Cumberland Housing Co-op Ltd.

Submission re Inquiry into the Allocation of Social Housing

About Cumberland Housing


Based in Bankstown, Cumberland Housing Co-op Ltd (CHCL) (formerly Canterbury Bankstown Community Housing Co-op Ltd.) was formed in 1996, and since that time, CHCL has demonstrated its capacity to provide a professional housing service to its local communities. 

CHCL is incorporated under the Co-operatives Act and receives recurrent funding under the Community Housing Leasing Program (CHLP) and Long Term Leasing Program (LTLP) and Crisis Accommodation Program (CAP) administered by the Office of Community Housing. Additional income comes through tenant rents and from fee for service projects.

CHCL is managed by a seven member skill-based Board of Directors elected by the members of the co-operative at the AGM and employs 14 experienced staff. 

CHCL is one of the large housing associations in Australia and currently manage around 830 properties, providing a range of accommodation types and housing management arrangements that reflect the high and often complex needs of our clients. The current CHCL portfolio comprises; 

387 - Capital properties, 

303 - Short-term leasing, 

115 - Long Term Leasing Program,   

  21 - Fee-for-service projects, and
    3 - Crises Accommodation Program. 

All CHCL tenants are eligible for public housing and pay rebated rents up to a maximum of 25% of their household income. The current tenant profile reflects the highly diverse and multicultural local community. 

The organisation has been actively involved with local community groups in order to achieve the best outcomes for our clients who require support and as a result has developed formal partnership with more than 25 support providers.

The organization has been awarded three-year full accreditation against National Community Housing Standards and registered with OCH.

The Organisation continued to deliver high quality, professional housing services to both tenants and applicants. CHCL’s consistently high level of service was recognised at both a state and federal level, with CHCL winning a number of awards, including:
· Winner of National Award for Overall Excellence in Community Housing 2003 

· High commendation Overall Excellence in Community Housing in 2005
· Winner of NSW Overall Excellence in Community Housing 2004

· Overall National Excellence in Asset Management 2003 and in 2005

· Overall National Excellence in Corporate Governance 2003 and in 2005

· High Commendation for Organizational Management  2003 (2005 finalist)

Working with the community



CHCL has a corporate commitment to improving the community in which the organization operates. CHCL’s strategic plan for community linkages is specifically aimed at engaging the local community and key stakeholders in order to improve access to the service for all people requiring housing and improve housing outcomes. 

In order to establish and develop these community linkages,  CHCL employs a Community Development Worker (CDW) and was the first community housing organization in NSW to establish this position which is unique to our organisation. This is due to recognising the value of working closer with the community and developing partnerships with others that will ultimately meet the needs of the community in a more efficient and seamless manner. The CDW works closely with local service providers to develop Supported Housing partnerships that adequately represent disadvantaged groups and those with special needs.

CHCL has a strong focus on maintaining and developing their well established links with local community organisations and with tenants.  Various strategies are used to ensure that these important relationships are improved with the aim of increasing access to CHCL services and addressing issues concerning tenants with high support needs as outlined in the Community Linkages Strategic Plan.  Feedback from external stakeholders has often been used to improve CHCL’s practice and policies, for instance in recent reviews of the organisation’s housing needs allocations policy and wait list.

The target groups of CHCL include:

· Low income people with disabilities living in inappropriate housing 
· People in need of exit point housing, particularly women escaping domestic violence and residing in crisis or refuge accommodation;

· Low income families with 5 or more children renting in the private market;

· Older single people renting in the private market.

Partnerships

17% of CHCL’s current tenancies (132 in total) are subject to formal partnerships with local support services which mostly involve the provision of accommodation and services for people with psychiatric and intellectual disabilities.  
Effectiveness and Appropriateness of Housing Allocation 



The local communities that CHCL serves are highly diverse and this is reflected in the organisation’s current tenant profile.  More than 75% of all household heads in current tenancies were born in a country where English is not the first language.  The principle languages of tenants are Arabic, Vietnamese and Serbian and the organisation also assists people from emerging communities.

· The organisation has written policies and procedures covering all aspects of the application and selection process including eligibility criteria, applications, and allocations process.

· Tenancy selection is a very consistent process, all applicants are interviewed, and all applications are discussed by the Management Review Team.

· CHCL has a very efficient computerised system for recording and updating information on applicants and tenants.

· Vacancy turn around times is well below sector and peer group averages.

