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Hi Justine,
Attached is our Mutual Appreciation report which delves into the co‐housing model.
I have also attached two reports that we co‐produced with TACSI, both of which also look at examples of community
housing models. A further report with TACSI will take a deeper look but this is yet to be released; I will forward it to
the committee when it has been finalised.
In terms of specific models already operating in Australia that the committee could look towards as a model, we
have referenced WinCCohousing (https://winccohousing.org.au/) which operates out of Daylesford.
Overseas, we have referenced Trivallis Community Housing in Wales (https://www.trivallis.co.uk), although this is
not specific to older women.
Please let me know if there is anything else we can provide.
Thanks,
Abigail

From: homelessnessinquiry <homelessnessinquiry@parliament.vic.gov.au>
Date: Wednesday, 8 July 2020 at 11:14 am
To: Abigail Lewis <a.lewis@percapita.org.au>, Emma Dawson <e.dawson@percapita.org.au>
Cc: Alice Petrie <Alice.Petrie@parliament.vic.gov.au>
Subject: RE: Inquiry into Homelessness in Victoria ‐ Transcript ‐ 1 July 2020
Hi Abigail
Thanks for your quick response. Friday is fine for your responses to the questions on notice.
I’ll follow up the quotes with my colleague, Alice.
Regards
Justine Donohue
Administrative Officer
Department of the Legislative Council
Parliament of Victoria | Spring Street | East Melbourne | 3002
613 8682 2837 | Justine.Donohue@parliament.vic.gov.au
@VicParliament | facebook.com/VicParliament | parliament.vic.gov.au
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The privilege of ownership
A triple threat is looming in relation to ageing in Australia, one with particular implications for women.
While access to secure and affordable housing can mean the difference between poverty and a decent life
in older age, full home ownership in Australia is increasingly a privilege.1
Global trends and domestic policy have challenged Australia’s traditional owner-occupier housing model
and undermined the assumption of zero housing costs in retirement that underpins both our retirement
income and aged care systems. Housing has become a commodity, a place where investors grow wealth
to hand down inter-generationally while others become increasingly vulnerable to housing stress.
As we age, housing takes on particular significance. ‘Home’ may enshrine memories, represent family life
and be a safe space through which to express changing identity. Older people are known to spend
significantly more time in the home than younger people,2 and more time in their local communities
accessing known services and making a significant contribution to local economies. For women in their 50s
and over, increased barriers to earning3 and growing support needs can mean access to secure housing
becomes all the more important.
At the same time as the commodification of housing has bloomed, Australia has seen the scaling back of
direct public provision. Government resources have instead encouraged a deficit-focused housing system,
one aiming to mitigate the many market failures which cascade from the investor paradigm: homelessness,
high costs, and accommodation unable to adapt and meet changing needs in older age.
The number of single older women experiencing housing stress has grown exponentially over the past ten
years. Many women have never owned property, others are forced into private rental as a result of family
breakdown and sole parenting, or family violence – a leading cause of women’s homelessness.4 We see
the impact of the investor paradigm of housing in the startling statistic that women over 55 are now the
fastest growing cohort experiencing homelessness.
At the same time as housing stress has burgeoned, there have been seismic shifts in how we structure
aged care services delivered in the community under an ethos known as ‘ageing-in-place’. Changes to
‘home aged care’, in particular, have seen a move away from council-led ‘home and community care’
(HACC) services to a ‘consumer-directed’ model characterised by individual consumers making rational
decisions in a competing marketplace of service providers.
The locally-focused, block-funded supports that characterised HACC are in decline. Activity groups,
neighbourhood houses, and other places where older people would routinely connect are dwindling and
local knowledge in relation to age and disability is being lost as traditional structures within communities
become increasingly fragmented.

https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2019/jul/15/a-shrinking-tax-base-is-a-recipe-for-disaster-for-our-ageingpopulation?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Outlook
2
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Former_Committees/hsaf/report/footnotes#c02f35
3
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/womens-blog/2014/mar/31/laura-bates-everyday-sexism-double-discriminationintersectionality
4
https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/2019/04/15/out-shadows-domestic-and-family-violence-leading-cause-homelessness-australia
1
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The ‘triple threat’ facing older women relates to housing insecurity, increasing care needs as they age and
a tsunami of social isolation affecting older Australians. As a large ‘baby boomer’5 cohort moves into
retirement, these threats will only mushroom as we enter the property market at a later age, if at all, and
increasing housing migration affects traditional communities.
Unless we recalibrate some of the policy settings structuring both housing and aged care, gendered
disadvantage in older age will become a significant, even a wicked, social problem.

5

https://www.investopedia.com/terms/b/baby_boomer.asp
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Our research: cooperative models of housing and aged care
With these issues in the frame, Per Capita received funding from Lord Mayor’s Charitable Foundation to
explore to what extent cooperative models in shared accommodation, sharing care and mutual/reciprocal
interactions, might be utilised to support older women experiencing disadvantage.
Working closely with a small group of peer researchers, we devised a co-design program of interviews and
workshops exploring the ‘current’, ‘past’ and ‘future’ circumstances of older women experiencing
disadvantage.6 The research included core themes in relation to unpaid and volunteer work, housing
circumstances and aged care. 23 interviews were carried out in total and participants were also invited to
join researchers in an analysis and co-design workshop in March 2019.
From the outset we were keen for participants to articulate their own experiences, including any ‘push
factors’ that had brought them to the project. However we understood that as women move into their 50s,
their capacity to save for retirement is likely to be impinged7 by caring for ageing parents, by chronic
health issues8 and the dual discriminations of sexism and ageism in securing employment.9 We therefore
framed our questions on current housing and financial circumstances within this core theme, explaining,
“you might already know about some of the factors which can influence financial and housing outcomes
for women…”
Defining themselves as experiencing disadvantage or financial insecurity, we had expected a majority of
research respondents to be living in private rental, ‘social housing’ or to be experiencing homelessness,
but what we found was much more diverse:
Housing type/tenure

Study participants

Full homeowners
Mortgagees
Sole private renters
Shared rental
Residential park
Social housing (rental)
Public housing (rental)
Independent living unit
Experiencing homelessness
Other11

5
4
3
1
1
2
2
1
2
2

10

NB: Participants self-selected to the study as ‘experiencing disadvantage’.
See: https://www.lmcf.org.au/getmedia/23a2ebd6-b2dc-48b1-bc81-59e1bc0f27cd/2016-03-07-LMCF-Time-of-Our-LivesReport.pdf.aspx; Retiring into Poverty: A National Plan for Change Increasing housing security for older women, Mercy
Foundation, 2018; https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/document/publication/ahrc_ow_homelessness2019.pdf
8
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/men-women/female-health/contents/how-healthy
9
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/womens-blog/2014/mar/31/laura-bates-everyday-sexism-double-discriminationintersectionality
10
A relatively high ratio of homeowners suggests the even full homeownership doesn’t automatically confer financial security in
older age. Participants on the age pension expressed significant concerns about income sufficiency, particularly in relation to
changing needs as they age.
11
Renting in preferred suburb with children, with small investment property
6
7
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Where we did see a marked commonality however, was in the drivers of disadvantage for women, even for
the full homeowners who approached us to take part, some of whom had made significant sacrifices to
buy a home:
I lived most of my life very frugally: no smoking, no drinking, no eating out, no big
holidays; so I own the unit outright. But I’m living virtually on the full aged pension, with
a small super payment from state government. – Britta, 70, homeowner

And the older you get, the harder it is; nobody wants to lend you money or employ you.
Yes, yes that’s why I wanted the house. I thought about it quite carefully and decided
that a secure place to live was more important than an income, from my ex-husband. –
Wendy, 84, homeowner

I did a lot of community work. I was a radio announcer. I ran Cubs for years. I did a lot of
other things as well. – Wendy, 84, homeowner

I was a volunteer for about 20 years with Tourist Melbourne and after at an aged care
facility. – Bess, 83, homeowner
After describing their current circumstances, interviewees were asked to reflect on experiences of paid and
unpaid work across the life-course and try to allocate the ratio of each on a timeline image of their life. The
aim was to flag potential correlation or causal patterns between the portion of interviewee’s lives spent
contributing unpaid work (outside normal patterns of primary parenting) and the disadvantage she was
experiencing later in life in her housing or income circumstances. Many of the interviewees specifically
linked the impact of providing of unpaid care to current disadvantage:
My work life has been so all over the place simply because of being in between children
and caring. My dad moved into my house … And I guess the onus, the fact that I was
single, meant that other members of the family would expect me to do it. Dad coming to
live with me, or going up to Queensland to look after him… It nearly killed me! – Carole,
54, mortgagee
Thea’s story typifies how experiences of unpaid caregiving continue to impact in later life:
For Thea, the financial impacts of caring hit early in life when her son sustained a
debilitating brain injury. Thea was forced to abandon her teaching career and never
returned to full employment, even when her ex-husband took over primary care five
years later, in the wake of Thea’s (carer-related) ill health. With lapsed professional
skills, low confidence, ongoing health issues and a continuing impetus to support to

7
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her son, Thea couldn’t accrue assets for retirement and “stopped applying for jobs
two years ago” after “fruitless” searching. Thea has now secured a shared private
rental house in a disadvantaged suburb of Melbourne and finds the arrangement
works well, as she pays for two bedrooms in case her son needs to stay, but
otherwise is able to split costs. Thea’s limited income, her son’s continuing needs and
the insecure and short-term nature of the rental housing tenure make it almost
impossible for her to plan for a time when she herself may need care.

While our study found little evidence of poor financial planning of participants – sometimes identified as a
push factor for women’s homelessness.12 It became evident that the mothers, almost all sole parents, had
necessarily prioritised daily household and family expenditure over long-term investment.
Other common push factors were low earnings from careers in feminised professions, and the majority of
paid work taking place before compulsory superannuation was introduced in the 1990s. ‘Sexually
transmitted debt’13 also came up a number of times:
(That was) before my ex went bankrupt! That was actually about the third or fourth or
fifth business he’d had that he went into liquidation over. I did want to come out a bit
better off (from selling the house) but you know… - Carole, 54, mortgagee

He was terrible with finances. Ended up leaving me with debts which I had to pay
eventually. I was working six days a week then to feed the kids! Sold my engagement
ring and wedding ring to pay for the electricity……you have to be accountable for your
kids and he was totally irresponsible… - Libby, 83, residential park

He is long-time unemployed and not very healthy. He has never supported them. –
Felicity, 56, private rental

Largescale cohousing: ‘I’d move in tomorrow!’
Within the context of housing stress for women, we introduced two models of cooperative living. The first
was a UK initiative called Older Women’s Co-housing (OWCH),14 which we described as ‘largescale
cohousing’. The OWCH community, developed by a social housing provider with support from
government, comprises 26 independent accommodation units for older women and is based on
cohousing design and governance principles similar to those originating in Denmark some 50 years ago.15

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-17/why-older-women-are-the-hidden-victims-of-homelessness/11214672?pfmredir=sm
https://womensagenda.com.au/life/money/lets-talk-about-stds-sexually-transmitted-debts-and-friends-with-financial-benefits/
14
http://www.owch.org.uk/
15
https://sagecohoadvocates.org/6-principles
12
13
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One- or two-bedroom private apartments are augmented by communal areas for group dining and
cooking, a garden and other ‘third places’16 which encourage social interaction and exchange.
While ‘intentional’ communities aren’t new to Australia,17 cohousing models for seniors, particularly for
older women, don’t yet have the foothold here that we see in other Western democracies.18
Auspiced by a social landlord (or community housing provider (CHP) as we call them in Australia), the
OWCH community is governed by residents, who are collectively responsible for the day-to-day running of
the community, including control of key budgets for repairs and maintenance, allocation of tenancies and
leases, and all other decisions affecting the collective. We wanted to know whether this model of
largescale cohousing might be something older women would consider for themselves, if available in
Australia.
Responses were almost unanimous, and interestingly, didn’t appear to relate to, or depend on, current
housing circumstances:
I’d move in tomorrow! – Gabrielle, 56, WWOOFing19

It’s a wonderful idea! Oh god, I’d love it! I hate living by myself! I mean we all like our
privacy, but it just gets so lonely… - Jan 61, public housing

I would love to do something like that in my older age. I don’t want to be lonely. I do
want my own space, but I do want to be part of a group…they all have their own little
units and shared facilities. I think that’s wonderful. – Libby, 83, residential part

The concept sounds very good to me; it would provide company, support, activities… Liza, 71, private rental

I think for a lot of people who don’t have the financial resources, this model would give
hope… I think it’s wonderful. – Shana, 56, private rental
What seemed to draw participants to the model was not only the opportunity to pool resources, important
though that was; the main attraction was the social organisation of the cohousing model:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Third_place
Established Australian examples include Common Equity Housing, The AGEncy Project, Urban Coup, Murundaka, Christies
Walk, and Cascade Cohousing
18
Schwartz, H. (2015) Cooperative housing for an ageing Australia.
https://msd.unimelb.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/2736789/Hannah-Schwartz-Thesis.pdf
19
WWOOFing is a program whereby labour on organic farms is exchanged for accommodation. See https://wwoof.com.au/
16
17
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The sense of community and the fact that you’re all in it together, you’ve got a shared
responsibility for how it works out. – Carole, 54, mortgagee

An absolutely fantastic idea! The whole idea of people sharing resources, having their
own place but being in a community where they don’t feel lonely or isolated, where
there are other people who can look out for each other, where they can share skills and
feel useful and valued. – Felicity 54, private rental

Being involved in the decision-making is vital. Absolutely vital. Yep. – Sarah, 76, ILU

Be interesting to be in the management meetings. If everybody knows that getting on
with one another is a necessary part of staying in that accommodation, I think it could
work well. – Wendy, 84, homeowner
That the model had implications for mutual care and support in older age was quickly understood:
You’re all in on the decisions, you’d roster who’s going to do the shopping for that
person, who’s going to make sure she’s OK. You’ve got enough people to have a roster
so that you only have to do a morning or afternoon (each) per week. – Libby, 83,
residential park

Myself and a few friends…we’ve all talked about getting together and pooling our
resources. The thought of having care on tap is probably the next stage…to have the
companionship and the support and sharing the financial burden a bit. – June, 50s,
mortgagee
Where interviewees did express doubt, it related to governance and privacy – both issues already
addressed under the OWCH model. Of the 23 participants, only two expressed significant disinclination.
Sarah explained:
I’m very wary because I’ve lived in flats with groups of people all my lifetime. Living here,
we’ve all learned that you’ll help somebody, and all of a sudden, you’ll find that you’re
the person doing the caring for that person when it’s supposed to be their family… Sarah, 76, ILU (social rental)
Patricia’s reluctance referenced a traditional model of ageing-in-place, one where ‘home’ was her known
neighbourhood:

10
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I love it, I think it's a great idea, but my security is in [inner Melb suburb]. It’s terrific, but I
won’t feel secure. I won't know the doctor and everything. – Patricia, 69, private rental
There was broad appeal of largescale cohousing among participants, with its inherent qualities around
social connection, defined role, and shared purpose particularly resonating.

Smallscale cohousing: ‘a great idea but not for me’
The next model to which we canvassed responses was ‘smallscale cohousing’. This model was based on
the international program Homeshare, already operating in Australia. Here, homeowners are matched with
tenants able to provide basic support/companionship in return for rent-free accommodation.20 The
‘smallscale cohousing’ model was framed by researchers as an option either for homeowners, or for
women seeking affordable housing.
Although Homeshare incorporated an ethos of mutual support similar to the principles underpinning
largescale cohousing, participants’ responses to this model of cohousing differed significantly. Whilst
almost all acknowledged Homeshare was an important add-on in a limited housing market, many
expressed strong reservations in relation to the practicalities of sharing accommodation and key concerns
around how the tenancy relationship would be managed:21
To live together, a pair would need the same interests, good living habits, they would
need to have yuan.22 – Mai Ling, 60s, experiencing homelessness

You’d have to come to agreement about some very specific things (though); what
happens if the person has friends calling and they’re not particularly salubrious? –
Wendy, 84, homeowner

Living with somebody else - sharing rooms - would not work for me. – June, 50s,
mortgagee

I have experienced co-living from having students. It was a very negative experience. An
older person can be quite vulnerable, to have that degree of participation into each
other’s lives doesn’t appeal to me. – Marian, 56, homeowner

Usually around 10 hours per week
Although It was explained that tenants are well-vetted, and the tenancy r is managed closely by an auspicing organisation, the
degree to which this was accepted/understood is questioned by the responses.
22
Translator’s note reads: ‘an ancient term equivalent to “God’s will’.
20
21
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It would be the last resort to be honest… - Libby, 83, residential park
The intimacy of sharing bricks and mortar with another person, as opposed to the independent living
quarters within the shared OWCH community, was framed as inherently problematic. Privacy, something
expressed as fundamental to all the interviewees, was seen to be compromised or threatened in the
Homeshare model. The concept of care in lieu of rental monies didn’t resonate in the way the mutual
exchange and reciprocity expressed in OWCH model seemed to.
The consensus around smallscale cohousing seemed to be, ‘a great idea, but not for me’, with not one of
the 23 interviewees expressing an intention to explore this as a future housing option.

Achievements, roles, and skills
Before introducing a third cooperative model with potential to support older women in aged care, the
peer researchers engaged participants in two visual activities. The first related to past roles and
achievements and the second activity explored the skills of older women.
The aim of the activities was to gain a richer understanding of the group’s collective capabilities, but also
to explore individuals’ sense of capacity and desire to contribute within any of the reciprocal models we
were putting before them.
Subsequent analysis of the interview data would reveal that a high number of women had experienced
significant setbacks in life, including personal loss and trauma, disability and ill health, family violence, and
substantial barriers to a decent standard of living. It was important to understand the lived experiences of
participants and consider to what extent poverty, for example, might diminish a sense of agency and
engagement.
For the roles and achievements activity, researchers shared images depicting a number of common
identities women might have held, such as ‘a professional’ and ‘a friend’, ‘part of a family’, or ‘my faith
group’. The cards were a prompt only; women were encouraged to describe roles and achievements
specific to their personal experiences.
Patterns emerged from this activity that were expected. For example, ‘mother’ and ‘grandparent’ were
almost always selected where applicable (but not by all mothers and grandmothers), but the selection of
‘spouse or partner’ was conspicuous by its absence.
Many of the women selected a card depicting a ‘carer’ and took the opportunity to describe their many
caregiving roles, often relating these to gender in accordance with the lens we had established around
this:
I had my father very ill for a long time and my mum, and in between time I had throat
cancer. I’m the oldest of eight (and) learned from the time I was two how to be
responsible. It’s only really been since my husband died that I’ve…I’m in a very different
place. I mean I’ve got to keep my eye on my daughter, but I went through a period
12
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where I was in an incredible fog. Eventually, a psychologist said to me, “you’re missing
your roles”. – Margie, 67, mortgagee seeking cohousing
Despite many interviewees having had careers, many of which were marked by seniority or status which
only came through in other parts of the interview, professional achievements and professional roles were
largely downplayed, and even ignored in some cases:
I remember when I was young and watched a TV series about social work, from then I
say, “I would like to be a social worker!’ So I study at the polytechnic, then I do my
Master's degree in England and then my PhD in Australia. I love to do something to help
people; I’m really happy you see to do some volunteer work, to help other people you
see, maybe social injustice or maybe other. – Michelle, 60s, mortgagee
Interestingly, individualistic narratives of status and attainment hardly featured at all, and material wealth
and assets barely got a mention, perhaps not surprisingly, given our target group was by definition
disadvantaged. But perhaps this is also characteristic of older age cohorts and older women in particular,
who are more likely to have been raised to nurture and put others’ needs before their own needs and
desires.
What was particularly notable in this exercise was the extent to which achievements were framed within, or
defined by, social relationships: not only the expected relationships with family and friends, but the
numerous voluntary and community-facing roles women had undertaken across their lives. Achievements
that seemed to speak to a collective good, of contribution to Australia’s broader social capital, featured
heavily:
I was a neighbourhood worker, encouraging groups to get together and do whatever…
You never retire from that, it’s in the opportunities that I get. They said, “there are a few
older people here who can’t trim back their trees” and so they had a barbecue. When I
door-knocked, there was only one family who said, “you’ll never get this street
together”. All of them came through. The year before last, my daughter was in our old
street and someone said, “you and mum should come to our street party next week”. It
had been going all that time, since 1985. – Margie, 67, mortgagee seeking cohousing
Moving on from roles and achievements, peer researchers asked participants to tell us about their skills.
Again, using image cards as a prompt, participants were asked to describe any skills they may have gained
across the life-course, both in relation to paid and unpaid work experiences. Researchers then asked them
to reflect on how these skills might be used to contribute to a cohousing community like OWCH model,
which all did without hesitation.
Administration. Bookkeeping, banking, dealing with utilities, contact with customer
service people. Um…I could assist with computer skills, bicycle maintenance, gardening
and housework. – Gabrielle, 56, WWOOFing
13
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With these skills still at the forefront of their minds, researchers then introduced our third cooperative
model for positive ageing: timebanking.

