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At a glance...

Between 06 August and 10 September 2021, over 330 public housing residents
were involved in several different engagement activities designed to contribute a
‘lived experience’ perspective to Victoria’s Social Housing Regulation Review
SHRR).
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The people participating in these activities were more often women than men or
non-binary people but were otherwise a diverse representation of Victoria’s public
housing residents.

The findings highlight some key messages for the SHRR and housing providers and
advocates. Those messages include:

e residents experience poor information and communication from Homes
Victoria at key ‘pinch point’ moments (like while waiting for housing).

e residents are most satisfied with access to services and amenities and
least happy with the cost of heating or cooling their property.

e poor disability accessibility is a critical problem, from the perspective of
those living with disability and their carers.

e dispute resolution processes were unsatisfactory for over half of those who
had lodged a complaint in the previous 12 months.

e stigma continues to negatively affect public housing residents.

e residents want greater respect, protection of their rights and more influence
over decisions affecting their properties.
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These findings suggest needed actions from the Victorian State Government in
response, not just in relation to ‘The Big Housing Build’ but also in terms of better
serving the existing public housing resident community. Some possible actions
suggested by this research include:

== publish housing
= provide regular ~ information in easy-
updates to people to-access formats
on the VHR about
the status of their
application.

= hire more housing

officers, especially
bilingual staff

— conduct pre- and

O = post-occupancy
ensure disability- O evaluations with

address serious = friendly properties residents
O overcrowding are fully DDA < provide
where it is compliant training/oversight with
? occurring contractors to ensure
quality standards
undertake to deliver landlord-
tenant projects where possible O i.nvolve.residejnt§ more
; (e.g., gardening, cleaning, At directly in designing and
“=> delivering future research

painting, minor repairs, etc.)
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Introduction

1.1 The project background

As part of the Victorian State Government’s ‘Big Housing Build’, an independent
review, the Social Housing Regulation Review (SHRR) was announced in November
2020. The SHRR is examining regulatory oversight and considering what
improvements are needed within the social and affordable housing sector to deliver
the best possible resident and community outcomes over the long term. Itis chaired
by a Panel whose members are Professor David Hayward, Dr Heather Holst and Dr
David Cousins AM and will present its final report to government in March 20221,

The Review is working in multiple ways with multiple audiences over three phases
of engagement which will inform that reporting. In this phase, consultant teams
have been gathering information and advice from those with lived experiences of
social housing. One team is focusing on Aboriginal housing, another on community
housing and this team, led by the Victorian Public Tenants Association (VPTA) and
RedRoad Consulting, is focused on public housing.

This report, then, is part of the third phase of a larger SHRR review and is focused
specifically on the lived experiences of those in public housing in Victoria, Australia.

1 https://www.vic.gov.au/review-social-housing-regulation - background



https://www.vic.gov.au/review-social-housing-regulation#background

1.2 How we engaged

The goal of this research was to maximise the shared opportunity for public housing
residents (past, current and prospective) to discuss how they experience their
housing and how those experiences might be improved. The focus for the
discussions was centred on three broad themes:

1. Information & communication - The information and communications
people received about their housing and other services (including when
waiting for housing to be allocated)

2. Needs & satisfaction - people’s needs and satisfaction with different
aspects of their housing (like how the property fits the needs of different
households, people’s satisfaction with common areas, maintenance and
repairs and so forth)

3. Empowerment, participation & involvement in decisions - people’s thoughts
about the influence they have on decisions about their housing (like whether
they feel able to advocate for what they need of their housing or when there
are changes being proposed for your property)

Between 06 August and 10 September 2021, this involved over 350 people in the
following research activities:

®

An Online Social Housing Tenants Survey 0e®
completed by 310 public housing tenants. '-‘
This represents 57% of the 544
respondents (the remaining 43% were
community housing tenants).

Fifteen 1-hour Focus Group
Discussion Sessions with a total of
59 participants (some participating

in translator- and peer-assisted
sessions in Viethamese, Mandarin,
Arabic and Oromo).

A Peer Research program that
provided training and payment to six
public housing tenants to help guide

) focus groups and interviews.
Emails & calls from
220 approximately 5 people @\ R

A\

Summary of the engagement activities held in August and
September 2021

The different research activities took different methodological approaches to
understanding the three themes and the questions: the survey generated broad
guantitative data, for example, while the focus groups generated deeper qualitative
information. The peer research component sought to build capacity and opportunity
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for public housing residents interested in engaging in the research in a different
and more empowered way. In terms of data analysis, the survey generated
spreadsheet data via the SurveyMonkey platform and the focus groups generated
facilitator notes and audio recordings, transcribed and thematically arranged using
NVivo qualitative software. The data from all sources has been analysed together,
however, to triangulate and build a stronger base of evidence.

A more detailed summary of research methodology is presented in Appendix A and
the survey tool is attached in Appendix B.

1.3 Reflections on our approach

The methodology was a robust mixed approach and encompassed quantitative and
gualitative elements. Participants, especially in the focus group activities, included
a mix of people, many who can be underrepresented in traditional consultation
practices (for example, people from African and Asian CALD backgrounds). Others
(from other CALD backgrounds -- Middle Eastern, for example - children and young
people) were not as well represented.

The on-going COVID-19 pandemic created challenges for the research, particularly
the peer-led aspects of the project. When the project methodology was proposed,
Victoria was not in lockdown but very shortly into the research (5 August 2021),
restrictions were reimposed and no face-to-face activities could occur. Activities all
occurred online (e.g., as Zoom-based focus groups and discussions) which was
difficult for some participants, including peer researchers (in terms of digital fatigue
or hesitancy and/or a lack of digital access). Unfortunately, methods (such as site-
based intercept approaches), planned specifically to access those with digital
access issues or hesitancy, were unavailable to the project because of lockdowns.

Finally, while separating the community and public housing components of this
review made sense in terms of providing a more manageable scope of work for
each of the appointed teams, it also had some implications for the consistency of
data across the research. The teams have tried to work together to address this but
that may be imperfect.




