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VPTA Policy Position Statement – Living in Public Housing 
 
Topic: Improving the living quality for public housing tenants 
 
Executive Summary 
 
People living in public housing enjoy the same rights and responsibilities as other members of society. 
Living in public housing comes with its own inherent responsibilities and rules. These need to be 
properly communicated, routinely reviewed and effectively enforced, with residents kept properly 
informed and empowered to enable them to participate in improving public housing as key 
stakeholders. 
 
The common desire to live a happy, peaceful and fulfilling life unites us and is a key driver towards 
building better, more cohesive communities.  The VPTA believes that much can be done to improve 
the living quality of people in public housing for overall benefit of the community and to instil pride in 
people living in public housing. 
 
Public housing should not be seen, accepted or used as a refuge for society’s problems.  It is 
imperative that the public housing system is available and provides an acceptable standard of housing 
that is safe, secure and affordable for those who need it. 
 
The Positives   
 
There are many positive aspects to living in public housing including:- 
 

 Addresses needs 

 Comfortable 

 Relatively safe 

 Reasonable standard of accommodation 

 Affordable 

 Proximity to public transport, services schools amenities 

 Sense of community – pride and respect 

 Relationships formed 

 Multi- cultural mix 

 Security of tenure  
 
Opportunities for Improvement 
 
The VPTA believes that much can be done to improve the living experience and enjoyment of people 
living in public housing, based on feedback from our members. 
 
1. Anti-social Behaviour 
 
The VPTA has developed a detailed policy position statement in relation to tenant behaviour. 
 
The VPTA believes more should be done under the current system to address the rights of tenants to 
“quiet enjoyment”, in that the landlord must consider the suitability of accommodation being offered 
and the impact on other tenants when placing those with a history of failed tenancy due to serious 
antisocial behaviour.  
 
We believe the Department of Human Services, as landlord, has the power and the ability to prevent 
any such placements likely to have an adverse impact on the living quality of other tenants.  
Public housing should be a safe and harmonious place to live. 
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Public housing is not an appropriate institution or option for housing people requiring high levels of 
intervention or support with serious long term behavioural issues, drug and alcohol issues affecting 
others, mental health problems, violent or threatening behaviours or requiring close management 
and intensive treatment. Proper support and accommodation solutions need to be provided outside 
the public housing system. 
 
Effective Case Management and early intervention should be used as a tool to help reduce the 
instances of tenant breaches, by identifying tenants with a history of problems before determining 
what offer of housing should be made to them and the likely impacts this will have on other tenants. 
 
Public housing system providers must strive to create the best living environment possible and to 
ensure that tenants who are innocent victims are not forced out of their tenancy due to the 
inappropriate behaviour and actions of other tenants.  
 
The VPTA believes the image of public housing tenants is being tarnished by the actions of a few badly 
behaved tenants and that more needs to be done to promote the good news stories in public housing. 
 
2. Security of Tenure. 
 
The VPTA is aware that amongst some public housing tenants there is the misperception that public 
housing is a lifetime tenancy arrangement.  DHS has always had the option to review tenancies, 
despite there being no ‘end date’ on signed lease agreements.  
 
We believe that tenancies should be reviewed from time to time to ensure that the property remains 
suitable and meets the needs of the tenant and, that the tenant is complying with the terms of their 
lease and meeting their obligations to the Department and community. Properly conducted reviews 
including a DHS visitation program should be a key element of an effective case management system.  
 
Risk management is an element of tenancy management. Clearly some people, due to their 
circumstances such as advanced age, poor health or permanent disability with clear long term needs 
should remain in public housing indefinitely as there are no other viable alternatives for them. For 
those on a permanent category of Centrelink payment or other exemption categories that may be 
developed under the DHS case management system, this extended tenancy arrangement would be 
warranted.     
 
For most people living in public housing, the system provides a degree of certainty for them and 
security for the future. Security of tenure is one of the most important considerations for fixed and 
low income people with little or no possibility of securing accommodation outside the public housing 
system.  
 
For many, being offered a placement in public housing is a new beginning that provides a solid 
foundation to a better life for themselves and their families. It is a privilege that many people on 
waiting lists seek to enjoy. The benefits of which, to those in need and to society in general, should 
not be undervalued.  
 
The VPTA advocates strongly that security of tenure for those with no other realistic option remains a 
cornerstone of the public housing system. 
 