Timebanking: reciprocal care
Timebanking is a reciprocal volunteering model, one gaining traction in relation to supporting the needs
of ageing populations in a number of OECD countries and to a small extent in Australia.23 The model was
posed as a potential support for disadvantaged women in their ‘4th Age’ – a time beyond the ‘active third
age’ when they would be dependent on home help or home care to remain living independently. Of
course, there was no certainty participants would ever move into this 4th Age, but the intention was to
gauge whether they were attracted as ‘active ageing’ volunteers, or as people likely to need affordable or
free support in the future.
Researchers introduced the model by describing a successful Swiss initiative, where older people
routinely receive support from (usually younger, local) volunteers, who then clock up hours for their own
future.24
The initial response from participants seemed to align with what we noted about gendered expectations
that women will provide unpaid care and support. Many interviewees initially bucked at the notion of
expecting a reward in return for voluntary work:
That’s a peculiar question. It would be years and years of care provided to me. Like a
point system? I don’t know. I would like to think that there’s so many important things
that we have to offer without getting something back for it. – Carole, 54, mortgagee

This is sounding horribly commercial – I don’t like it as an idea! Compassion should be
compassion. It should be…oh no. – Lorraine, 73, private rental

I don’t think I’d particularly think about banking it – sounds as if you think you have a
right to it and I’ve never thought that. I wouldn’t expect it. – Wendy 84, homeowner

Volunteering’s about doing it for the here and now, not doing it for any kind of reward. –
June, 50s, mortgagee

Timebanking in elder care is developing in both the UK (see https://www.timebanking.org/what-is-timebanking/) and in parts of
Australia such as this NSW initiative: https://timebanking.com.au/home/Australia
24
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/swiss-city-set-to-launch-elderly-care--bank-/32209234
23
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When somebody needs help we should help them because that’s what human beings
do. It’s just totally natural to me. – Patricia, 69, privately renting in known neighbourhood

It’s normal to contribute to the community. I am involved in things and I do help people
to get around; I provide care and support. I have a friend who is going through hard
times and I am spending quite a bit of time with her. – Helena, 70s, volunteer educator
The ethos of reciprocity inherent in the timebanking model seemed to pose a challenge to participants’
framing of their own volunteer contribution – something we had often seen framed as ‘an achievement’ in
the card activity around roles and achievements.
After the timebanking example had been fleshed out further, peer researchers moved to reference
participants’ voluntary roles and unpaid contribution. The inference was not only that timebanking might
support younger women to ‘save’ for retirement, we also meant to infer a sort of quid pro quo in relation
to women’s unpaid contribution to the Australian economy more generally.25
Once participants understood this, and that timebanks were already operating successfully to support
older people, greater enthusiasm for the concept was expressed:
You get it back as credit? It’s brilliant! It’s a great idea in so many ways, because when
you volunteer it makes you feel good, right? Brilliant, absolutely brilliant! – Jan, 61,
public housing

So if you’ve done say 20 hours, you could get back…It sounds good! There’s so much
I’ve done… accompanying and advocating, reading, I go to medical appointments –
ringing up and making appointments as well. Well, I’ve had 38 years (volunteering). –
Marian, 56, carer
Many identified skills they might contribute:
I’m a justice of the peace, so, I do that. I’m also a mentor driver… - Gabrielle, 50s,
mortgagee

Once every two months I’m on the advisory board of **** Council. I love that! I ‘ve
always done voluntary work, even when I worked. I was with (NGO) for 12 years; on their
management committee for 8-9 years and the chair for a while… working 3 or 4 days a
week. – Libby, 83, residential park

25

Beyond raising their own children.
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I am involved in the **** Community Hub Committee, I am involved with on the high-rise
redevelopment of the estate, I have been involved in a number of committees with ****
Council, I was on its Learning Board, I was with **** Neighbourhood renewal
Committee, I am also involved in **** Refugee Mentoring Project that is based here, I
do voluntary work with them. I have a lot to offer, maybe in some managerial role? I also
take some gentle exercise classes, so I could give; I do a range of outings, and various
functions. I think I can bring a lot. – Felicity, 56, private rental

The neighbours know if they’re not well they only have to ring me and I’ll go and pick up
something for them from the shops… We all keep an eye on other. If the curtains aren’t
open or you don’t see someone you chase them up. – Libby, 83, residential park

There are many things I can do. Cooking? Yes. Whatever I can do I will. This is a great
caring system. – Ai, 60s, experiencing homelessness

The concept is when you help others, you are helping yourself for the future? If you ask
me to help someone now, at my stage (of my life), I would say “yes”. – Mai Ling, 60s,
public housing
Interestingly, perhaps again in line with the gendered expectation of being givers or nurturers as opposed
to takers, participants seemed more drawn to the volunteering component of timebanking, with few
positioning themselves as potential recipients of support.
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Diverse circumstances, shared concerns for the future
Having explored current and past circumstances in relation to housing, finances, and experiences of work,
and responses to our three cooperative models, we moved on to explore future scenarios with
participants.
We hoped to increase our understanding of women’s planning for the ‘4th Age’, without being overtly
personal: thinking about the future in terms of increased dependency can be confronting, particularly, of
course, if one’s capacity to make plans is limited by a lack of financial resources.
Using a fictitious case study and a screenshot depicting services available under My Aged Care (see
appendix A), researchers engaged participants in a general conversation encompassing:
• plans of family care;
• plans outside of family;
• any alternative plans; and
• participants’ knowledge of the aged care system.
We had expected there to be differences between the older women interviewed (some in their 80s) and
participants in their 50s (many of whom were still in paid employment with retirement more than ten year’s
away). And, indeed, a lack of planning was more common to the pre-retirees:
I don’t actually know what I’m going to do because I’m only a casual worker, so I am
really concerned about remaining employed and paying my mortgage. – Carole, 54,
mortgagee

I’m not there yet so it’s not really a priority, but I understand it is for some people… Gabrielle, 56, WWOOFing

For me it is bound up in finances …I have to turn my mind to it, but whenever I do I get
a bit freaked out. When you do need care, how do you pay for it? What’s involved? I
don’t understand that yet and it does scare me. – Johanna, 56, mortgagee
Tellingly, however, many of the women aged over 75 didn’t have formal care plans in place either. Aside
from the those with some home equity, only Eleanor, residing in a private rental, had a ‘nest egg’ of
$100,000 ‘for emergencies’. Others spoke vaguely of ‘relying on the council’26 or ‘family support’, but
formal arrangements such as going to live with children weren’t mentioned by any of the interviewees,
only assumptions:

Council-provided ‘home and community care’ services are now largely unavailable in relation to ongoing aged care; replaced
by individual packages from which services are then purchased.

26
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I never thought about it (financial support in old age); and I still don’t think about it. Well,
I’ve got five children! – Libby, 83, residential park

I think my children would probably want me to live with them… - Wendy, 84,
homeowner
Some of the women talked about continuing to provide support to their families, usually through provision
of care to grandchildren, but one mentioned doing domestic (house) work a few times a week. Other
focused on continuing to contribute as key to older age, using phrases such as “keeping busy”, “staying
useful” and “being relevant”.
Geographical factors evidently came into play in relation to family supports, with a number of participants
having children interstate or abroad for work. An area for future research might be the impact of migration
on family care for older people, something that will become increasingly common with employment
migration and the investor paradigm of housing driving ‘housing mobility’.
Some women weren’t keen to see their own experiences of caring for ageing parents replicated by their
own children, particularly daughters, expressing pride that their daughters were “career-focused” or “in a
good job”. Three of the interviewees were still providing care to an adult child and plans for their own
future were mitigated by this. Another three spoke of still providing care to former husbands.

Shared concerns
Mutual Appreciation participants expressed many common concerns for the future. The greatest was
having to enter residential aged care. This is not surprising, given residential aged care was being
investigated as part of a royal commission during the research.27 It is a fear that has also been noted in the
literature:28
I’d rather die. – Johanna, 56, mortgagee
Only Sarah, a former nurse whose accommodation was linked to a nursing home, was happy to move
“when the time comes”. Michelle agreed but for different reasons:
I don’t want to be a burden on other people… if one day I have to rely on the care of
others then I prefer to go to a nursing home. (But) I still want to feel at home, feel alive,
feel active. To feel connected as well. – Michelle, 60s, mortgagee
The top seven concerns for the 4th Age identified in one of the co-design workshops were as follows:
At the time the interviews took place, critical quality and safety issues had led to a royal commission into aged care
See https://hellocaremail.com.au/fear-moving-aged-care/; https://www.finleyregionalcare.com.au/overcoming-the-fear-ofmoving-into-aged-care/; https://www.smh.com.au/national/some-older-australians-consider-residential-aged-care-a-deathsentence-20190619-p51z69.html;

27
28
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1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

residential care – 44%;
loneliness/isolation – 33%;
lack of privacy – 33%;
loss of family – 22%;
lack of good food – 22%;
being irrelevant – 22%; and
loss of health – 11%.

From exploring concerns and plans for older age dependency, we wanted to end the interviews by giving
participants the opportunity to describe their own vision for a positive older age.

The ideal 4th Age
The 4th Age had been framed as a time beyond ‘active 3rd’ ageing, when the interviewee would need
regular support to continue living in the community. It was explained to participants that home support
was usually funded by the Australian government, via a home aged care package (HCP).
While a few of the interviewees had a good understanding of homecare from experiences as a paid or
unpaid carer, the majority appeared to lack fundamental knowledge and understanding around how the
aged care service system operates. Typically, most women we interviewed struggled to comprehend
‘care’ as it was communicated through the My Aged Care website, i.e. as a series of task-focused
activities. In fact, responses to the service menu shown to them by researchers verged on the perplexed,
characterised by:
I don’t know what you want me to say... - Bess, 83, homeowner

I would prefer to have one person to do the lot. So if I needed help with… (looks at list
of MAC services) ...if I needed help with shopping or cleaning, I would prefer the one
person. If she came once a week or so and I would say, “let’s go shopping today, or let’s
do the cleaning today”: I would like the flexibility. I don’t want to go with a private
provider, because they are only out to make money! – Britta, 70, homeowner

All those services were very good, but (my mother) was very lonely. And it was the
loneliness that actually ended up…she just couldn’t bear of being on her own after my
father died. The nights and weekends were the hardest thing. That’s why I think
encouraging people to share more and live communally are better. People need support
on evenings and weekends which these services don’t cover! – Felicity, 56, private rental
While the ageing-in-place narrative endured for some, it wasn’t a strong as we had expected it to be:
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To live independently and have the help that I need in the suburb that I know… - Ai, 60s.
experiencing homelessness

I’m lucky, I’ve some very good neighbours, two or three who are particularly supportive,
we look after each other. – Marian, 56, homeowner

I’ll have to move to access the equity in the house. Which is frightening because I’ll have
to move out of my area. I won’t be near the hospitals, the great public transport, my
friends, all of that. Short of winning the lotto, that’s what I’ll have to do. – Johanna, 56,
mortgagee

I think that staying at home for as long as possible seems to be the best thing to do for
lots of different reasons. So that’s what I’ll probably try to do. – Jan, 61, public housing
Participants talked about care as an emotion, or a relationship, no doubt shaped by lived experiences as
caregivers, mothers, daughters, partners, and sisters. This construct of care has implications for how we
might operate and organise homecare services in Australians to better meet the needs of older people,
particularly women. A rethinking of aged care and the desired goals of care recipients is necessary; goals
which don’t simply focus on ‘reablement’ and ‘activities’.
Whether as a consequence of housing stress and housing mobility, resulting from frequency of relocating,
or whether down to the more diverse and well-travelled experiences of the ‘baby boomers’, we also noted
a marked openness to moving house and community.
A reframing of ageing in place emerged, one more fluid than the ‘known neighbourhoods’ and ‘bricks and
mortar’ demarcations of the traditional model; a concept of ageing in place where innovative and diverse
models of housing might intersect across age and the financial circumstances of older Australians.
Of particular note was that older women talked about the importance of being part of a community, not
about ‘my community’. In this conception, ‘community’ was characterised by connected relationships:
Living in a community which you feel very much a part of. – Mary, 79, experiencing
homelessness

A sense of community is a very important thing, (feeling) a valued member of that
community. – Francesca, 72, social rental

To feel connected with others…coffee twice a week. Socialising, learning, interests,
comforts: whatever makes you feel good. – Bess, 83, homeowner
20
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Having fun. Friends and relatives. Love is important. – Sarah, 76, (social rental)
They’d say, ‘come and have a cup of tea’. And if you had a question or problem, other
women would give solutions…Just really supportive. – Ai, 60s, experiencing
homelessness

Friends caring and relationships. Learning and socialising, being kept clean if I couldn’t
do it for myself… – Francesca, 72, social rental

Sharing, or living in a house with shared facilities…your own place but in a community. –
Karen, 50s, private rental

To contribute to a better community, a better society where people are being looked
after, being cared for and financially secured…these things are very important! – Ai, 60s,
experiencing homelessness

I would like people around to communicate with, to chat with. To exchange information
and help each other…– Ai, 60s, experiencing homelessness

A natural garden with people wandering around…a community. A little village. – Shana,
56, private rental

So it is a real challenge now, what am I going to do? If there was a cohousing thing I’d
move in right now. – Margie, 67, mortgagee

I’d love to be able to share with someone, I’m sick of living by myself… – Jan, 61, public
housing
Where social connections and relationships might once have looked inward upon family, our research
suggests the scope for meaningful relationships is now broader than that for older women; it is less
familial and also less geographically bound:
I’ve kept such extraordinary friendships of women that I admire, like you would not
believe, like incredible human beings. People that have become more and more
incredible over the years, like they haven’t stopped at just being wonderful people and
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wonderful friends, they have become more and more extraordinary. I think that’s the
greatest gift. – Carole, 54, mortgagee

…so many benefits in a connected neighbourhood, connected people. That is what
underpins my interest in cohousing. There’d be thousands of older women that would
want to go into it. – Margie, 67, mortgagee seeking cohousing
While family relationships hadn’t necessarily diminished in importance (although ‘loss of family’ equalled
‘loss of good food’ in the ‘priority of fears’ table),29 the reduced involvement of families in the day-to-day
lives of older women might play a role, possibly driven by demographic and housing trends.
We also saw new articulations of ‘community’, away from the familiar and fixed neighbourhoods of
traditional ageing in place. Community was again articulated as being about meaningful relationships and
purposeful social roles; more of a ‘communities of choice’ frame than a geographical locus.
That’s another thing with old women who don’t have their home, feeling necessary. Most
people like to feel necessary to someone. – Wendy, 84, homeowner
Margie’s example straddles the two. She is well-connected locally, engaging with local people in regular
‘veggie swaps’ and community meetings, supporting neighbours who are unwell and so forth, but she had
initially connected with many of these neighbours in online social networks such as Good Karma,
Transition, and Rough Trade. These are networks shaped by shared values around sustainability, mutual
exchange of goods and locally-focused support.
Margie had moved to her disadvantaged suburb reluctantly, priced out of the area in which she raised her
daughter and then spent a number of years providing significant care for her husband. She was one of the
more engaged and connected interviewees we spoke with, but also the only one who was actively
exploring cohousing options to take her into older age.
Thea had also created an online community, speaking of over 1000 Facebook friends, many of whom she
hadn’t met, but who came to her for support and guidance because they ‘value my experience’ as a
disability carer and an advocate for asylum seekers.
Whether influenced by increasing housing insecurity, by changing patterns around family support, or
perhaps even by the individualism inherent in ‘consumer-driven’ ‘community’ aged care services, we seem
to be shifting not only from our ‘home ownership in retirement’ model, but also away from the fixed
rigidity of traditional ageing in place.
The concept of ageing in place emerging in our study is more fluid and adaptive, where neither home nor
community are physically fixed, but things that older women are capable of creating collectively. This is
shown by the openness of some participants to alternative living arrangements.
The prioritisation of fears and concerns was done at a later workshop, with attendees selecting their priorities from a list pulled
from the interviews.

29
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I packed up the house, finished up with my partner, finished up with my job and went
and did two months’ cycle-touring which was very low budget. After, I thought, ‘I don’t
want to be in the city anymore, I don’t want to be in the suburbs.’ So I looked up on the
WWOOFing website – have you heard of WWOOFing?30 – Gabrielle, 56, ‘WWOOFing’

As a Plan B, I often think that starting again, to live communally or in tiny houses, or a
van… Being environmentally friendly. I want to make as little impact on the earth as
possible and make it beautiful and um, as affordable as possible. – Carole, 54,
mortgagee

30

WWOOFing is a program whereby labour on organic farms is exchanged for accommodation. See https://wwoof.com.au/

23

MUTUAL APPRECIATION

New models for care
Australia’s model of residential aged care is largely medicalised and exclusionary, often isolating residents
from family life and the broader community.31 Older Australians rely on good homecare32 and having a
secure place to live is fundamental to good and consistent care:
The housing issue needs to be considered, resolved, before the components of care can
be arranged. – Bess, 83, homeowner

I would need a place to call ‘home’, where I can live peacefully and in security. Only
when I have this, then I can be happy. – Mai Ling, 60s, experiencing homelessness
Yet recent government-funded research shows extensive and systemic issues dominate, with services
marked by “extortionate fees, potential rorting and untrained staff.”33 The predominance of casual and
agency staff, of multiple workers delivering itemised units of care, has driven dissatisfaction with homecare
provision.
The lack of continuity in care, and resulting lack of relationships of care, seemed fundamentally at odds
with what older women told us they wanted for their 4th Age. Almost without exception, the women
interviewed articulated care as something experienced through meaningful relationships.
If someone’s coming into your home, at any age really, you want to feel safe with them
and trust them and build up a bit of a connection. You can’t do that if it’s different
people all the time. – Margie, 67, mortgagee seeking cohousing

People who really care what they’re doing too. The person who’s caring for you to
understand what your needs are, not like in a regimented situation. More friendly. Love
is important. – Sarah, 76, ILU (social rental)

I can’t imagine living in a place where’s there’s a turnover of staff and you become ‘the
woman in room…’ – Lorraine, 73, private rental

Andrews-Hall et al., 2007, Depression in Residential Aged Care. https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/7ad35fb2-bc14-4692-96b1c15d73072319/16256.pdf.aspx?inline=true
32
Productivity Commission, 2015, Housing Decisions of Older Australians. https://www.pc.gov.au/research/completed/housingdecisions-older-australians/housing-decisions-older-australians.pdf
33
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-03-06/at-home-aged-care-report-finds-fee-gouging/10871152
31
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That good care is experienced through a relationship is not a new concept: we see it in psychiatric care34
and emerging in dementia care.35 For older women, an instinctive relationships of care model may result
from lived and gendered experiences around caring for someone, as well as their understanding of the
importance of human connection and love in older age.
Arguably, this focus on relationships suggests there might be a sort of collective consciousness36 common
to older women, one structured by the prioritisation of meaningful social interaction and an outwardlooking sense of personal identity influenced perhaps by experiences of working collectively to contribute
to the broader social capital: in schools, local charities, helping older people, supporting families and so
forth.
The older women we interviewed for Mutual Appreciation were particularly interested in accessing
cooperative housing, due, it seems, to the attractiveness of the inherent cohousing principles of shared
purpose and mutual support. Cohousing emphasizes support in ageing through ongoing relationships and
reciprocity, with participants eager to experience care through the exchange of skills and a broader
contributing to the collective good of the community. These seemed to differ significantly from an aged
care service system focused around the purchase of units of service delivery by individual ‘consumers.
Our research shows that even full home owners would consider moving into cohousing if a suitable option
was made available to them. So while the importance of home as “a place to hold the memories” certainly
persists, women also see particular benefits in coming together, in pooling resources and appreciating the
mutual.
I just can’t believe how we’ve gotten there. It’s just ridiculous. Having this isolation in the
way we’re living. – Lorraine, 73, private rental

Something like a retirement village but it is particular for older women and to share the
skills and, to share the care and concerns among them. I think this would be a very
happy living community. I hope that I could be one of the members one day! – Shana,
56, private rental
With cooperation in the frame in relation to both housing and to low-level homecare, reciprocal and
cooperative models could play an important role in positive ageing. For older women experiencing
disadvantage, it might be a particularly appropriate and effective model for pooling both human and
financial resources. Research also shows there can be significant health benefits for women with robust
support networks in place.37 And while ideals around female solidarity are certainly not applicable to every
woman’s experience (and likely intersected by a range of social, economic and cultural factors), it is

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24760340
http://crackedondementia.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Relational-Caring-FINAL.pdf
36
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collective_consciousness
37
See https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2016/12/161213115055.htm; http://www.anapsid.org/cnd/gender/tendfend.html;
https://upliftconnect.com/why-women-need-a-tribe/; https://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/21/health/21well.html?_r=0
34
35
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possible that the benefits of the female tribe may become particularly relevant in older age, when we
depend on others.38
The ‘triple threat’ emerging for older women is undoubtedly encouraging an appetite for alternative
models of housing and support. So how would we get there? A good place to start might be in
addressing some of the primary push factors driving gendered inequality in older age.

Rethinking the care deficit
Were it possible to repay the unpaid contribution women make to Australia’s social capital the value
would be colossal and, for the current generation of much older women, a concept they would be unlikely
to support. But we increasingly need to think about mitigating the negative dividend of unpaid care and
community volunteering. Both are essential to our social capital, but increasingly incur penalties which
affect women greatly in older age.
As the baby boomers come to dominate the retirement sphere, the concept of zero housing costs will
further diminish. For women of the baby boomer generation, ‘sandwich care’ commitments, when caring
for children and older relatives is required simultaneously, combine with expectations to undertake paid
employment. At the same time experiences of family breakdown and violence, increasing job insecurity,
and late, if ever, entry into home ownership will grow significantly unless we urgently put policies in place
to better support women.
Marian has spent 30 years providing volunteering and unpaid caregiving. The economic value of her work
is inestimable, but likely to be far in excess of the carer allowance she received ($21,500pa) for looking
after two parents with Parkinson’s Disease and the Newstart payment on which she currently lives.
Without superannuation, Marian, like many others providing unpaid care,39 is particularly vulnerable to
poverty and to poor health. While the government offers some supports to Australia’s 2.7 million carers,
we need to go much further to mitigate the negative dividend of care.40 As Marian says:
I think some sort of superannuation scheme for carers [is needed], because I’ve saved
the government an absolute fortune, keeping parents out of a nursing home. And the
various things I’m doing in the community. You really have to really deplete all your
financial resources before you can qualify for Centrelink. I mean, I’d still do what I’ve
done in terms of looking after parents and things, but what it means for my own financial
future … You know how there’s that scheme for veterans? I think there should be a
similar sort of recognition for carers. Some sort of government superannuation scheme. –
Marian, 56, carer

https://upliftconnect.com/why-women-need-a-tribe/
While many carers are young, and many male, the average profile of the unpaid carer is a 55-year-old woman, making Marian’s
example typical
40
See https://www.carersaustralia.com.au/about-carers/statistics/
38
39
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In addition to a carer superannuation credit,41 it might also be useful to think about unionising unpaid
caregivers – they are workers after all. We might offer unpaid carers membership of an established union
representing the paid care sector, or look at organising a new collective bringing together self-employed
and gig care workers with family caregivers, supporting them to advocate for better ‘pay’ and conditions,
as we are now seeing unemployed workers cooperating,42 and digital collectives43 unionizing the
gig economy.44 Union membership is a defining principle of work.
We might also consider a return to alms (housing), or ‘industry’-tied housing for carers, as we saw with
‘model’ villages in the industrial era45 and re-emerging with Google’s new housing pledge.46 Our research
confirms the negative impact that unpaid caregiving has on housing in later life. Recognising and
recompensing unpaid care work as a fundamental pillar of Australia’s economic and social capital is
essential.

