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The Save Public Housing Collective is an umbrella body bringing together community-based advocacy
groups for public housing across Victoria, including: Friends of Public Housing Victoria, Defend and Extend
Public Housing, Hands off Public Housing, Darebin Community Friends of Public Housing, Public Housing
Defence Network, Protect Abbotsford Street Estate, and Save Ascot Vale Estate. The Collective was
established in 2019 because of the concerning decline in the provision and maintenance of and investment
in public housing by successive Victorian Governments and the corresponding increase of applicants to the
Victorian Housing Register and on the waiting list for Public and Community housing accommodation. Our
purpose is to be a strong, united voice advocating for public housing in Victoria as fundamentally important
to a just and sustainable housing system. Our website contains more information https://www.savepublichousing.com
More than 24,000 people are currently homeless in Victoria according to the latest figures from the ABS.
The rates of people experiencing homelessness are increasing – more than 13% over the past 5 years
nationally. Over the five-year period to 2016–17 in Victoria, there has been a 72% increase in the number
of rough sleepers assisted by homelessness services for the first time1. The geography of people
experiencing homelessness in Victoria is diverse, but the highest concentrations are in Melbourne City.
It is important to also understand that housing stress, inequality and precarity is also worsening. These are
households and families not in the category of experiencing homelessness, but who are extremely
vulnerable to homelessness because of their housing situation. The 2016 Census figures indicate that more
than 6% of all Australian households were either living in or had requested to live in social housing, based
on the number of households living in social housing, plus the number of applicants on the waiting list.
Earlier research by AHURI estimated that 11% of all Australian households were eligible for or living in
social housing in 20112. Given the rate of population increase, and the significant increase (13.6%) of
people experiencing homelessness between 2011 and 20163, it appears that the direct housing need in
Australia manifests in more than 16% of the population.
The previous L&SI Inquiry into housing found that there were 84,000 people on the housing waiting list
(Victorian Housing Register), many of whom were homeless or extremely vulnerable to homelessness. This
data is useful but does not reflect the real number of people in need, because of the hidden number of
people experiencing housing insecurity and precarity.
In research aimed at arriving at a more realistic understanding of the size of the need, AHURI’s Report 287,
Modelling housing need in Australia to 2025, states:
Housing need in Australia is estimated at 1.3 million households, or around 14 per cent of the total
number of households predicted in the simulation, rising to 1.7 million, or around 16 per cent, in 20254
The report estimates that in Victoria 110,000 households are unable to access the housing market and that
181,000 require rental assistance to alleviate rental stress. These numbers, assuming existing conditions
and trends continue, will increase to 291,000 households unable to access the housing market and
462,000 households needing assistance by 2025. It is important to note that particular groups in the
population are more at risk of housing vulnerability. The 2019 Productivity Commission Report on
Government Services5 demonstrates that households spending more than 30% of their income on rent are
disproportionately: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples; on disability support pension; and either
older, aged over 75, or young people aged under 24. This means that the current number of households
needing public housing would be around 14% of all households in Victoria, whereas public housing
currently accounts for merely 2.45% of the housing stock in Victoria (ABS 2016). Unless this disparity is
addressed by an urgent and realistic program of directly funded public housing, the situation will further
1

Department of Health and Human Services (2018). Victoria's Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Plan: January 2018, p. 7.
AHURI Brief: What is the right level of social housing in Australia? https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri-briefs/what-is-the-right-level-of-socialhousing
3 ABS 20490DO001_2016 Census of Population and Housing: Estimating homelessness, 2016 Table 1.1 HOMELESS PERSONS, Selected
characteristics, 2001, 2006, 2011 and 2016.
4 Rowley, S., Leishman, C., Baker, E., Bentley, R. and Lester, L. (2017) Modelling housing need in Australia to 2025, AHURI Final Report 287,
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, Melbourne, http://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/287, doi: 10.18408/ahuri-8106901
5 Report on Government Services 2019, https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2019/housing-and-homelessness
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deteriorate and the numbers of people experiencing homelessness or becoming at risk of homelessness
will only increase.

Figure 1 – Graphic elaboration of data – Source: Lawson, Pawson, Troy, van den Nouwelant, and Hamilton (2018). Social housing as infrastructure:
an investment pathway, AHURI Final Report No. 306

