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The VPTA 

 

The Victorian Public Tenants Association (VPTA) is an incorporated not for profit 
organisation, recognised as the peak body representing 127,000 public housing tenants in 
Victoria. 
 
We provide counselling, advice, referral, representation and advocacy for public housing 
tenants and those in need of housing. More broadly, we advocate for the provision of a 
sustainable and appropriate public housing system. 
 
 

Achieving growth in public housing 

 

Victoria's supply of public housing has not kept pace with population increases over the 
last two decades. Since 1998, Victoria’s population has grown by over 1.2 million people, 
but the number of public housing dwellings has declined. 

While housing costs continue to rise there is a severe shortage of public housing. The 
waiting list for public housing currently stands at 34,726 households. This represents over 
60,000 Victorians currently waiting for public housing. 

We all need a place to live to be able to lead stable lives. Without a home health 
outcomes worsen, it is much harder to find a job and it becomes difficult to maintain 
connections within the community. 

Our Budget Submission 2016-17 will concentrate on the following propositions; 

 growth is the key, without growth the waiting list can’t move, the transfer  system 
ceases to operate and the blight of homelessness increases 
 

 we need to capture the maximum value of vacant land held by the Director of 
Housing to ensure positive outcomes for public housing 
 

 we need reform the way we measure Budget outputs and deliverables in relation 
to public housing and, in particular, we need to link the levels of public housing to 
levels of population 
 

 we can implement best practice innovations developed in other jurisdictions to 
relieve pressures on the public housing and affordable private rental systems 
 

 we need a pilot program for small scale redevelopments. 
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Growth is the key 

 

It is a sad fact that the overall number of public housing dwellings declined over the last 
year. 

The 2015-16 Budget papers report in terms of “social housing dwellings”. Social housing is 
an agglomeration of public housing, Aboriginal housing and community housing. 

Even given that much broader measure we are still seeing decline, as the table below 
shows. 

Table 1. Budget Outputs. 

Major 
outputs/deliverables 

Performance 
measures 

 

Unit of 
Measure 

 

2015-16 
estimate 

 

2014-15 
expected 
outcome 

 

2014-15 
estimate 

 

2013-14 
actual 

Total number of 
social housing 
dwellings 

number 85 195 85 279 84 868 85 199 

Total social housing 
dwellings acquired 
during the year 

number 371 500 500 930 

Source: 2015-16 Budget Paper Three, page 261. 

 

When public housing is examined in isolation, the picture is even bleaker. No growth has 
been achieved in the last two decades. Figure 1 demonstrates that public housing has 
remained stubbornly at or around 65,000 units since 1997. 

By the close of 2013/14 that number had reduced to 62,807.1 

What the VPTA can see in the field is the wide ranging impact of this lack of growth.  First 
and most obvious is the impact on the waiting list. The average waiting time for Victorians 
who received an early housing allocation was 8.7 months in 2013-14. In 2015-16 it was 
estimated to be 10.5 months. 

We know that the waiting time for those Victorians who do not receive an early housing 
allocation is many, many years. These low-income Victorians continue to suffer high levels 
of housing related stress while waiting for public housing. 

They must endure being bypassed on the waiting list by a seemingly endless supply of 
Victorians with an even more urgent need of public housing. 

So the second impact is the fact that the public housing waiting list is irrelevant to 

                                                      
1
 Community Housing Federation of Victoria, CHFV News Spring 2015 page 11. 
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thousands of low-income Victorians suffering high levels of housing related stress. They 
have decided not to apply for public housing, having concluded that there is no possibility 
of them ever being allocated accommodation. 

We recognise the public housing waiting list as an important tool, but we do not accept 
that it as an accurate measure of total public housing demand. 

The third major impact of the lack of growth in public housing is that it makes it much 
more difficult for tenants to transfer between properties. Currently over 7,500 tenants are 
waiting for a transfer. Lack of movement on this waiting list can exacerbate a range of 
other problems. 

 

Figure 1. Units of housing, 1997-2014.  

Source: Productivity Commission Report on Government Services Housing Attachments Table 17A.3 (Latest 

data to 30 June 2014) 

There is an estimated shortfall of more than 80,000 affordable rental properties across 
Victoria.2  We estimate that $200 million a year is needed for meaningful growth in social 
housing stock levels.3  

A dedicated social housing growth fund could be used flexibly to maximise the number of 
new homes: for example, through innovative redevelopment, partnerships and financing 
models.  

                                                      
2 K Hulse, M Reynolds and J Yates, Changes in the supply of affordable housing in the private rental sector for lower 

income households, 2006–11, AHURI Final Report No.235, 2014, p. 77. 

3 VPTA et al., Making Social Housing Work, 2013. 
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It will also go some way towards compensating for recent cuts in Victorian spending on 
housing, as the Treasurer Tim Pallas outlined in a recent speech. 