1.4 Who participated

From the online survey, which collected demographic data, we know that there was
a greater proportion of women (74%) than men (23%) and gender diverse/non-
binary people (1%) participating. A demographic snapshot of participants who live
in public housing is provided below.

Gender N %
Male 61 23%
Female 199 74%
Non-Binary 3 1%

Age
Under 18 3 1%
18 - 24 7 3%
25 -34 27  10%
35-44 47 18%
45 - 54 61 23%
55-64 56 21%
65-74 47  18%
Over 75 18 7%

Highest level of education
Year 11 or below 62 23%
High school completion 54  20%
Certificate 3 or 4 49 18%
Diploma/advanced diploma 46 17%
Graduate or Postgraduate degree 46 17%
Other 11 4%

Dwelling Type
Separate housing 95 31%
Semi-detached home or town house 36 12%
Flat, unit or apartment (building =< 3 stories) 88 29%
Flat, unit or apartment (building > 3 stories) 64 21%
Other 21 7%

Dwelling location
Melbourne: eastern suburbs (Hawthorn, Box Hill, Ringwood, etc) 54 18%
Melbourne: southern suburbs (Prahran, St Kilda, Springvale, etc.) 63 21%
Melbourne: western suburbs (North Melbourne, Footscray, Werribee,) 44 15%
Melbourne: northern suburbs (Carlton, Northcote, Epping, etc.) 79  26%
Regional Victoria 62 21%

Number of people living in home
1 123 23%
2 71 13%
3 49 9%
4 31 6%




5 or more 31 6%

While demographic data was not specifically collected for the participants of the
focus groups, the following broad observations were made regarding participants:

e forty-nine of the 59 participants (83%) were women.

e there were participants from key migrant and CALD communities. Forty-one
of the 59 participants (69%) were people who had English as a second
language.

e there was a representative spread of ages, from those in their 20s to those
in their 70s and 80s.

e people lived in a wide range of household sizes, from single person
households to eight person households.

o five of the 59 participants (8%) lived in regional Victoria and the rest in the
various regions of metro Melbourne.

o five people (8%) openly identified as living with or caring for someone living
with a disability.




02 Key findings

The following analysis weaves together different data and evidence of the key
themes and messages related to the research focus areas:

e Information & communication
e Needs & satisfaction
e Empowerment, participation & involvement in decisions

These three focus areas are informed by a range of questions, some generated by
the SHRR, some generated in designing the research and others in conversation
with peer researchers and public housing residents themselves. The questions
touch on topics that include:

e the assistance pathway to the VHR (or previous application process/es)

e accessibility of information about housing options

e time and experiences on the waiting list/s

e how allocated properties met needs and expectations

e support services available and how they were accessed and delivered

e experiences around management of property and tenancy, including requesting
and receiving repairs

e opportunities to participate in and influence decisions affecting housing

e complaints and dispute resolution

e security of tenure (both perceptions and experiences)

e any experiences of community housing compared to public housing

e what residents most value about their public housing home and what they find
most difficult

The quotes provided have been slightly edited for clarity but are as verbatim as possible.
People’s real names have not been used to protect their privacy.




2.1 Information & communication

The first contact people have with the public housing system is when they are
applying for and waiting for a housing allocation and the participants in this
research had varied experiences to share. Some people waited a reasonably short
period (several months) while others waited many years. As the graph below shows,
29% of the 310 residents we surveyed had spent more than three years waiting for
housing on the Victorian Housing Register.

Time spent on Victorian Housing Register

More than 5 years Less than 6 months
14% 16%

3to5years
15%

6 to 12 months
28%

1 to 3 years
27%

Most had some type of housing insecurity (homelessness in many cases) leading
up to their application and during their waiting period.

| was waiting for like three years and having to like, during
‘ ‘ my pregnancy, going from motel to motel and friend to
friend. And going to support worker after support worker
telling me ‘no’, you know. So, hard life, what | experienced
because of the situation. And COVID comes and they
support you because of COVID... and yeah, I'm glad that
they give me this. | see people experience the waiting list
as just huge problem. Major, for people are waiting for like
five years, three years, four years, seven years... That's
waiting with the children. It's so painful to get through it.

Iftu, 20s, woman, Fitzroy (FG1)



Many, like Iftu and Helen, describe a process that is at once traumatic and difficult
and one that leads to an outcome people are grateful about. This was a common
narrative in the focus groups: public housing is at once ‘a blessing and a curse’.
Helen’s experience illustrates why this is the case in its description of a really valued

| was on the waiting list for 7 years. | was in private rental,
a single mother with two children, paying 75% of my wage
on rent alone and it was only a one-bedroom flat. And my
children were sort of like ‘tweenagers’ at that point, a girl
and a boy, so it made it even trickier. And yeah, so when
they offered me this place, | thought it was Christmas! It
was only a two bedroom, but nevertheless | could sort of
work with that better than a one bedroom. And of course,
you know, the reduction in rent was phenomenal for me.
I'm so grateful for this flat... I'm very lucky.

Helen, 60, woman, Richmond (FG1)

outcome (a new home) from a poorly communicated and lengthy process.

Information about housing options was also criticised quite extensively during the
focus group discussions, particularly amongst those with additional communication
barriers (e.g., not having strong English language skills, experiencing homelessness
and/or living in temporary housing, living with an intellectual or communication

| just wanted to say that throughout the seven years that |
was on the waiting list, | did not receive a single
correspondence from the Housing Commission
whatsoever. To the point where | just had forgotten about
it and thought that | was just not eligible or something. So,
nothing in seven years. Nothing at all.

Helen, 60, woman, Richmond (FG1)

disability, recently migrating to Australia, etc.).



The survey showed that, while a quarter of residents found making an application
for social housing relatively easy, almost half found it difficult.

