PUBLIC HOUSING IN CRISIS
An analysis of housing enquiries in Melbourne
INTRODUCTION
Housing is a human right. But secure and affordable housing is increasingly out of reach for thousands of Victorians.
As of March 2018, more than 82,000 Victorians – including 24,622 children – were stranded on the waiting list for public
housing. This is a crisis. We would never accept governments turning children away from schools or hospitals because they
hadn’t invested enough in education or healthcare. But this is exactly what is happening with housing.
Instead of investing in public housing like governments did in the past, successive Labor and Liberal governments have failed
to build new housing on the scale we need and have even sold off existing public housing to private developers.

This report provides a unique snapshot of how the housing crisis
and underfunded public housing system are affecting Melbourne
constituents.
This report presents the findings of a detailed analysis of 260 housing complaints from residents of the federal electorate of
Melbourne over a 3 year period from 2015-2018, building on our 2015 report analysing over 600 complaints.
It is clear that people are now at crisis point. Even those in urgent need – such as those who are homeless, pregnant, or
experiencing violence – are not finding a place in our public housing system.
Under pressure from the community and the Greens, Victorian Labor has paused its plans to sell of public housing land to
private developers and has committed to building 1,000 new public housing units, but while this is welcome, it will be a drop
in the ocean. Labor’s plan is also skewed towards smaller units, when there is a demonstrable need for larger properties. This
report confirms that Victoria urgently needs a large-scale build of new public housing.

Key findings:
On average, people had been on public housing waiting lists for 718 days or just under 2 years at the time that they
first approached Adam Bandt’s office		
People who were on an urgent waiting list (including transfers and new tenancies) had already been on that list for an
average of 689 days at the time that they first approached us.
People who were homeless had been on a waiting list for an average of 502 days at the time that they first ap		
proached us.
60% of people approaching us were waiting on long waiting lists
50% of people seeking assistance were currently experiencing homelessness
17% of people experiencing homelessness were homeless due to family violence
40% of people seeking assistance were pregnant or had children five years or younger
64% of people living in public housing stated their housing situation was having a negative impact on their health
32% of people living in public housing lived in overcrowded conditions
1

Context
More people approach Adam Bandt’s electorate office seeking assistance with public housing than about any other issue.
Since Adam Bandt was first elected to Parliament, over 1,000 Melbourne constituents have come to his office to seek
assistance with public housing.
In July 2015, we released a landmark report evaluating 5 years of public housing complaints raised with Adam Bandt’s office
by over 600 Melbourne constituents and others.
Sadly, since that report was released, the situation has worsened.
Since our first report, Adam Bandt’s office has been approached by another 400 Melbourne constituents regarding their
personal housing circumstances. This report analyses a sample of 260 public housing issues raised with Adam Bandt’s office
since July 2015.
What is clear is that government must invest in maintenance and building new public housing.
Decades of under-investment by successive governments has left Victoria with a critical shortage of public housing and a
legacy of run-down housing stock.
Victoria’s public housing stock has remained static for the last 20 years, at around 65,000 dwellings. In that time, public
housing as a proportion of all housing in Victoria has steadily declined, down to 3.4% in 2011. We now have the lowest
proportion of public housing in the country. Internationally, Australia also has one of the smallest public housing sectors – at
just 4.4%, this is lower than Ireland (10%), France (17%) and the United Kingdom (18%). [1]
The stagnation of public housing numbers means that our existing stock is aging. The average age of public housing in
Victoria is 35 years, and 60% of our stock is over 30 years old. [2]
These older units require more and more maintenance to remain safe and habitable, which has doubled the maintenance
expenditure in the last decade.
Anglicare’s 2018 rental affordability snapshot underlines the desperate need for government investment. Rents in the private
housing sector have been rising much faster than people’s incomes, and that there are not enough ‘secure affordable rentals’.
Fewer than 1% of rental openings are affordable for people on many Centrelink payments. [3]
Anglicare makes it clear that current government policies mean that more public funding goes towards supporting housing
investors through negative gearing than to providing affordable housing for people on low incomes. The solution is for
governments to invest in low-cost social and public housing.
Labor’s current proposal to hand nine inner-city public housing estates to private developers in exchange for a small increase
in smaller social housing units is not the answer to this crisis. Labor’s model is centred on selling large parts of our public
housing estates to private developers, and replacing estates with 100% public housing with around 70% private dwellings and
just 30% social units. Many of our public housing estates are located in inner-metropolitan Melbourne, with excellent transport
links and local services and amenities. Once sold, this land will be lost to the state, and can only be regained at significant
cost to the government.