Equally, people identified as having a higher potential to make the transition from public housing 
(identified via a proper review mechanisms and effective case management) should be reviewed 
more frequently with a focus on what additional assistance is needed to help them make the 
transition out.   
 
We suggest that where a tenant has been well behaved i.e. - not subject to a breach action, with a 
good history in public housing and is in reality not likely to be able to find alternative accommodation 
- that they should be offered rolling (up to 5 year) tenancy contracts subject to review, to provide 
security of tenure and peace of mind for the future.   
 
Where a tenant has been the subject of a breach, this would trigger a more frequent and perhaps 
more targeted and rigorous review process. 
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Where a property no longer suits the needs of the tenant or would be better suited to another 
applicant, another more suitable property, as close as possible to the existing premises, should be 
offered to the tenant by negotiation, without making moving compulsory or a condition of tenancy.   
 
3. The future direction of public housing.  
 
The VPTA acknowledges that the public housing system can, and should be, improved and that having 
a viable and sustainable public housing system is in the interests of all Victorians. In the current 
climate there is much uncertainty about the future direction of public housing and this uncertainty is, 
we believe, causing unnecessary anxiety among those in public housing and those on the waiting list 
experiencing homelessness or otherwise living in very difficult circumstances. 
 
The VPTA would like to see all political parties work together to create a public housing system that is 
available for those who need it, is sustainable and economically viable and provides certainty for the 
long term. We are working to influence the direction of public housing, including the Housing 
Framework that the current Victorian Government is developing. We believe that, by keeping people 
informed about whatever changes are proposed, it will help reduce the level of anxiety in the 
community and will help people focus on the adjustments they will need to make if indeed they are to 
be affected by any changes.      
 
 
4. Nuisance behaviour - Noise 
 
Nuisance behaviour, as defined in the DHS Tenancy Manual, is behaviour that unreasonably interferes 
with the peace, comfort or privacy of an occupier in neighbouring premises. 
Noise is a major cause of complaint in public housing, particularly for people living in high density 
developments. You should contact your local housing office for advice regarding noisy neighbours.  
Where noise is a significant regular problem, it may require the assistance of DHS, police and local 
councils to have the matter resolved.  
Local Government may also be involved in the resolution of issues concerning rubbish, pets, 
cleanliness and/or health issues. 
 
5. Pets 

The VPTA supports responsible pet ownership that does not impact negatively on others. In some 
developments/areas a restricted pet policy may be appropriate; in other more pet friendly 
developments where yards are available, tenants with pets would be better catered for. In any case, 
in any new allocation the Department must make prospective tenants aware of the rules regarding 
pets and should ensure compliance where sustained and serious breaches occur.  

You must get written approval from your Housing Services Officer if you want to keep pets and make 
sure they do not bother your neighbours. 

According to the Department:- 

 You may keep pets if your home has a fenced backyard and you comply with council by-laws 
about pets, such as registration.  

 If you live in a flat or your home does not have a fenced backyard, you may be able to keep 
small pets such as a small dog or cat.  

 If you live in a unit or a block, owner’s corporation rules about pets will also apply. 

 Whether your home has a backyard or not, you must also get written approval from your 
Housing Services officer if you want to keep pets. 

 Livestock, e.g. chickens or goats, are not permitted except where allowed by local 
government authorities and only with approval from the HSM. 

It is a requirement of the RTA and local government by-laws that pets do not: 

 disturb neighbours 
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 create a nuisance 

 pose a health threat or danger to the community. 

 become a nuisance to anyone. 

Under the Residential Tenancies Act - The tenant (s) shall not keep, without the landlord's written 
consent, any birds or animals on the premises or the common areas. When complaints are received 
about nuisance behaviour caused by a tenant’s pet, the involved parties are encouraged to resolve 
the problem through mediation or a legal hearing under RTA (s.452). 

If the owner of the animal does not attempt to remedy the problem, the Department may, where 
relevant, issue a Breach of Duty Notice under the relevant section of the RTA, e.g. (s.60) – Nuisance or 
Interference. The Department may also advise the complainant to contact their local council, who will 
have powers to deal with a number of complaints about pets, including complaints about odour and 
noise. 

6. Maintenance and Management Practices 
 
Maintenance is another area of major complaint for public housing tenants. The time taken to 
respond, quality of the work done and communication difficulties with the Department and 
Contractors are the most common complaints reported to the VPTA.  
 