 

“Of course, just as governments can give, they can also take away. 
When we last left government in 2010, Victoria was spending $903 million on social 
housing annually. 
 
But according to figures published in this year’s Productivity Commission Report on 
Government Services, that figure plummeted to $431.4 million for the 2013-14 
financial year. 
 
That’s nearly $470 million ripped out of Victoria’s social housing budget – that’s 
public, community and indigenous housing.”4 
 

The announcement of the redevelopment of the Markham Estate is an encouraging sign, 
but it must be seen within the following context; 

 following the demolition in late 2015 we will have 56 fewer public housing units  
 

 at the completion of the project we will have an additional 62 modern public housing 
units 

 

 it is envisaged that there will be no cost to the Budget, it is hoped there will be a 
profit. 

 
Given this context, Markham Estate does not deliver growth. It does deliver modernisation, 
which is admirable.  
 
In order to impact on the anaemic rate of growth over the last two decades we also need to 
consider alternative sources of funding. Robert Pradolin, general manager - business 
development for Frasers Property Australia, has recently made a case for involving the 
private sector. 
 

“We need significant supply created in this sector and the only way we will be able 
to achieve this is to involve the private sector. We need to reframe how we think 
about public housing and recognise that it is key public infrastructure. And many key 
public infrastructure projects – think roads, hospitals, schools – are now funded as 
private-public partnerships.”5 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
4
 Pallas, Tim Speech by the Treasurer of Victoria – 26 October 2015, Community Housing Sector Breakfast. 

5
 R Pradolin, Public housing shortage can be solved with private investment The Age 14/10/15. 
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Vacant land – capture the value of existing assets 

 

One of the clearest messages that we have received from public housing tenants over the 
last year is that they are frustrated and angry about vacant land in their communities. 

The vacant land impacts on the amenity of the community. Abandoned sites encourage 
the dumping of rubbish, creating health risks and a visual blight. The vacant land also 
sends the message that that the community and its residents are not valued. 

 

Vacant land in Corio. Photo. VPTA August 2015 

We seek appropriate measures in the 2016-17 Budget to form an Office of Housing Vacant 
Land Taskforce. This Taskforce should comprise representatives of the Minister, the Office 
of Housing, the VPTA and the real estate industry.  

The Taskforce should be empowered to compile a list of vacant sites and agree on a 
strategy for the best use of those sites. Importantly, the outcomes of the Taskforce’s work 
must be transparent. Currently, there is no publicly available database of vacant land that 
is owned by the Director of Housing on behalf of the state. Nor is the Director of Housing 
required to report what land has been sold and for how much. 

Due to this lack of reporting, public housing tenants lack confidence that the land will be 
used or disposed of in a manner that will deliver the maximum benefit for public housing. 

With regard to other land owned by the state, the status of ready-for-sale sites across 
Victoria is now listed on the Department of Treasury and Finance website, as well as 
information on recently-completed land sales and properties that are being prepared for 
future sale. 

In their 2012 report on Access to Public Housing, the Victorian Auditor-General stated;  
 
“Despite a growing need for housing support in our community, DHS has not set an 
overarching direction for public housing or taken a strategic, comprehensive approach to 
managing this $17.8 billion property portfolio.”6 
 
The Department must develop a comprehensive strategic plan for all Director owned land.  

                                                      
6
 VAGO 2011-12:24 
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Reform the way we measure Budget outputs 

 

As mentioned above, the 2015-16 Budget papers report in terms of social housing 
dwellings. 

In our submission, it is incumbent on the Government to report on public housing 
dwellings as a subset of social housing and we seek that this reform be made. 

Also, it is patently obvious that successive Governments have been unable to arrest the 
decline of public housing, either as a proportion of the overall housing stock or on a per 
capita basis.  

In 2009 there was one public housing property for every 85.3 Victorians. 

By 2014 that supply had reduced to one public housing property for every 93.7 Victorians. 

There is a recognition that the Bracks and Brumby Governments did not respond 
appropriately to population growth, particularly in the areas of health and public 
transport. 

The Premier, Mr. Andrews, told the Herald Sun in December 2010, "I think it's fair to say 
that in the face of unprecedented growth, we struggled to keep up." 

Our concern is that these lessons have not been heeded in relation to public housing. 

One option would be to publish a measure of public housing units per head of population 
in the Budget. 

This could be done with in conjunction with the adoption of a target to return to 2009 
levels. 

Alternatively, a target could be set of maintaining public housing at a level equivalent to 
5% of total housing stock. 

This target is consistent with the recommendation of the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry 
into the adequacy and future directions of public housing in Victoria, chaired by Jude 
Perera MLA. 