“

It would be a national scandal if we turned children
away from public schools and hospitals because we
hadn’t built enough, but that’s exactly what Labor is
doing with public housing. I urge the re-elected Labor
government to work with the Greens to build new
public housing, maintain and upgrade existing public
housing stock and to ditch their plan to sell off public
housing land.

“

Adam Bandt
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Summary
This report analysed 260 of the over 1000 public housing cases brought to Adam Bandt’s electorate office by Melbourne
constituents.
Of these constituents:
90 (35%) were living in unsuitable public housing and seeking a transfer to a new home
28 (11%) were living in public housing and raising issues without seeking a transfer
131 (50%) were homeless and seeking public housing
11 (4%) were living in unaffordable or inappropriate private housing and were seeking public housing

Range of constituent cases
Public tenant seeking maintenance/other

11%

Public tenant seeking transfer
Private tenant seeking public housing

35%

4%

Homeless seeking public housing

50%

Waiting lists
A major issue that was repeatedly raised by Melbourne constituents was the length of waiting lists for public housing. People
who are eligible for public housing are routinely forced to wait for years to access safe and secure public housing.
60% of constituents who approached Adam Bandt about public housing were already on a waiting list.
39% of constituents who approached Adam Bandt about public housing were already on a priority waiting list.
Time spent on waiting list
A majority of constituents seeking assistance from Adam Bandt with public housing have already spent significant periods of
time waiting for housing.
On average, constituents had been on public housing waiting lists for 718 days or just under 2 years at the time that they first
approached Adam Bandt’s office.
People who were on an urgent waiting list (including transfers and new tenancies) had already been on that list for an average of
689 days at the time that they first approached Adam Bandt’s office.
People who were homeless had been on a waiting list for an average of 502 days at the time that they first approached Adam
Bandt’s office.
Constituents who approached Adam Bandt’s office and required a larger home had on average been waiting for a longer period.
On average, applicants for homes of 3 or more bedrooms had been waiting 803 days at the time that they first approached Adam
Bandt’s office. Applicants for homes of 4 or more bedrooms had been waiting on average 839 days at the time that they first
approached Adam Bandt’s office.
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Average time on waiting list at date of approaching office (days)
Average

718

Urgent/priority lists

689

Homeless

502

3+ bedrooms

803

4+ bedrooms

839

These figures may suggest that many constituents have sought to engage with the housing system but have approached their
MP for assistance only after the failure of the system to address their needs.
It should be noted that these figures indicate the time spent waiting before reaching out to a Federal MP’s office. The final
waiting time for most constituents to access a home is likely far longer than these times. Departmental data on average
waiting times by list segment has not been available but reports indicate that waiting times of 3-5 years for urgent applications
are not uncommon.

