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Renovating our housing system for affordability and sustainability’s sake
“Property apartheid” is a stark term starting to be used to describe the gulf between those who do well in the housing stakes and those who miss out. The connotations of this term are confronting for a democratic country like Australia that prides itself on a fair go.
Terms such as this are emerging as more and more people are unable to purchase or rent within their means.  At the other end of the scale, those in home ownership for a number of years have strengthened their asset base due to substantial price increases. 

My agency, Jesuit Social Services knows from harsh experience, the human cost when young people we work with cannot secure stable and affordable housing. It can be argued that for these people, home is even more essential than for the rest of the community because, without a job and possibly limited social networks, it is the best place to start re-building your life. It is a place of safety and for those who are parents; it is the essential building block for establishing contact with children.

Overcoming Australia’s housing divide may look like a daunting task, but there is much from around the world that we already know works. More critically, this is probably our last chance to tackle the current, most urgent imperative -environmental sustainability. Time is racing by and we must start implementing alternative ways to live on and conserve, our precious Earth and natural resources.

 It will require people to think beyond individual positions of comfort and to challenge the status quo.  It will require privileged countries such as Australia to make some sacrifices in order to achieve longer term sustainability for all. As a community, we will need to challenge our ways of delivering housing and confront contemporary realities more vigorously.

Promoting alternatives to the quarter acre block

Many Australians still believe suburban quarter acre blocks are the ideal.  This is no longer viable. Sprawl is a very expensive option in every way-environmentally, financially, socially and health-wise. As Victoria’s State Planning Minister recently said,

“We don’t want people using a litre of petrol to buy a litre of milk.”

It makes more sense to develop compact cities and hubs, close to essential services such as public transport. This also creates a sense of vibrancy and connectedness, which is missing in many broad acre developments. It will take time to educate people to understand higher density can be an attractive option- young people able to rent close to where they study and work; older people able to remain in areas where they have an affinity and the richness and vitality that a greater social mix of people can add. This is our best solution if we are serious about sustainability.

Keeping pace with new and changing communities

We are also now a community comprising people from many different cultures.   We need housing that best meets the aspirations of different household groups, big and small, old, young and intergenerational. It is a chance to envision a future housing that captures the values of inclusion, fairness, sustainability and vitality. 

Targeting government assistance to need

Government housing subsidies are predominantly targeted to assisting private investors. We need to shift these subsidies towards the achievement of affordable housing as this is where the greatest need resides. This could entail a range of subsidies to investors to build affordable housing including rental subsidies being paid to the developer to top up lower rents paid by tenants.

…….And other creative ways to achieve this

In Victoria, we have affordable housing associations providing a range of properties, catering mainly to low income households. It is predicted that over half of private renters are in financial stress so we need to remove current barriers to enable AHAs to achieve greater growth. AHAs attract social investment and because their tenants are eligible for Commonwealth Rent Assistance, the additional income stream can leverage a proportion of debt. Their charitable status also gives them tax benefits that reduce the cost of acquiring and managing housing stock.  Most important however is that, based within local communities, they harness knowledge, skills, networks and energy to the advantage of their tenants which achieves great social benefits.

We also need to set realistic targets to increase affordable housing stock.  This will require a boost in Commonwealth and State funding and the target should include an increase in both quantity and quality of stock. A spin off will be a gradual reduction in other areas of government spending due to the positive flow on effects derived from affordable, stable  housing.

Institute creative campaigns to teach people about the burden on environmental sustainability when people expect more housing and recreational space for smaller households. Well designed homes do not need to be large. Less can definitely be more. 

Victoria has concentrated its efforts on some magnificent public projects in recent years that promote our State to the world. Let’s take this opportunity to implement housing reforms that make housing more available, affordable and sustainable for the many people currently missing out.
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