· The Board of Directors receive a regular report on new tenancy allocations with non-identifying information.
As at February 2006 there were approximately 450 applicants on CHCL’s waiting list.  

The Allocation Process

	STAGE
	PROCESS
	PURPOSE

	Housing inquiry
	Potential applicant enquiry the service and fills application form
	To enable us to initially assess of the applicant’s eligibility and the urgency of their situation

	Need Assessment
	Face-to-face interview with all applicant. 
	To confirm the applicant eligibility for and and to determine the applicant’s priority status.

	Waiting List Management


	Regular review of applicant’s circumstances
	To ensure applicants priority status remains valid and to improve allocation process

	Allocation
	Matching housing with applicant requirement
	To ensure that the property meets applicant housing need.


CHCL is currently working jointly with three other housing associations to streamline and standardize application assessment and allocation process. We are piloting stage and may soon move on to common application form.
Internal/External Reviews

An applicant can seek an internal review of any decision relating to their eligibility or the allocation of CHCL housing. If applicant not satisfied with the CHCL internal decision, the applicant can appeal to Housing Appeal Committee (HAC).

 Demand for Social Housing

The retention and maintenance of existing stock and funding in new developments in isolation to the wider community will not ensure lasting sustainable solutions.  Changing demographic and social patterns, changing lifestyles and changing regional and national economies, have driven and will continue to drive the demand for housing and services.  

Declining public housing stock, the need for more efficient and effective asset and tenancy management practices and OCH requirements for accreditation, registration and performance reporting have all added to the ever increasing challenges faced by many housing associations.

According to Australian Bureau of Statistics, the LGAs in which CHCL operates are considered to be among the most disadvantaged areas in NSW.  The populations in these areas are predominantly unemployed with large families.  Furthermore, the Bankstown, Canterbury, Auburn and Blacktown LGAs have been identified by the State Government as high priority areas for the provision of affordable housing.  

In comparison to available data on the characteristics of NSW residents, the following emerges in relation to residents of the Canterbury, Auburn and Bankstown LGAs:

· a high proportion of people aged 55 or older;

· a high proportion of single parent families;

· a high proportion of larger families on low incomes (ie families with 5 or more children);

· a larger number of migrants, particularly people from non-English speaking backgrounds; and

· a higher percentage of people with either a severe or moderate disability.

In addition, the largest provider of social housing in the region, the NSW Department of Housing, has also noted the following key facts:

· Household income is relatively low with 36.5% of households earning less than $30,000 per annum;

· 18.8% (52,800) households rent privately compared to the State average of 24%.

 Access and Affordability



Of the households applying for accommodation with CHCL, “affordability” is most commonly stated as their primary concern. The private rental market has traditionally failed to provide secure, affordable and appropriate housing for many low income people. The greatest financial stress is experienced by single income households (ie older people and single parent families). Recent data also indicates that the market is continuing its trend of declining affordability, across NSW and in the Canterbury, Auburn and Bankstown LGAs.

CHCL  currently leases more than 303 rental properties in the private market and it therefore has a reasonable vantage point from which to further assess the declining affordability of local rental housing. It is the experience of CHCL that the rents, in Bankstown, Auburn and Canterbury  in particular, are  significantly increased during  the past years, to a point where one could not hope to locate a reasonable quality 3 or 4 bedroom house within prescribed medium rent as per CHLP funding. 

People with special needs

In relation to many special needs groups, the private rental market can be particularly problematic for. 

· Larger households will have difficulties in locating appropriately sized housing. Anecdotal evidence collected by CHCL also indicates that many landlords will discriminate against families with 5 or more children, particularly when the market is tight. Many larger families will be forced to "trade-off" size for affordability and will therefore live in housing that is inappropriate for their household.

· People with physical disabilities will often have concerns with the physical access to or the design of available housing.  The private rental market cannot often provide for their needs, eg home modifications, etc and therefore people with disabilities can be forced to reside in inappropriate or unsafe housing.

· Two-thirds of people with a disability will rely on a government pension or allowance as their main source of income and are therefore more restricted in their choice of housing.

· Groups that provide support assistance for people with intellectual or psychiatric disabilities note the importance of stability, ie tenure security, to any ongoing clinical or support program. Once again, the majority will rely on a government pension or allowance as their main source of income and therefore have additional barriers to locating and accessing appropriate and affordable housing.