Rethinking homeownership
Another way we might move forward from the investor paradigm of housing towards a more equitable
and sustainable housing system is to tap into what already exists in cohousing, and to better resource it.
Where we direct incentives at builder-developers and arms-length social landlords, we could be providing
grants to emerging cooperative housing models. We already have good examples of privately-funded
cohousing communities in Australia, ‘baugruppen’-style initiatives offering design choice and affordability,
if you have some wealth to invest.47
In Common Equity Housing Ltd we see a successful template for socially-rented cohousing, but access is
critically limited.48 While “cooperatives run themselves, they don’t build themselves.”49 For cohousing to
develop into a cornerstone of Australia’s housing ecosystem, we will need to see “political will for longterm support and committed partnership(s)”.50
For most older women we spoke with, the cohousing alternative will remain out of reach, despite its clear
potential to save public aged care funds and to drive positive health outcomes at both the individual and
the community level. We identified that older women would like to see well-defined pathways to
cohousing and would move away from ‘ageing in place’ to access it. Yet funding continues to target a
deficit-focused housing system, rewarding developers of ‘affordable’ supply, CHPs, and a ‘retirement
villages’ model which yields benefits for industry, often at the expense of residents. ‘Welfare’ measures
For more details on the carer credit https://theconversation.com/carers-deserve-more-credit-in-the-retirement-incomes-debate39104
42
https://unemployedworkersunion.com/
43
https://iwgb.org.uk/
44
https://www.ft.com/content/25271b48-38eb-11e9-b856-5404d3811663
45
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bournville
46
https://theurbandeveloper.com/articles/google-announces-1bn-housing-plan47
https://theconversation.com/reinventing-density-how-baugruppen-are-pioneering-the-self-made-city-66488
48
https://www.cehl.com.au/
49
https://ldn.coop/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Co-operate_not_Speculate_2017.pdf.
50
http://www.gmhousingaction.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/Housing-futures-MAIN-REPORT-Final.pdf)
41
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targeted at supporting Australians in housing stress, such as Commonwealth Rent Assistance and social
housing, are not nearly enough, and effectively prop up the investor paradigm threatening ageing
Australians.
While cohousing garners increasing support from academics and advocates, cohousing, and other ‘hybrid’
models of homeownership, remain marginal in the Australian retirement housing system. If Australia is to
respond effectively to the two greatest challenges we face - property unaffordability and an ageing
population – only long-term approaches will suffice.51 This means we need to rethink ownership on a
broader scale, perhaps piloting some of the radical solutions being floated in parts of Europe, 52 and
consider strong calls to renationalise former public housing properties.53
Planning obstacles are fundamental barriers to housing alternatives like cohousing, and land values
constitute another key barrier: cooperative communities almost always rely on the donation or leasing of
land. While there are emerging trends which support more democratic control of Australian land community land trusts and ‘land holding’ are two examples – a tyranny of ownership persists. Ideally,
pathways to cohousing could be locally driven and community-led.

Pathways to cohousing?
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Locally-focused cohousing groups work with council, or a community housing provider, to
identify potential sites. The focus would be on utilising ‘lazy land’;
A feasibility study would be funded by state government with further funds made available
under a commonwealth cohousing grants scheme;
‘Pocket neighbourhoods’54 could be rapidly developed, with costs kept low through use of agefriendly prefabricated housing such as the Bunnings flatpack. Or CHPs could tender for funds to
develop a richer community;
Site infrastructure would be funded through the NHFIC;55
The resulting cohousing community could be fully self-governing, or administrated through a
CHP;
Residents could have lifeleases or socially rent, with affordable ‘ground rent’ covering
maintenance and shared site costs;
Site design would articulate private sufficiency, public luxury, with individual units kept basic
and common areas offering additional amenity;
The community might ringfence a unit for an (aged) support worker, perhaps under a
Homeshare-style ‘tied’ tenancy or employed by residents pooling (HCP) funds.

https://www.theguardian.com/business/grogonomics/2019/jul/15/a-shrinking-tax-base-is-a-recipe-for-disaster-for-our-ageingpopulation?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
52
In Germany, there are moves to ‘expropriate’ ‘big landlord’ housing into social housing. According to a recent study – 40 per
cent of Berliners aged between 45 and 55 are unlikely to be able to afford to stay in the city after they retire. Unless housing is
‘socialized’.
53
https://www.domain.com.au/news/berlins-grassroots-plan-to-renationalise-up-to-200000-ex-council-homes-from-corporatelandlords-807910/
54
https://www.forbes.com/sites/sherikoones/2019/06/07/the-allure-of-pocket-neighborhoods/
55
NHFIC can pay for essential infrastructure such as sewerage, plumbing, soil work. A new commonwealth cohousing stock fund
could be established to pay for appropriate tiny or small housing.
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If not cohousing itself, we might instead look at other ways of rethinking ownership – of conferring
collective ownership or governance rights.
Rental syndicates are useful to consider in the context of self-organised housing. Germany’s Mietshäuser
Syndikat is involved in more than 100 projects of rental syndication, for example.56 They’re not cooperatives; tenants would need their own capital for that. Instead, tenants create a housing association
which joins with the syndicate to form a private limited company. That company then buys and owns the
building, usually financed by ‘microcredits’ in the form of ‘tiny loans’ and crowdfunding, as well as
standard bank loans and support from the syndicate. The rents stay the same, even after loans are paid
off. Tenants administer the buildings and make the key decisions. The syndicate has the right to veto any
proposal to re-sell the property57.
Similar in ownership structure are tenant management organisations.58 The tenant management approach
confers ownership by giving tenants or leaseholders legal and governance rights.59 It has shown
substantial benefits in UK public housing that might resonate in our socially fragmented public housing
communities.60 A tenant management model might also work to mitigate some of the issues identified
with retirement villages and residential parks.
If well-organised and supported by (CHP) sector support where appropriate, cohousing initiatives not only
have the potential to empower residents to save money through pooled facilities, they also have been
shown to have strong environmental benefits.61
We might also rethink ownership in private apartment complexes in Australia. Here, blocks are managed
under strata title law, conferring individual ownership of part of a property, and shared ownership of
‘common property’ such as foyers. Residents often have little influence as a collective more broadly, for
example if they want to limit the growing market in short-term holiday leases. Yet prior to the strata
title/body corporate model, ‘company title’ defined ownership of Australian blocks. Here, buyers
effectively own shares in the common (whole) building, combining sole occupation with shared usage
through the issue of a share certificate with ‘right to occupy’, voting rights and so forth.
Crowdfunding is no substitute for government recognition of the drivers of housing stress for older
Australians and a long-term strategy to respond to this. However, the older women with whom we
collaborated in our co-design process saw potential for disadvantaged individuals to access
homeownership through cooperative and syndicated approaches to housing investment:

https://www.syndikat.org/en/
See https://www.syndikat.org/en/; https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46522118
58
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tenant_management_organisation
59
https://www.npv.org.uk/who-we-are/what-is-a-tmo/
60
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2009/sep/23/tenant-management-organisations-housing
61
https://theconversation.com/how-co-housing-could-make-homes-cheaper-and-greener-39235
56
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Crowded housing?
•

•
•

•
•

A property syndicate for small and ethical investors. It enables crowdfunding of (co)housing
developments;62 crowdfunding allows those generally excluded from the property market to
become owners;
The syndicate might purchase a small parcel of land and housing to long-term lease as a largemidscale cohousing community;
The syndicate might purchase a residential or caravan park, lifting it out of private ownership and
putting into the hands of the residents perhaps through a community land trust;63 through
cohousing or as a TMO;
A syndicated property investment could offer a long-term (albeit low) rental yield. There would
likely be increased land value over time too;64
The ‘social return on investment’ could be used to leverage funding for shared amenities.

However, any recalibration towards democratic urban planning would need to come from the top: “real
change happens where we see government commitment.”65 We can already see successes in communityled housing strategies emerging in the UK and Canada, where government funding for affordable housing
stipulates the active involvement of residents in development and planning. Canada’s place-focused and
long-term strategy to grow affordable housing stock has seen innovative funding models emerge, with
diverse and broad partnerships and community-led decision-making prioritised.66
If Australia is to lead from the top, a good place to start might be to recognise a fundamental human right
to adequate housing as the United Nations does.67 Although a signatory to the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, Australia lacks the domestic rights infrastructure needed to cascade a duty to house
through tiers of government. If a duty to house was in place, it might be enough to shift the onus from
commodified housing to one directly involving local residents, and towards participatory urban planning,68
which responds better to local needs and effectively creates communities of shared purpose and
meaningful relationships.

For examples see https://www.covesta.com.au/ ; https://helmsley.co.uk/property-syndicates/;
http://propertycollectives.com.au/2011/08/how-to-start-a-property-syndicate-in-6-steps/
63
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_land_trust
64
Deeds would stipulate that land not be sold for a fixed period (e.g. 30-50 years) or for development
65
Cause We Care House in Vancouver is an example of creative use of ‘lazy’ public land. There’s a library on the first floor, which
is topped by five floors of housing for women escaping domestic violence. Through a combination of local government land,
senior government subsidy and philanthropic donations, 21 mothers and their children have found stable and secure housing.
66
“Community-led housing broadly refers collective, self-organised housing characterised by high degrees of resident
participation, community ownership of land and housing, and underpinned by principles of mutual help and
solidarity.” https://housingevidence.ac.uk/our-work/research-projects/enabling-community-led-housing-through-localgovernment/
67
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FS21_rev_1_Housing_en.pdf
68
An urban planning paradigm that emphasizes involving the entire community in the strategic and management processes of
urban planning; or, community-level planning processes, urban or rural. It is often considered as part of community development.
Participatory planning aims to harmonize views among all of its participants as well as prevent conflict between opposing parties.
In addition, marginalized groups have an opportunity to participate in the planning process
62
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Rethinking care
Australia’s operating system of aged homecare seems essentially at odds with the constructions of
collective identity preferred by the older women interviewed for this study. Individualised funding of aged
care may have the potential to offer choice and control, but as a system it effectively fragments the
person-centred and holistic approach it espouses to be. We see a disconnection between My Aged Care
tasks and activities and the ‘magic wand for the 4th Age’ that interviewees described: one focused on
caring and supportive relationships.
Concurrent with rising numbers of women needing support, we have a growing market of isolated, nonorganised homecare workers,69 many undoubtedly vulnerable to disadvantage and exploitation
themselves, due to the casualised and poorly paid nature of their work. The explosion of agency-led care
and ‘on demand’ gig platforms exploits an un-unionized and insufficiently protected workforce, leading to
a fragmented marketplace of care which fails to reward women either as caregivers or care recipients.
Mutuality in provision of homecare – ‘social cooperatives’ of care – have potential here; not only for sector
workers, but for recipients of services. Cooperativism offers established service providers a way to
upgrade “by building the idea of partnership, or co-production, into the governance of service’s
organisation”.70 Another model might see cooperatives start small, in local circles of care provision with
the potential to expand neighbourhood by neighbourhood.
In Wales, interesting hybrid cooperatives are emerging, where former council services join in membership
with contractors and service-users to enter into a new collective. Here, member-owners are driving
particularly positive outcomes as a result of shared values rather than the usual focus on profit, something
that would fit well in the context of ideal 4th Age expressed by older women. A model might work
something like this:

Homecare cooperatives?
•

•
•
•

‘Circle cooperative’ is a smallscale, worker-owned homecare provider. Democraticallycontrolled by members, and with a neighbourhood focus, the circle cooperative supports
residents to age in place through ‘relational care’. Living and working locally, worker-members
have a personal stake in delivering good care for decent work;71
Circle coops could operate Buurtzorg-style,72 where strong neighbourhood presence from key
workers reduces ‘back office’ administration costs and managerialism;
Care is delivered through ongoing relationships: consistency of caregivers supports better
understanding of and responsiveness to the changing needs of care recipients;
As a registered provider, the cooperative would be eligible for homecare package funding;

See https://www.asuvictas.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Victorian-On-Demand-Workforce-Inquiry-ASU-Submission-20Feb-2019.pdf
70
https://www.stirtoaction.com/article/a-care-economy
71
https://decentworkgoodcare.com/resourceslinks/
72
https://www.buurtzorg.com/about-us/buurtzorgmodel/
69
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•

Care recipients could become cooperative members alongside the workers. This ‘hybridity of
ownership’ will drive values-led operations and help to build a community of shared purpose,
shared identity and local connection, just as our target cohort of interviewees articulated.

The social cooperatives of care is another way in which we might reframe traditional notions of ownership
into something more mutual - models with the potential to pay social dividends for older people needing
care at home, and perhaps for women at risk of poverty in older age.
In an economy that seeks to reward ‘aspiration’, we should consider directing some rewards to aspiring
collectives, to groups coming together to develop housing solutions that reach beyond investment
dividends to have a broader social impact: housing as a social relationship.
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Conclusion
def. thinkpiece – an article or paper based on opinion, ideas, analysis or discussion
rather than bare facts and figures. The aim of a thinkpiece is to promote new thinking
and generate debate; it does not represent a definitive policy position
This discussion paper, or ‘thinkpiece’, is intended to be a launch-pad for a broader conversation about
reframing ageing-in-place in Australia. Older Australians, including older women experiencing
disadvantage, need to be assisted to drive solutions towards equitable and supportive housing outcomes.
We need to address the significant and growing gaps in our housing market beyond our deficit-focused
support system, to resource women to build and test their own solutions to housing stress and financial
insecurity.
We need to innovate around the triple threat older women face: housing insecurity, unsatisfactory
homecare, and increasing loneliness.
It is hoped that the ideas, examples, and pathways mapped out below can work to pivot from page to
pilot, with financial assistance from decision-makers and other funders who recognise the importance of
grassroots approaches to challenging wicked social problems.
Older women have the skills, knowledge, creativity and agency to develop pilot programs and prototypes
and to develop models of cooperative housing and cooperative care, whereby they may provide mutual
support into the 4th Age. They do not yet have the financial and policy resources to get there - yet.

From the ‘thinksphere’
•
•
•

•

•
•

•

Recognise the fundamental human right to shelter by legislating a Duty to House;
Recognise that market failures of investor housing will only be mitigated by long-term, strategic
planning, led from the top but enacted at local level by participatory urban planning;
Community-led housing should be a compulsory component of all government resourcing of social
housing. Community-led housing, like participatory planning, involves significant, meaningful and
ongoing engagement of local resident groups in housing planning and development;
A fund to pilot locally-focused and locally-owned cooperatives of care should be introduced.
Worker-member and hybrid cooperative models of care have strong potential to provide decent
work for paid caregivers, and meaningful ‘relationships of care’ for older people in the community.
An aged care service system that focuses on ‘delivery’ of tasks, goals and activities of care ignores
what care means to older people: a relationship;
Unpaid care work is just that: work. The contribution of women’s unpaid care to Australia’s
economy is immense. Caregivers need to be better supported and represented as a sector.
Recognition, representation and the capacity of unpaid carers to advocate around pay and
conditions will help drive gender equity for Australian women, recompensing the negative
dividend of care;
Exchange-focused online networks are creating communities of reciprocal support all over
Australia, many with a place-based focused which sees them filling the gaps left by the withdrawal
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•
•
•

of council services. We should reward these aspirant communities. Rather than solely resourcing a
deficit model of housing, governments might resource an ‘aspiring communities’ model of support,
funding them to trial innovative programs and models of community support;
Pay a ‘carer superannuation credit’ to those in receipt of the Centrelink carer payment;
Include a housing component of the carer credit: for example, priority access to social housing or
an ‘return to alms’ fund;
Cohousing development: people from all age cohorts and backgrounds would like to see clear and
accessible pathways into cohousing. Cohousing has great potential to create community, and to
provide low-level support for old and young. It saves money and has implications for the
sustainability of our environment and urban spaces. State governments need to release underutilised land and assess the funding feasibility of cohousing sites: these can start small but grow
into something more age- and ability-appropriate over time.

The findings of Mutual Appreciation suggest Australia needs to set audacious goals to address system
failures inherent in both our investor model of housing and our aged care paradigms.
Without a new approach, these failures will continue to increase in prevalence and impact, as a large
cohort of disadvantaged women, including paid and unpaid carers, single women and mothers, and those
who experience late entry into home-ownership, move into retirement.
In conclusion, this co-design study will inform further work Per Capita is doing on housing models for older
people, including a 2019 project with The Australian Centre for Social Innovation (TACSI), as key thought
leaders in housing and care solutions for older Australians.
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Appendix A: case study and My Aged Care screenshot

Lily is 83. She lives in public housing in Bendigo, in a small block without a lift, on the 2nd floor.
Diagnosed with arthritis, Lily managed well until she had a fall 6 months ago.
Now she struggles to leave her unit, struggles with housework and her personal needs.
She’d like to live closer to friends in Melbourne but cannot afford to move.
Lily currently receives a Home Care Package Level 2 and is waitlisted for a Level 3 package.
She is worried she may have another fall and end up in residential aged care.
Lily is feeling more and more socially isolated.
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Appendix B: In Her Own Words – selections from the interviews
At 54, Carole still works as a disability carer. Providing support and unpaid care to her adult son and
his children half the week means she can only work casual shifts, just covering her mortgage. Carole
was a sole parent from the age of 17.
On housing:
Because I did it cheaply, myself – it doesn’t have good resale value. If I was to sell, I wouldn’t
be able to buy here again, that’s for sure. And because my kids live nearby, I want to stay in
the area. But the housing is too expensive and the shopping is expensive as well. I’ve got really
bad arthritis and I’ve only got about 20,000 in super and I’ve got the mortgage. I am really
concerned about remaining employed and paying my mortgage. I often think that selling and
starting again, to live communally or in the tiny houses, or in a van or something…
On unpaid care:
My work life has been all over the place simply because of being in between children and
caring. After mum died I had a sister with serious drug and alcohol issues and she would come
and stay with me for months and months. We cared for mum when she was dying. It was really
hard, really hard. (Later) My dad moved into my house when he was in palliative care…It nearly
killed me! And one of my kids is quite…unwell, he struggles with mental health and life has
been really fucked up for him lately. His kids come to me from Thursday to Sunday (and) I
spend a lot of time with them because the kids are a bit traumatised.

Sarah, 76, has lived in her independent living unit (ILU) in regional Victoria for over 10 years. The ILU is
linked to a community aged care service provider. A former hospital nurse, Sarah is experiencing
diminishing mobility as a result of having polio in childhood.
On housing:
It was costing me close to $300 a week in (private rental), which gobbled up quite a bit of my
very small amount of my superannuation. I put my name down and waited for 12 months (for
the ILU): $95pw, cheapest rent in Australia and any repairs are done immediately, there’s no
bickering or arguing.
On cost of living:
I used to have at least $200 left over from the pension each fortnight. It’s only $50 now, prices
have gone up, petrol has gone up. Other bills have gone up. I don’t have a landline anymore. I
can no longer afford to do all those things that I used to do. I simply haven’t got the
money…Women with high incomes don’t have too much of a problem. But it’s the ordinary
little Jo Blow. People will tell you the pension is a living wage, it is not. We pay (the
unemployed) $250 a week! You can’t even afford to get around to all the interviews, to go for
all the jobs you’re supposed to. There’s something wrong with the way we think in this country.
We’re greedy, we’re complacent.
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Gendered pay:
I was a nurse in the public health system for 45 years… our pay wasn’t very good…it was
virtually like living on the pension now. I didn’t buy a house because I thought, ‘I can afford to
pay, but if I get sick for an extended period I’m up shit creek without a paddle. I had to retire
early, because I just couldn’t – physically - do it any longer.
Social capital:
I don’t have family and grandchildren and I didn’t have the money to go off travelling. You
really do have relevance deprivation when you retire - it happens with men a lot. I’ve joined lots
of clubs and organisations – I went out and joined everything! I got involved with (advocacy
organisation) and on the policy committee of (another advocacy organisation). Also at the
Department of Health and Human Services as a consumer on a committee to do with older
people in acute care… the level of bureaucracy, the bullshit. They don’t listen to the voices of
older people.
On informal support networks:
I’ve got a nice group of blokes! ‘Ed’ from the nursing home comes over and chats. I’ve got
‘Billy’ who helps me with the garden. I’ve (also) got ‘Wayne’ and ‘Gianni’, (but) nobody really
rings to say, ‘Are you OK?” They’re getting old like me…
On ageing population:
We’ve known for 30 odd years we’re going to have this big ageing group of people and
nobody has done planning or anything. Housing has largely been left up to private enterprise in
terms of retirement villages and what have you.
On community:
We don’t live in communities anymore. I think you need to have a good, cohesive group, who
are multi-skilled, older women. I think if older people want things to change, older people have
to stand up. I’ll be 80 (soon); what do I want to do with those last years? Well I’ll be quite happy
to have a fight!
On ideal 4th Age:
Love’s an interesting thing, isn’t it? I’ve always seen love as being really an action not an
emotion. Socialising… a circle of conversation would be good. Learning is very important to
me.

Johanne lives in a property in Brunswick with a ‘decent size’ mortgage. In her 50s, she continues to work
full-time in child protection.
On housing circumstances:
A friend was selling and we did the deal without real estate agents…a way of getting into the
housing market with less drama. I realise how fortunate I am, so close to hospitals, public
transport and all those things that I’ll need down the track – well not ‘down the track’, now. I do
feel a little bit vulnerable because I’m single and with a decent sized mortgage still, I literally
can’t not work for a week. I’m very conscious of needing secure employment for at least the next
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10-15 years. I have no savings whatsoever. I’ll keep working until I’ve paid off the mortgage and
I’ve got enough available in super or in the (age) pension. I’m 55 now so at least 67. Probably
longer.
On sole parenting:
I’m a single mother. His father was around but I did the lion’s share. I still am I suppose – you
don’t stop helping them. It’s only since my son left home that I’ve been able to think about the
next stage for me and start planning – particularly financially – because I just had no spare
money.
On 4th Age:
I’ve got three sisters – we’ve talked about getting together and pooling our resources. It might
be a good idea to have the companionship and the support and sharing the financial burden a
bit. I feel most vulnerable not having the financial resources to have choices that work for me. In
terms of care, I’ll probably have to go with whatever I can afford and I don’t think that will be
much.