The VPTA routinely raises maintenance issues that are common across the State and continues to 
work with the Department to improve the way maintenance work is completed and how it 
communicates with tenants on maintenance matters. We attend regular meeting forums between the 
Dept. and its contractors, which are held in various locations statewide throughout the year. 
 
We suggest the department consider introducing a tear off, tick box style feedback sheet that all 
tenants can complete and post back when maintenance has been completed. This, in addition to 
routine follow up calls – depending on the nature of the maintenance performed.  
 
We believe that with regular dialogue re the condition of properties, with routine preventative 
maintenance being done in targeted areas and with regular monitoring and reviews, the maintenance 
system can be improved and made cheaper. 
 
7. Maintenance forward thinking and contingency planning  
 
Where a maintenance program will be lengthy, such as an entire lift set replacement/upgrade in a 
high rise building, contingency arrangements could be made to assist tenants during this time. In the 
case of the lift maintenance it could simply mean having someone manage the people traffic in peak 
periods. This could be a collaborative process between local tenant groups and site management and 
would improve the lot of tenants and reduce complaints considerably. 
 
8. Rental Rates  
 
The VPTA policy is for public housing rents not to exceed 25% of household income.  In any discussion 
about rental increases improving the standard of public housing, improved service provision, better 
maintenance and the provision of more public housing stock must be paramount considerations.  
 
It would be unacceptable to apply rate increases without tangible improvements being realised and 
guarantees of same being in place. 
 
At the same time it must be acknowledged that, for some, 25% of household income is unaffordable, 
particularly where there is a history requiring excessive expenditure in some areas such as :- medical 
treatments, medications and rehabilitation or management of chronic illness, etc.  
 
For some clients the rental may well need to be lowered for it to be affordable.  
 
The VPTA would welcome the opportunity to properly discuss and help formulate rent policy.  
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Under the new case management regime that comes with 1DHS, negotiated rents based on need and 
ability to pay are seen as a fairer, more responsible arrangement, particularly for those struggling on 
fixed incomes below the poverty line. 
 
9. Improved Communication – training staff, complaints, mutual respect, feedback 
 
The VPTA is looking for better ways to communicate with the Department, in order to be more 
effective for our members and stakeholders. We believe that, by working closely with the Department 
and providing tenant insights into how the Department delivers its programs and services, we can 
assist in developing a better public housing system, including reducing the number of complaints, 
assisting with training staff in customer handling,  and in providing suggestions aimed at  
improvement and cost effectiveness. 
 
We believe the complaints process could be made timelier, more streamlined and with responses 
improved. Simply by acknowledging complaints and providing timely feedback (respecting privacy 
requirements) about the broad outcome of investigations/complaints, much could be done to 
improve the way people feel about their treatment in public housing.  
 
10. Measuring DHS Performance  
 
The VPTA recognises the difficulty in managing the public housing portfolio. With the new 1DHS 
structure it will be even more important to measure the things that count. How does the Department 
know how well it is doing its business? The VPTA would be interested in working with the Department 
to review its performance measures and targets.  
 
11. Improving the image of People Living in Public Housing  
 
Many people take pride in living in public housing and do their best to make it an enjoyable 
experience for everyone. These people deserve respect as people trying to make a positive difference. 
 
Unfortunately, despite the many good things that happen in public housing, it appears to be 
acceptable for some quarters to stigmatise and denigrate people living in public housing. Some views 
expressed are discriminatory and offensive to the vast majority of honest, law abiding people living in 
public housing; many impoverished and in difficult circumstances who simply want to live peacefully 
and provide the best possible life for themselves and their families.  
 
The VPTA recognises there are problem residents in public housing, as there are across society, but 
that by continuing to stereotype public housing tenants this does little but make it harder for those 
trying to build a cohesive community.  
 
The VPTA believes more needs to be done within the community in conjunction with DHS to foster 
and promote the positive aspects of public housing and to celebrate and acknowledge the 
contribution many of its residents make as volunteers in the community.   

 
The VPTA acknowledges the Department’s involvement in many community activities and events.  
We believe this sends out a strong and positive message about public housing to help engage and 
integrate with the broader community.  
 
We would encourage the Dept. and public housing residents to look at new opportunities for 
community engagement and revisit older initiatives such as Housing Week, by providing sponsorships 
to local events that can be accessed by resident groups with the support of community agencies, 
Councils, Housing Offices and other state and federal authorities. 
 
If possible, a Calendar of Community Events could be produced so that interested parties may be 
encouraged to participate and thereby help break down the barriers even further. 
 