How easy did you find it to make an application for
social housing?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

m Very Difficult Neither easy nor difficult B Very Easy

People described their inexperience of the system when they were first engaged
with it and not understanding their entitlements in terms of property allocation
(type, location and so forth). They often spoke of the need for support workers or
advocates to help ease the process.

| got housing through Launch Housing because at the time
‘ ‘ there was a push for older women looking for getting
housing. | had been living rough and then in lots of
different rooming houses. | was at the Gatwick [for several
years] at the time and [the Launch worker] said, “I can get
you housing”. So | went, “yes!”. At first it was a bedsit. And
when | went to pick up the keys, they said, “oh, if you don't
mind moving to the next building, there's a one bedroom.
Would you like to go look at it?” | went, “no... I'll take it!”

Eileen, 69, woman, Prahran (FG1)

Housing advocacy was very hit and miss in the stories shared with us in the focus
groups. Some found that having a case worker (from community or government and
from housing-related or other services) made an enormous positive difference in
their experience of securing housing or information about their application.

Others described their efforts at self-advocacy as being what made the difference
for them. Several people described making regular visits to their regional housing
office (or even to other areas) in order to advocate for their housing needs in
person.



A second ‘pinch point’ in relation to information and communication was when
people wanted or needed to change properties, with many highlighting that there is
a lack of available information about this process. For the 145 respondents who
indicated that they had ever wanted to move to a different social housing property,
64% indicated that getting information about how to move to a different dwelling
was difficult and only 10% reported it was easy to access this information.

How easy did you find it to get information about how
to move to a different dwelling within social housing?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

m Very Difficult Neither easy nor difficult  ®Very Easy

The desire or need to change homes was a common theme in the focus groups.
The reasons for wanting to change properties were varied but included, most
commonly:

e overcrowding in the current property

e changed household size/composition (e.g., children leaving home, children
becoming adults, relationship breakdown)

e disputes with neighbours

e wanting to be in a different area or region

These types of property needs will be discussed in greater detail in the following
section but the process of enacting a property change was described by numerous
people as a frustrating and confusing process.

Some people commented that they were too nervous to instigate a property transfer
request as they didn’t want to risk jeopardising their housing or because they felt it
was futile to do so. And those that had attempted to change properties were
generally unsatisfied with the time it took and with the communications provided
them during that process. A couple of focus group participants (including Fazilah,
below) spoke of being actively discouraged by housing officers and told that the
type of property the tenant wanted was unrealistic or rare/unavailable.
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I have seven Kids, three teenagers and four little ones. |

‘ ‘ lived in two bedrooms in Flemington for almost 11 years.
During the five-day COVID lockdown [in Flemington,
2020], that was the time they saw my situation. They
realise | am in desperate overcrowding. So | took the two
year pilot project because | was overcrowded in
Flemington. So now I live in a two-year agreement, so l am
not sure what that’s going to look like at the end of the two
years. Already | am here eight months and | dunno. | have
questions about that. | am not going to stay here, that’s
what they say: that | can only stay two years... | don’t want
to move.

Fazilah, 30s, woman, Ascot Vale (Peer2FG2)

There were few examples of people with both community housing and public
housing experiences in our focus group cohorts but there were several comments
suggesting a preference for public housing among our participants. There was one
current community housing resident amongst the participants, and he discussed
his desire to move from his current community managed property to government
managed one:

I moved into this room in August 2002, which makes it 19

‘ ‘ years experience living here. And as you can see in the
background how crowded this place is getting... When |
first moved in here, it was classified as a rooming house,
even though it’s a self-contained bedsit. | was still
considered tertiary homeless. Then, all of a sudden, about
three or four years ago, they changed policies. This is no
longer considered transitory housing. It's now considered
part of the [social] housing umbrella, which screwed me
up because | want to move into a one bedroom owned by
the Department of Housing.

Frank, man, 50s, St Kilda (FG9)
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Frank’s experience, though ultimately unsuccessful (he felt he’d exhausted the
avenues available to him for transferring to a larger one bedroom unit) had led him
to get much more involved in tenancy rights and to be a stronger advocate for
others trying to navigate the social housing system.

In addition to transferring within social housing, some respondents referred to a
desire to move out of social housing. Transitions out of social housing were seen
as extremely difficult. One person noted that there was no framework or programs
in place to assist people who wanted to move out of social housing. They explained
that a DHHS-lead program to assist public housing tenants to become first home
buyers could be an ideal opportunity for tenants with a desire to move into their
own homes.

The last topic of critical concern to people, regarding communication and
information, concerned maintenance and repair requests. This was an area of
polarised accounts. Some felt that their regional office and contractors were very
responsive and reliable. But most talked about very poor follow through on requests
for maintenance and repair.

Via a translator, one Chinese man told the following story of a flooding event in his
home:

12



We are not really happy with the management in our

‘ ‘ building. In 2019, for example, there was a water leaking
problem. My mum was in a nursing home and | was home
alone. At about 7 or 8 in the morning, the unit started
leaking water. | called the department to let them know my
apartment was leaking. Later in the afternoon, the
maintenance people did come and they said they had tried
knocking on the door of the resident above me but it was
a drug user living in that apartment and nobody was
answering the door. | felt like their attitude was “we can’t
help”. That | was irrelevant to them. | could even feel hate
in their attitude. They just feel like they’re the boss and
don’t position themselves as service providers. It feels like
they think they are watching a joke going on...

The water leaking problem only got worse. There was
water everywhere. | used all my containers but | couldn’t
stop the water. The housing staff didn’t help. It lasted for
about 12 hours. It was coming though the lights and | was
worried about electricity danger and fire as well...

Yunchen, man, 50s, Richmond (FG7Mandarin)

Yunchen went on to describe his frustrated and unsuccessful efforts to be
compensated for his household items that had been damaged. He was told that his
losses were too insubstantial to warrant recompense.