Mai Ling is a 60yo former Chinese national. She is employed but lacks secure housing:
On the migrant experience:
Australian society is pretty good. Many of us are immigrants. We form a multicultural society
here.
On gender:
There is a big gap. Women work hard for families, women work hard to survive in this world, they
are not lesser than men. I think women’s issues ought to be emphasized, especially older
women… From my point of view, I think a woman ought to be financially independent. Then gain
respect in living. Even though I am becoming ageing, I am still working hard to plan for the
future.
On unpaid work and volunteering:
Probably 20-30% in my teens. I think it’s about 80% in my mid age or even about 85%. Now, as I
go into ageing, I have to have more involvement. Though I work, whenever I have a moment, I
have volunteering in my thoughts….we human beings need to contribute. My friend led me into
the community, (and) it opened my eyes. I think people have to be participating something
where they live in order to find their meaning in living. I was showing my gratitude to the society.
My awareness and desire to serve, to contribute, grows as I age.
On co-living:
So, I think of this group-living as a community living. May it be age differences, may it be health
difference, I think such sharing and contribution may be a way to help selves live better. When
people are together, caring together, this is what makes life continue. This is a good model for
older people in this period. If older people are living by themselves, they lack talking partners,
they could deteriorate and move into Alzheimer’s. I would like people around to communicate,
to chat with, to exchange information. I would like them to help each other - just like cohousing
proposes. Such would be very suitable for older age. I may not be superb in anything, but I can
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do many things. I would so look forward to being in many people’s company to spend each day
happy because our life is finite; we would need to be happy when we are together. Such would
be my meaning of life.
On ideal 4th Age:
To stay at home by oneself - I wouldn’t say it’s not good, but as far as for older people, such
would set them up for being lonely. My mum had her fall about 1 am and she didn’t reach her
telephone ‘til about 5am to ask for help. So, I think single living becomes more and more
unsuitable when one gets older. I sincerely hope that (small- and larger-scale) types of (cohousing) are made available. I think from my point of view I would need a place to call “home”,
where I can live peacefully and in security. the basis of having the ability to do things is to have
secured housing.

Margie is a mortgagee. She appreciates how fortunate she is to be on the property ladder after
spending much of her working-age life caring for her chronically ill daughter, her parents and her nowdeceased partner. When able to undertake paid employment, Margie worked as a community
development worker, an experienced that carries through to strong local connections and a particular
interest in cohousing.
On cohousing:
I really looked into (one cohousing community) because as I am older and was caring for my
husband…he had a lot of health issues under a lot of different specialists... I really don’t want to
be alone.
On community:
There are people there from 75 to little tots…a lot of single women. You see (the kids) knocking
on their door at half past seven and they it’s great for the parents. You know…it’s real family.
On housing options:
I think it’s really because these new models haven’t been done before…there’s an opportunity to
create really good models. Urban Coop are a sub-buyer in cohousing. Initially they had a
partnership with (a social housing provider) to have some units and provide some of the
management, but the financial model wasn’t going to stack up and they’ve ended up going with
Nightingale.

Marian, 84, has lived in Frankston for more than 40 years. An outright homeowner, her income is the full
age pension. Marian married young – not unusual in the mid-20th century – having to give up work upon
marriage. Her husband worked in the RAF and they moved regularly in those early years.
On housing:
We did talk about housing a lot, the wives. It did affect my awareness of the problem. I was
aware that having a permanent home was important from (being) a young thing…in my 20s.
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On unpaid contribution:
I sat down. It was Wednesday morning and I had been to five meetings already that week. I was
feeling a bit…’this is ridiculous’.
Even when Marian’s children had outgrown supervised activities, she spent significant time in unpaid
roles, in addition to caring for her ageing mother. She was president of one Victorian health charity for
more than ten years and had an extended role on the local council’s disability advisory committee.
When her marriage broke down in her 40s, Marian was aware that she would need to think of her future
in financial terms. Although superannuation was now a common feature of employment, there could not
been significant time in paid employment to accrue enough to see her into old age.
On capacity to save for retirement:
By that time I was in my 40s, so I didn’t have a chance to build (super) up. I had just started work
and it sounded good, working at a library at high schools, but it didn’t pay very well! I went back
to university (to) get a better job. But by my late-40s, you couldn’t get a good part (time) paying
job. And I wasn’t in good health, I’ve always had bad asthma…
On bricks and mortar:
That’s why I wanted the house. I had heard of cases where there’s been a divorce and then
you’re in trouble, you don’t have anywhere to live. People don’t realise just how easy it is to step
into homelessness. I’ve met quite a few women who are not necessarily homelessness, but you
know, teetering… Well I’m very lucky, because I own this house. I don’t have to worry about rent
or anything else. That came through a divorce settlement. I said I wanted the house paid for
rather than money. I thought about it quite carefully and decided that a secure place to live was
more important than an income. So I got the house (and) it has been wonderful.

Maureen raised four children while caring for ageing parents, both with Parkinson’s disease.
Consequently, she has spent little of her life in paid employment and hasn’t had the opportunity to
accrue superannuation. While she fully owns her home, she has ‘substantial debts’.
On being a carer:
I worked full-time and then made that decision that I had to give up work. It started off as just a
short-term thing, but then the second, other parent became ill…I don’t see that I would be going
back to earning a wage to be able to contribute to superannuation. I’m 56 now and the
retirement age in terms of aged pension is 65…
On retirement income:
I always manage to make bills but some days of the week I need to go to the foodbank. It
destroys me to not have $10 or $20. I know a lot of people do (survive on the age pension), but
having seen my parents, it depends on people’s health. To be unwell is very expensive, even
with Medicare. If I develop Parkinson’s, seeing what happened to both my parents… I’ve got a
bone density issue, I fractured my back just lifting up this chair (and) I have to be careful of that
down the track.
On volunteering:
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I picked up from my mum that your family is your first priority, but around that you do things in
the community. When I became a carer, I was on various sorts of reference groups for the council
and I’m on a number of committees. If I’m asked to do something I just do it… Monday’s my day
for volunteering at the local hospital. Then there’s the opp shop. (Volunteering’s) a requirement
of Newstart, but I would have been anyway. Last week I volunteered at **** doing a newsletter
mail out. I’ve been volunteering there for 15 years, longer than the staff.
On ideal 4th Age:
I would like to remain in my own home. I’ve seen nursing homes and I don’t like them. I like
those sort of schemes where, if you have to, you draw on the money in your home (equity) and
pay for additional care and things at home. Having people come in…I’d like to think that my kids
would give a bit of a hand. But I wouldn’t expect them to be a full-time carer as I did. My
daughter is very much the career girl. I like to think my partner and I would give each other a
hand although he’s older than I am. There’s also the children’s father, giving a hand looking after
him …I feel obliged to do that.
On the aged care service system:
It’s a very big-time commitment. I’ve got a certain level of intelligence and I speak English well,
tertiary-educated and things, but the amount of times I’ve tried to get my head around NDIS or
My Aged Care and care packages – it sounds good in theory. You get the money and you
purchase the services, but I prefer the model where you have a case manager and the case
manager attends to all that.
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Introduction
Once considered a short-term housing option primarily for young adults, the private rental housing sector
now accommodates 27 per cent of all households in Australia, with residents renting for much longer
periods than in previous decades.1
With diverse housing types covering a geographical range from urban to rural, the private rental sector
can work well for the 6.3 million renters who can afford it.2 But for the 2.65 million Australians that qualify
as low income renters, housing insecurity is a significant and growing problem.
As part of a complex housing continuum, private rental housing in Australia has changed significantly over
recent decades, affected by steep increases in property values due to domestic and global policy trends.3
In a cultural narrative that frames housing as a financial asset,4 the residential rental market is structured to
incentivise investors, most of whom fall into the top three quintiles of income distribution, while largely
failing tenants, most of whom are in the bottom 40 per cent of earners.5
Within debates around rental housing affordability, older Australians are often characterised as “cashedup retirees”, hell-bent on maximising their wealth through property assets.6 The reality is more complex.
As a demographic, older Australians hold more housing wealth than younger people, but home ownership
in retirement is in decline. Australians face mortgage rates 600% higher than 30 years ago,7 and factors
ranging from unaffordability to family breakdown are increasingly driving people into the private rental
sector, particularly older single women.8 The surge in demand for affordable housing means one third of
Australians now live in private rental accommodation, equalling rates of home ownership.9
Where state-subsidised ‘public’ housing once provided a safety net, a notable withdrawal of government
investment has taken place over the past two decades, leaving increasing numbers of Australians
experiencing housing insecurity and vulnerable to homelessness.10
While housing insecurity does not discriminate by age, it does have particular implications as we age.
Understanding this, The Australian Centre for Social Innovation’s (TACSI) Future of Home initiative11 and
Per Capita’s Centre for Applied Policy in Positive Ageing (CAPPA) are providing clarity on how the current

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-10-18/melbourne-renters-overtaking-home-ownership-are-laws-keeping-up/10375226
https://apo.org.au/node/260686
3
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/understanding-the-housing-continuum
4
https://cityfutures.be.unsw.edu.au/documents/525/C2_The_housing_story_An_Australian_Perspective.pdf
5
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/2802/AHURI_Positioning_Paper_No149_The-Australian-private-rentalsector-changes-and-challenges.pdf
6
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/feb/20/cashed-up-retirees-getting-a-refund-for-tax-they-never-paid-wevehit-peak-rort
7
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/44953/AHURI-Final-Report-319-Mortgage-stress-and-precarious-homeownership-implications-for-older-Australians.pdf
8
https://www.yourlifechoices.com.au/news/single-older-women-at-risk
9
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4130.0
10
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2019/jul/18/australia-lost-20000-public-housing-units-in-a-decade-study-finds
11
https://www.tacsi.org.au/future-of-home/
1
2
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configuration of Australia’s housing system can act as a barrier to achieving a home for good in older
age.12
The precariousness of private rental housing in Australia has come sharply into focus in the context of the
coronavirus pandemic. In March 2020, Prime Minister Scott Morrison announced “relief can be provided
for tenants…in hardship conditions…ensuring that tenancy legislation is protecting those tenants over the
next six months.”13 This acknowledges the housing insecurity that many private tenants face every day.
This policy brief, the second in a series looking at housing options for an ageing population, draws on the
work of Per Capita and TACSI, to explore and propose new and innovative pathways for housing,
including private rental housing.

https://percapita.org.au/our_work/home-for-good/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/live/2020/mar/20/australia-coronavirus-live-updates-nsw-victoria-qld-tasmania-closedborders-travel-ban-cases-tally-schools-stimulus-qantas-latest-update-news?page=with:block-5e7437418f085c6327bc37eb

12
13
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Policy framework
The three critical functions of home
Home ownership plays a strong role in defining identity and status for Australians. The bundle of legal
rights that come with owning your own home are designed to confer security and control, but they can
also shape our physical and social sense of community.
Australia’s private rental housing sector increasingly needs to cater to a diversity of tenants and for much
longer periods. Within this context, research has identified that older Australians have particular needs.
Across five years, The Australian Centre for Social Innovation (TACSI) has explored what a good home
means to older people. Their findings identified ‘three critical functions of home’:
Asset: Rather than financial equity, the real asset in relation to housing is security of tenure,
enabling choice and control of your living circumstances and how you live your life.
Gateway: Good homes connect us to others and to our community, critical to reducing loneliness
and isolation.
Expression: Home is where we express and evolve our identity. Having control over our space and
being able to invest in ‘place’ enables us to form stronger and more congruent identities.
As TACSI explains:
Knowing you can wake up in your own home tomorrow and have control over when and where you
move enables a wider sense of self-determination and self-efficacy – a feeling we’re in charge of
our own existence...It gives us the freedom to invest in ourselves and our surroundings.
For older people:
The ability to regulate the flow and quality of relationships through the home is critical to reducing
loneliness and isolation. A good home enables us to ‘open the gate’ for interaction and support
from others. It also enables us to ‘shut the gate’ for time alone, or to feel safe in our own
sanctuary.14
In addition:
Having control over our space gives us the ability to display who we are and show our personalities
– these spaces express who we’ve been, who we are and who we may become…to do the
activities and hobbies that give us meaning and purpose. Being able to invest in a home and
community enables us to form stronger and more congruent identities.15

14
15

https://www.tacsi.org.au/future-of-home/importance-of-home-as-we-age/
Ibid.
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Per Capita’s research on ageing has also uncovered complementary evidence in relation to the housing
needs and desires of older Australians.
Our 2015 report, The Head, the Heart and the House examined housing in the context of later life through
a lens of behavioural economics. We identified:
Home means…much more than a place to lay your head… (it is) a physical space of privacy and
refuge…a repository of history and memories…a way of feeling in control of life and managing
uncertainties…16
Our 2019 project Mutual Appreciation, a co-design research with older women experiencing
disadvantage, further identified an additional housing preference for older Australians, one which speaks
to housing as a social relationship.17 Mutual Appreciation participants expressed that they would prefer to
live in small and well-connected ‘pocket neighbourhoods’, communities designed to promote the informal
networks that are critical to wellbeing and quality of life in later life.18
In the context of residential rental housing, these findings from TACSI and Per Capita suggest our policy
settings ignore what older Australians really need. The precarious nature and poor quality of rental
housing, combined with a weak regime of tenant rights, make the sector particularly unsuitable for older
people. With the affordable end of the sector often concentrated in suburbs distant from key infrastructure
and services, private rental housing has even been shown to drive older tenants into residential care
prematurely, despite Australia’s aged care service system prioritising the known preference of older
people to age in place.19
How then might we recalibrate policy settings in Australia’s residential rental market, to ensure it delivers
these three critical pillars of a good home for older Australians?

Millane, E. (Per Capita, 2015) The Head, the Heart and the House, pp12
https://percapita.org.au/our_work/mutual-appreciation-a-social-innovation-thinkpiece/
18
https://percapita.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Mutual-Appreciation_formFINAL.pdf
19
https://www.thesenior.com.au/story/5416202/older-renters-living-on-edge/
16
17
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Policy context
System complexity
Australia’s housing system is complex, with policy levers operating at Commonwealth, state/territory, and
the local government level.20
State/territory government
Residential tenancies – and housing more broadly - are a state/territory responsibility. Residential
tenancies legislation is fixed at this tier and then regulated within a framework of consumer affairs.
Stamp duties and land taxes further shape the (rental) housing market at the state/territory tier. These
taxes can influence buyer decisions and may affect rental supply. For example, stamp duties can influence
whether an older homeowner ‘downsizes’, freeing up a family-size home or land for higher density
housing. The Property Council describing stamp duty as a “dreadfully inefficient tax that is a drag on the
economy and kicks every house buyer in the shins.”21
The states influence affordable housing supply in a funding partnership the Commonwealth Government,
with a number of ways of releasing non-residential land for residential development. Through state and
territory planning frameworks, they shape environmental considerations for new housing including
guidance around density and zoning provisions, which are then administered at the municipal level.
Federal government
The federal government supports state and territory governments through a National Housing and
Homelessness Agreement (NHHA).22 This agreement has an explicit focus on increasing affordable
housing, principally through community and ‘social’ housing,23 but also provides funds for homelessness
services which must be matched by states/territory governments.24 An additional $1 billion National
Housing Infrastructure Facility helps state and territory governments to partner with local councils to
develop the key infrastructure when new housing development requires it.25
The federal government intentionally aims to influence rental housing supply through two fiscal policies:
negative gearing and the capital gains tax discount. When introduced in 1985, the intention of negative
gearing was to increase supply of private rental housing, thereby taking pressure off governments to
supply housing.26 Negative gearing was and is also expected to stimulate the economy through
construction and flow-on industries. The policy allows landlords to offset property expenses, reducing
personal income tax.

https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/understanding-the-housing-policy-levers-of-commonwealth,-state-and-territory,and-local-government
21
https://www.propertycouncil.com.au/Web/Content/Opinion_Pieces/National/2016/Housing_supply_and_housing_affordability.a
spx
22
https://www.dss.gov.au/housing-support-programs-services-homelessness/national-housing-and-homelessness-agreement
23
‘Social housing’ is an umbrella term for government-funded ‘commission’ housing and not-for-profit, ‘community’ (sector)
housing.
24
In 2019-2020, this amounted to $125 million.
25
https://www.nhfic.gov.au/
26
https://www.smartpropertyinvestment.com.au/research/15361-a-short-history-of-negative-gearing
20
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In capital gains tax policy, a discount of 50% operates for individual taxpayers with an investment property
that has been retained for at least 12 months.27
Broader national policies such as migration and infrastructure funding are also seen to influence rental
supply.28
On the demand side, the Commonwealth Government supports low-income renters through the
Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) subsidy. More than a decade ago, the Henry Tax Review called for
CRA to be “based on rent paid”,29 yet it remains ndexed to the Consumer Price Index (CPI), and does not
accommodate cost differences for renters in different parts of the country. The gap between rates of CRA
and the real cost of renting is a factor driving frequent house moves.30 This leaves older renters vulnerable
to social and service isolation,31 both known risk factors for poor health.32
Local government
The power of local government is controlled through Local Government Acts. In relation to housing, their
responsibility chiefly focuses on urban planning and building regulations, not on housing development or
delivery.
While local governments may be well placed to understand local housing needs, most only engage with
the private rental sector through the collection of residential rates. Some authorities have, however,
developed housing strategies within their municipal planning frameworks. These seek to analyse and
project demand and supply and identify local groups in particular housing need, and undoubtedly help
local governments to co-ordinate planning and community activities across the long-term.
Local community infrastructure like libraries and community hubs also have an impact on the desirability of
a location, with greater amenity likely to push up rental prices.
Within these three interconnected government tiers, low-income renters navigate the system principally
via three pathways: the mainstream real estate agent model; informally, by directly accessing rooms and
dwellings privately managed by landlords and sub-landlords; and through housing support pathways
provided by community housing and welfare agencies.

A supply problem?
In Australia, lack of market regulation, insufficient supply-side policies and distortionary fiscal incentives
lock people out of homeownership. Australia has amongst the most expensive capital city housing in the

https://www.echoice.com.au/guides/capital-gains-tax-calculated/
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/understanding-the-housing-policy-levers-of-commonwealth,-state-and-territory,and-local-government
29
https://treasury.gov.au/sites/default/files/2019-03/University-of-Sydney-Yates-att-2.pdf
30
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-03-22/how-western-sydney-rental-stress-means-families-always-on-move/12070114
31
https://www.acsa.asn.au/getattachment/Publications-Submissions/Social-Isolation-and-Loneliness/1015-Social-Isolation-andLoneliness-Paper.pdf.aspx?lang=en-AU
32
https://www.aginglifecarejournal.org/health-effects-of-social-isolation-and-loneliness/
27
28
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OECD and with wages failing to match the tripling in land and property prices across three decades,
Australians of all ages are moving into private rental housing.33
With more than one third of residential renters spending over 53% of their income on housing costs, the
lack of affordability in the sector is proving critical in its impact on the health and wellbeing of those who
choose or who are driven into rental housing, who also face increased risk of financial hardship and
homelessness.34
For older Australians, a recent ‘annual rental affordability snapshot’ from Anglicare shows that only 0.3% of
rental properties in Melbourne were affordable for a single person on the age pension – even fewer than
in previous years.35
This chronic unaffordability in the sector is often blamed on a lack of supply, a narrative that justifies a
number of fiscal incentives for housing developers, the construction industry, and the ‘mum and dad
investors’36 who dominate the rental market. This lack of supply has also historically been linked to foreign
investment in the rental housing market; such was the impact that the federal government announced
significant changes to foreign ownership in the 2017-2018 Budget to limit market access to foreign
buyers.37
But supply issues are only part of the rental unaffordability story.
The privatisation of housing finance from the 1980s onwards saw the Commonwealth Bank and state
government banks effectively removed from having a key role in mortgage finance “as had been the case
prior to deregulation.”38 The deregulation of the banks both in Australia and internationally has set new
criteria for home loan finance and supported global trends enabling small-scale property investment even
for those with little capital to invest. For example, there was a 42 per cent increase in the volume of
lending to housing investors over the 10 years from 2006–16, compared with an 8.4% increase in lending
for owner occupation across the same period.39

Market gaps: a failure of policy?
Despite significant government intervention aimed at increasing the supply of affordable housing, there is
evidence that the mechanisms in place may be insufficient or ineffective.
For example, research from Housing Industry Australia shows that Australia is providing more than enough
new residential properties to accommodate population growth;40 that is, there are enough new properties
to house Australians. The problem appears to be that we are providing too many of the wrong types of

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/BriefingBook45p/HousingAf
fordability
34
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3184071/
35
https://www.anglicarevic.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/41_Rental_Affordability_Report_FA_LR_03.pdf
36
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/mum-and-dad-investor
37
https://www.pwc.com.au/publications/federal-budget-2017/housing-tax-measures.html
38
Tiernan, A., & Burke, T. (2002, p. 92) A Load of Old Garbage: Applying Garbage-Can Theory to Contemporary Housing Policy.
Australian Journal of Public Administration, 61(3), 86–97
39
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/16910/PES-005-The-changing-nature-of-private-rental-in-Australia.pdf
pg1
40
https://hia.com.au/business-information/economic-information/industry-updates
33
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housing, priotising apartment building in capital cities41 over family homes and the smaller units in regional
centres that AHURI has identified as the ‘housing aspiration gap’ of older Australians. 42
Another example of this is the significant increases in home vacancy rates, despite a dearth of affordable
rental housing. Looking at Sydney’s property market, the University of New South Wales (UNSW)'s City
Futures Research Centre identifies vacant properties “as a ‘perverse outcome’ of tax incentives that
encourage investors to prioritise capital property growth over rental returns”.43 The UNSW researchers
were able to pinpoint that properties in neighbourhoods with lower rental yields, and with higher
expected capital gains, were more likely to be unoccupied. In other words, that property investors in those
areas found it more profitable to sit on a vacant asset and wait for capital uplift than to offer it on the
private rental market.
Australia’s problem with vacant housing is noteworthy. In our most recent Census, over 1 million vacant
properties were counted: a whopping 11.2 per cent of all housing in Australia, up from 6 per cent
recorded in the 2006 Census. A similar incidence of ‘speculative vacancies’ in Melbourne was documented
by think tank Prosper Australia in 2015.44 By looking at abnormally low water usage, Prosper estimated 4.8
per cent of Melbourne's total housing stock was likely vacant.
Vacancy rates are particularly striking when compared concomitantly with rates of homelessness. On
Census night 2016, when we had more than 1 million vacant homes, 116,427 people were classified as
homeless, up from 89,728 in 2006.45
Census data also shows a significant increase in the number of people over 55 experiencing
homelessness; up from 12,461 in 2006 to 18,625 in 2016, with a 28 per cent increase between 2011 and
2016 alone.46
This discrepancy in housing circumstances in one of the richest countries in the world is striking.47 In a
country with ‘housing supply issues’, why does a large tranche of residential housing stock lie vacant?