 Public housing


The largest local provider of social housing, the NSW Department of Housing (DOH),  noted a number of issues in relation to social housing supply:

· Long waiting lists for public housing (more than 10 years)
· A need for larger sized accommodation is evident (there is an imbalance between the demand for 4 or more bedroom accommodation and its availability);
· A strong demand for pensioner accommodation;
· Unmet housing needs for special groups such as people with psychiatric disabilities; homeless young people; aged and frail people; and women escaping domestic violence

· Appropriate assistance for refugees;
· Much need for “exit-point housing”, ie housing for people in temporary crisis or refuge accommodation, particularly for homeless youth and women escaping domestic violence.

We believe there is a growing latent demand that is caused by the inability of the social housing system to accommodate any but the highest need categories, the recent dramatic rise in the house prices that have precluded most low income families from the private real estate market, the current escalation in rentals as landlords seek to increase current low rental yields and the ongoing trend of new immigrants to settle within Cumberland’s catchment in the inner west of Sydney.  The latter generally have large families. The trend to larger families is a feature of the current demographic of Cumberland’s catchment area which is expected to continue for the foreseeable future, ie for at least the coming decade.  

According to ACOSS, the numbers of people in housing stress (those who pay more than 30% of income in housing costs) have been rising. In New South Wales, 25,076 families spend more than 50% of their income on rent, even when Rent Assistance is taken into account. It is expected that the number of households nationally in housing stress will reach one million in 20 years. 
One of the reasons for rising housing stress is that the declining investment in public and community housing has meant that many low income people are dependent on the private rental market as their only housing option. With public housing waiting lists above 220,000 nationally, social housing is no longer an option to most low income working families. Instead, access has been increasingly limited to the most marginalised and disadvantaged applicants. In New South Wales, 80% of tenants are unemployed or dependent on age pension, disability support pension or parenting payment.
All of these factors point to the need for increased fund to increase social or affordable housing stock.
Expectations and the Role of Community Housing



Community housing has many inherent strengths which can contribute to social housing outcomes, and community housing organisations offer the following strengths:

· A commitment to tenant participation
· Flexibility in policies and procedures
· The capacity to work in partnership with other agencies.

Tenant involvement is a key strength of community housing and is characterised by a relatively close relationship between tenants and housing managers, which assists in facilitating participation.  Community housing providers can build on their commitment to tenant participation by involving tenants and members of the wider community.  

The tax advantage of community managed housing is very important to the viability of affordable housing schemes, as is the ability of community housing organizations to attract social equity investments. Just as important is the long track record by community housing organizations in quality tenant management including a strong client focus and a community development approach.

Community housing associations are expected to have a system that "ranks" housing applicants according to their circumstances and to accommodate those that have been assessed as having high needs.

In relation to meeting demand from high-need target groups, OCH sets new standards in relation to the housing of people with special needs, particularly those with ongoing support requirements. A target of 20% of all tenancies has been set for community housing in relation to tenants with ongoing support needs.

Community housing has also been traditionally associated with providing an exit-point for people living in crisis and short-term supported housing options. The need to continue to provide long-term affordable housing to this group is also re-affirmed in the performance framework. 

There is high level of housing stress amongst low-income households in the local communities, particularly for those in the private rental market.

CHCL has defined its high priority groups as:

· Low income people with disabilities living in inappropriate housing and in need of modified housing;

· People in need of exit point housing, particularly women escaping domestic violence and residing in crisis or refuge accommodation;

· Low income families with 5 or more children renting in the private market

· Older single people renting in the private market;

At February 2006, there are around 450 applicants on the waiting list for housing with CHCL.   CHCL, with a total property portfolio of 830 properties, and low vacancy rates, has a severely limited capacity to meet this demand.  
 The Need for Additional Funding



Community housing providers have expertise and strengths in social housing management.  They are:

· Experienced in getting tenants involved in community activities
· Committed to good practice housing management, including responsive repairs and maintenance

· Committed to good practice tenancy management, including more intensive support to create sustainable tenancies and communities, and
· Experienced in working in partnerships.
However, it very clear that expansion of community housing sector cannot be achieved without additional funding.  Current funding arrangement and rental model do not contain extra money which providers can choose to spend on acquisition of additional stock.  The structure of community housing funding programs means that providers cannot redirect funds away from certain areas in order to achieve other goals.  Further, many of community housing’s strengths depend on staff time and effort.  There is a limit to the amount of time that busy staff can be expected to contribute to a new project.  For community housing providers to use their strengths to achieve social housing objectives, they need to be funded adequately.  
The changing social, economic and demographic trends, together with an increasing level of targeted housing assistance for complex client groups, caused a decline in rental income and the trend is set to continue.