Others spoke of ongoing troubles getting a timely response to issues such as:

e broken windows/rotting wood frames

e mould

e vermin

e common area disrepair (e.g., elevator break down, vandalised laundry, etc.)
e anti-social or illegal behaviours

13



Focus group participants also recounted troubles they encountered when upgrades
were made to their properties. For example, some were moved out of their units
during the upgrades in processes that were not always clear to them in terms of
their ‘right of return’. And for one person, that was such a lengthy process that they
opted to remain in their ‘temporary’ housing.

Finally, the process for dealing with neighbour disputes was one of the key areas of
tension for some focus group participants. One resident, translated from Arabic via
the peer researcher, spoke tearfully of being held hostage in her own home by an
abusive neighbour who harangued her whenever she spoke in her own language in
her back yard or audibly through the shared walls. She was frightened to be outside
and cross paths with the neighbour. She was trying to get a transfer but struggled
with the language barrier and the disinterested reaction about her situation.

My landlord refuses to consider evicting violent tenants
‘ ‘ living near me, which creates a very unsafe environment
for me.

Steven, man, 35-44, Melbourne south (Online Survey)

Others with neighbour-related issues reported the same sort of disinterest and were
generally told to contact police. The police, in turn, refer people back to their
housing providers. Some wanted to take measures like installing CCTV cameras at
their own cost and were told they were not able to.

While these ‘pinch points’ for information and communication were common, there
were certainly contrasting examples in the focus groups and some people (often in
particular housing areas/regions) were very happy with the information and
communications provided them.

2.2 Need & satisfaction

The survey revealed that the elements most frequently ranked as resident’s ‘top
five’ most important attributes in a home are: cost of rent; safety/ security of the
property; cost of heating or cooling; proximity to services; stability of tenure; safety
or security of neighbourhood; privacy of home; number of bedrooms; friendly
neighbours; and good quality outdoor spaces.
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What are the top 5 most important things in a home?

Cost of rent

Safety/security of property

Cost of heating and cooling/energy efficiency
Close to services and amenities | need
Stability of my tenure

Safety/security of neighbourhood

Privacy of home

Number of bedrooms

Friendly neighbours

Good quality outdoor space

Size of property

Available car parking

Status/sense of pride in my home

Close to people | care about

Easy access (such as ramps or mobility supports)
Close to my work/job opportunities

0 50 100 150 200 250

Survey respondents reported satisfaction with many of these elements in their own
homes, especially proximity to services and amenities (78% mostly or very happy),
stability of tenure (72% mostly or very happy) and cost of rent (56% mostly or very
happy).

In contrast, the cost of heating or cooling emerged as an important element for
residents that left many unsatisfied (58% mostly or very unhappy). Safety and
security also emerged as a problem with 42% mostly or very unhappy with the safety
of their property and 42% mostly or very unhappy with the safety of their
neighbourhood.
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How happy are you with these things in your current home?

Cost of rent I I
Safety/security of property

Cost of heating and cooling/energy efficiency

Close to services and amenities | need
Stability of my tenure
Safety/security of neighbourhood

Privacy of home

Number of bedrooms

Friendly neighbours
Good quality outdoor space
Size of property

Available car parking

Status/sense of pride in my home

Close to people | care about

Easy access (such as ramps or mobility supports)
Close to my work/job opportunities

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

B Very unhappy [ Mostly unhappy [ Neither happy nor unhappy [ Mostly happy ™ Very happy

The focus group discussions reflected these survey results and added some detail
to the survey data.

As noted earlier, there is a general view that public housing is a ‘blessing and a
curse’ and many people expressed feeling grateful to be housed even if that
housing was not wholly appropriate for their household.

Ana, for example, described waiting and waiting for a four-bedroom house for her
family (while living in crisis accommodation for several years following domestic
violence and homelessness) and then just “giving up, one day, when at my most
vulnerable” and accepting a three-bedroom house.

The area was great. We had a high school across the road

‘ ‘ which was very convenient for my kids. There was a tram
stop which was convenient for me when | gained
employment and a [shopping] plaza. So it was really close.
And | had amazing neighbours. So that was all good. But
it was overcrowded...

Ana, woman, 40s, St Kilda (FG9)
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She lived in the house for eight years, sharing a bedroom with her daughter, until
exiting public housing for a private rental in 2020. Anita, on the other hand, was
just entering public housing around the same time. Her story, however, was similar:

Initially, | was told | wasn’t eligible but when my daughter's
father started abusing me much more heavily, | basically
went back to Housing and | sat and | cried in their office
and said, “I can't do this anymore. I'm seven months
pregnant. He's going to kill us”. And they said, “all right,
that's fine. We'll write you an application for housing”.

After some time, my housing worker [at United Kildonen]
tried to look for my application, which wasn't actually
there. The whole application had been lost. It was like it
never existed and they couldn't find any details of me
whatsoever. So, she wrote up a new one. And then | think
| waited two years, which | thought was quick because I'd
heard such horror stories of people waiting 10 or even 20
years to get into housing. So, | was | was really grateful.
But at the same time, the housing that | was offered, and
which is the housing that I'm in now because | needed to
get out, | don't really think is very suitable to my needs.
However, as | said, | am grateful to have it. So | don't really
know how to approach housing and say, “hey, this is not
appropriate for me.”

Anita, 20s, woman, Melbourne north (FG3)

Anita went on to describe how her main criteria for housing -- that it not have stairs
because of her young child -- was not satisfied and her daughter had already had
one fall in the fourteen months she’d been in the property.

Others recounted concerns about the area where their housing was. Some people
had had to move far away from friends and family to have housing that satisfied
other needs (like more bedrooms for a larger family, for example). And others
described dissatisfaction with fittings and appliances: air conditioning and heating,
in particular, as well as windows that wouldn’t open properly, poor storage and so

forth.
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However, there were three themes significant resident concern in terms of unmet
need and low satisfaction with housing:

e the needs of large households, especially from migrant and non-English-
speaking backgrounds

e the needs of people living with a disability

e safety in common areas

These three issues created considerable anxiety in the focus group discussions.
Some of those stories (for example, Fazilah’s story of overcrowded conditions) have
already been shared and intersect strongly with people’s dissatisfaction with the
processes and procedures for addressing the property dissatisfaction. In other
words, residents like Fazilah are very challenged by an unmet need in their housing
(like overcrowding) which is then exacerbated by the lack of response from the
landlord. Often this happens over a period of months or years.