The impact of short-term letting
Despite significant growth in residential housing development across the past decade, demand for
affordable rental stock has not yet been met.48 This is not simply because we can’t build apartments and
See https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/apartment-oversupply-puts-squeeze-on-rents-20190705-p524cp.html and
https://www.news.com.au/finance/boom-to-bust-how-many-is-too-many-apartments-for-our-big-cities/newsstory/8c15498749e077b97bb3aeee16e67e6d
42
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/317
43
https://www.smh.com.au/national/nsw/thousands-of-empty-homes-adding-to-sydneys-housing-crisis-experts-say-20160323gnpc52.html
44
http://www.smh.com.au/business/property/nobodys-home-housing-boom-leaves-swathe-of-empty-properties-20151208glixli.html
45
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/2018/March/Homelessn
ess_in_Australia. This is likely to be a conservative estimate, more than double that number sought assistance from homelessness
services in 2016-2017.
46
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/FlagPost/2018/March/Homelessn
ess_in_Australia
47
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/managing-wealth/112916/richest-and-poorest-countries-capita-2016.asp
48
https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2016/jun/3.html
41
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houses fast enough.49 Across the world, the increasing dominance of short-term or ‘property sharing’
platforms such as Airbnb have driven significant increases in price in private rental housing.50 Indeed, it has
introduced global demand for local rental properties to such an extent that some ‘destination cities’ of
Europe how have more tourist than residential lettings.51
According to research presented at a recent State of Australian Cities Conference, 4% of Australian
housing stock is, or has been, used as an Airbnb, with listings growing by an average of 2.43% per month
between 2016-2019 to reach almost 350,000 unique properties in 2019.52 In 2017 alone, there was an 87%
increase in total listings.53
The home sharing model is popular with older homeowners, who face barriers to workforce participation
and also value the social rewards of having guests,54 but the original model of sharing part of one’s
primary residence is in decline. Increasingly, online sharing platforms are becoming more professionalized,
with figures showing that 73% of Airbnb lets are now for entire properties, not part of an occupied
property.55
If the growth trend in short-term lettings continues at current rates, the impact on the long-term residential
rentals will only grow.56
Despite evidence that Airbnb and similar platforms are a key factor influencing housing supply, regulation
has been slow in Australia, with the market left to operate largely at arm’s length. Political reluctance may
be underpinned by the esteem we place on property rights in Australia, a bundle of legal protections
including a ‘right to disposition’, i.e. that a property owner can sell, rent or transfer as they please.57
What regulation we do see has largely been as a result of neighbourhood disruption, for example the
influx of tourists and noise nuisance in residential areas driving councils to introduce by-laws. Increased
risks for strata title neighbours have also led to many states and territories reviewing the sector in relation
to fire risk.
In Western Australia, a 2018 inquiry recommended all short-term rentals be registered, bringing them in
line with traditional holiday accommodation providers. The inquiry found that “requiring registration and
then having local government determine what conditions it will allow…will level the playing field."58

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2017-08-23/housing-shortage-in-victoria-as-supply-cant-keep-up-with-growth/8830596
https://www.forbes.com/sites/annalisagirardi/2019/03/21/fairbnb-the-ethical-home-sharing-alternative-that-wants-toundermine-mass-tourism/#7a45ff1b3878
51
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/04/29/the-airbnb-invasion-of-barcelona?verso=true
52
https://theconversation.com/ever-wondered-how-many-airbnbs-australia-has-and-where-they-all-are-we-have-the-answers129003
53
https://jamesons.com.au/blog/australias-new-subletting-legislation-will-affect-airbnb/
54
https://www.news.com.au/finance/money/room-to-grow-seniors-incomes-as-retirees-become-entrepreneurs/newsstory/1477d2497a7a5844151aed2c47de5a89
55
https://www.news.com.au/finance/money/room-to-grow-seniors-incomes-as-retirees-become-entrepreneurs/newsstory/1477d2497a7a5844151aed2c47de5a89
56
Parkinson et al. 2018; Wachsmuth et al. 2017, in Pawson et al, Housing Policy in Australia, 2020, page 182
57
https://www.thebalancesmb.com/what-is-the-bundle-of-legal-rights-of-a-real-estate-owner-2866918
58
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-09-26/airbnb-faces-new-clampdown-in-push-to-regulate-accommodation/11551652
49
50
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The New South Wales government has also introduced legislation enabling councils to regulate short-term
lets, as they do with motels and other holiday accommodation.59 Here, a 180-day limit on the number of
days a property can be sublet and powers for strata title holders to ban short-term letting have been
enacted. In Victoria, regulation has been weaker.60

A strategic approach
Many economies with housing affordability constraints similar to Australia’s have initiated strategic
frameworks at the national level to challenge inequity in the domestic housing market.
In Vancouver, the Housing and Homelessness Strategy 2012-2021 sets numerical targets, ranging from
supported housing for homeless people with psycho-social disabilities, to private rental housing, and more
diverse options around home ownership.61 Driven by annual reporting against these targets, Vancouver
has seen high growth in both affordable and supported social housing.
In New Zealand, the Urban Growth Agenda, KiwiBuild, and the Housing and Urban Development
Authority also provide a broad ranging strategy to expand new and affordable housing.62
In Australia, the principle policy for growing affordable private rental housing was through a National
Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS) introduced in 2008. The aim of the NRAS was to stimulate
construction of purpose-built rental accommodation in ‘growth areas’, with rents set at roughly 20% below
market rate. By increasing supply, the NRAS was expected to meet growing demand from low to middle
income families, such as key workers. When the NRAS was introduced, AHURI predicted that “by lowering
the rents of CRA recipients NRAS will reduce the total expenditure on CRA by $21 million per year.”63
While the NRAS continues to pay out on the specified 10-year investment period, it is no longer taking in
new housing stock investment.64 The Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) had identified a number of
issues in two audits of the NRAS, concluding administration of the scheme “had not been effective” and
that “the complex regulatory framework” was a key problem.65
Additional analysis has suggested that the “NRAS provided windfall gains to private developers and
investors of at least $1 billion, or roughly one-third of total cost of the scheme,”66 and some believe
“achieved little more than to transfer $1 billion of wealth to property developers.”67 This was because it
allocated investors the same financial subsidy (approximately $11,000 per annum) whatever the size of the

https://jamesons.com.au/blog/australias-new-subletting-legislation-will-affect-airbnb/
https://www.afr.com/property/commercial/weakest-airbnb-regulations-imposed-in-victoria-20180809-h13quu
61
http://vancouver.ca/people-programs/vancouvers-housing-strategy.aspx
62
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=ECO/WKP(2019)34&docLanguage=En pp 1
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https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-bibliography/otherpublications/pre2010/Ong_etal_What_impact_will_the_National_Rental_Affordability_Scheme_have_upon_housing_affordability.p
df, page 1
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rental property. For consortia delivering multiple one-bed, or studio apartments, economies of scale were
substantial.
Prior to the May 2019 federal election, the Australian Labor Party pledged to build on the NRAS by
opening it up to community housing providers (CHPs). This policy would have seen a Labor Government
“…provid(ing) annual incentives of $8,500 per year for 15 years for newly constructed properties.”68
With the Coalition’s victory in the federal election we may be unlikely to see any NRAS 2.0. Despite the
NRAS legislation supporting Australia’s obligations to provide everyone “with an adequate standard of
living, including adequate housing” under the UN International Covenant of Economic and Social Rights,
the legislation is due to sunset in 2020.69
There is evidence that national strategies to drive affordable and diverse housing options can be effective.
With different policies applying in different states and territories, it is necessary to consider the extent to
which Australia’s splintered policy framework may undermine the secure provision of what is increasingly
understood to be a fundamental basic service – even a human right.

A rights approach?
In 2017, the UN’s special rapporteur for housing presented a paper setting out how unregulated global
capital has distorted housing markets across the world,70 “turbo-boosting prices and rents to a level that
excludes and expels poor and middle-income families…housing precariousness on an unprecedented
scale.”71
Recognition that every person has a ‘right to adequate housing’ is enshrined in the UN’s International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR): a covenant that Australia has ratified but –
despite the rapporteur citing Australia in her report – not something we have embedded in housing
policy.
This notion of housing as a human right is gaining ground and shaping policy across the OECD. It has
been enshrined in law in Belgium,72 Portugal,73 and other places in Europe, and continues to shape policy
in both the UK74 and Canada.75
But what does a rights approach mean in the context of rental housing?
In Scotland76 and Wales,77 this human right to housing has been articulated in legislation focused on
prevention of homelessness, with the growing impact of insecurity in the private rental market on
https://grattan.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/UNSW-Social-Policy-Conference-NRAS-6-September-2019.pdf pp 36
Ibid.
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http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Housing/Pages/LeilaniFarha.aspx
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https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/feb/28/luxury-real-estate-housing-crisis-un-homelessness
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https://www.taipawb.org/policy-influencing/right-to-adequate-housing/
68
69

14

PER CAPITA / TACSI POLICY BRIEF
vulnerability to homelessness specifically targeted. In Wales, a legal right to homelessness prevention
assistance for all – and not only ‘priority groups’ –ensures that “everyone can have access to the help that
they need, to secure a home.”78
As McKie et al (2017) explain:
“Access to prevention services is a universal right, with all local authorities required to take steps to
help. By bringing prevention services into the statutory framework, for the first-time people will be
able to challenge the local authority for failing to take steps to prevent homelessness.”79
With demand focused both on accessing private rental housing and retaining it, legislative recognition
that Australians have a right to housing support may be key to improving outcomes in the sector. While
Australia’s somewhat chequered history around human rights may make it an unlikely policy direction for
the federal government, in clear cases of market failure there is little doubt that state intervention is
essential.80
There is evidence of direct discrimination in the private rental market affecting disadvantaged Australians,
including low-income families with young children, single parents, Indigenous Australians and older
Australians, particularly older women. In a market where rent bidding is common, those on a fixed low
income are particularly disadvantaged.81 Property management agents are allowed to operate largely
unregulated, and low entry level training for property managers provides them with insufficient
understanding of the impact of discrimination within a business model that prioritises financial rather than
social outcomes.
We will need to see radical policy change if we are to stem current trends. While many argue that social
housing should be made available where a lack of appropriate private rental housing is the issue,82 “many
of the complexes are poorly maintained or have mixed tenancy”, leaving “older people to feel intimidated
and isolated.”83
If older Australians are going to secure the three critical pillars of a good home in older age, targeted
policy frameworks around rental housing in both the private and the community rental sector will prove
essential. Framing housing as a right or a universal basic service would provide a clearer policy context for
broad-based reform and targeted interventions for vulnerable groups.
Private rental brokerage programs (PRBPs) are one mediated approach in the private rental market. Here,
brokerage activities see housing intermediaries assisting people at risk of homelessness to secure or
sustain a tenancy in a similar way to the Welsh and Scottish assistance and prevention models. PRBPs have
become more common in Australia in recent years, with a number of “innovative local or specifically
targeted program variants”84 matching disadvantaged renters with suitable properties in their local area
and providing them with financial supports through Housing Establishment Funds delivered under the
https://www.feantsaresearch.org/download/article-4592410342917616893.pdf
Ibid.
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https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2019/country-chapters/australia
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https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/8150/AHURI_Final_Report_No263_The-role-of-private-rental-brokeragein-housing-outcomes-for-vulnerable-Australians.pdf pg99
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NAHA.85 However, the lack of affordable rental stock continues to be a significant barrier to success even
though clients are usually defined as ‘rent ready’.86
Helpful at the individual level, PRBPs in Australia “are a poorly understood housing assistance measure”,
not formally recognised within state or federal frameworks. As an AHURI report explains, the
heterogeneous nature of PRBPs means that:
“… brokerage activities have remained relatively invisible in policy and research. Their aggregate
impact is not captured by existing datasets… and has neither a clear professional identity nor a
recognised public profile.”87
Some PRBPs are targeted to prevent older people falling into homelessness, or to assist them in accessing
the residential rental market exist, but currently these can only help those in crisis. For example, the
“understated and valuable”88 Assistance with Care and Housing (ACH) program which links care and
housing needs for older people remains a sub-program, barely reaching a majority of the older Australians
experiencing housing crisis, let alone addressing broader housing insecurity for older renters.89 As
residential aged care and housing provider Wintringham explains in their submission to the Royal
Commission into Aged Care:
“As a priority service, ACH in its current form is severely limited, with many locations in Australia
not having an ACH provider. Even where services do exist, the majority…are not specialised in
providing homelessness and housing services.”90
Victoria’s Home at Last program91 is another excellent example of support for older renters in housing
crisis, but once again, PRBPs are not designed – or funded – to support a broad and fast increasing cohort
of older renters, who, alongside younger tenants, are unlikely to find a lifetime home for good in the
residential rental sector. Effectiveness of Australia’s PRBPs – like housing outcomes more broadly - is also
limited by the organisation of housing regulation across the federation.
If we were to embed any right to housing or housing assistance in Australia, this raise questions around
both delivery of services and funding. As shown in the UK and Australian examples above, housing needs
generally present as local needs. Yet in Australia, local government has a largely optional role in housing
services and little in housing development. Within this context, Pawson et al report:
Australia’s private rental regulatory frameworks have largely failed to respond to the sector’s
evolving role and demographic profile. Especially given the growing numbers of long-term renters
and the increasing representation of families and older people…

https://www.housing.vic.gov.au/financial-help-private-renters
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0017/8324/AHURI_RAP_Issue_211_The-role-of-private-rental-brokerageprograms-in-housing-outcomes-for-vulnerable-Australians.pdf
87
Ibid, page 3
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https://agedcare.royalcommission.gov.au/submissions/Documents/public-submissions/AWF.500.00299.pdf
89
National Shelter, SGS Economics and Planning, 2019 show no urban regions in Australia have rents at less than 50% of retiree
income. https://www.savings.com.au/home-loans/elderly-homeless-numbers-on-the-rise
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https://www.aag.asn.au/documents/item/2234 pp7
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Focusing on limited security of tenure in the rental market, Pawson et al suggest that brokerage support
for renters should interact with federal government housing polices more directly, as the clear links with…
…Rent Assistance, income tax and financial regulation means this would ideally be pushed forward
through a Commonwealth-initiated process, possibly via the Council of Australian Governments
(COAG).
Vancouver’s strategy also identifies the importance of having “overarching and integrated (housing) policy
at both the local and metropolitan scales of government.”92
Likewise, in an OECD assessment of New Zealand’s housing strategy, we see a recommendation to
introduce “incentives for local governments to accommodate growth (of affordable local housing through)
additional revenue.”93

Whitzman, C. (2015) Partnerships for affordable Housing https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2015/12/aponid63322-1107786.pdf
93
Ibid.
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Policy options: improving tenant outcomes
For years, tenant advocates have called for improved outcomes for renters. Some key areas of focus have
been:
• minimum standards for all new and existing rental properties, including energy efficiency,94
• ability for tenants to have pets,
• ability to make minor changes to properties without expressed consent from landlords,
• abolishing ‘no grounds’ tenancy termination,
• longer tenancy agreements, with the ability for tenants to exit without penalty and,
• rent increases no more frequently than every 3 years and capped to CPI.
While many states and territories have recently taken steps to improve outcomes for renters through their
Residential Tenancies Acts, critics say they don’t yet go far enough.95
Historically, rent controls and caps were utilised, but as private rental housing was progressively ‘decontrolled’ from the 1950s onwards, an increasingly liberal approach has been embedded into regulatory
frameworks.96 Private landlords remain free to set rents at the level the market will bear, with competition
subsequently driving up prices, so that only the ‘rental ready’ can enter the market with little trouble.
Older Australians, likely to be unwaged, can be particularly disadvantaged in this context. In addition to
financial barriers, emerging evidence shows Australia’s residential rental model is open to discrimination,
with tenants triaged by property managers and agents often with little training working within a business
model that is set to financial and not social outcomes.97
The high ratio of landlords to tenants in private rental contributes to the dominance of a profit-driven
business model, rather than a model focused on social outcomes for tenants. Barriers have been identified
not only for older people, but for people from a non-English or minority background, for single mothers,
young families, and most particularly for Indigenous Australians.98
We often hear about the positive characteristics of private rental housing in Europe, where price caps and
long-term leases traditionally positioned rental housing as a viable, even a preferred alternative to home
ownership. But even here, development and corporate investment see the model under threat. In
Germany for example, we see residents in cities such as Berlin fighting back. Rental caps that were
removed in 1988 are being reinstated in 2020.99 Rental syndications are emerging to offer private renters a
pathway of collective purchasing of apartment blocks at risk of development, offering ownership without
financial risk. In Berlin, the city government is even intervening directly to purchase rental stock as a means
of challenging corporate acquisition and ensuring it remains non-for-profit.100

Further consideration should be given to the Tenants Union Victoria 2009 recommendations regarding health and safety,
security and privacy, and energy efficiency and environmental impact (Tenants Union of Victoria (TUV) 2009, Better Tenancies
Policy Platform, Industry Report.
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Pawson et al, 2020. Housing Policy in Australia. A Case for System Reform.
97
https://www.domain.com.au/news/tip-of-the-iceberg-complaints-alleging-discrimination-in-rental-market-rise-20170716gxac9d/
98
Ibid.
99
https://www.magzter.com/article/Business/Bloomberg-Businessweek/NO-CITY-HATES-ITS-LANDLORDS-QUITE-LIKE-BERLIN
100
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/berlin-housing-crisis-gentrification_n_5caf1d7de4b0308735d59712
94

18

PER CAPITA / TACSI POLICY BRIEF
In Australia however, our cultural narratives around rental housing continue to challenge good outcomes
for renters. Policy settings at both state/territory and at federal government level continue to favour
landlords and investment. Indeed, it is now cheaper to buy than it is to rent in some parts of the country, if
you have enough capital to invest.101

Design
In addition to issues around stock condition and quality standards, ‘affordable’ private rental
accommodation is rarely of a design appropriate for ageing well. The market is characterised by older
style, pre-existing stock, meaning a majority of properties were built when there was less consideration of
accessibility. For example, a house built before 1970 is more likely to have a bath with a shower over it,
rather than a walk-in shower designed with no shower tray.
Mandating universal design principles in rental housing has not to date been considered a policy option.
Framed as a disincentive to investment, or an attack on property rights, political support to mandate
accessible new housing, or retrofit what is predominantly ageing stock in the lower end of the rental
market, has proved difficult to secure.
So as AHURI stated back in 2016, “answers must be found for the questions that still remain about the
best way to address the issues around the retrofitting of adaptations to existing stock used as private
rental properties.”102
Advocacy around universal design in new housing construction has continued since 2009, when then
Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities and Children Services, Bill Shorten, convened a National Dialogue
on Universal Housing Design. Bringing together government and stakeholder groups including community
sector and the residential building industry, the dialogue resulted in agreement “to pursue an aspirational
target that all new homes will be of an agreed Universal Housing Design standard by 2020.“103 To date
however, less than 5% of new build housing in Australia has been built to universal standards.104
‘Age friendly’ housing is defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO) as accessibly designed and
able to respond to changing needs, well-connected to services, and supportive of the social networks so
important to ageing well.105 It is housing in which a resident has security and control, a gateway to receive
services while allowing them privacy, and the ability to express their identity safely and with confidence.
Yet these pillars of a ‘home for good’ are not supported by current policies settings around private rental
housing. As Adrian Pisarski of National Shelter states: “Affordability is extremely important to renters, but
it can’t be addressed without also looking at the quality and security of housing.”106
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Aligning rental standards should be a key priority of all governments. Without nationally consistent
legislation, renters face a postcode lottery of rights. Although sector stakeholders may believe regulation
around design will be a disincentive from investment, research by AHURI has identified that:
“Smallholding individual landlords and Large Corporate Landlords operate without undue difficulty
in more strongly regulated private rental sectors than Australia’s.”107
There are further benefits for landlords too, with legislated quality helping push ‘slum landlords’ out of the
market.108
In the case of newly built rental housing, Australia’s ‘voluntary code’ for liveability and accessibility has
failed to effect change in construction practices, despite calls for change to reflect our ageing population
since the early 2000s.109 Not addressing accessible design when research indicates that 91% of new
housing can expect to have a resident or visitor with a severe mobility limitation during its lifecycle is
short-sighted.110
As the Centre for Universal Design points out, “mandating accessible features in all new mainstream
housing would mean both owners and renters would benefit.” In the longer term, it would support ageing
in place and facilitate better integration of people with disability into mainstream accommodation.”111
Recently, the Australia Building Codes Board (ABCB) invited further discussion about accessible housing,
inviting public submissions to their Inquiry. The ABCB specifically notes design issues in private rental
housing, and the key role of housing design in “benefits that go beyond the physical aspects of the
home,” such as increased participation and inclusion.112 A Regulatory Impact Statement is due later in
2020.

