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About Australian Unity
Australian Unity is a national healthcare, financial services and independent and
assisted living organisation providing services to more than three quarters of a million
Australians, including some 330,000 members nationwide. Australian Unity is borne of
communitarian roots, its history as an independent mutual organisation dating back
176 years.
Australian Unity has responded to the social challenges Australia has faced throughout
the 20th century. As a provider of health insurance we protect hundreds of thousands of
our members against the risks of costly and expected medical bills. Our Remedy
Healthcare program helps people to stay healthy and out of hospital in their own
homes. Our financial services give Australian families the information they need to plan
for a financially secure future.
Relevant to this inquiry is Australian Unity’s Independent & Assisted Living business.
In addition to operating one of Australia’s largest Home and Disability Services
businesses providing support and assistance to around 50,000 clients, Australian Unity
Independent & Assisted Living manages 19 seniors communities across New South
Wales and Victoria, helping around 3,000 older Australians to continue to live as
independently as possible in retirement living communities with friends and support.
The business approach is to provide a range of accommodation, lifestyle and support
services that enhance the personal wellbeing of older people.
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Summary and recommendations
Australian Unity believes that the retirement living sector should offer a reliable and
credible accommodation option for older Australians. As the nation’s population ages,
purpose built accommodation for seniors will be an integral part of the future national
housing landscape.
Overall, Australian Unity believes that the retirement living sector is performing well
for its residents as they move to downsize into appropriate accommodation from their
suburban homes. Our satisfaction surveys show high levels of wellbeing for people
living in retirement villages. The sector also serves the wider taxpayer population by
reducing reliance on other high cost, publicly funded health settings.
Specifically, Australian Unity’s submission proposes the below areas for Victorian
Government focus:
1. Appointment of Seniors Housing Minister: That the Victorian Government
appoint a Minister with specific responsibilities for retirement living and
accommodation.
2. Facilitating more retirement village development in resident friendly zones:
That the Victorian Government remove barriers to the development of more
retirement villages across the state. This includes in areas where potential
residents have made their lives, so people aren’t forced to relocate to outer
suburbs to find appropriate and affordable accommodation away from their
family, friends and community base. This recommendation involves actively
promoting the integration of new villages within the general community and
improving some of the options for land and planning development.
3. Maintaining current consumer protections, pricing and management
standards: Australian Unity believes the low level of complaints and disputes
and high levels of satisfaction indicate that existing consumer protections and
dispute resolution processes, pricing arrangements and management regulations
and standards are generally sufficient for the protection of residents and no
amendments are currently required.
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4. Retirement Housing Ombudsman is not required: Due to the low incidence of
complaints to Consumer Affairs Victoria, a separate Ombudsman would appear
unnecessary at this point and potentially be an unnecessary public expense.
Some improvements could be more effectively achieved however, through
implementation of a Retirement Village Advocate service.
5. Creating differential council rates for Retirement Living residents: That the
Property Council of Australia’s proposal for differential rate (a 25 per cent
discount) for retirement living residents should be legislated to offset the double
burden of payment for items such as waste disposal and public transport.
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1. BACKGROUND
The retirement living sector provides a supportive accommodation option for a
significant and increasing number of older Australian, some with a range of care
options to facilitate ageing in place.
The Productivity Commission has highlighted the need for a sharper focus on the
nation’s ageing future and noted that retirement villages play an integral role in that
future.
Retirement villages are unquestionably part of the solution to the challenge of
ensuring there are enough affordable homes for Australians of all ages, for different
stages of life, with less reliance on taxpayers.
The sector supplies specially designed homes, along with accompanying preventative
health care and community services, often at much lower margins than other property
assets. These retirement villages are a critical component in supporting the growing
numbers of older Australians.
Retirement villages are an affordable way to downsize from the family home and
free up equity.
Through selling the family home and downsizing to a lower priced retirement village
dwelling, older Australians secure the equity to fund their lifestyle and additional
services over the next stage of their life, reducing reliance on government-funded
services.
Many people choose retirement villages because they offer age appropriate supports
in a community environment while supporting personal wellbeing and health
Surveys undertaken in the sector regularly show the vast majority of the 184,000 people
living in retirement villages across Australia are happy and happier than before they
moved to a retirement village. Some 93 per cent of residents surveyed stated their
‘overall happiness and life satisfaction’ had increased significantly or stayed neutral
since moving into the village.
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Living in a retirement village can also lead to improved mental health and wellbeing.
The high level of social interaction decreases social isolation, one of the major causes of
mental illness in older Australians. The McCrindle Baynes Villages Census Report
shows 46 percent of residents report improved mental wellbeing. i
Retirement villages receive no government funding or subsidies.
Through the services and supports they offer to residents they reduce the reliance on
other high cost and publicly funded health settings. This results in substantial cost
savings to the health care system. There will be approximately 382,000 older Australian
seeking a place in a retirement village in 2025, more than double the number currently
living in a retirement village now. As such, a large amount of investment will be
needed in the sector in coming years.
A Grant Thornton report ii on the retirement village sector, commissioned by the
Property Council of Australia, found retirement villages contribute significantly to
the Australian economy through increasing national GDP and tax:
•