Overcrowding was a critical issue for large households and many of those
households are migrants from CALD backgrounds and households made up of
extended family members.

Accessibility was a serious concern for people with disability. In the words of one
tenant from focus group five (with a specific focus on aged and disability issues),
“there is nothing disability friendly about it”, even in reference to the disability-
specific properties.

Yeah, I'm in a disability property. The only thing that

“ disability friendly about it is | have handrails. And, as
[someone else in the group] said, if you're a fat person,
God help you! Like, | have no balance at times. So, | walk
into them a lot. And if | was any wider, | can't open my front
door and get through with, you know, the rails and
everything.

Jillian, 30s, woman, western Melbourne (FG5)

Again, the stories shared about disability access were exacerbated by language and
migration background, highlighted by stories shared in translator or peer-assisted
sessions. Aya, the mother of a disabled child, shared the following experience of
living in high-rise public housing:
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We had a fire in our building which caused the elevators
‘ ‘ to not work. | managed to get my disabled child out of the
building, down the stairs. But it was difficult and scary.

It was too hard to carry my child all the way back to the
apartment [on the 20 floor] and so | went to my friend’s
unit on the 5% floor and stayed there until the elevators
were working again.

That was the worst day of my life.

Aya, 30s, woman, Kensington (Peer2FG1 Arabic)

Aya also spoke of the difficulty housing her child’s medical equipment in the unit
(wheelchair) and the impossibility of putting a hoist into the bath, making bathing
her child very difficult. She’s been advocating for a property transfer since 2018.

Finally, a wide range of people spoke about safety issues, especially in and around
the common areas of their properties.

Drug and alcohol-using behaviour was commonly cited as very concerning and a
source of dissatisfaction with the property. In the translator-assisted Mandarin-
speaking session, a couple shared their experiences of constant misuse of the
laundry facilities on their floor, including the regular discovery of syringes, blood,
urine and rubbish. The couple had complained and now felt victimised by drug-
using neighbours who were leaving what seemed to be egg white on the floor,
causing people to slip and fall in the laundry and hallway.

The Vietnamese-speaking session was also focused on safety. The group were all
women and all but one lived in Richmond. They shared stories of physical and
verbal assault and break ins that created a fearful atmosphere and had one woman
(who lived at ground level in a walk-up) hang pots from the ceiling in front of her
Kitchen window as a sort of ‘alarm’, should anyone break in.

In North Melbourne, a North African woman and her family had experienced a break
in while the family were sleeping in the house. The children are now too scared to
use the back room of the house where the burglars had entered the property. The
perpetrators appeared to be drug-affected.

Another resident described her own break from her historic drug using being linked
to asking to be relocated to regional housing rather than inner city Melbourne
housing after her release from prison. She felt this would remove her from the
circles of people she’s associated with when using drugs. Not long after settling in
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her new property in regional Victoria, a serious crime was committed, and she had
to be relocated for her safety. She is now considering moving back to Melbourne.

Compounding the concerns people held for their safety was the lack of response
from the landlord. In each story shared, the housing office referred people to the
police and many tenants felt that their landlord should take a more proactive role
in terms of safety.

I had an incident which | reported to the housing. They let

‘ ‘ drug users come into the building too easy and they came
up to my unit and were kicking the security door. Luckily
my neighbour somehow scared them off. When | went and
complained to the housing, they said there was nothing
they could do...

Vinh, unknown age, woman, Richmond (FG6Vietnamese)

It is also important to note that many of the women participating in these focus
groups were escaping domestic violence and therefore had the additional concerns
of their abuser locating or harming them.
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In addition to housing itself, people also have a range of other service needs while
residing in public housing. The survey investigated residents’ needs and access in
relation to services and wrap-around support. Findings suggest that the most
commonly required services relate to: health care; mental health support services;
access to food, clothing or money; and other information or advice.

Services required and/or accessed in the last 12 months

220
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60

4
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. i =
<& . & & ©

o

Number of people requiring service

o

H Service accessed m Service required but not accessed

Across all services there was a ‘service gap’ between what respondents needed to
access and what they did access over the last 12 months. The proportion of unmet
need was largest for: support for families and children; family violence services;
other information or advice; and practical life skills. The majority of respondents
reported that they accessed these services without support from their landlord,
although 10% of those accessing family violence services and support for family
and children did so with support from their landlord.
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Proportion of service needs met in the last 12 months

Drug and alcohol counselling
Practical life skills (i.e cooking skills)
Aged care

Family violence services

Support for my children and family
Training and employment support
Legal advice

Day-to-day living support services
Other information or advice

Access to food, clothing or money

Mental health support services

Health/ medical services
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

M Accessed independently m Accessed with support from landlord

M Service required but not accessed

The focus groups revealed that many residents felt well served in their
neighbourhood. People in newer and more purpose-built units were more content
and those in lower-rise housing were generally more content than those in the larger
high-rise estates.

While not a ‘service’ per se, people’s local communities and neighbours were really
important as a support network. People who felt that they had good neighbours also
spoke about feeling safer, less isolated and happier. Some of the focus groups
(especially those led by peer researchers) themselves demonstrated those
connections.

William, a resident from Richmond in his 80s, spoke of the importance of the local
Neighbourhood House in supporting the community. The Neighbourhood House
offers to call people every day for a chat, sends birthday cards, helps to link
volunteers with community needs and facilitates gardening, arts and community-
building collaborations.