Number of bedrooms
Adam Bandt’s office recorded the number of bedrooms required for public housing applicants.
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40% of applications were for homes of 3 or more bedrooms.
On average, applicants for homes of 3 or more bedrooms had been waiting 803 days at the time that they first approached Adam
Bandt’s office. Applicants for homes of 4 or more bedrooms had been waiting on average 839 days at the time that they first
approached Adam Bandt’s office.
While departmental data is not available, it is widely accepted that waiting times for larger homes are particularly long and can
stretch into many years.
Citing the need for housing for individuals and couples, the Victorian Labor government has sought to replace 3-bedroom
homes with 1- and 2-bedroom homes as part of its redevelopment plans, resulting in fewer overall bedrooms on redeveloped
estates. The results of this analysis suggest that significant need remains for larger families and the needs of many Melbourne
constituents will not be met by this approach.
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Homelessness
Our analysis has showed that Melburnians experiencing homelessness are unable to secure housing due to long and growing
public housing waiting lists.
Of the 131 enquiries that we analysed from Melbourne constituents who were currently homeless:
91 (69%) were already on a waiting list for public housing but were still homeless. The majority of these constituents
were on priority waiting lists but were left in housing crisis due to the growing length of waiting times.
52 (40%) were pregnant or were the carers for young children under 5
22 (17%) were homeless as a result of family violence.
The crisis in public housing availability has left many Melburnians stranded for long periods without appropriate housing.
Many constituents approach Adam Bandt’s office when they have exhausted all avenues that appear available to them or
have been couchsurfing with community contacts for extended periods of time. Many constituents approach the office after
unsuccessfully seeking stable housing through housing services, private listings, or public housing offices. Because of the
lack of public housing, many people who approach housing services are instructed to seek private rental that is too often
inaccessible or for which they are repeatedly rejected due to income.

Current public housing tenants
Residents currently living in public housing raised a range of issues regarding their housing situation. The
following chart summarises the proportion of residents who raised particular issues. Many residents raised
more than one issue.