Creating good neighbourhoods
Good design in housing doesn’t only relate to the built form. Location and the potential for social
interaction in our neighbourhoods are particularly important as we age;113 as important for renters as for
home owners.114
In their What Supports Neighbourliness? brief for South Australia’s Office of Ageing, TACSI determined
that local environments that support regular ‘incidental interactions’ between locals help build a sense of
social connection and community. As TACSI explain, positive relationships with neighbours allow older
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/15895/AHURI_Final_Report_No_292_The_changing_institutions_of_priva
te_rental_housing_an_international_review.pdf pg. 5
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people to “put ourselves out there”, to invite and receive contact from others: i.e. the gateway function of
home.
Areas with a high density of rental housing have higher occupancy turnover than suburbs mainly
comprising owner-occupied housing.115 To ‘invest’ in their local community, renters need have the sense
of permanence of belonging that usually accompanies being a homeowner.
This importance of feeling one belongs to a (small) community was also shown in research undertaken by
Per Capita. Exploring cohousing models for older women, we identified that feeling socially connected
and socially valued was a priority in housing for older women.
This is reflected in broader literature in relation to urban environments, which confirms that where older
people don’t feel safe and secure, they are more likely to become fearful and to withdraw from others.116
The ramifications of social isolation for health and wellbeing are of course, well documented.
Neighbourhoods where residents feel safe are essential to supporting older renters to build local networks
of companionship and support.
Growing supply of affordable rental housing in good neighbourhoods is a significant challenge for
policymakers. With Australia’s typical rental property being individual homes owned by individual
landlords, rather than the apartment model common to other countries, the sector is largely fragmented.
Because of this, neighbourhood improvements can likely only be met through a concentration of purposebuilt or adapted rental stock.
Per Capita’s Mutual Appreciation research uncovered the interesting finding that even those older women
who were living in secure, long-term housing tenures, would move away to access a home in a small, selfgoverned cohousing community.117 The women interviewed expressed a housing need that went beyond
bricks and mortar; they wanted hosuing opportunities that had the potential to support them in older age,
through reciprocal relationships with close neighbours and with both formal and informal opportunities to
connect.
The environmental and social design of cohousing is increasingly attractive to older people, but in
Australia our complex planning regulations and a lack of meaningful engagement in relation to the
housing needs of older people works against development of housing alternatives like these, despite their
clear potential to deliver TACSI’s ‘three critical functions of home’.
As Per Capita noted in earlier research:
“Australia has an opportunity to incorporate the best in design, technology and social investment
to develop a housing stock adapted to the needs of the aged…[and]…take this argument one step
further, by looking at the space beyond the home – a person’s street, neighbourhood and
community.”118
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/2127/AHURI_Final_Report_No189_Moving_home_conceptual_and_polic
y_implications_of_the_housing-mobility_nexus.pdf
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See Briere & Scott, (2012),
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https://pathssk.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/TIC-Women-healing-from-Trauma-Lynn-Thera.pdf
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Community-led approaches
There is growing evidence of the benefits of engagement approaches that yield to the decision-making
authority of communities, seeking to integrate the expertise of those closest to the ground in the design
and development of local housing. We see this approach working in the US in relation to educational
initiatives,119 and more relevantly through the participatory urban planning emerging in the UK, where a
legislated focus on ‘localism’ has significantly elevated what is known as community-led housing.120
‘Community-led housing’ (CLH), ‘community authority’, ‘participatory planning’ approaches - there are a
number of terms used, but the policy implications are similar: they all prescribe the meaningful
involvement of local community groups or residents in housing and urban planning.
Understanding the needs of local populations in relation to future housing planning is paramount, but
participatory local approaches to urban planning have been slow to emerge in Australia. While councils
are encouraged to develop housing strategies in some Australian states and territories (with some good
examples emerging),121 without a policy environment driving community involvement, local planning can
rely heavily on input from external stakeholders such as housing developers, and on statistical population
data trends which tell only part of the story.122
Where an ageing population is identified, a local council in Australia might engage with established
market providers to develop local responses, typically, a retirement or ‘lifestyle’ village operator, or an
aged care provider. But these usually only meet the need of those at the higher end of the market, such as
outright homeowners and the developers and operators themselves. Older people with fewer assets to
invest – a woman who has just come into her (average for women) $150,000 superannuation for example –
are left with few options if there is no affordable rental accommodation in her preferred area.
Without any legislated obligation to partner with local residents in deciding on housing options to be
developed, housing and neighbourhood design are effectively outsourced, typically resulting in a onesize-fits all outcome. A housing system that meets the needs of older people would encourage a suite of
housing options to be available at the local level. Where (older) residents have been involved in housing
planning through community-led approaches, we see greater diversity in housing emerge.
In the UK, the introduction of the Localism Act in 2011 saw four guiding principles specifically defining the
imperative to involve local communities in planning:
• new freedoms and flexibilities for local government;
• new rights and powers for communities and individuals;
• reform to make the planning system more democratic and more effective;
• reform to ensure that decisions about housing are taken locally.123
The introduction of the Act has driven significant growth in community-led housing: alternative models
such as co-housing and community self-build.124 Growth of these models is supported by a requirement
https://www.strivetogether.org/our-approach/theory-of-action
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/121898/
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for councils to partner with CLH groups to be eligible for specific housing funds.125 Localism in UK housing
planning has resulted in a number of LGAs working closely with older residents to define their housing
need.126 This has led to increased levels of age friendly housing and “innovative housing designs and
schemes that increase choice and quality through care ready, digitally enabled homes.“127
Currently, most responsibility for housing in Australia lies at the state/territory government tier. Yet
local/regions bodies are well-placed to engage with their communities in relation to housing planning.
They are more likely to have trustful relationships with community stakeholders than state/territory
governments for example: 42% compared with 31%, according to a 2018 Essential poll.128 Where councils
have engaged in participatory planning initiatives, positive outcomes are notable. The Freo Alternative is
an award winning example of participatory planning driving improved housing outcomes,129 including
small housing clusters,130 through community involvement.
While participatory planning may struggle to improve a private rental market characterised by existing
housing stock, it could support the development of new, alternative models of housing that evidence
shows many older people are seeking. Increased resources, enhanced powers, and a requirement for local
governments to more fully engage with populations in relation to housing will drive more responsive and
diverse local housing options. An ethos of participatory planning and resources of community-led housing
approaches are a good start. What other directions might support older people to access appropriate and
local rental housing?
One example that has increased accountability, quality and safety in the private rental sector in areas of
the UK is private landlord licensing. Here, a private landlord owning even a single property is checked to
ensure they are a ‘fit and proper person’ and must then undertake mandatory training around tenancy law
– much in the way we train to drive a car. Private landlord licenses are issued by the council for each rental
property, creating a significant revenue stream for councils with a higher percentage of rental
accommodation; revenue that has potential to be reinvested back into the local rental market in various
ways. For example, it might be used to fund a rental housing brokerage service at the local level, an
approach community sector NGOs in Victoria are moving towards, under the Victorian Government’s
Private Rental Assistance Program.131
Through landlord licensing, local authorities keep details of safety certificates, smoke/carbon monoxide
detectors, and tenancy agreements. Research by AHURI noted:
The extension of registration requirements to mainstream private rental sector landlords could
address some problems posed by smallholding landlords and LCLs, respectively.132
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In many states and territories in Australia, we already have a licensing regime in place for estate agents,
owners corporation managers, retirement village operators, and rooming house operators, but not for
private rental housing, even though statistics show around 25 per cent of landlords own more than three
rental properties.133 Even renting out one property implies a consumer responsibility – as recognised by
the ‘consumer affair’ administration of residential tenancies legislation.
A focus on local rental housing markets might be explored in other ways, as some pilot initiatives from
TACSI show. For example, TACSI’s Our Place initiative is a service being co-designed with women aged
55 years and over in support arrangements by which two or more unrelated people can share a dwelling in
Wollongong. Working with retirement housing and aged care provider IRT, the project aims to enhance
quality of life by matching people with complementary strengths in support of long-term co-living
arrangements.134
As noted above, Australia’s private rental market is dominated by small investors. Here, the typical
landlord is a midlife homeowner living in a two-income household. Interesting, a whopping 72 percent of
private landlords own just the one rental property and that property is usually in the vicinity of their
primary residence.135 This fragmentation in the private rental market undoubtedly contributes to poor
regulation and lack of accountability in the sector. But it might also provide direction for policy. If
residential landlords largely operate in a local context, they might be better regulated by local
government.
Additionally, the framework of consumer rights effecting means the onus of governance falls to renters in
the market, who are expected to raise complaints as individuals, despite inherent power inequities in the
landlord/tenant relationship. For example, a 2017 National Renters’ Survey found that the majority of
tenants are too scared to request repairs, with 62 per cent “feel(ing) they can't ask for changes” despite 8
per cent “living in a property in need of urgent repairs.”136 Additionally, many tenants have said that
requests for repairs and maintenance are often ignored, or have even resulted in rent rises or eviction.137
The consumer affairs administration of the residential rental sector suggests a business model and not a
service model; a business model where landlords can operate largely unregulated.

Private rental brokerage
The risks inherent in the private rental sector are acute for those reliant on the age pension. The ARC
Centre of Excellence in Population Research at UNSW found that Australia has the highest rate of rental
poverty among seniors in the OECD.138 Too often, the experience of older people in the private rental
market is of foregoing food and heating to meet basic housing costs.139
https://propertyupdate.com.au/the-number-of-investors-who-own-multiple-properties-is-rising/
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As part of their Innovation Age work in South Australia,140 TACSI has experimented with a “Landlord
Coalition”, a “proactive collective of landlords demonstrating how they translate their investment focus into
also supporting ‘home’ outcomes for their tenants and reaping the benefit.”141 While further work is
needed to explore how such a coalition might become self-sustainable, it suggests that stakeholders on
both sides of the rental transaction often seek the same outcomes around secure tenancies and wellmaintained housing stock. The initiative demonstrated that the traditional property management business
model isn’t the only way the private rental sector can operate.
As noted above, ‘mum and dad investors’ typify private rental landlords in Australians, as they do in many
other countries. Interestingly, a full two-thirds are buying-to-let in the same area that they themselves live
in, suggesting they may also have a degree of psychological investment in the community in addition to
their financial investment.142 Understanding that many landlords are seeking reliable and long-term
tenants, who present a low risk for damage to property rent arrears, noise nuisance and so forth, seems to
present a good case for matching older renters with landlords. If, for example, local governments were
given an enhanced brokerage role in the (local) private rental sector, we could develop a tenancy model
independent of estate and property managers, who are necessarily focused on business rather than social
outcomes.
If, for example, small investors could directly lease to council recommended/approved tenants, with
priority given to older people with a history in the region, not only would there be positive tenancy
outcomes for all, the landlords would save money from longer-term lease arrangements and selfmanaging the tenancy. Greater localism in private rental housing might emerge through a brokerage role
for councils, which could be strengthened through a legislated requirement to partner with community to
plan for the ‘housing lifecourse’ of a local government area. Devolving certain powers and resources to
local government could support initiatives such as those developed by TACSI noted above.
Since the 1970s, when the Australian government aligned housing policy with free market principles,143
private rental brokerage programs (PRBPs) have emerged. Largely, “their identity is individual; their remit
is local; their funding is drawn from a variety of sources”144. They are predominantly found within a range
of non-government and not-for-profit organisations, but occasionally government departments at
state/territory and at the local tier will employ officers in a housing brokerage role (depending on funding
structures). PRBPs are largely program/project-specific and therefore come and go with funding.
Linked with private rental assistance payments for low income home seekers, PRBPs are another
government intervention managing failures in rental market operation. Now mainly run by state and
territory governments under the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement, PRBPs help people at
risk of homelessness either secure, or sustain, a private tenancy and can include “innovative local or
specifically targeted program variants.”145
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In Victoria, a $39 million program supports people to both find and maintain tenancies, working to
prevent homelessness. In the 2018-19 financial year alone it helped 6,000 households and now expanded
to PRAP Plus, 25 outreach workers focus on reducing preventable exits from private rental and another 38
staff across the state act as brokers in the sector, locating and negotiating on behalf of tenants for
appropriate private rental properties.146

Better Build to Rent
Long touted as a viable option for Australia, build to rent (BTR) housing has potential to offer older renters
many of the facets of the ‘three critical functions of home’ framework missing in the current market.
We know from TACSI’s research that the real housing asset in older age is greater choice, security and
control. BTR demonstrates potential in meeting these needs through the promise of longer lease tenure.
However, much of the BTR discourse still focusses on solving our housing challenges simply through
increasing the ‘affordability’ and ‘quantity’ of dwellings available to potential renters. While these issues
are important, we can’t neglect to ensure the quality of new BTR properties remain capable of delivering
the ‘three critical functions of home’ for those who live in them. Otherwise, it is likely BTR will fail in
addressing many of the challenges it is attempting to solve.
While some states and territories have started to develop planning protocols which incentivise affordable
BTR, and drive or even mandate longer lease tenures (five years in some instances in Victoria), the BTR
model has been slower to take off than in the US or the UK, where it now comprises a core market
percentage.147 Long leases could encourage a sense of stability, indeed ‘ownership’ for renters in the
private market, particularly important to an experience of home as defined by the ‘three critical functions
of home’. Longer leases also challenge the transitory nature of the sector and could contribute to better
neighbourhoods and stronger rental communities.
If built to mandated universal design standards, or to some of the highly adaptable, ‘smart’ housing
standards emerging in Europe,148 the need for modifications would seldom be an issue. In the meantime,
longer leases would facilitate greater tenant control, and make allowance for reasonable modifications,
decorations and forms of personalisation that are so important in creating an experience of home and a
sense of belonging.
If BTR could be specifically harnessed to meet the housing demand coming from financially disadvantaged
Australians over 50, a high percentage of the BTR population would be predisposed to staying put,
driving increased neighbourliness in communities. BTR built to universal design would also help to house
people with disability across the long term – picking up tenants that the NDIS focus on specialist disability
housing doesn’t meet.
In many countries, BTR is designed to be staffed. It is a ‘concierge model’ that may particularly appeal to
ageing residents with financial means, but is also reflected in sheltered housing in the UK, and of course in

https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/more-rental-support-to-keep-victorians-in-homes
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many retirement villages.149 The issue is of course, how might we attract investors to BTR housing geared
to universal design and age-friendliness in liveable neighbourhoods? To create a rental housing option
that is fit for an ageing and increasingly disadvantaged housed population?
We know that investors attracted to the NRAS were largely focused on financial outcomes, often selling
before the 10 year incentive period was complete.150 So, a BTR model geared to social outcomes such as
accessible design and good placemaking is always going to be a problematic ‘sell’ without government
intervention through appropriate financial incentives.151
There has long been discussion in Australia around how we might encourage institutional investment in
affordable housing. Generally speaking, this refers to for-profit, large corporate landlords (LCLs), with
superannuation funds often put forward as a good match for affordable housing investment. But
significant factors continue to make it difficult for the super industry to invest in affordable BTR in Australia
– a tragedy when we see Australian funds investing in affordable housing in other countries.152 The strict
liquidity (cashflow) requirements of super funds are just not compatible with Australia’s model of housing
investment – which requires long-term commitment. Low returns are also difficult to justify in an industry
geared to maximising benefits for members.
A model addressing this and other concerns in relation to the profit margins builders/developers require
to invest, was developed by a government-backed Affordable Housing Working Group, which included
First State Super, Per Capita, the Financial Services Knowledge Hub, and construction and development
stakeholders. The model, a response to a 2016 Australian Government inquiry into funding affordable
housing, detailed how an affordable housing ‘clearing house’ at the federal tier would drive much needed
investment and sector growth: a good match for locally focused and accessible BTR housing.153
The development of for-profit LCLs has been shown to increase both professionalisation and efficiencies in
the management of tenancies and properties under the BTR model.154 In the context of sharp increases in
demand in a private rental market characterised by older, single unit stock, and by increasing demand for
age- and disability- friendly housing, BTR housing offers a significant opportunity to ‘get it right’.
The 2017 Federal Budget announced an additional ten percentage capital gains tax discount for
individuals who invest in “qualifying affordable housing”, increasing the discount to 60%. But notably, any
housing resulting from the incentive must be managed through a registered CHP and while Australia
undoubtedly needs to build much more social housing,155 using BTR to shift private renters into social
housing is not the only answer. While the sector is of great value, Australia’s social housing model is not
without issues.156
The BTR model has potential to deliver high levels of amenity that cannot always be recognised with social
housing: outdoor space, communal facilities such as gyms, on site management. It has great potential to
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accommodate the social needs and desires of older renters, with integration into the local community and
an ethos of communal luxury with more basic private space, as we see in some of the co-living rental
models already attracting younger Australians.157 In the UK BTR sector for example, close alignment
between local authorities and BTR developers has driven amenity, with developers there recognising clear
benefits in ensuring the community remains a desirable place to live in the longer-term.158
Given that Australia is an importer of capital, the Australian government has sought to promote BTR by
allowing managed investment trust (MIT) status for “eligible affordable residential housing” for foreign
investors.159 Prior to 2017, MITs were taxed at 30%, but for investment in ‘affordable housing’, this has
now been downgraded to 15%. There is momentum to extend MIT to BTR projects beyond affordable
housing, with suggestions that “greater gains can be achieved through policies that promote the entire
build-to-rent sector…a rising tide lifts all boats.”160
The current tax framework around BTR makes it less viable.161 Current land tax rules favour individual
investors over institutional investment, as land taxes are levied according to land use and size based on
the value of an investor’s entire portfolio, rather than the value of individual properties. This increases the
amount of tax payable for larger portfolios. Under Australia’s current system, considerable land is
excluded from land tax.162 But many argue land tax could be reformed to have a broader base, with rates
applied progressively, according to value per square metre. PwC recently called for (staged) roll out of
annual land taxes to replace stamp duty, as have ACOSS and Prosper.163
In the current climate, banks are increasingly reluctant to lend for build-to-buy without a majority
of apartments pre-sold. In addition, the Goods and Services Tax applies to BTR developers, but not on
housing developers constructing homes for individual sale. More cost-effective variations of the BTR are
being trialled, including student accommodation, co-living arrangements, or BTR accommodation where
the tenant has an option to buy their unit after a few years of renting.164
In the wake of any residential property price downturn, BTR may become more of a focus of investors and
developers.165 Offering long term rental income, it should be an appealing investment for institutions that
seek reliable income, like super funds.”166
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Policy recommendations
Residential housing is a multi-stakeholder market in Australia, one affected by global property trends and
regulation. How do we develop and implement strategies that are sufficiently systems-focused to drive
investment while also driving better outcomes for Australians in rental housing?

Directions for Federal Government
Increase direct housing payments (CRA)
Commonwealth Rent Assistance should no longer be indexed to the CPI but should be indexed to reflect
current average market rents based on location. The maximum rate of CRA should be increased to reflect
current market rents. Eligibility of CRA should be expanded to include those who are underemployed or
experience insecure or casual work., and an additional housing supplement should be implemented for
vulnerable individuals and households as well as those with high needs.
Further incentivise investment in Build to Rent from large corporate landlords
Institutional investment in the Australia’s private rental sector isn’t as common as it could be. Lifelong
build-to-rent housing is an important A model developed by Per Capita and other stakeholders from a
commonwealth-funded AHWG illustrates how this can be encouraged (See funding model in Appendix A).
A 10% MIT taxation rate
The MIT taxation rate has been lowered to 15% to encourage foreign investment in affordable housing
and the taxation system must also be used to drive universal design in the BTR housing Australia urgently
needs. A 10% MIT rate could be attached to development of BTR offering long-term or life leases, in welldesigned ‘pocket neighbourhoods’, or supporting the age-friendly co-housing communities older people
want to see on offer. Concierge services would drive growth of a fit-for-purpose private rental sector.
NRAS 2.0
NRAS 2.0 as proposed by the Labor party in 2018 offered a 15-year subsidy for investors, to building of
250,000 affordable private rental properties. Lessons from NRAS 1.0 might be addressed if the scheme
was administered by local or regional governments rather than centrally. Assessing local housing need
through a ‘community authority’ approach, councils could tender out BTR housing development,
encouraging much greater housing diversity and local responsiveness.

Directions for state and territory governments
Improve and align tenancy law
Enhanced lease longevity, protection from no fault eviction and unfair or frequent rent increases,
increased control over the home (modifications/decorations, ability), allowance of pets, and minimum
standards of quality and safety are fundamental.
Private landlord licensing
Enshrined in state rental legislation, the new licensing regime should be enacted by councils, following
administration procedures around rates. Licensing should be per property, per year of tenancy, thereby
incentivising longer leases. Licensing should be granted on completion of training and a knowledge test.
29
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A government reimbursement scheme for home retrofits
This has previously been recommended to support older homeowners.167 Incentives in addition to
negative gearing should encourage private landlords to upgrade their portfolio of properties.
Measurable targets to drive affordable and age-appropriate rental housing at the state/territory level
These could also be reflected at the local government tier. Measures should clearly articulate social
outcomes for older renters, as described by the ‘three critical functions of home’.
Urban planning for a diverse ageing population
Australia’s planning system largely discourages alternative housing typologies, in spite of a growing body
of evidence showing that collective approaches to housing, particularly those which integrate or facilitate
care arrangements, are what many older people would prefer. Housing alternatives such as co-housing
have been shown to drive outcomes for older residents, financially and in wellbeing. Participatory planning
approaches also demonstrate opportunities to more meaningfully engage people in how their
communities are developed and organized. This involves including people in setting the vision and
priorities for how communities evolve, right through to how these are implemented. Traditional
approaches planning only tend to engage people later in the process, once all the key decisions have
already been made.
Bring vacant properties into the rental market
All states/territories should introduce and resource a Vacant Properties Strategy. The strategy should
cover vacant new-build properties and also aim to secure leases on older properties. There should be a
brokerage role for local councils, with a social housing provider to manage any resulting tenancy. Priority
could be given to older people experiencing homelessness with a proven link to the local area.

Directions for local governments
A broader role for Local Government Areas (LGAs)
While some Australian councils have housing and urban development strategies in place, the private
rental sector can be difficult to influence. Responding to the needs of local people is the raison d’etre of
local government, however. Municipal plans shape delivery of local services and these could be explicitly
linked into housing outcomes for older residents. LGAs need to plan for housing that integrates well with
aged care. Many ageing Australians want to stay in their known community and therefore a suite of
supported and affordable housing options is needed at every local level – for those who prefer to small
regional towns, or to access affordable ‘pocket neighbourhoods’. Good and affordable alternatives such
as co-housing continue to face significant barriers at the planning level. Councils can meaningfully engage
with (ageing) residents to identify diversity in demand and respond with appropriate local housing
options.
Through enhanced responsibilities and resourcing, councils could offer free services to registered
landlords, managing viewings, shortlisting and lease administration. Giving councils a role in matching
local tenants with local landlords would present an alternative to the dominant property management
model and would help protect against discriminatory practices in lettings. Local legislators are already
167
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seeking to address the impact of short-term lettings on the broader private rental market. We need to
identify and monitor best practice with a view to driving improvements and accountability in the sector. A
landlord licensing scheme should apply.
Community-led housing grants
These grants should support local housing groups to partner with CHPs or councils, enabling them to
access a funds through a central ‘clearing housing funding model’. A state-legislated ‘commitment to
consider’ community-led housing would drive diverse housing outcomes.
Drive BTR co-housing through release of lazy land into community land trusts
Landlords and older tenants both seek ‘reliable rentals’. Councils should take a brokerage role,
administering an online register of interested tenants and licensed landlords. The initiative should include
support for tenants wanting to share accommodation, in line with TACSI’s Our Place initiative.