Several focus group participants reflected on the connections that people had
made to local services and the value they placed upon some of these organisations.
Several residents spoke specifically about how helpful some services had been in
their housing journeys, especially if that journey involved crises like homelessness,
violence/conflict, prison, and/or forced migration.
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2.3 Empowerment, participation & involvement in decisions

A universally expressed finding in this research is the desire people felt to be
respected and heard as tenants and community members. Unfortunately, this is an
area requiring a good deal of change in the public housing sector and the wider
community.

The survey highlighted that less than 50% of respondents agreed that their rights
as a renter were protected and that their landlord treated them fairly. While over
40% felt they could make decisions that affected the support or services they
received, only a quarter felt they could influence decisions about their building or
neighbourhood and a third felt they could influence decisions affecting their home
or unit.

Empowerment, rights and decision-making power

My landlord treats me fairly | L [ [ —
| can make decisions that affect my services or support [ EEEENN. | I
I can influence decisions that affect my building/ neighbourhood [ N D [ D |

| can influence decisions that affect my home or unit [ NN | —

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

m Strongly disagree M Somewhat disagree [ Neither agree nor disagree M Somewhat agree ™ Strongly agree

Focus group participants routinely made comments like Anna’s, below, and
commented widely on their feelings of stigmatisation and marginalisation:

| didn't feel like | had rights. | never felt that | was

‘ ‘ respected whilst living in housing. | never felt like | had a
voice. | felt like nothing was done... There's a lot of
changes that | would love to make and be the voice of the
changes that are desperately needed within the public
housing sector.

Ana, 40s, woman, Melbourne north (FG4)
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[llustrative of this was the response to complaints or disputes. Of the 142 public
housing residents (54% of survey respondents) who had made a complaint to their
landlord in the last 12 months, only 16% were quite happy or very happy, while over
half were quite or very unhappy.

How happy were you with the way your complaint was handled?

unsure/not
applicable
21%

Very unhappy
35%

Very happy
6%

Quite happy
10%

Neither unhappy
nor happy
11%

Quite unhappy
17%

The poor response stemmed from interactions with housing officers, contractors
and from the wider community/society, with the social stigma of public housing felt
by residents on a routine basis. This played out in people being embarrassed to
invite people to their homes, in being the focus of negative media and in having
exchanges like the following with tradespeople doing repairs.

It’s very much a struggle to get good workmanship. Very
‘ ‘ much a struggle to get them to do the job. And then it's
always half assed. Don't get me wrong, these places can
be done up lovely. It just takes a little bit of paint, a little
bit of time and a little bit of elbow grease. But nobody
wants to because there’s such a bad name [with public
housing]. The workmen come here, and they say, “why do
you bother?” Because it’s my home... this is my home.

Sue, 40s, woman, Collingwood (FG2)
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| think there's also an attitude about some of the tradies

‘ ‘ or some of the maintenance people that just because
you're a public housing tenant, you don't care, whereas in
fact, | know I'm incredibly house proud. And there's just
this kind of attitude by some that, you know, they'll just do
substandard work. And, you know, you should feel lucky
that we're even doing that...

Fiona, 50s, woman, Port Melbourne (FG5)

Across focus groups, participants explained a deep sense of being patronised, of
not having their needs and requests taken seriously and not having their knowledge
and expertise in relation to their own home acknowledged.

These quotations pair with the findings from the survey that found wide-spread
dissatisfaction with landlord communications and maintenance and repair
processes.

How satisfied are you with the following?

The way your landlord communicated with you

The repairs and maintenance services provided _ | |
by your landlord

The overall condition of your property

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

The overall services provided by your landlord

®Very unhappy [ Mostly unhappy [ Neither unhappy nor happy [ Mostly happy M Very happy

In conjunction with the earlier discussions about advocacy and self-advocacy, this
is an area of concern for residents and a critical area for regulation and procedural
improvement for public housing providers. Residents are very eager to be heard
and respected by their landlord and to have a role to play in their housing decisions.
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While not a common narrative, a couple of residents spoke about the groups they
belonged to or worked with that were active in representing residents’ needs.

These groups were seen as really critical infrastructure for amplifying the voices of
individuals and approaching housing advocacy more collectively. And in that spirit,
the final word will go to residents, responding to the question of what important

message/s their landlord needed to hear about their public housing experience:

Q: If you could convey one message to your landlord, what
would that be?

Just | guess listen to the residents. Carefully place each
individual in appropriate housing and, yeah, like more
access to the housing officers. Maybe if it's overcrowded,
they should probably open another location or something,
because like I'm under Footscray Housing but it has a lot
of areas categorised into one office, so | can imagine how
overwhelming it can be just in that one location.

Elise, 20s, woman, Melbourne north (FG5)

If when | complained, they have to take action . When I'm
talking to the housing commission and I'm complaining,
no one, they help me and no one listening to me.

Samira, unknown age, woman, Fitzroy (FG10)

We need to build people's trust that things are going to be
done. | know it's difficult. And | know | live in a diverse
estate. But gaining people's trust is most important... that
and being compassionate.

Sue, 40s, woman, Collingwood (FG2)
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Conclusions and suggested actions

Between 06 August and 10 September 2021, over 330 public housing residents
were involved in several different engagement activities designed to contribute a
‘lived experience’ perspective to Victoria’s Social Housing Regulation Review
SHRR).

®

An Online Social Housing Tenants Survey 0e®
completed by 310 public housing tenants. '-‘
This represents 57% of the 544
respondents (the remaining 43% were
community housing tenants).

Fifteen 1-hour Focus Group
Discussion Sessions with a total of
59 participants (some participating

in translator- and peer-assisted
sessions in Viethamese, Mandarin,
Arabic and Oromo).

A Peer Research program that
provided training and payment to six
public housing tenants to help guide

) focus groups and interviews.
A Emails & calls from
202 approximately 5 people @\ %

N

The people participating in these activities were more often women than men or
non-binary people but were otherwise quite diverse in terms of age, ethnicity and
country of birth, dwelling type and location and so forth. Most people were in
smaller households in the survey, but the focus groups had a greater number of
people from larger households.