Issues raised by public housing tenants
Impacted by redevelopments

9%

Housing impacting on health

64%

Accessibility

25%

Administration

32%

Safety

41%

Maintenance
Pests
Overcrowding
Innapropriate housing

18%
8%
32%
58%

Impacted by redevelopments
Constituents approached Adam Bandt’s office when they were directly affected by estate redevelopments or renovations.
These concerns included the impacts of renovations and building-wide maintenance, as well as significant concerns about
being relocated due to the Victorian government’s plans to sell estates to private developers. Many constituents expressed
uncertainty about when they would be forced to move, when they could return, or the type of home they would come back
to. Some residents were in disputes with local housing offices about the terms of transfers, or were being asked to move to
inappropriate or overcrowded housing during renovations due to a lack of larger homes. One group of neighbours expressed
fear that their social support network would be broken up if residents were forced out of their homes due to redevelopment
plans.
The figures analysed in this report do not include the hundreds of tenants who have signed petitions or attended public
meetings opposing the sell-off of estates to private developers.
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Housing impacting on health
The reported impact of housing on people’s health is complex, and ranges from the physical challenge of negotiating stairs
with small children and back pain to the mental health effects of living in fear of violent and abusive neighbours or coping with
asthma in a mould-infested apartment. Reports of family tension generated by overcrowding are common, with women bearing
the stress of placating husbands or brothers irritated by noisy children. One reported living in a two-bedroom apartment with
her husband and six children under fifteen whose well-being and mental health were significantly affected; she had been on
the Emergency Housing transfer list since 2008. Housing instability is both a cause of ill-health and a compounding factor for
people who are already unwell --one constituent reported couch-surfing while undergoing treatment for cancer, another told of
sleeping in his car while on a waiting list for back surgery, and a third reported on the difficulty of managing the complex drug
regime required for treating his mental health issues with no fixed address.
Accessibility
In general, problems with accessing apartments relate to disability and medical issues which make the negotiation of external
or internal stairs either difficult or impossible. One constituent reported that her ageing father could no longer get up internal
stairs in the apartment they shared. Another reported that her husband has a disability, and needs to transfer to a home
without stairs, and with grab rails. A woman with a physical disability requiring a lift was living with a son with psychological
issues which made him unable to access the lift. A woman in a wheel chair was afraid to return to her building after a fire,
because she lives on the fifth floor and cannot use the stairs. In each case, the constituent’s problem would be readily solved
by transfer to a property appropriate to their physical and psychological needs, but all find themselves confronting years on
transfer waiting lists.
Administration
Constituents reported problems with the administration of housing at the level of both DHSS and their local Office of Housing.
For many, the problem was one of length of time on waitlists and change of circumstances which made the list that they were
on inappropriate, as in the case of a woman who was on the Public Housing wait list but now needed to be on the Emergency
Housing list because she was homeless due to family violence. She was having difficulty accessing support, had been referred
to different organizations several times, and her limited English made it difficult for her to negotiate the transfer from one
waiting list to another; she was afraid that she might find herself on no list at all. Another was applying for a transfer due
to lack of security in her walk-up building. She said that there were frequently strangers in the building, taking drugs and
urinating on the stairs; she had reported it many times but no action had been taken. One constituent contacted the office
for support in negotiating ongoing issues with DHHS, alleging poor treatment from staff, building security and neighbours.
Others reported difficulty in negotiating changes to their applications, as when a woman needed a document from Centrelink
confirming payments before she could add her niece but was having trouble getting it because of long Centrelink wait times.
Language barriers were reported by a number of constituents: one man found himself listed as having applied for a family
violence transfer when he had tried to report fears for his safety in relation to violent neighbours. The complaint that the Office
of Housing did not respond to reports of inappropriate behaviour by other tenants was common –particularly concerning when
the behaviour involved drug use, noise and threats of violence are involved.
DHHS staff work very hard and are committed to their important work, but their workloads are huge and growing.
Governments must give them the support and resources they need to meet the growing challenges that they face in an
underfunded system.
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Safety
Threats to safety reported by constituents involved either family members or neighbours. Women experiencing violence
or threats of violence by family members – husbands, brothers, fathers – came looking for help in applying for emergency
transfer to another apartment, often experiencing homelessness while on long wait lists. One constituent who moved into
emergency accommodation to escape a violent brother felt unsafe there due to other tenants’ drug use. Many reported feeling
unsafe due to neighbours who used and/or sold drugs, and/or were noisy and abusive. One man reported experiencing racism
from other tenants, and said that he was subjected to frequent verbal abuse in lifts. Another family living in a ground floor
apartment felt unsafe due to drug use in the area and the fact that there was no security screen on their windows.
Maintenance
Maintenance issues are many and varied, including heating, mouldy carpet, water leaks, broken windows, broken gas heaters.
One constituent sought help because the Office of Housing was refusing to replace the mouldy carpet in her apartment
which was exacerbating her daughter’s asthma. Another constituent reported old carpets so impregnated with dust that her
children were frequently taken to hospital due to breathing difficulties. Another was applying for a housing transfer because