$2.93 billion was contributed to Australian Gross Domestic Product annually
through construction and operation of retirement villages; and

•

$176.2 million contributed in Australian taxation revenue annually.

If fostered and developed, the retirement village industry is able to house older
Australians more affordably than the open market. When a resident moves into a
retirement village, they unlock capital in their home to provide more funds to live on.
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2. SECTOR REQUIREMENTS
2.1

Retirement Village Minister

When policy discussions turn to Australians’ increasing preference to age in their own
homes, this discussion extends beyond the so-called “family home” to include people
living in a retirement village context, as the Productivity Commission has noted. This
ageing in place means ageing where people feel comfortable, secure and socially
connected. All these characteristics are present in retirement villages.
In order to effectively manage this demographic shift, the Victorian government
must adapt their approach for managing and regulating villages to ensure older
Victorians have adequate choice in housing, support and care.
Retirement villages should at the forefront of this policy debate. An Australian Housing
and Urban Research Institute report states “Australia has an extensive service
integrated housing sector, but its contribution towards meeting the accommodation and
care needs of older Australians has received little policy recognition”. iii
At present, Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV) is responsible for governance and policy
in relation to retirement villages. As an agency with a strong focus on consumer
protection, growing the sector to its full potential has not been CAV’s focus.
There is a significant amount of work to close the gap between demand and supply
in retirement living accommodation. This will require a focus on both regulatory
control and sector growth.
Australian Unity believes there is some urgency in shifting governance and policy
decision-making to a portfolio capable of protecting, fostering and encouraging growth
for the benefit of retirement village residents today and those seeking to enter in the
future. It is time the sector received legislative and administrative support to grow
further, to diversify its product offer and create better outcomes for the many thousands
of older Victorians concerned about their future accommodation, support and care.
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This could be achieved, in our view, by appointing a Minister with specific
responsibilities for retirement living.
A minister could help ensure the industry grows responsibly and supports the
government to shoulder the costs of an ageing population.
The current ministerial arrangement, whereby the Minister for Consumer Affairs is the
only minister with retirement villages in their remit, misses the positive opportunities
which could be seized with reform and in-depth sector focus.
The Property Council of Australia recently proposed the Victorian Government appoint
a Minister for Retirement Living to run an Office of Retirement Villages, which sits
under the Health portfolio, overseeing the Retirement Villages Act and other related
legislation. Their mandate would be to deal with regulation and policy within the
sector; however consumer complaints would continue to be dealt with under consumer
law as is the case today. Australian Unity supports such a proposal.
The Department of Health and Human Services has a solid understanding of the
benefits of the sector. The Department of Health & Human Services, for example,
already receives the benefits of the sector through cost savings, in particular, lower
hospitalisation rates. The Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning on
the other hand, can assist in fostering the sector’s growth via planning provisions that
the sector requires in order to expand.
2.2