3.1 What we heard

As might be expected, the engagements elicited a range of stories, experiences,
views and values. The findings, however, did highlight some key messages for the
SHRR and housing providers and advocates. Those messages include:

e residents experience poor information and communication from their
landlord at key ‘pinch point’ moments:
o while waiting for housing.
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o while applying to change properties.

o when requestion maintenance or repair.
residents are most satisfied with their hosing in terms of access to
services and amenities, the stability of tenure and cost of rent.
residents are least happy with the cost of heating or cooling their property
and with the safety of their property or their neighbourhood.
poor disability accessibility is a critical problem, from the perspective of
those living with disability and their carers, and in potential breach of
disability discrimination legislation.
dispute resolution processes were unsatisfactory for over half of those who
had lodged a complaint in the previous 12 months.
stigma continues to affect public housing residents and is even a feature of
interactions with some housing staff and their contractors.
there is a wide call for residents to be afforded greater respect, protection
of their rights and more influence over decisions affection their properties.

3.1 Suggested action

These findings suggest needed actions from the Victorian State Government in
response, not just in relation to ‘The Big Housing Build’ but also in terms of better
serving the existing public housing resident community. Some possible actions
suggested by this research include:

Information & communication

provide regular updates to people on the VHR about the status of their
application.
hire more housing officers and support workers, especially bilingual staff.
open more housing offices.
create clearer processes for changing properties:

o transfer requests.

o housing renewal temporary accommodation.

o special initiatives (e.g. COVID responses).
develop procedures for dealing with interpersonal conflict between
residents, particularly if illegal or threatening activities are taking place.
publish housing data and information in easy-to-access formats (multimedia
and multilingual, for example)

Needs & satisfaction

set more stringent benchmarks for property repair and maintenance, in
terms of:
o timeframes.
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o quality of work.
o liaison with the resident/s.

ensure disability-friendly properties are fully DDA compliant.

address serious overcrowding where it is occurring.

provide training/oversight with contractors to ensure work standards and
appropriate behaviours with residents.

conduct more site inspections and pre- and post-occupancy evaluations with
residents.

Empowerment, participation & involvement in decisions

support and partner with resident action/advocacy groups.

undertake to deliver landlord-tenant projects where possible (e.g.,
gardening, cleaning, painting, minor repairs, etc.).

learn from other jurisdictions to develop more empowering, creative and
comprehensive community planning and engagement frameworks.

involve residents more directly in designing and delivering future research
and engagement (e.g., adopt more peer research/engagement approaches)
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Appendix A: Research approach

summary

Key themes

1. Information & communication

2. Needs & satisfaction

3. Empowerment, participation & involvement in decisions

Key question

assistance in application (the
VHR or previous application
process)

Research activity

Focus group theme - Information and communication

accessibility of information
about housing options

Online survey - scaled/ranking + open comment

Focus group themes - Information & communication;
Needs & satisfaction

how allocated properties met
needs and expectations

Focus group theme - Needs & satisfaction

experiences around
management of their property
and tenancy including
requesting and receiving
repairs

Focus group theme - Needs & satisfaction

opportunities to participate in
and influence decisions
affecting housing

Online survey - scaled/ranking question

Focus group theme - Empowerment, participation &
involvement in decisions

security of tenure perceptions
and experiences

Online survey - scaled/ranking question

Focus group theme - Needs & satisfaction;
Empowerment, participation & involvement in
decisions

overall
impressions/experiences of
public housing

Online survey - multiple choice with ‘other’ option

Focus group theme - Needs & satisfaction;
Empowerment, participation & involvement in
decisions

any experiences of community
housing compared to public
housing

Online survey - multiple choice with ‘other’ option

Focus group theme - Needs & satisfaction

demographic data

Online survey
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Appendix B: Online Survey

Introduction
The Victorian State Government is reviewing the way public and community housing is managed. It
wants to give strong protection to residents, improve the application and allocation process,

provide better information about public and community housing, and promote the social and
economic benefits to the wider community.

You are invited to share your ideas and experiences as part of this review. There are a couple of
ways of doing this:

« this 10-12-minute survey for current or past residents of either public or community housing
in Victoria, Australia.
* more detailed one-on-one or group discussions (which you would be paid $50 to attend).

i you are interested in being part of the more detalled discussions, please leave your contact
details at the end of the survey.

Thank you for taking the time to fill in the survey -~ please complete what you can and please be
assured that your comments and views will remain confidential and you will not be able to be
klentified,

If you complete the survey, you can go into the draw for one of eight $100 gift certificates (you will
need to leave your details at the end of the survey).

Note: The term ‘social housing’ is used 1o include both community housing and public housing
properties. This survey is relevant for tenants in both types of housing, in the state of Victoria,
Australia only. This survey is being conducted by the Victorian Public Tenants Association on
behalf of the Victorian Government's Social Housing Regulation Review.
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Firs1, a bit abow your housing:
* 1. Wt kine ol housing do you live in now {or did you most recendly live in il & Sormer tenani)?
Pubikc Bousng (government landiord)
oMLty NoLSING (COMMairly (Ypanisaton landoed)
Al hoassing (Abrpal Community cogariaisn landiced)
Ciher |pleise ooty

2. How long have you fived in public of community housing?

Liems $=an [ mapniin. 10 years in bess. han 20 e
0 il i ke than 7 yean. 20 o by Buan 30 e

2 ey I s T 5 e 30 O T A

§ i 1) b e 1) ypary

3. Where is the propety you now [oF most necenthy) e ?
Meaounmes: Souffem Suburts feg. Prahoan, S2 Kikda, Sprngsale, oo
Mipurrey; wistins suburtss (.5 Hasthom, Be Hil, Ringwocd, e
s ROMTT SUBLEES (5.0, Cafton, Nothcote, Epging, #e )
Mielourme: wesizen suburbs [Norh Mslboume, Footscry, Wembes. eic)