Directions for the community housing sector
A changing role for CHPs
With a shift of housing responsibilities recommended above, the role of the ‘third ‘ i.e non-government
housing sector would also need to evolve. In the current housing continuum, ‘social’ rental housing and
linked welfare services are increasingly expected to meet the critical needs of private renters: both in
housing and welfare services more broadly.
A local approach to rental housing would shift funding for some housing services, for example private
rental brokerage, to local governments; but support from CHPs would remain key. CHPs would need to
work closely with local government in developing long-term local housing strategies that effectively
respond to the needs of older residents.
The power for councils to raise funds through a private landlord licensing scheme suggests CHPs would
need to develop a much stronger local focus, working in partnership with local authorities in both
metropolitan and regional councils. In relation to prioritising community-led housing strategies, there will
be significant opportunities for the sector to work in close collaboration with residents and councils.
Many of the policy proposals outlined above will require a shift in our approach to community and social
housing. The policy settings for this sector will be the subject of a future policy brief in the Home For
Good series.
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Introduction
This series of Home for Good policy briefs, by Per Capita’s Centre for Applied Policy in Positive Ageing
(CAPPA) in partnership with The Australian Centre for Social Innovation (TACSI), applies findings from
more than ten years of combined research in ageing, housing and inequality to inform housing policy
recommendations for an ageing Australia.
In our first policy brief, we introduced TACSI’s ‘three critical functions’ of a good home in older age.1
These ‘three critical functions’, co-designed over five years with older Australians, express what a ‘good
home’ means to older people:
Asset: Rather than financial equity, the real asset in relation to housing is security of tenure,
enabling choice and control of your living circumstances and how you live your life.
Gateway: Good homes connect us to others and to our community, critical to reducing loneliness
and isolation.
Expression: Home is where we express and evolve our identity. Having control over our space and
being able to invest in ‘place’ enables us to form stronger and more congruent identities.
In our second policy brief, we identified how Australia’s private rental market often fails to provide these
three critical functions of home for older people and explored innovative ways in which it could change or
adapt to better serve Australia’s ageing population.2
In this, our third policy brief, we turn our attention to Australia’s social housing sector. In the context of
declining home ownership and growing housing insecurity among older Australians, we ask whether social
housing can provide the three critical functions of home as we age.
We will consider how older Australians fit into the existing social housing system and use Per Capita and
TACSI research to outline what older people want from social housing. We will then investigate the ways
in which the current system falls short, creating problems for older Australians, including problems of
access, affordability, stock design and condition, and location. We will then use our work co-designing
housing solutions with and for older Australians to recommend a series of policy changes to move us
towards a social housing sector that adapts to the changing needs of our ageing population.
The need for social and affordable housing will only grow as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic upon us
at the time of writing, and Australian governments at all tiers will need to prioritise housing and innovate
in relation to funding and investment. Housing providers will need to grow their imagination in relation to
the types of social housing that will best meet the needs of a diverse and ageing tenant body. Most
importantly, governments and providers will need to drive innovation in social housing governance
structures by piloting new models of 'bottom-up' ownership that help ensure social housing residents are
integrated and valued members of their broader community.
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http://bit.ly/home-for-good
https://bit.ly/homeforgood_prb
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Policy context
Social housing in Australia
As at 30 June 2018, social housing – i.e. subsidised rental housing provided at below the market rent to
eligible, usually low-income tenants – made up 4.6% of Australia’s housing stock.3 This is manifestly
inadequate to meet social housing need. To meet that need it has been estimated that Australia needs a
social housing sector constituting between 6.6% and 8% of overall housing stock.4
It wasn’t always this way. Between 1945 and 1970, new social housing properties averaged 16% of total
national residential construction. But from 1996, base funding for social housing construction was cut by
24% and the rate of new social housing builds fell to 3%. Although the Australian population grew by 30%
from 1996 to 2016, social housing stock grew by just 4%.5
It also isn’t this way elsewhere. Compared to other OECD countries, Australia’s proportion of social
housing dwellings is ranked as middling. Our proportion of 4.6% pales in comparison to the Netherlands’
proportion of 37.7%, Denmark’s proportion of 21.2%, Austria’s proportion of 20%, and even the United
Kingdom’s proportion of 16.9%. It is more comparable to the United States’ proportion of 3.3%.6
In Australia, social housing comprises public housing and community housing. Public housing is provided
and managed by governments, while community housing is provided and managed by community-based
organisations, usually in the not-for-profit sector. 72% of Australia’s social housing is public housing,
meaning public housing accounts for 3.3% of total housing stock.7 Over the last decade, Australia has
actually lost 6% of its public housing – some 20,000 dwellings – as the sector has steadily shifted its focus
away from public housing and towards growing the community housing sector by transferring ownership
and/or management of public housing stock to community housing providers (CHPs).8
The current state of Commonwealth investment in public housing has been described as a “starvation
ration.”9 Various investment pathways have been tried and tested but have not generated sufficient
housing construction, failing even to keep up with the rates of sales and demolitions.10 States and
territories lament the lack of Commonwealth investment, while the federal government points to the
opaque and ineffective way states and territories spend their funding.11

https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/hou/housing-assistance-in-australia-2019/housing-assistance-in-australia-2019/contents/socialhousing-dwellings
4
The Swinburne Institute for Social Research, Swinburne University, Submission to Senate Economics References Committee
Inquiry into Affordable Housing, (2014). Available at
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Affordable_housing_2013/Submissions
(submission 86, section 2.3).
5
Pawson et al, Housing policy in Australia: A Case for System Reform, Palgrave Macmillan (2020), page 94-95
6
http://www.oecd.org/social/affordable-housing-database/housing-policies/
7
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/hou/housing-assistance-in-australia-2019/housing-assistance-in-australia-2019/contents/socialhousing-dwellings
8
Pawson et al (2020) page 113
9
https://theconversation.com/australia-needs-to-reboot-affordable-housing-funding-not-scrap-it-72861
10
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/29061/Social-housing-as-infrastructure-an-investment-pathway-ExecutiveSummary.pdf, Pawson et al (2020), page 95
11
https://theconversation.com/australia-needs-to-reboot-affordable-housing-funding-not-scrap-it-72861
3
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As both state and federal governments have withdrawn from their responsibility to fund public housing,
the sector has shifted away from the post-war ‘safety net model’ wherein the government provided
affordable housing to the current ‘ambulance service model’ focused on providing emergency housing in
response to the homelessness crisis.12 Today, public housing eligibility criteria have narrowed to target
only those most in need, many of whom are permanently outside the workforce and have high or complex
needs.13 This means many people at risk of homelessness in Australia are ineligible for public housing.14
Nationally, at 30 June 2018, there were 140,600 applicants on a waiting list for public housing.15
Data from the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) estimates a current shortfall of
433,000 social housing properties, projecting that, after taking population growth into account, Australia
will need 727,000 new properties by 2036 just to maintain our current low proportion of public housing.
This means 15,000 homes will need to be built every year for the next 20 years just to maintain the status
quo.16 AHURI’s research is backed up by the University of New South Wales’ City Futures Research Centre,
which estimates that Australia will need 728,600 new social housing properties by 2036.17

Older Australians and social housing
In the Australian cultural narrative, we almost always envisage a good home in older age as a home that is
owned outright. We have an expectation that, in retirement, an older person in Australia will have paid off
their mortgage and own their family home as a ‘home for good’.
This ideal provided the three critical functions of home for generations of older Australians. Outright home
ownership is a solid financial asset, providing us not only with the financial security to pay for aged care if
we should need it, but also wealth to leave to our family. A home owned outright also confers permanent
security of tenure, often in a neighbourhood of our choice with established social and service
relationships: a gateway. As homeowners we have control over our space: expression. We are able to age
in place and to remain living independently from residential care for as long as possible. This cultural
narrative of outright home ownership remains a key pillar of both our retirement income system and our
aged care system.
However, the realisation of this ideal is becoming increasingly unlikely. In Australia’s current housing
market, unaffordability and market failure are creating a new paradigm. Home ownership is declining at all
ages, including full home ownership at the time of retirement. Meanwhile, we see a parallel growth in
housing insecurity, both for younger Australians unable to afford their rental payments let alone purchase

Fitzpatrick & Stephens, The Future of Social Housing, London: Shelter (2009) pages 27-38. See also
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/understanding-the-residualisation-of-social-housing
13
Pawson et al (2020), page 104, see also
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/2042/AHURI_Final_Report_No231_Thirty-years-of-public-housing-supplyand-consumption-1981-2011.pdf
14
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/understanding-the-residualisation-of-social-housing
15
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/housing-assistance/housing-assistance-in-australia-2019/contents/priority-groups-and-waitlists#pg4
16
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/29061/Social-housing-as-infrastructure-an-investment-pathway-ExecutiveSummary.pdf
17
https://cityfutures.be.unsw.edu.au/research/projects/filling-the-gap/
12
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their first home, and for older Australians who struggle with mortgage debt in the decade before
retirement some 600% higher than it was three decades ago.18
As a result, more older Australians are renting their homes, while others are living in highly insecure
accommodation such as rooming houses and caravan parks. A growing number, especially older single
women, are effectively homeless, getting by through house-sitting or couch-surfing. Chronic housing
insecurity, and the implications it has for poorer health and wellbeing, is becoming a way of life for too
many older Australians.19
Social housing should be able to provide a solution for older Australians who do not own their own home:
it should be a means to provide them with a ‘home for good’. For Australians on limited and fixed
incomes, such as the age pension, and whose needs are likely to grow more complex as they age, social
housing should provide a secure and affordable refuge. It offers greater security than private rental
accommodation and other precarious housing tenures and, as such, meets the asset function of a good
home in older age. The security it provides facilitates the gateway function: control of who comes in and
when, the ability to ‘shut the door’ and have privacy. Confidence in security of tenure also supports the
expression function of a good home in older age: the ability to control and personalise our space.
On the face of it, then, social housing would seem to offer the three critical functions of home. However,
older people often experience sufficient disadvantage to be excluded from private rental and home
ownership, but not enough to qualify for social housing. These Australians represent a key demographic
that slips through the cracks of our current housing market.
The proportion of older residents in social housing has increased significantly over recent years, as the
population has aged and housing need in older age has grown. The Aged Persons Homes Act 1954,
which once funded churches, charities, and not-for-profit organisations to provide housing for older
people, has been superseded by numerous policies driving growth in social housing more broadly. The
current system limits access to designated aged social housing stock, despite evidence showing older
people particularly value the additional support and community connection that social housing often
provides. In Victoria, for instance, an Older Persons’ Highrise Program for public tenants in estates is
delivered in partnership by government and community health organisations, with designated workers
supporting older tenants not only with housing issues, but with their health and other vulnerabilities.20

What older Australians want from social housing
For many older people who experience insecurity in the private rental market, being able to access social
housing may just be enough. The health and wellbeing implications of housing insecurity mean those
fortunate enough to be offered a social housing property are unlikely to complain, despite the evidence
that current social housing stock is often inappropriately designed for older people. AHURI research
dating back to 2007 shows that even then, state and territory housing authorities were facing “…a range
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0025/44953/AHURI-Final-Report-319-Mortgage-stress-and-precarious-homeownership-implications-for-older-Australians.pdf
19
https://www.missionaustralia.com.au/news-blog/news-media/mission-australia-report-shows-homelessness-is-a-growingconcern-for-older-australians https://cpsa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/180622_CPSA_Housing_report.pdf;
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/content/housing-insecurity-and-precarious-living-australian-exploration-0
20
https://www2.health.vic.gov.au/ageing-and-aged-care/supporting-independent-living/low-cost-accommodation-supportprogram/older-persons-high-rise-support-program
18
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of major policy, management and practice challenges [in] the demand from older people for public
housing.”21 The research found older Australians had “…higher and changing expectations; many will
need support; and the size of their housing units is too small, below community standards and no longer
meets the expectations of older people.”
A more recent AHURI study addressing older people’s housing aspirations showed most wanted to live in
the middle or outer suburbs of a city, but that many aged between 55 and 74 had a strong preference to
live in small regional towns, where there is low availability of social housing.22 People aged over 75 were
more likely to indicate a preference for the inner suburbs of capital cities, perhaps reflecting importance of
feeling connected to services, to family and to the broader community as they become less agile. Location
of housing appears to remain just as important in older age as in younger age, but the scarcity of social
housing stock means prospective tenants have little real choice over its location.
Per Capita’s Mutual Appreciation research identified the importance of housing as a ‘social relationship’
and the role housing can play in driving positive experiences of ageing by facilitating social connection
and a sense of belonging to community.23 The project explored a number of models of housing and care
collectives in older age, including cooperative social housing models, and canvassed response from older
women experiencing disadvantage. Their responses highlighted the critical importance of housing that
enabled regular social connection: even some women who owned their own homes stated that they would
move into cooperative housing for the perceived social and care benefits as they aged.24
The AHURI study into the housing aspirations of older Australians reinforced our findings:
One interviewee lived in a housing cooperative and it became evident that they felt
substantially more secure than other tenants and even seemed to have more control
over their housing aspirations. As they described, being in the cooperative has offered
the family secure and affordable housing which has 'made an incredible difference'. (57year-old, female, social housing tenant).25

https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/3099/AHURI_Research_Paper_Older_persons_in_public_housing.pdf p.1
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/317
23
https://percapita.org.au/our_work/mutual-appreciation-a-social-innovation-thinkpiece/
24
https://percapita.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Mutual-Appreciation_formFINAL.pdf, page 8-10
25
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/317
21
22

8

PER CAPITA / TACSI POLICY BRIEF

The problem with social housing for older Australians
Access
As we have noted, the demand for social housing far outstrips its provision. The stock that is available is
targeted towards those Australians most in need: usually those of working age who are permanently
outside the workforce, or with high and complex needs.26 This means that many older Australians are
forced to remain in precarious housing, or even in homelessness, despite being recognised as a priority
group under the National Housing and Homelessness Agreements that operate at each state/territory
level.27
The fundamental lack of social housing supply remains the most significant barrier to access for Australians
of all ages, but older Australians face particular difficulties accessing safe and secure housing in
appropriate built forms. From the 1980s onwards, some purpose-built, medium-density housing was
developed by state housing commissions for older people but, as with much of our public housing stock, a
lack of investment and maintenance means many of these blocks are run down. Most were not designed
well in the first place, as Victoria’s Housing for the Aged Action Group noted in 2018:
At present 60 percent of public housing is earmarked for people aged over 55, however,
many elderly tenants are unable to live there due to accessibility issues presented by
multi-level infrastructure.28
While public housing renewal programs are taking place in some parts of the country, these aren’t
necessarily improving access for older Australians. Many renewal programs are seen by residents as a
pathway to privatisation rather than a program to improve the quality and condition of social housing.
Traditionally, commission housing was often built in inner-urban areas where land values have soared,
such as Millers Point in Sydney, where 372 public housing units were sold (and tenants moved on)
ostensibly to raise money to build 1,500 new social housing units. The dismantling of this community was
met by significant outcry from tenants, many of whom had lived there for decades.29 It remains to be seen
whether the financial proceeds from the sales of their homes will indeed be rechannelled into new social
housing development. In other cases, even where profits from such sales have remained within the sector,
the result is often a net loss of housing.30
We are seeing fewer overall social housing units than ever, and even fewer that are purpose-built for older
Australians. One in six (16%) of all people experiencing homelessness on Census night 2016 were aged 55
and over: around 18,600 people. The lack of appropriate housing stock options means that a majority are
prioritised for accommodation, but remain unhoused.

Pawson et al (2020), page 104, and see also
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/2042/AHURI_Final_Report_No231_Thirty-years-of-public-housing-supplyand-consumption-1981-2011.pdf
27
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/understanding-the-residualisation-of-social-housing
28
https://www.agedcareguide.com.au/talking-aged-care/elderly-housing-services-outraged-by-public-housing-shortfalls
29
https://theconversation.com/why-moving-out-public-housing-tenants-is-a-tragedy-for-millers-point-and-for-sydney-64363
30
https://thesocialist.org.au/public-housing-then-and-now/
26
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Affordability
Even when social housing is available for older Australians, rental costs are not as affordable as we might
expect. The Housing for the Aged Action Group advises that:
Rents charged in social housing can vary significantly. Some community housing rents
are based on…a percentage of the ‘market rent’. Others charge between 25% to 30% of
combined household income including 100% of Commonwealth Rent Assistance.31
While some tenants in community housing pay rents at a similar reduced rate to those in public housing
(25% of assessable income), other CHPs set rent according to market rates for a similar property in that
area and can charge up to 74.9% of that rate.32 CHPs have also faced accusations of ‘cherry-picking’
tenants who can pay higher rents, mirroring the phenomenon of rental bidding in the private sector.
Despite significant government funding to respond to critical housing and homelessness issues, too often
“…community housing organisations pick and choose who they want to house.”33
Furthermore, the under-supply of social housing has led to tight eligibility requirements, meaning that
those on a low incomes, even those solely reliant on a pension, don’t automatically qualify. Most older
prospective tenants are required to first exhaust all their other resources, including any savings, before
they are eligible for social housing.
For older women, likely to have half the retirement savings of men, it is particularly stressful to consider
having to use up any small nest egg ringfenced for future care or other critical needs. After savings are
depleted, there can still be a two-year wait for housing to be offered, even for priority groups; and once
they receive an offer, older people feel a pressure to accept, even if the housing is not in a preferred
location or appropriate to their needs.

Stock condition and design
The decline in investment in public housing means tenants often live in properties in an advanced state of
disrepair. In Victoria, 42% of public housing stock is more than 30 years old,34 and in New South Wales,
the Auditor-General acknowledges that 30-40% of public housing is below the “…benchmark acceptable
physical standard.”35 Across all states and territories, the Productivity Commission estimates 20% of public
housing stock is “physically unsatisfactory,”36 which has particular implications for older people, who may
be frail or have limited mobility. Poorly designed or maintained housing can affect both physical health
and psychological wellbeing at all ages, but particularly in older age. Poor housing condition has also
been linked with an increase in falls and preventable deaths among older people.37

https://www.oldertenants.org.au/housing-options/social-housing
https://www.communityservices.act.gov.au/hcs/policies/fact_sheets/what-is-community-housing
33
https://thesocialist.org.au/public-housing-then-and-now/
34
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Committees/Senate/Economics/Affordable_housing_2013/Report/c14
35
https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/sites/default/files/pdfdownloads/2013_Jul_Report_Making_the_Best_Use_of_Public_Housing.pdf
36
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/housing-and-homelessness#attachtables, Table
18A.36
37
https://academic.oup.com/ageing/article/38/4/364/41330
31
32
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Little community housing is specifically built with consideration for the health, mobility and accessibility
needs of older tenants. Some not-for-profit housing providers are moving towards providing independent
living units (ILUs) for older people or people with disability, but they are met with barriers to delivery.
In the past, ILUs were provided by the state, but these are now “…rundown and neglected, below
community standards and no longer able to meet older people’s housing expectations.”38 ILU providers
face increasing difficulties in continuing to manage this housing. The targeting of those on the lowest
incomes means meagre income streams have replaced direct government support and many ILUs have
been demolished or redeveloped for higher income retirement living over the past two decades, or sold
directly to the private sector where the high end retirement villages sector is dominated by global forprofit providers.
As we have lost publicly provided independent living units, we have also lost their links to service
provision. Many ILU providers also operate in the residential care sector or have community aged and
disability care programs. Some provide lower-cost ILUs within retirement villages or residential settings,
often with a degree of assisted living services.39 Best practice examples, such as Old Colonists Association
of Victoria, include housing pathways ranging from independent living to full aged care services for
residents.

Neighbourhood
There is a large body of evidence showing that most older people prefer to ‘age in place’, in
neighbourhoods that are familiar to them and where they have developed support and service networks
over time. Ideally, age-appropriate, high quality social housing would be one component of a suite of
diverse housing options operating at the local level. As we saw in our Mutual Appreciation research, social
outcomes can be key to a ‘home for good’ in older age. The importance of being ‘networked in’ – of
having a visible and valued role within your chosen community – is critically important to many older
people.
TACSI’s What Supports Neighbourliness? study supported our findings in relation to housing as a social
relationship. Working in co-design with older South Australians, TACSI has identified six priorities for
neighbourhood design to enable positive ageing:
• The ‘right type’ of interaction
• Getting to know each other
• Perceptions of safety
• Spaces for neighbourliness
• Facilitating the flow of information
• A sense of belonging
• Enabling walkability
The What Supports Neighbourliness? report also defined three factors that underpin the ‘right type’ of
positive neighbourly relationships:
• Being aware of others’ situations
https://www.aph.gov.au/DocumentStore.ashx?id=dac02910-4553-4b13-9b9a-e3a46df13978, page 7
Swinburne Institute for Social Research (2011). National Survey of Providers of Independent Living Units (ILUs) for people with
relatively low incomes and low assets Final Report.