Figure 1 demonstrates the scale of unmet and hidden need by geographical area to 2036. These figures
indicate that the Inquiry should be concerned not only with the situation of people currently experiencing
homelessness, but take a wider view of housing inequality and precarity to include those households who
are vulnerable to becoming homeless.
Despite a huge increase in ‘housing supply’ especially in Melbourne by the private market, which is often
touted as a remedy for housing affordability problems, the issue of homelessness and housing inequality
more generally is worsening. This is because increasing private market housing supply is not a solution for
housing affordability problems – it merely feeds the problem it is trying to address. The presence of any
affordable housing within the housing system is an exception to the evident structural incapability of the
private house building industry to build affordable, decent housing for all.
International and local evidence is clear in demonstrating that the provision of well-located and wellmaintained public housing is the most important way to keep people out of homelessness and reduce rates
of homelessness (and vulnerability to homelessness) overall. Research on the ‘Housing First’ model, which
prioritises the provision of permanent, stable housing to people experiencing homelessness, is
demonstrating the proven success of this approach6. Case studies demonstrate Housing First is an
effective way to significantly reduce the rate of homelessness and has been observed to transform the
practice of adjoining services and care systems enabling a community-wide approach. The research
indicates that Housing First achieves:
●
●
●

significantly better outcomes in housing stability;
mental health and addiction-dependency improvement, with better quality of life; and
positive relationship between program effectiveness and program fidelity.

For example, Finland reported that since adopting in 2008 a Housing First approach to end long-term
homelessness, in 5 years the absolute number of long-term homeless in the 10 biggest cities reduced by
25% and long-term homeless fell, in relative terms, from 45% to 36% of the total homeless population7.
The benefit of reduced homelessness rates is also supplemented by the economic benefit of costs
reduction in supporting services, emergency medical and psychiatric services, prevention of stays in other
forms of homelessness services and reduced frequency of contact with the criminal justice system.
6
7

Nicholas Pleace, University of New York, February 2016: Housing First Guide - Europe www.housingfirstguide.eu
Nicholas Pleace, University of New York, February 2016: Housing First Guide - Europe www.housingfirstguide.eu
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In Victoria however, public housing has been experiencing consistent declines in the number of homes
available, investment and maintenance in existing stock. The Productivity Commission’s Report on
Government Services 2019 showed that Victoria has the lowest net recurrent expenditure on social housing
per person in the population, well below other states, and is declining year on year. Victoria’s expenditure
equates to $82.94 per person, compared with $173.35 in NSW – the national average in 2016-17 was
$166.93. Victoria’s per person spending on social housing has also fallen each year since 2014-15, down
from $95.92 per person. Since 2016-17, Victoria has transferred more stock to the community housing
sector than any other state, with the exception of South Australia.
Victoria has engaged in a sustained process of public housing stock and management transfer to the
community housing sector and has been actively privatising public housing for a number of years. The
Public (now Social) Housing Renewal Program is further reducing public housing by privatising 11 public
housing estates across Melbourne. As a result, there are fewer public housing units in Victoria today than
there were 10 years ago and the direct consequence is a much greater number of people experiencing or
vulnerable to homelessness. The rolling out of the Public Housing Renewal Program is actually increasing
the vulnerability of public housing tenants to homelessness, with remaining residents on some of the
targeted estates recently receiving letters from the Department of imminent notices of eviction.
If evicted, public housing residents face the prospect of seeking homelessness services. The
Homelessness Service System is currently experiencing an increased number of people presenting at
access points for crisis accommodation and an increase in the length of time people are requiring financial
support to pay for emergency accommodation, due to a lack of longer-term accommodation options.
Homelessness policy and wider public debate in Victoria is extremely limited because of its consistent
focus on crisis accommodation and services. While such services are of course vitally important to take
care of people in urgent need, remarkably little attention is paid to addressing the root causes of
homelessness – which is a lack of housing available to people on low and very low incomes, and a lack of
housing available for people at risk of falling out of the private housing system due to worsening social
inequality. The fundamental cause of rising rates of homelessness and vulnerability to homelessness is a
lack of widely available, good quality and well-located public housing.
A Housing First approach to the solution of homelessness is the best-practice policy-evidence emerging
from comparable developed countries. Research in 20128 on the possible application of this approach in
Australia indicated this would require some significant policy, legislative and funding reforms.
Recommendations:
1. Conduct a review into the funding arrangements currently operating for public housing in Victoria;
2. Cease the Public Housing Renewal Program, and under consultation, develop a different model that
retains Government ownership and management of all 11 public housing estates while investing in
maintenance and upgrade without causing displacement;
3. Conduct legislative reform to ensure that all land currently used for public housing is maintained in
its entirety for public housing;
4. Cease the sale of public land in Victoria and analyse the potential of existing stock of public land to
be used for increasing public housing stock;
5. Investigate financing and development options for Government of Victoria to directly fund and build
public housing in well-located positions across Victoria to address the housing waiting list and the
current levels of homelessness;
6. Make provisions for a significantly enhanced program of supplying new and renewed public housing
by Government requiring the mandatory minimum 20% inclusionary zoning for public housing and
the creation of a public housing overlay in planning regulations;
7. Conduct independent academic research that investigates the causal links between public housing
provision and homelessness, and the effect of displacement in renewal programs; and
8. Adopt a principle Housing First policy as the main mechanism for alleviating homelessness.

8

Johnson, G. et al. (2012) Policy shift or program drift? Implementing Housing First in Australia, AHURI Final Report No.184. Melbourne: Australian
Housing and Urban Research Institute.
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