her apartment had been declared unfit for human habitation due to cockroach infestation and water leaks, and doctors had
consequently refused to discharge her premature baby from hospital. An 80 year-old constituent reported that the heating was
broken, and that the Housing Office was not responding to her requests for help.
Pests
Constituents reported a range of pest infestations, including bed bugs, rats, mice, and cockroaches. One woman had applied
for priority housing transfer because rat and bird droppings were a health hazard and exacerbating her asthma. Her application
was rejected, and she was advised to contact maintenance instead. Another reported an ongoing issue of cockroach
infestation which had persisted for months and was causing her severe stress and anxiety. Several constituents reported
problems with bed bugs, others had problems with mice. All reported difficulty in having the problem dealt with.
Overcrowding
Constituent reports of overcrowding testify to a crisis in housing availability and urgent need for more public housing. One
reported that six people, including two teenagers undertaking VCE, were living in a two-bedroom apartment. Another reported
that she and her five children were living in a two-bedroom apartment. Another constituent’s family of eight living in three
bedrooms became eleven on the occasions when her daughter and children couch-surfed. A family of eight in a three-bedroom
apartment included a son with autism. Another family of eight in a three-bedroom apartment included two people trying to
study. A couple reported that they lived with their six children under fifteen in a two bedroom apartment. A woman reported
that she lived with her two sons (one doing VCE) and a step-son in a two-bedroom apartment. A couple with three children
under five reported that they were staying with a cousin and his seven children in a four-bedroom house. A woman reported
having seven people in two bedrooms, including her three children aged 6 and under and her three orphaned siblings aged
twelve to eighteen. Her husband stays with friends due to insufficient space. She has sought help from the office in 2014,
2015, 2017 and 2018.
Inappropriate housing
Many of the instances of inappropriate housing involve a combination of ‘overcrowding’ and problems with ‘administration’.
For example, a constituent given priority transfer to four bedrooms in 2012 was forced to relocate due to renovations. She
was told that she would remain on the list, was subsequently removed, but did not become aware of this until three years
later, in 2015 and continues to live in overcrowded conditions, sharing a room with her eight-year-old son. Another constituent
reported that she was homeless and living with her five children aged between eight months and seventeen years old in a
motel room. Another constituent with multiple disabilities reported that he was having difficulty accessing NDIS support,
and was living in overcrowded transitional housing with one room for three people. A constituent who has approached the
office for support with housing in 2013 and 2018 has seven children aged between six months and fourteen, one with delayed
learning abilities, in a three-bedroom apartment in need of maintenance for cockroaches and window-frame replacement.
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Family violence
Shockingly, this analysis found that 17% of all homeless Melbourne constituents approaching Adam Bandt’s office were
homeless as a direct result of family violence.
A majority (57%) of the women who had experienced family violence and were homeless were either pregnant or had
dependent children under 5 years old.
The housing crisis is a major factor in tackling the ongoing crisis of family violence. Housing stability is a key barrier to people
leaving or returning to abusive environments.
The Victorian Royal Commission into Family Violence identified that family violence “often disrupts victims’ housing security”
and often leads to homelessness. It reported:
“Often victims need to leave their local communities and the things that are important to them—school, work, friends, and so
on—in order to be safe and find housing. The remainder of the trajectory into transitional or longer-term accommodation, or
both, is beset by a range of systemic problems such as a one-size-fits-all approach, limited availability of social housing stock,
long waiting lists, and discrimination and lack of affordability in the private rental market.”
The Victorian Family Violence Housing Assistance Implementation Task Force notes:
“1,700 more social housing homes are needed each year over the next 20 years to maintain social housing at its current 3.5
per cent share of the total homes in Victoria. This is an increase of over 30,000 social homes over the next two decades…
Double this amount of social housing homes is needed over the next 20 years if lower income households, currently facing
housing stress in the private rental market, are to have affordable housing.” (Emphasis added.)
Any system that forces women into homelessness in order to escape violence is a failed system. The results of this analysis
indicate that more must be done.
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Fixing the housing crisis
It makes sense that public health care and education are universal and free - because they are basic necessities that we all
need to live a good life.
We would never accept the state government turning tens of thousands of children away from schools, or people from
hospitals, because we hadn’t invested enough in public education or healthcare. But right now Melburnians are suffering
because unlike education and healthcare, housing is treated as a commodity - something investors, property developers and
banks make billions of dollars a year buying and selling. The profits of a few are being put before the dignity of the many.
It’s time for action to tackle Melbourne’s housing crisis. It is time for the Government to adopt the Greens’ plan to:
Build 40,000 new public housing dwellings in Victoria over the next 6 years
Invest in maintenance
Stop the sell-off of estates
Appoint a public housing commissioner to advocate for residents
Fix private rental by introducing rent control
Make developers provide their fair share of affordable housing
[1] Final Report, Inquiry into the Public Housing Renewal Program, Legal and Social Issues Committee, June 2018. https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/lsic/article/3846
(accessed 20/12/18)
[2] Managing Victoria’s Public Housing, Victorian Auditor-General’s Report, June 2017.
[3] 2018 Rental Affordability Snapshot, Anglicare Australia. Available at http://www.anglicare.asn.au/our-work/research-reports/the-rental-affordability-snapshot
(accessed 20/12/18)

Analysis conducted in 2018 by Yolanda Maxwell with Beryl Langer and office of Adam Bandt MP.
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