38
39
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•
•

Having respect for others’ privacy
Being willing to help and take action when needed

These findings show the importance of social connection in older age, and how good housing and
intentional community design can support this. However, in traditional public housing, post-war urban
design protocols, such as concentrating units in high-rise towers or estates and separating them from the
rest of the neighbourhood, have become associated with poor social outcomes such as crime and
antisocial behaviour. This not only stigmatises social housing, but also promotes social isolation for older
social renters who may find that interaction between neighbours is reduced in their neighbourhood.
In more recent social housing development, the importance of appropriate design is better understood
than in the past, but is likely to be balanced against extremely tight financial considerations. In such
instances, design tends to favour creating profitable margins for developers, rather than building housing
and communities capable of creating homes for people and supporting social mobility. This means the
number of housing units is usually prioritised over the provision of amentities and communal areas such as
the shared dining rooms, libraries, and gardens that are common in seniors’ cohousing communities.
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Policy solutions
As noted above, while Australia’s community housing sector has grown significantly in recent years, overall
social housing stock has declined. National agreements between federal and state or territory
governments target only those in the most dire need; an ‘ambulance model’ that is designed for crisis
response and does not recognise the growing number of older people who are in need of social housing.
In 2017-18 for example, combined federal and state or territory expenditure on housing and homelessness
services totalled approximately $5 billion.40 Over the same period, the private rental housing market was
subsidised by the federal government through negative gearing, the capital gains tax discount, and other
tax concessions to the tune of more than $11 billion per year.41
This fiscal imbalance serves to maintain the status quo of ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ in Australia’s housing.
Govenrment financial support for housing investment and development effectively prioritises the building
of capital wealth by investors above collective or community-focused outcomes, including the right of
people to a decent home.
Without sharp policy recalibration across the housing market, housing insecurity and the risk of
homelessness is likely to persist, and affect increasing numbers of older people in Australia.

Increasing supply of public housing
The most logical and commonly advocated response to the insufficiency of social housing is to build more
homes by investing in large-scale social housing development and construction. Campaigns from housing
organisations, the community sector, and even from aged advocates are persuasive voices in this
conversation. In recent decades, the preferred approach of successive federal and state or territory
governments has been to fund new builds of social housing by subsidising private developers, rather than
through direct government provision of housing.
However, the COVID-19 crisis has focussed attention on the value of government funded public housing.
Community groups and policy advocates, including Per Capita, have been pushing for a national housebuilding program not only as a response to insecure housing and homelessness, but as an important
economic stimulus to create jobs following the collapse in employment brought about by the pandemic.
It is important that any such program is designed to meet the needs of tenants, and maximise the value of
government investment. In this context, it is particularly important to distinguish between public and
community housing.
Why public housing rather than community housing?
In response to the widely understood need for change in the social housing sector, governments have
taken steps to diversify, and encourage competition in, the sector by moving a substantial proportion of
social housing provision from government to not-for-profit community housing providers (CHPs). In 2009,
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/housing-assistance/housing-assistance-in-australia-2019/contents/housing-and-housingassistance-in-australia
41
https://theconversation.com/election-factcheck-qanda-does-the-government-spend-more-on-negative-gearing-and-capitalgains-tax-discounts-than-on-child-care-or-higher-education-61009
40
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Commonwealth and state and territory governments signed on to an agreement to expand community
housing provision from 11% to “up to 35%” by 2014.42
The argument was that encouraging this competition within social service provision would lead to better
governance of social housing by non-government providers, which theoretically would be better placed to
initiate long-term investment and renewal projects than public sector departments, who were subject to
the changing political priorities of successive governments.43 Furthermore, transfer of provision to CHPs
theoretically widens eligibility and allows a higher rent to be collected from tenants who are eligible for
Commonwealth Rent Assistance.
As a result, the vast majority of social housing units constructed under the 2009-2011 Social Housing
Initiative – the only recent substantial injection of funds into social housing construction – were procured
by state or territory governments and then transferred to CHPs.44 Under the 2008-2013 National Rental
Affordability Scheme, over half of total subsidies went to CHPs.45 From 2009 to 2017, the CHP portfolio in
Australia doubled, mostly thanks to stock transfer from state or territory governments.46
Growth in the community housing sector is a good thing. Community housing is an important component
of a robust housing sector, and all growth in affordable housing is to be welcomed. However, the growth
of the community housing sector at the expense of the public housing sector is problematic. Investing in
public housing should be the priority for tackling the issue of homelessness in Australia.
Evidence both internationally and locally shows that providing good quality public housing in appropriate
locations is the most effective way to keep people out of homelessness. Data from the University of
Melbourne’s Journeys Home study - the only longitudinal study in the world that tracks currently homeless
populations alongside at-risk and vulnerable populations – shows that public housing is by far the
strongest preventative factor against homelessness, finding that “…the magnitude of its effect was many
times greater than anything else.”47
This is because the financial model underpinning community housing creates perverse incentives, in which
CHPs are discouraged from housing the poorest tenants or those most at risk of homelessness. CHPs are
private, not-for-profit entities and, as such, are required to remain solvent. As rent is usually calculated as a
proportion of household income, the requirement to maintain an adequate revenue stream limits the
proportion of people reliant on government income support - those most at risk of homelessness - that
CHPs are able to accommodate without risking their financial viability. 48

Housing Ministers’ Conference, Implementing the National Housing Reforms: A Progress Report to the Council of Australian
Governments from Commonwealth, State and Territory Housing Ministers, Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia (May 2009). See
also Pawson et al (2020), page 114.
43
Pawson et al (2020), page 114-116
44
Ibid, page 121
45
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/07_2018/nras_quarterly_report_june_2018_0.pdf
46
Pawson et al (2020), Fig. 4.4
47
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Inquiry_into_Homelessness_in_Victoria/Transcripts_and_Q
ONs/1._FINAL-HOMELESSNESS-Guy_Johnson.pdf and see also
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Inquiry_into_Homelessness_in_Victoria/Transcripts_and_QO
Ns/Johnson_Parl_Inquiry_Nov_2019.pdf
48
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Inquiry_into_Homelessness_in_Victoria/Submissions/S168_
-_Vic_Public_Tenants_Association.pdf, page 10
42
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Public housing tenants’ associations and advocacy groups have also submitted evidence of CHPs “cherrypicking” tenants who are more “desirable”, or easier to manage.49 The profit motive, combined with
looser allocation rules for CHPs, has ensured “…an inevitable drift to tenancies that ensure housing
associations can remain financially viable.”50
For the same reason, security of tenure is weaker in community housing than in public housing. CHPs are
dependent on rental revenue for financial viability, and are therefore “…less tolerant of rental arrears”.51
Absent the legislated responsibility for their tenants that applies to public housing authorities as the ‘social
landlord’, this makes for easier evictions, and an eviction from social housing, whether public or
community, is often an eviction into homelessness.
Public housing is not without problems, including, as we have seen, poor design, low quality standards,
social stigma, and inappropriate locations. However, those problems largely result from a lack of
investment and maintenance, and poor standards of tenancy management.
Any national housebuilding program needs to first focus on public housing: increasing the numbers of
available public tenancies through negotiation with vacant property owners; bringing forward works and
upgrades on existing estates; and building new public housing stock to universal design standards,
ensuring it is age and ability appropriate.

Re-thinking supply: innovation in design
Built environment
As we have explained, an appropriate built environment is critical in older age. Not only does the design
of our homes support the gateway and expression functions described by TACSI, there is a body of
evidence showing that universal design supports better health and wellbeing outcomes at all ages. The
relationship between poor housing and ill health is most clearly seen in older people: older Australians
have the highest prevalence of chronic conditions, and people over 85 spend around 90% of their time at
home, meaning the built environment has a critical impact.52
Much of Australia’s public housing stock was designed decades ago, and not with an ageing population in
mind. ‘High density’ defines even purpose-built ‘50+’ accommodation and much of it is poorly insulated,
with renewal programs to install or upgrade air-conditioning and heating well overdue.
As the Victorian Council of Social Services stated in a submission to the Victorian government:
These homes are decades old, in poor repair, and expensive to maintain. They are
energy inefficient, and vulnerable residents find them difficult to heat and cool, with no
Ibid, see also
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Inquiry_into_Homelessness_in_Victoria/Submissions/S244__Friends_of_Public_Housing_Victoria.pdf and
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Inquiry_into_Homelessness_in_Victoria/Transcripts_and_QO
Ns/1._FINAL-HOMELESSNESS-Guy_Johnson.pdf
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https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Inquiry_into_Homelessness_in_Victoria/Transcripts_and_Q
ONs/1._FINAL-HOMELESSNESS-Guy_Johnson.pdf
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Johnson et al, ‘How do housing and labour markets affect individual homelessness?’, Housing Studies (2018), page 18
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https://academic.oup.com/ageing/article/38/4/364/41330
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air-conditioning present. They are also inaccessible, unable to house people with
mobility difficulties, and difficult to access for even able-bodied people, especially
families, who climb several flights of stairs multiple times daily to use their homes. 53
Australia is prone to extreme hot weather and housing for older people needs to recognise their explicit
vulnerability to this. While there are limits to what governments can do to support older people in poorly
designed rental housing or owner-occupied homes, public and community housing can and should exhibit
best practice: low-cost, sustainably insulated, and well-designed homes for tenants.
In order for social housing to present an appropriate housing tenure for ageing, all new social housing
should be built to universal design standards, with age friendly principles embedded. There is a
substantial body of literature about age friendly design from the UK, where the focus on co-designing
housing with older people has been embedded in statutory frameworks for some time.54
What is Universal Design?
Universal Design in housing means the intentional composition of the built environment maximises
‘useability’ regardless of a person’s age, ability and other characteristics. Properties built to universal
design standards closely align with the World Health Organisation’s definition of age-friendly housing:
housing that doesn’t pose unnecessary hazards and is intuitive and comfortable to use regardless of
posture or mobility. Commonly, construction will be single level, with doorways wide enough for
wheelchair access; the property will have no steps; and worktops will be at a level appropriate for different
heights.
Emerging examples of age-friendly housing built to universal design standards include housing that is
modular, with adaptable structures. These ‘smart’ social housing units can be customised to match the
needs of different residents, with ceilings able to hold a hoist, moveable walls so living areas can be
adapted to mobility needs, level flooring, and bathrooms with walk-in wet rooms rather than a shower
over a bathtub.55
There have been recent positive indications from the Australian Building Codes Board about accessible
housing design, but the mandatory adoption of universal design principles for social housing development
is still a way off. It is imperative that new social housing units are designed specifically to meet the needs
of older people, and that older tenants are involved in participatory planning and co-design in relation to
the design.
Neighbourhood design
As research from TACSI and Per Capita shows, an experience of good housing goes further than welldesigned interior environments for older people. A home for good is also about a sense of community,
and of belonging within a connected neighbourhood beyond one’s own door. The importance of feeling
that one has a valued social place becomes particularly important in older age; so important in fact, that
https://vcoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/SUB_171117_Public-Housing-Renewal-Program_Final.pdf p.4
https://www.housinglin.org.uk/_assets/Events/2018-07/Age-Friendly-Housing_-_Further-Reading_updated_July_2019.pdf
55
http://universaldesign.ie/Web-Content-/Homes-for-Smart-Ageing-Universal-Design-Challenge-PDF.pdf
53
54
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our research has shown some older people would move from their known neighbourhood to live in a
socially connected community such as a cohousing community.56
As TACSI states:
Older people told us there is no substitute for time when it comes to feeling like you
‘belong’ in a neighbourhood. Time increases the quantity and quality of your
neighbourly relationships. Relationships play a key role in creating a sense of belonging knowing people are looking out for one another…When we belong to the same place,
our lives and experiences are connected.57
So how might we encourage this sense of belonging and community in social housing?
There are many CHPs who encourage this already, and some good examples of community engagement
in housing development by the sector.58 Examples such as Washington Park in New South Wales show
that amixture of social and private housing in one setting can work well when the built form is structured
to wrap around the natural and the social environment.59 With a multi-partner co-design process, including
architects and residents from the outset, tenure differences are less visible and the focus is on communal
areas of interaction and amenity.
However, in most of the sector the development focus remains on building ‘apart’ments – a self-evident
descriptor – when it needs to shift to building communities. Built form should include connective
structures and ‘commons’, creating opportunities for the incidental interactions that underpin good
neighbourhood relationships, and are inviting for other local residents too.
To do this, we need to develop a legislative framework around social housing that mandates and
measures specific social outcomes, particularly for those blocks that are purpose-built for older people.
These outcomes could be drawn from a framework co-designed by social housing policymakers and
tenants, and might include principles such as connection to services, neighbour and community networks,
a sense of belonging, a feeling of safety, a sense of control and autonomy.
Age friendly and neighbourly housing design would help blend social housing into the wider community,
reducing stigma and encouraging the sorts of social participation and informal networks that we know
support wellbeing in older age. As social housing tenants increasingly remain in their accommodation into
older age, and as more older Australians find themselves in need of social housing, the importance of
well-designed housing, including attention to neighbourhood and other social environments, will only
become more important.
To ensure Australia’s social housing stock is fit for and ageing population, we will not only need individual
units built to universal design standards, but homes in locations that are well-connected by transport, that
have a strong emphasis on interactive neighbourhood design, and that engage the tenant and broader
resident poulations in their design.

https://percapita.org.au/our_work/mutual-appreciation-a-social-innovation-thinkpiece/
https://www.tacsi.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Insights-Report_Landing-Page-sm.pdf
58
For example: http://communityhousing.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Community-Engagement-Processes.pdf
59
http://www.washingtonpark.com.au/home.php
56
57
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Innovation in funding and development
To ensure that we have sufficient funding to rebuild our social housing system, there are a number of
innovative funding models emerging internationally that could be trialled in the Australian context,
including models of capital funding for ‘build to rent’ housing covered in a previous Home for Good policy
brief.60
Further ideas have been detailed in University of Melbourne analysis of how we might make better use of
surplus and vacant government land for social and affordable housing. The analysis identified 255 parcels
of publicly owned land that could support up to 30,000 families in Victoria, around 50% of which were
within close proximity of key services and amenities.61
Australia could also consider expanding ‘right of first refusal’ arrangements. State and territory
governments already have the right of first refusal on surplus land owned by state agencies, meaning they
can offer to acquire the land before it is put on the market and then tender it out to affordable housing
developers and providers. In other jurisidctions, the right of first refusal on government and government
agency-owned land has been extended to registered social housing providers.
Even more innovative and effective might be a right of first refusal for local residents or communities in
need of land for housing. Many local authorities own buildings, land, and other resources which they no
longer use; assets that can be used to deliver place-based housing and service solutions, in innovative and
locally focused ways. Asset-based community businesses that are community-led and participatory help to
create an experience of local ownership as well as proving an effective means of housing provision: they
“…have the potential to prevent people ‘falling through the cracks’ of conventional service provision.”62
The case for developing social housing through this localised asset transfer approach is strong.
Councils and state agencies that are considering selling land could also establish community land trusts
(CLTs), within which non-profit organisations work in partnership with community groups to develop and
steward land to achieve community objectives. There is a growing body of evidence of CLTs successfully
providing affordable housing both in the USA and the UK.63
We are also seeing CLT models emerging in the Indigenous housing policy space in Australia, where
“…intentional and far-sighted policy solutions are required” not only because of entrenched housing
disadvantage but also the erosion of trust in government services that is the legacy of “…political, policy
and administrative failures.”64 In this area, a program of CLTs may be more appropriate than the supply of
public housing, unless the latter can be statutorily annexed for Indigenous communities.
In CLTs, rights are shared between the landowner (a government or a CHP) and residents, usually on a
ground lease arrangement. Residents are able to rent or even buy properties, but resale prices can be
predetermined. CLTs “…can offer many of the widely acknowledged benefits of home ownership,

https://bit.ly/homeforgood_prb
Whitzman, Newton and Sheko, (2015) Project 30,000: Producing Social and Affordable Housing on Government Land.
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http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2016/community-asset-transfer-how-communities-can-breathe-new-life-into-local-authorityassets/
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https://groundedsolutions.org/strengthening-neighborhoods/community-land-trusts
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Pawson et al, 2020 p.251
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including resident control over a dwelling, security of tenure, transfer of occupancy rights and the
potential for a share of equity gains.”65
In circumstances where a CLT isn’t appropriate, another option to confer a sense of tenant and community
security in social housing is the introduction of tenant management rights. These rights, already enshrined
in social housing provision in the UK, allow tenants and communities a right to manage their housing
collectively, including self-governance of funding, housing stewardship, and decision-making. Tenant
management organisations (TMOs) are proving particularly effective in Wales, where some council housing
has been transferred to community cooperative ownership, as described in the case study below.
CASE STUDY: Trivallis Community Mutual Housing
Trivallis was Wales’s first ‘community mutual’ housing organisation – a unique model of communityowned-and-controlled housing. Under the ‘community mutual’ model, tenants play an active role, sitting
on the Trivallis Board and procuring multi-million-pound contracts. Like co-operative housing models,
tenants are entitled to become members of the organisation, making them (part) legal owners.
The member/owner model of Trivallis empowers tenants to decide on the future of their homes, on
housing services, and on issues in their local neighbourhoods. Membership is also open to tenants’
families and to non-tenant local residents. This community ownership model means the usual stigma
associated with social housing is mitigated.
The community mutual model means Trivallis must work with a wide range of local stakeholders, moving
beyond assisting local people into social housing to generating new local jobs by “delivering homes,
support, environmental improvements and much more” as a multi-million-pound housing developer. 66
TMOs, CLTs, and other locally focused and community-led social housing solutions are, we would argue,
the missing piece in Australia’s housing and homelessness policy. Funding for both public and community
housing needs to shift from a state and territory focus to target local solutions across the housing
continuum, ranging from homelessness prevention, council brokerage services, and increased local supply
and community ownership. Recent research into youth homelessness has recommended a shift towards
local housing responses connected to wrap-around services as the preferred approach; such local
approaches are also highly appropriate for housing older people in need.67

Devolution: a return to local community
The primary responsibility for housing in Australia lies with federal and state or territory governments. In
general, local governments have had no direct role in housing provision, except occasionally in more
remote areas where social housing providers do not operate.
As the provision of affordable housing has shifted towards private developers, however, councils have
started to play a more distinct role. Typically, this involves councils relaxing local planning provisions and
offering other zoning or fee incentives. Under Victorian planning law for example, councils can require a
Pawson et al, p.249
https://www.trivallis.co.uk
67
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component of affordable housing in a development scheme in their region or on their land. Affordable
housing development is typically procured and managed by a CHP, but very rarely is there a continuing
partnership with the provider and council.68
The involvement of local residents in housing development, including social housing development, is
traditionally ad hoc and largely shaped through often reactive and opaque planning processes. While a
more active role for local government can be seen in some metropolitan housing strategic plans, in most
states, requirements for local councils to pursue affordable housing solutions remain optional.
Yet housing is fundamentally a local issue. Much of the too-frequent opposition within established homeowner communities to social housing might be overcome were potential tenants and local residents
closely involved in housing design. Participatory planning processes at the local level, in which councils
have a mandate to meaningfully involve residents in long-term housing planning and development,
enhance community acceptance. Where neighbourhoods are designed for community wellbeing, and
inclusive of social housing communities, significant social benefits are more likely to emerge.
A shift of responsibility from the state or territory level to local government may drive innovation and
improvement. Local government is traditionally more responsive to local needs, and many CHPs have a
track record in local partnership work in relation to housing that stretch back many years: local expertise
and collaborative practice that may be lost as organisations grow into large housing developers and
managers.
This takes us back to a theme identified in our previous Home for Good policy brief: the importance of
localism in housing policy.69 We demonstrated that a focus on local housing outcomes shaped within a
statutory ‘duty to assist’ was positively affecting rates of homelessness and housing insecurity in Scotland
and Wales, where local partnerships are harnessed to drive local housing solutions within legislative
frameworks of a human right to housing.
We also found there to be a rich heritage of local communities in other countries taking ownership and
control of declining services such as hotels and shops, particularly in rural areas.70 Community buy-outs of
such assets should be incentivised by regional development bodies through collaboration with the cooperative and employee-owned business sector, to provide communities with specialist advice, grants,
loans, social investment, and community funding platforms for viable businesses.

https://www.ahuri.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/9083/AHURI_Final_Report_No268_Profiling-Australias-affordablehousing-industry.pdf
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https://bit.ly/homeforgood_prb
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https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2020-03/apo-nid303030.pdf
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Conclusion
Australia’s social housing provision is desperately lacking, and none of the system reforms we have
explored in this policy brief will be meaningful without a huge injection of funding into building social,
particularly public, housing.
However, this policy brief is intended to focus attention on the experiences of older Australians and their
relationship to social housing. We need to do more than merely increase supply: we must ensure that
social housing responds to demographic changes in Australia and is designed to promote positive and
independent ageing.
Affordable and appropriate social housing needs to be available for people who are currently
disadvantaged by the design, unaffordability, and lack of tenancy rights in the private rental market,
including older Australians and other groups who face discrimination.
Our recommendations are listed below.

List of recommendations
At the Commonwealth level:
• A dedicated government body to oversee a new national housing and homelessness strategy,
which frames social housing as essential infrastructure and acknowledges housing as a human right;
• Federal Government funding for a large-scale build of new public housing, in the amount of no less
than $10 billion annually over the next five years, to meet housing needs and provide economic
stimulus following the COVID-19 pandemic;
• A strategy to free up Commonwealth land to be used by state and territory governments for public
housing; and
• Legislation of a duty to involve social housing tenants in decisions made about their housing and
their tenures.
At the state and territory level:
• Mandatory 5-year local government audits of housing need, including housing for older people;
• Municipal housing strategies that canvas options for diversifying local housing choices, including
social housing for older people, and include plans for community-led participatory planning
processes at the local level;
• Increased supply of social tenancies through vacant property strategies for negotiating with private
owners to lease vacant properties to social housing providers;
• Grants and direct funding to incentivise community land trusts and community buy-outs of
declining local assets;
• Devolve some responsibility for social housing to local government areas (LGAs), including but not
limited to:
o Participatory planning processes at the local level;
o Introducing tenant management legislation: empowering resident tenant collectives with
the right to manage including self-governance, funding control, housing stewardship and
related decision-making powers;
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•
•

Right of first refusal for social housing providers on government/government agency assets for
sale; and
Right of first refusal for resident groups on local community assets for sale, with a national funding
pool of grants to support purchase and development

At the sector level:
• A new legislative framework that mandates universal design standards in social housing, codesigned by social housing providers and tenants, including but not limited to the following
principles:
o All new social housing units to be built to universal design standards and appropriate for an
ageing population; smart, adaptable, and modular;
o A life course approach to newly built housing that takes into account the needs of older
tenants;
o New performance indicators for community wellbeing in neighbourhoods;
o Develop social cohousing, with a focus on housing for older women;
o Pilot cohousing villages for older people, which include carer accommodation; and
o Thermal equity: immediate installation of cooling and heating upgrades in public and
community housing for older tenants and tenants with disability and chronic illness.
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