Planning

Like the Department of Health and Human Services, the Department of Environment,
Land, Water and Planning has a role to play in supporting sector growth through
planning and development provisions that support expansion.
The Property Council of Australia has warned of a housing crisis for older
Australians without “urgent change” to state and local planning systems to enable
the development of more retirement villages.
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The authors of a new report commissioned by the Property Council Australia warn a
shortage of retirement living places will leave taxpayers to foot the bill for much higher
aged care costs. The research by RPS Australia East Pty Ltd recommends a suite of
actions including:
•
•
•

setting retirement living housing targets;
fast-tracked approvals; and
making retirement living a permissible development in all residential zones.

Without such changes, investment in new retirement villages will potentially
stagnate, leaving older Australians with fewer housing options that support healthy
ageing and independent living.
The report also contains a suite of recommendations for state and local governments,
including:




policies that incentivise the integration of villages with the general community;
development yield improvements including car parking flexibility, landscape area
reductions and lower open space infrastructure charges; and
rate rebates for retirement village dwellings.

Australian Unity agrees with the report’s findings, as land use policy is an important
lever for governments to support the development of more retirement villages where
they are required.
Governments make provision for other social needs, many of which are not
government-owned assets, such as schools, hospitals and childcare facilities, and should
do the same to facilitate more retirement villages in locations where older Australians
want to live.
Retirement villages also reduce demand on local infrastructure as there is less need for
councils to provide sewerage and water, libraries, community centres and other
facilities, as well as lower traffic generated and fewer car parking demands.
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3. INQUIRY TERMS OF REFERENCE
In relation to the specific Terms of Reference identified by the Inquiry, Australian Unity
offers the following responses:

3.1

Existing Legislation

3.1.1

Consumer Protection & Dispute Resolution

In most cases, retirement housing is regulated by the Retirement Villages Act 1986 (RV
Act) or in some cases, the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 (RT Act) where communities do
not fall within the definition of a ‘retirement village’ under the RV Act.
Both the RV Act and the RT Act already contain a number of consumer protection
provisions. However, retirement villages are subject to more ‘retirement housing’
focused regulation under the RV Act. Accordingly, the RT Act does not apply to
retirement villages which are regulated by the RV Act.
Retirees who are seeking to enter into residence contracts with a retirement village
operator have the benefit of a number of protections in the current RV Act.
These include:
•

•

•

retirement villages must be registered with Consumer Affairs Victoria and a list
of registered retirement villages is publicly available, making it easy for retirees
to determine if a retirement community is actually a retirement village;
land on which a retirement village has been constructed must have a notice
registered on its certificate of title and this is disclosed to retirees in a disclosure
statement required to be provided to retirees;
money repayable to a retiree on leaving a retirement village is protected by a
statutory charge registered on the land on which the retirement village has been
constructed;
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•

•

•

•

•
•

•

retirees are able to request a factsheet from a retirement village operator, which
contains information such as the name of the operator and manager of the
retirement village, the residential options available, the facilities offered, general
information regarding the range of entry costs, ongoing costs and departure
entitlements, making it easier to compare retirement villages;
retirees have the ability to inspect documents such as a plan of the retirement
village, minutes of general meetings of residents, planning permissions for the
retirement village and its dispute resolution documents;
before signing any residence contracts, retirees are provided with a disclosure
statement that details the expected entry costs for the proposed residence,
ongoing costs and departure costs for the residence, the reinstatement
obligations of the retirees, the capital gain share arrangements (if any) and how
any deferred management fees will be calculated when a retiree leaves their
residence;
retirees are required to be given 21 days to review the proposed residence
contracts and seek advice from family and professional advisors before a
retirement village operator can require residence contracts to be signed
(Australian Unity recommends to all of its prospective residents that they obtain
independent legal and financial advice before signing any contracts);
after residence documents have been signed, retirees have a three business day
cooling off period;
retirement village operators are required to establish and notify prospective
residents of their processes for dealing with management complains and resident
disputes; and
if a retirement village is sold to another operator, the purchasing operator is
required to comply with the terms of the current residence contracts.

