, without non-government partners. Indeed, models of public–private 
partnership have been abandoned as unfit and inappropriate public policy in the UK (Booth 2018).  

Retain, Repair, Reinvest is the most effecƟve method for the direct and expedited supply of housing 
for people in housing need and represents the best value for money. Based on analysis, and the 
findings of internaƟonal studies and models, it is recommended that:  

1) ExisƟng public housing stock is provided with sustained and appropriate investment in 
maintenance and rouƟne upgrade;  

2) Feasibility studies for retenƟon, repair and reinvestment are undertaken for all exisƟng 
estates targeted for renewal;  

3) A ban is placed on public–private partnerships for social housing projects. 

Further, the recommendaƟon for an independent social and affordable housing regulator (Review 
Panel 2021: p. 79) should be approved by the government as soon as possible, to minimise the risk of 
any housing renewal party to achieve gains by devaluing the assets and standard of services to 
tenants.   
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