Regponal Viciona

4. What type of building/dwelling is ir?
Separate housing
S Getachen horma o Liwn howe
Flad, gni or sparomend {in & bosldng 3 siones o ks
Flal, unit ¢ apariment {in & bolidng weh moee than 3 siones)
Dther (pheitse Spabciy)

5. How mary peophe ive in your home most of the me (nchidng yoursel)?
i 14

1 B or more
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6. How easy did you find it to make an appication for public/community housing?
very difficul neither easy nor difficult

very easy

»

7. How long did it take 1o get a property after you fiest apphed?

Less than 6 monts 3105 yours
6% 12 months More than 5 years
1w 3yenrs

8. In the last 12 months, how happy were you with:
Notwr unhappy

Nt appicatie/

Very enhappy  Mostly unbagpy  mor Bappy Mostly heppry ey hapey Not sure

The overall services

provided by your
Landiond

The overall condson of
YOur propeny

The repairs and
marTienance seraces.
provided by your
landiord

The way your landiond
contmuncaed wih you

9. Please select any senices that you needed in the last 12 months

[ ] rroamty mecieal seevices (such as vises 5 your GY || ay-o-cay Iving scpport seevices (sach as home cane or
dornor) Ouateey serwces)
[] agod care [ ] mereat heath suppont senvces

[] Pracucat e siims (such as cooking siils, Snancial siiis || Deug and alkcohol counseing

of lrguage clases)
L_] Domestic and tamidy violence senices
[T] suppon tor my chicren and tamidy (such as chddeae of
[ ] mrasrung and employment suppont services |_| Omer itsamation or advice

[} Access 1 e to00d, chothing or meney
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100 Whene you able 1o Recess the SUPpO Sendces you needed?

Tick thes bow # you socessed T sonice i the s Tick Ss bow F youwr Bndiond helped you 10 Boess

13 mmivries:

- _
seraces [%ch s wans ]
T e EHPY et

Pincical e skl [wach
s copiing s,
Furaareal Shills o

Larpsige Cliia|
Suppot bor my Cheldren

L O

S childcsng of

Ascia b Prgs R,
cloying oF money

Dhry-bir-cday i
SR SrioEss Cuch
a3 home can o
disabdity SanCET)

Rderanl Feanith st

[ ]

Dvug and seohal

E
Ny B el ®

Cavreurute: i Liamely
WA STRES

et indourration or

Lol mdbara

i
sl

eSS

[l

]

B

mf =

H gay =

Ot O
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* 11 Please select the five things that are most important 1o you in a home

[7] contotrent [} clome 1o services we amorsses | nees
[ Avatatie car parking [] cose 10 my workion epponunties
[} Cost ot neating and coonglenergy eftciency [T cose 10 peoghe | care about

[ sie ot propeay [] Friensy negnbouws

[ Eamy access (such as ramps or scbiey suppons) [] satenyrsecurny of progeny

|| number of bedrooms | | sateryrsocurny of negrboutood

[} Good quay oudoor space [7] stmumtsensn of pride in my home

| penacy of home | ] sentary of mmy ronuse
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12. How happy are you with these things in your current home?

Sutusisense of pride in
my home

Suabity of my tenure

Vary untagey Moty ushappry

Nesther unhapgy no
hagey Mosty hagoy
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13, Do you feel Bos you can contribule 10 degisions. about your housinghome?

Brongly ‘Someyvhat Hezher agres Homewhai

e e e LB Ao Sarongly Sgies
Bcan
fuenion desCimire that
e vy Faite 24 Lnd

i cafi

e rEn descras that
e vy blding
i resghtaurTan
1 s e b o
desCEes thist EFert T
SETACES 08 SUEpn |

14, How much do you beed your righls &8 A 18nanl ae respecled??

Hrorgly HEit AT Somiwhal

dEager  Somewhal deagite RO dsaghee e Sponghy ngree
By Larlordl brmaty ey
fairiy

I | iy s ol i
Wikl b desit with

appropraiety

Ry Figiots, ik . o
e protecied

15, Thinking about the last 12 months, have you struggled 1o make your rent payment?

2] Viex., raget of the e
e A e e ez, sl o shes me
e, b hall of P e Persehity’ 100 L) ey

16. D you Tessl you can stay in yousr home Tor as long s you choose o7
vies

25

Fiot applcables’ |
o T e

bt agrpdacaliio!
15
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17. If you answered 'No” above, why do you tink you might not be able 10 stay here as long as you ike?

] 1 mighe be evicseds askad 2 Woave

{1 My home wont meet my needs in the fure (e.0 need 1o move for work, need mose space for 8 Qrowing tamily)
D Sadety Of secunty CoNCems

|| Afcrcatisey concems

Ceher (please specity)

18. Have you raised a complant with your landiord in the last 12 months?
Yes

et et agphcatio

19. If you answered “Yes' above, how happy were you with the way it was handled?

nesther unhapgy nor unsureinot
very unhapey Qe urdappy hagpry Quite hapry very hapgry appbcatie

20. Have you ever wanted 10 move 10 a different social housing property?
Yes

Not sureinot apphcabie

21 I you answered “Yes' above, how easy did you find t 10 get information about how to move to a
different dwelling wishin social housing?

very difficut neither ddficult nor easy very easy

O

22. Is there anything else you'd dke to tefl us about what you value or find challenging about your home of
being a social housing tenant?
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Finally, a bit about you:
* 23, What is your age?
15

EEEE

3

Porarber ol B Sdry

26, Wiene you bom in Austrada

o [pliates Spacify siech coumin

Prber noL 13 S8

27. What languagers do you speak at homa?

* 20, What is your highest level of education?
Fem L] of beslow

Hagh schaood
Cortficain Jor 4
Coplermiasmwanced Splorma

Poas rabume
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* 29, How much does your household eam in a year? (Include wages, any govemment support and any
alheer incomie]

E50.000 o Has Crotr 100,000

850,000k 1 475000 Profer ol w0 asy

ETLO0L o B ED0D0D
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