In addition to the legislative requirements, as part of its sales process Australian Unity
recommends that all residents seek independent legal and financial advice before
entering into resident agreements. We estimate around 90% to 95% of our residents
receive independent legal advice prior to entering our retirement villages.
Australian Unity takes the position that the current consumer protections in
legislation are sufficient. Some improvements to the dispute resolution processes are
suggested in Section 6 of this submission.
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3.1.2

Fair Pricing

Retirement villages are a self-funded service. They receive no government funding or
subsidies and therefore prices are market driven.
Although there are a number of forms of retirement village arrangements, by far the
most common form of agreement for purchase of retirement village property is a long
term (usually 99 years) leasehold arrangement. This long term lease structure secures
the residents tenure of the property.
The costs associated with the purchase and ongoing tenure of a retirement village
property can be broken into three areas:
1. Entry Price;
2. Ongoing Charges; and
3. The Deferred Fee.
1. Entry Price
This is a single up-front payment, which is also known as an Ingoing Contribution.
It’s similar to (but usually significantly less than) the purchase price of a similar
residential property in the same area.
As most arrangements with residents are on a long term leasehold arrangement -unlike
a regular residential property sale and purchase where the purchaser pays stamp duty there is no stamp duty payable. This is a saving of tens of thousands of dollars for most
retirement village residents.
The Entry Price will be the largest single payment a resident will make, and by paying
it, they secure their place in the retirement village community. Similar to real property,
the value of retirement village properties are determined by market forces. The market
value of a retirement village residence will usually be related to the market value of
non-retirement village properties in the surrounding area of a particular retirement
village.
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2. Ongoing Charges
These are weekly or monthly payments residents make that contribute to the running
costs of the community. All residents approve the operating budget each year at each
community and decide how they want their money allocated.
These charges are the same as body corporate fees in a standard residential
development arrangement or the same as ongoing maintenance costs in your own
home.
The annual budget setting process with the residents helps ensure there are no surprise
charges and generally cover such things as:
• managing the village and paying the salaries of the site staff;
• maintaining the facilities and common areas of the community like gardens and
recreational areas; and
• building insurance for the community buildings and facilities and all homes in
the community.
3. Deferred Fee
This is often one of the less understood areas of the financial side of a retirement
village. The Deferred Fee is paid by the resident when they leave the community and
the property has been sold to a new resident.
This fee is usually a percentage of the Entry Price or the Exit Price that the resident paid
and there is sometimes a share, between the resident and the operator, of the capital
gain. This fee is agreed to by the operator and the resident upfront.
Essentially, an agreed Deferred Fee is a way of ensuring that more people can afford to
access comfortable retirement living in an area they like, including those who might not
usually be able to afford it while ensuring there is sufficient return for operators to
invest in this type of accommodation. Australian Unity offers specific timeframes
regarding the sales process for almost all of its retirement communities.
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Australian Unity encourages residents to be fully informed and aware of any financial
agreement residents undertake and recommend residents seek their own legal and
financial advice before entering into any agreement (either with us or another
retirement village operator)
In most cases, retirees are able and should be encouraged to, request a fact sheet from a
retirement village operator which contains information such as the name of the operator
and manager of the retirement village, the residential options available, the facilities
offered at the retirement village and general information regarding possible costs (on
entry, recurrent costs and on departure). Fact sheets are required to be presented in a
standard form, which makes them comparable when looking at different retirement
villages.
Furthermore, retirees are required to be provided a disclosure statement, which
detailed financial information regarding the prospective residence before signing any
residence documents. The financial information includes the expected entry costs,
ongoing costs and departure costs for the prospective residence, the reinstatement
obligations for the prospective residence, the capital gain share arrangements (if any)
and what the deferred management fees will be.
Similar to the fact sheet, the disclosure statement is required to be presented in a
prescribed form, making it comparable with any other residence that a retiree may be
interested in purchasing.
Australian Unity submits that the current pricing and disclosure arrangements for
retirement villages are fair and sufficiently transparent for residents and proposed
residents.
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3.1.3