CHLP is a relatively inflexible funding methodology, which tends to underfund associations.  Housing associations must repay to the Office of Community Housing at least $200-900 per year for each capital property.  This repayment amount is not set by taking into account the characteristics of the association’s capital portfolio.  An association which acquires capital properties, such as via stock transfer, would therefore take on a significant liability, as it is very unlikely that such properties would generate the required annual contribution.  OCH could assist community housing providers to take on such properties by waiving the capital contribution requirement under CHLP.

It may be easier for community housing’s properties through stock transfer to be self funding if they are excluded from current funding methodologies.  For instances, Co-operatives do not receive recurrent funding, but retain all tenant rent to cover their operating costs and in general surpluses can only be spent on acquiring additional housing.  OCH could assist housing associations by modifying the funding guidelines to allow housing association to spend rent and surpluses on a wider range of activities including funding for additional stock.
There is a need to expand our capacity to accommodate additional households, especially those with large families.  For the past three years the CHCL waiting list increased on average 35% per year. In order to meet the demand we believe more funding should injected in the delivery of additional housing stock. 
 Other related Matters



Information Technology

The need for sector-wide IT standards, including housing management software packages which incorporate waiting list management, tenancy management, financial and asset management, has been recognised by OCH and housing associations for many years.

In the late 1990s, OCH spent considerable time and resources researching and developing a tender document for the development of a comprehensive IT strategy for the community housing sector. However, the Department of Housing required that this project be shelved, pending the development of the Integrated Housing System (IHS). 

Housing associations are extremely frustrated at having to continue to endure poor IT whilst also being required to respond to changes in data collection for registration, accreditation, the National Accounting Framework (NAF), and increasingly rigorous Residential Trade and Tenancies Tribunal (CTTT) data requests.

The lack of a sector wide response to IT has had a significant impact on organisational operations. 

Nomination Rights

An important example of community housing’s flexible housing policies is the area of allocations.  In community renewal areas, social housing providers need to be able to make allocation decisions based on whether applicants will be able to fit into the community and contribute to the community, as well as based on housing need.  Community housing providers can develop allocations policies which reflect local need, which can support sustainable community networks, and which can be modified in response to changing need.

However, community housing’s ability to allocate flexibly and appropriately may be restricted by some factors.  For example, a community housing provider which has acquired a number of redevelopment properties and may decide that the best way to make allocation decisions is to involve the existing tenants in the process.  However, this would conflict with the Public Housing Nominations Business Rules, which insist that the community housing provider allocates to applicants nominated by public housing.  This could make it more difficult for community housing to achieve sustainable community aims.  It might be possible for community housing to develop a local allocation plan for use with the nominations business rules, which prioritises applicants who would be appropriate for the specific housing projects.  
A better outcome may be gained by public and community housing agreeing on the type of applicants required by the community housing provider for the area, or writing a joint allocation plan for the area.  Informal arrangements of this type have worked very well in some areas.  However, such arrangements are often put under strain when they are formalised.  Further, the nominations business rules have been enforced increasingly strictly, making informal arrangements less likely to survive.  
Reshaping of Public Housing

The Department of Housing is making changes to the way in which public housing is managed in NSW. Changes will be made to who is eligible for public housing, how long people can stay in public housing, how much some people will pay to live in public housing. 

There is a balance to be struck between housing people in the highest need and housing people who will contribute to successful tenancies.  Allocating properties in a limited area exclusively to applicants with high needs leads to the problems which public housing attempts to resolve.  However, allocations in community renewal areas should not be restricted to applicants without support needs or with higher level skills in order not to create the perception that high need applicants will not be housed.  The flexibility of community housing can allow appropriate policies to be developed, monitored and adjusted, with a high level of community input.

Conclusion 

We broadly support the inquiry into the allocation of social housing and we believe that community housing sector is vital component of social housing sector to address ever-increasing need for social housing. Therefore it is important that the Committee to consider the various proposals we have suggested to better promote the growth, viability and service scope of the community housing sector.  

If you wish to discuss our submission further please contact the undersigned on

0418619826.

Yours sincerely, 

Mohamed Ibrahim

Chief Executive Officer
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