“Recommendation 3.1 - That the Victorian Government develops a strategic 
framework for social housing with clear objectives for: 

 long-term investment in public and community housing 
 

 increasing the supply of all forms of social housing to progressively reach a 
target of 5 per cent of total housing stock in Victoria by 2030.”7 

 
 

 

                                                      
7
 Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry – ‘The adequacy and future directions of public housing in Victoria’ 

30/09/2010 
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Encourage affordable home ownership to relieve pressure on the system 

 

Across Australia, schemes have been developed to facilitate affordable home ownership 
for low income earners. These schemes recognise the interrelatedness of the housing 
market.  By reducing pressure in one part of the system, for example the private rental 
market, the schemes can impact on public housing waiting lists and transfer applications. 

• South Australian Affordable Homes Program and Home Start Financing for 
first Home Buyers. Since it was established, HomeStart has helped more than 
65,000 South Australians into home ownership.8 

• Western Australia’s KeyStart - low deposit and shared equity scheme home 
purchase program. Keystart was set-up to help West Australians who might not 
qualify for a home loan from one of the traditional lenders into a home of their 
own. 

We believe schemes such as these, with proven track records, could be replicated in 
Victoria to help relieve the demand for affordable public and private rental properties by 
helping fast track eligible persons into home ownership. 

KeyStart was established in 1989 and has produced a profit in each year that it has 
operated. KeyStart addresses the deposit gap, arguably the greatest barrier that intending 
first home buyers need to overcome. By offering loans with deposits as low as 2%, 
Keystart helps reduce pressure on the private rental market by facilitating entry into home 
ownership for those that can afford to make loan repayments but are unable to gather the 
deposit required by the major lenders. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                      
8
 HomeStart Media Release 20/5/2015. 
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Pilot Scheme for Small Scale Redevelopments  

 

It is understandable that larger scale redevelopment sites such as Markham and 
Huttonham Estates attract a lot of attention. 

However, given the fact that the Director of Housing retains a large amount of vacant land 
on smaller sites, we feel there should be some focus on how best to redevelop these sites. 

Developments delivered under the Nation Building Stimulation Package demonstrated 
how a relatively small amount of money can deliver large benefits on smaller sites. 

The Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) has researched this point 
and provided a profile of a 2010 project in Hampton East. 

“This redevelopment is on a double-lot site on a corner, previously occupied by a 
freestanding, two-storey block of walk-up apartments. The new development 
consists of eight dwellings (4 x two-bedroom + 4 x one-bedroom) and these are 
arranged as two rows of single-storey row houses.  

The row housing type and arrangement gives all units north-oriented living areas, 
outlook and cross ventilation.”9 
 

The parcel of land in that example was 28m x 44m. With a budget of $1.3 million an aging 
concrete walk-up consisting of 4 apartments was replaced by eight modern townhouses. 
 
As part of the Social Housing Growth Fund we seek a $15 million pilot scheme for small scale 
redevelopments. 
 
As part of the pilot the redevelopment the property at 3 Smythe Place Geelong could be 
converted into public housing. 
 
This property was a 17 room hostel constructed in 1994-5 and used by Deakin University 
Student’s Association for student accommodation. 
 
The Western Australian government has recently announced a partnership with The 
University of Western Australia to investigate innovative ways to deliver affordable infill 
developments and modular building technology.  
We believe that learning from that project may assist in finding ways to utilise smaller 
vacant lots in established suburbs. 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
9
 The Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Positioning Paper No. 155, August 2013 p55 
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Deed of Assumption  

 

In 1997–98, the Treasurer centralised the Housing’s debt portfolio through a Deed of 
Assumption that required Housing to pay $50.50M per annum to the Treasurer until 2042.  
 
This payment was discretionary and determinable each year through consultation with the 
Minister for Housing.  
 
This arrangement was varied in 2011–12 to remove the discretionary nature of the payment 
until 2022–23.  
 
The financial impact of this variation is that there is the recognition of a payable and an 
expense in Department of Health and Human Services and a corresponding receivable and 
revenue in Department of Treasury and Finance. 
 
We seek that the decision of the previous government to remove the discretionary nature 
of the payment be reversed. 
 
 

Develop an Affordable Housing Strategy  

 

In order to co-ordinate the efforts of all levels of government and to ensure that all 
proposals from stakeholders are heard and considered, Victoria should develop an 
Affordable Housing Strategy. 

“I can assure you that this government will not be a bystander when it comes to the 
work you all do. We will not preside over a retreat from public sector involvement in 
social housing. We will stand up for Victoria’s most vulnerable people. We believe 
that a whole-of-government affordable housing strategy is required to expand the 
supply, security and quality of low-cost housing in Victoria.”10 

 
We do not believe that this needs to be a lengthy or expensive exercise, as there a wealth of 
previous work that can be drawn from. However, we agree that a whole-of-government 
strategy will be useful to achieve the certainty and continuity that the sector so desperately 
requires. 
 
The VPTA looks forward to making submission as part of this process.  

                                                      
10

 Pallas, Tim - Speech by the Treasurer of Victoria – 26 October 2015, Community Housing Sector Breakfast. 