Management standards and regulations

Section 17 of the RV Act prohibits certain persons from being involved in the
promotion or management of retirement villages. The list of prohibited persons
includes a person who is insolvent and certain persons who have been convicted of
an offence involving fraud or dishonesty.
Some resident associations have suggested some retirement housing operators are
inexperienced and do not have the necessary skills to operate their facilities. The
Property Council of Australia (PCA) has encouraged and supported retirement village
managers by offering training courses, ongoing professional development opportunities
and also recognises exceptional retirement village managers through its industry
awards, which has helped ‘lift the bar’ on sector performance and advancement.
The retirement village industry as a group adopted standards accreditation models
twenty years ago, with the specific intent of providing peace of mind to customers.
The Lifemark Village Scheme is delivered by British Standards Institution, an
international organisation which commenced in 1901 and which assesses standards in
172 countries. Fundamental elements of the Scheme include:
• independent checks that each retirement village community is operating to the
specific high service standards;
•

resident input and assessment of the village’s performance; and

•

establishment of a system which enables each village’s continuous service
improvement.

Across all standards, evidence sourced directly from residents is critical. As a result,
there is complete transparency on the results and the assessment of the village’s
operation.
There are 26 standards within the Scheme. The model of the Scheme is depicted in this
diagram, reflecting the continuous and sustained nature of accredited status.
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For its own part, Australian Unity requires its prospective residents to meet with its
retirement village managers before executing any residence contracts for a retirement
village residence. In these meetings retirees are given an opportunity to ask questions
of the retirement village manager, including their qualifications and experience.
Australian Unity also has its retirement villages accredited under the Industry’s
Lifemark audit system. Australian Unity believes the current training and accreditation
for retirement village operators and managers is robust enough and ensures high
standards of performance and value for money for retirement village residents.
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3.1.4

Focus on dignity, respect, appropriate care and quality of life for retirees

Residents’ wellbeing, individuality and sense of belonging are important to
Australian Unity and guide the way we provide support and services to residents.
For residents in our retirement communities, we nurture an atmosphere of being ‘at
home’ among friends, providing support and services whenever residents need us. We
aim to ensure that residents feel valued, listened to and supported and this is all
referenced as our ‘Better Together’ approach with the following three principles:

Connect
We engage with
residents to help
them connect with
others in the
community.

Respect
We support the
preferences and
choices of our
residents as an
expression of their
individuality.

Make it possible
Whatever the
request, we do
everything in our
power to make it
happen.

Australian Unity has developed a design philosophy for its retirement communities
that establish standards for the design of new communities.
Principle 1: Amenity - High quality design solutions that enhance living standards and
reinforce a sense of home and belonging.
Principle 2: Community - Creating communities is central to our village design and
wherever possible, we build villages with a community focus in mind. Villages should
provide opportunities to create and foster companionship in a stimulating and healthy
environment.
Principle 3: Cost Effectiveness - The design solution must be financially viable, tailored
to meet the target market and economically sustainable.
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Principle 4: Aesthetics - The design is to be attractive, welcoming and delightful.
Principle 5: Movement - The design must incorporate clear and functional circulation
patterns for both vehicles and pedestrians and demonstrate walk-ability and
accessibility.
Principle 6: Security - Resident security and safety should be key considerations in all
design solutions. Security measures should be discreet, but comprehensive.
Principle 7: Flexibility - The design solution should be flexible and adaptive.
Principle 8: Sustainability - The design should strive to use sustainable solutions
wherever possible.
Principle 9: Technology – Our villages are to incorporate a suite of technological
solutions to benefit our residents and staff and sustain profitability.
Principle 10: Innovation - The design solution should evolve from progressive thinking
and leverage evidence based design techniques within and outside the industry, both
domestically and internationally.
Australian Unity is of the view that competition in the sector ensures an adequate
focus on dignity, respect, appropriate care and quality of life for residents of
retirement villages. Accordingly, no legislative change is needed in this regard.
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3.2 Comparable reviews and recommendations for reform in other Australian and
overseas jurisdictions