12. DHS Service Charter and the Housing Framework Impacts 
 
It is timely to review the DHS Service Charter in light of the significant re-organisation and restructure 
under the 1DHS Model and after the release of the Housing Framework. 
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13. Applied Learning 
 
The VPTA believes that, under the new 1DHS structure, the initiatives being undertaken in each 
Division, with new approaches and systems that are being developed, could be the subject of an 
annual conference including service providers, Peak Bodies, tenant groups and other stakeholders to 
look at best practice in Public Housing across the State. This could be a model for other States. The 
VPTA would be keen to participate in this to promote and strengthen Tenant Participation. 
 
14. Site Management 
 
The Department has an important role in ensuring residents comply with the rules and a duty of care 
to protect the rights of residents. Tenants may be transferred to alternative, more suitable 
accommodation but not at the detriment of the system or to other tenants. It is not sufficient to 
relocate a problem tenant elsewhere, thereby shifting the problem. How well DHS vets potential 
residents and allocates stock is paramount to the success of the tenancy and the system overall.  The 
VPTA sees case management as a significant step in improving this process. 
 
On larger estates there is evidence that having a tenant liaison position or active tenant group that 
does advocacy on behalf of tenants and generally provides a conduit between tenants and the 
Department and other agencies, improves the quality of life on the estate by intervening in and 
resolving problems as they arise. We believe having at least one paid position or active, properly 
resourced and funded tenant group on each large estate would be a cost effective way to help resolve 
complaints, maintain harmony and improve the living quality locally. 
 
Many successful resident and tenant groups have been formed to provide leadership on their estates, 
taking ownership of the problem of improving community life and living conditions for tenants. 
Tenant participation must be encouraged and supported. 
 
15. Security 
 
Cameras have been installed on a number of public housing developments, which have helped reduce 
the incidence of crime on these estates and resident exposure to it. The VPTA encourages the 
widespread use of cameras and any technology based initiative designed to improve the living 
conditions in public housing and to help identify and prosecute offenders. 
 
16. Allocation Policy 
 
One way of improving public housing would be to review the allocation policy to include the notion of 
worthiness. It is accepted that people on the waiting list will have various levels of need and priority 
but in some cases the question of worthiness arises i.e. does the person warrant an allocation based 
on their previous tenant history? It is difficult to make value judgements on these matters but some in 
public housing would question the fairness of some allocations, particularly when there is insufficient 
public housing to meet the need. Perhaps a review of the waiting list methodology would include this 
Refer Policy Position Statement: - A Fairer Waiting List. 
 
It may be appropriate for other community agencies and service providers to be consulted as part of 
the allocation process to understand the risk the person may be in public housing or to other tenants. 
The question needs to be asked “Is unsupported public housing the best option?” What else has been 
considered as alternatives to public housing e.g. - friends, relatives, boarding houses, supervised 
accommodation etc. 
 
17. Supervised trials for returning problem tenants 
 
There is concern amongst public housing residents that the Dept. has a revolving door approach to 
problem tenants and that public housing should not be seen as the automatic option.  
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In some cases a DHS supervised trial may be in order, whereby a probationary period may be applied 
after which the tenancy can be confirmed. Should problems occur during the probationary or trial 
tenancy period, DHS would exercise the power to evict the tenant – under terms of the (new) 
probationary tenancy arrangement. 
 
18. Routine Surveys of Residents 
 
The VPTA would like to see annual sample surveys or exit surveys of residents to understand the 
satisfaction levels of people living in public housing and to garner some input as to how this could be 
improved. 
 
For those making the transition to private housing, a targeted survey - this would be invaluable in 
determining what assistance they might have needed in order for them to make the transition from 
public housing sooner. 
 
19. The Transition from Public Housing 
 
The VPTA understands that, for many, public housing is a temporary support that they aspire to move 
away from as soon as possible. This should be encouraged, in that it frees up more of the resource for 
those who need it and who have no other choice. In order to achieve this aim, we believe that 
reasonable support should be given to those wanting to make the transition. This process could start 
at the initial case management stage with a proper needs and skills analysis to work out what it may 
take to equip the person and other family members to be successful in the private housing market. 
 
The type of assistance that would be required would include:- 
 

 Offers of employment priority 

 Sponsored skills training  

 Language courses 

 Financial incentives 

 Relocation support 

 Low or no interest loans 
 
The VPTA would support the development of a complete program that is focused on helping people 
successfully transition from public housing. 
 
  