As this submission has noted, Australian Unity believes the retirement village industry
is already operating well. This is clear from the low numbers of complaints within
Australian Unity’s retirement villages and the statistically- low numbers of complaints
received by Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV) (see section 6 below) each year.
Despite this, Australian Unity has reviewed other jurisdictions and welcomes the
opportunity to improve the system further with our recommendations discussed in
Section 6 below.

3.3

Experiences and views of residents of retirement housing and their families

3.3.1

Successful resolution of disputes

Over the last three years, Australian Unity has received on average about 25 complaints
each year from across our six Victorian retirement villages (which comprises of
approximately 850 residences).
In summary:
•

Approximately one third of the complaints received related to other residents
(such as noise issues, bad smells or feeding wild animals) and are common for
neighborhood disputes, in any residential setting. Of the remaining complaints,
nearly all of them related to building and maintenance issues (such as cracks in
walls, construction noise, appliances not working, slow internet, trip hazards and
gardening issues) which are common issues for a developer of residential
accommodation.

There were only a handful of complaints that related to disagreements about the
calculation of deferred fees and exit repayments and delays to the construction of
residences.
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Australian Unity views the number of complaints received as low given the total
number of residents living in Australian Unity’s Victorian retirement villages.
In terms of complaint resolution, each of the complaints was resolved with the
relevant residents without the need for external intervention (such as Consumer
Affairs Victoria or the Victorian Civil & Administrative Tribunal).
Australian Unity’s process for dealing with management complaints and resident
disputes is easy to understand and apply, for example:
•

The process for dealing with management complaints starts by stating clearly the
options available to the resident, which includes the internal dispute resolution
scheme, seeking assistance from Consumer Affairs Victoria, making an
application to the Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal or using an
external service or dispute resolution provider; or

•

If a resident chooses to use Australian Unity’s internal dispute resolution
scheme, the scheme then clearly advises a resident how they can make or initiate
a complaint and outlines how their complaint will be handled.

3.3.2

Clarity of communication with retirement village residents

Australian Unity believes its communication with residents and the resident
committees that represent each retirement village is clear, regular and honest.
This relationship with its resident committees enabled Australian Unity’s inaugural
Village Leaders’ Summit last year. The Village Leaders’ Summit saw the
representatives from resident committees from each of Australian Unity’s retirement
villages joining together with Australian Unity staff to discuss:
•

Australian Unity’s retirement village goals;

•

How resident committees and Australian Unity staff might best lead their
villages; and

•

How to develop the strengths of their retirement village.
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This was a great opportunity for resident committees to learn more about Australian
Unity and the retirement village industry and how both Australian Unity and the
residents might make improvements to retirement village living more generally.
The resulting surveys and feedback showed that the Village Leaders’ Summit was well
regarded. Over 95 per cent of attendees surveyed indicated that they were satisfied (or
better) with the summit and over 95 per cent of attendees surveyed also indicated that
they would like to attend the event again.
3.3.3

Wellbeing of retirement village residents

Residents living in one of Australian Unity’s retirement communities have a much
higher sense of wellbeing compared to the general population, according to a
Australian Unity’s industry recognised, Wellbeing Index survey.
Data was collected from several thousand residents aged 65 and over who were
surveyed over a four year period, revealing a significantly higher sense of wellbeing.
Residents in all surveys reported higher levels of overall wellbeing at more than 80 per
cent, higher than the general population average for 65 plus at 77 per cent.
In summary:
•

The survey comprised of 64 questions assessing residents’ demographic
information, subjective wellbeing and satisfaction with various aspects of their
living conditions.

•

Subjective wellbeing was measured using the Personal Wellbeing Index, which is
the part of the Australian Unity Wellbeing Index, the country’s most
comprehensive subjective measure of people’s satisfaction with their lives.

•

The Personal Wellbeing Index measures people’s overall feeling of wellbeing
through satisfaction with their health, personal relationships, personal safety,
standard of living, what they are achieving in life, community connection, future
security and spirituality or religion.
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Many of Australian Unity’s residents comment on how their lifestyle has improved
since moving to a retirement village and that they wished that they had made the
move earlier. Australian Unity’s occupancy rates are consistently above 95 per cent,
indicating that retirement village living is a popular option for retirees.
The following are a number of testimonials from residents within our communities:
“After deciding to ‘downsize’ and selling my house, I realised I could live anywhere and when
someone suggested Peninsula Grange at Mornington I thought, yes what a lovely town and the
Peninsula Grange community did not let me down either.
I had already seen 28 villages in two years so I knew what I was looking for. I fell in love with my
villa straight off the plan. Now I live in a beautiful little villa (there are many bigger than mine!)
with an open plan design and light and sun flooding in all year. I don’t have to worry about
maintenance and my usual bills have reduced considerably. I like the idea that we have underground
water tanks and rainwater is collected for us to use on our gardens. We have a large dam which
attracts many water birds and the veranda of the Community Centre overlooks this and is an ideal
place to have a drink on a balmy evening with friends.
I didn’t know what to expect at first about living in a retirement community but now, I can honestly say
I have a lovely group of friends. There is always someone to chat to and I feel welcomed at any community
function. I feel very involved in the community activities and appreciate being treated as an individual.
One thing that we all comment on is the open space we have. There is lots of room and you can have long
views without the villas being crammed together. I really love my villa and living in Peninsula Grange
and so do my dogs!”

Peninsula Grange resident

“Everything about Lifestyle Manor is unique and positive. There never need be a dull moment, for
there is always something on offer, be it a coffee in the Terrace Café, dinner in the function room,
movies both the oldies and new releases are shown in the cinema so loneliness and isolation are
things of the past. However if it’s privacy you want, you have it—the choice is yours.”
Lifestyle Manor resident
“I am very happy that I have moved into the community. Everyone I have met have made me very
welcome and there are so many activities that we can be involved in.”
Willandra Village resident
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3.4

Option of a Retirement Housing Ombudsmen

For the 2014/2015 financial year, Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV) received only 58
complaints regarding retirement villages. This represents a very small number of
complaints when compared to the 43,000 plus residents living in Victorian retirement
villages.
Australian Unity views the number of complaints received by CAV as statistically low
and believes many of the complaints are made by residents who are otherwise satisfied
with their retirement village and their retirement village lifestyle.
Australian Unity therefore believes no change to the regulatory framework is urgently
required, and a Retirement Housing Ombudsman is unnecessary. The nature, scope,
extent and frequency of disputes in relation to residents of a retirement village do not
justify or necessitate the establishment and maintenance of an Ombudsman service.
Despite this, Australian Unity welcomes the opportunity to improve the system further
with our recommendations discussed below. In considering our recommendations we
have considered other jurisdictions which include alternate dispute resolution processes
including a Trustee/Statutory supervisor or Advocate.
Having reviewed the alternatives we consider the South Australian model as an
appropriate improvement to the current regulations balancing the current level of
complaints and relative system cost.
•

•

Following a Parliamentary Select Committee Review of the South Australian
Retirement Villages legislation in 2013, a Retirement Village Advocacy Program
was established providing advocacy services to retirement village residents in
South Australia.
The Retirement Village Advocate is supported and funded by the Office of the
Ageing (which administers the Retirement Villages Act in South Australia) to
provide advocacy support and assistance to residents of retirement village
assisting them to voice their concerns to village management.
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•

•

The Advocate service provides advocacy support, assistance or representation
when individual resident and/or groups of residents need to contact village
management, or attend tribunals.
It also provides information about rights and entitlements relating to residency
of retirement villages.

Their services include seeking clarification of a resident matters, providing information
on the resident’s rights and providing direction on how the matter may be resolved
through an advocacy process. The resident may choose the advocate to speak on their
behalf. The advocate will only proceed if given permission to do so and consults the
resident throughout the process. The services provided are free, confidential and
independent and employs full-time staff.
Funding of the service by the Government will ensure the independence of the
Advocate. The Advocate service provides the appropriate approach and level of
representation for residents and deals fairly with both resident and operator to seek a
resolution.
South Australian acknowledges the assistance of the Advocate in reducing the number
of matters before the South Australian Civil and Administrative Tribunal
demonstrating the effectiveness of the program which is supported by both residents
and the industry in South Australia.
Australian Unity’s position is that an Ombudsman is costly to set up and maintain
and would likely impose an additional costs burden to residents and supports the
establishment of a Retirement Village Advocate service, adopting a Retirement
Village Advocacy Program similar to that established in South Australia.
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3.5

Impact of local government rating on retirement housing

On April 9 2013, the State Government released new Ministerial Guidelines for the use
of differential rates by Victorian Councils. These Guidelines are a result of a
comprehensive review conducted by the Government in which the Property Council of
Australia was a submission contributor.
One of the key reforms contained within the new Guidelines is a revised definition of
the types and classes of land categories that should be considered for differential rate
purposes. In total, nine categories were given State Government imprimatur with the
creation of a new Retirement Village Land category being a key element of the reforms.
Australian Unity, in line with the Property Council of Australia (PCA), is a strong
supporter of the Retirement Village Land category because we believe retirement
village residents are bearing an unfair rate burden, in relation to the services they
use.
As expressed in the Property Council of Australia submission:
...As highlighted on page 13 of the Differential Rates Discussion Paper and Draft
Ministerial Guidelines, thousands of Victoria’s retirement village residents pay rates
to local government to help fund the delivery of services and infrastructure
maintenance in their local communities. In the vast majority of cases, local
municipalities collect these rates from retirement village residents at an amount
similar to the General Residential Rate.
The Property Council believes that the existing rate collection arrangement is unfair
and would like the State Government to investigate reforming the system. Our
concerns in this area are twofold:
First, retirement villages are designed to provide independent living to residents.
Through the collection of ‘maintenance fees’, retirement villages fund the provision of
private services (Eg. Waste disposal, bus services and 24 hour emergency care) and
infrastructure maintenance (Eg. Drainage, street lights, road and footpath
construction, landscaping and parking areas).
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Unfortunately, due to the imposition of rates by local municipalities, retirement village
residents are being charged for the same services in the public sphere despite their low/nonuse of them. These kinds of arrangements represent the worst form of double taxation.
Second, retirement village residents rarely utilise local municipality services due their limited
mobility and the provision of self-funded services at their place of residence. As a result,
residents are being taxed for the provision of services they are not utilising.
Alternatively expressed, if the residents from within the retirement village sector started
relying more heavily on the services provided by local government, they could be
overwhelmed. Given the conditions imposed in planning permits on the operation of villages,
the current rating system ‘double dips’ by charging the residents through council rates and
charges and the services fees from the villages to cover the costs of the services provided. An
example of this is the private contractor rubbish collection for residents who are still required
to pay a garbage charge.
To date, most municipalities have not leveraged this new category now in place, and
we believe that all municipalities should incorporate Retirement Village Land rate
differentials into their future rate collection strategies.
Australian Unity shares the PCA’s view that a 25 per cent discount differential rate
(or rebate) for retirement village residents strikes a fair balance between taxation
equity and community obligation.
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Australian Unity contacts for further questions or discussion:

Derek McMillan
CEO, Independent & Assisted Living
Australian Unity
Independent & Assisted Living
114 Albert Road, South Melbourne VIC 3205

Robert Putamorsi
General Manager, Retirement Communities
Australian Unity
Independent & Assisted Living
114 Albert Road, South Melbourne VIC 3205
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