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8. Proliferation of an entitlement mentality: Many 
families have been living in social housing for generations, 
and encouraging tenants to move out of that environment 
requires breaking an ingrained dependence. Many children 
grow up with few role models who work full-time or live 
without welfare assistance. This has created a culture of 
entitlement and expectation, which in turn generates 
deeply entrenched resistance to change. 

9. Exploitation of ‘the system’: Many tenants know 
loopholes in ‘the system’ that can be exploited for personal 
gain. A number of examples include claiming children 
have moved out by providing an inaccurate statutory 
declaration and obtaining cash employment in addition to 
benefits.

10. CHPs have limited stock: CHPs have smaller pools of 
housing stock, compared to Housing NSW, which has one 
of the largest public housing holdings in the world. This 
reduces their ability to manage individual issues with 
tailored responses.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENT

Evolve Housing has set high benchmarks for the operation 
of social housing assets.  Our development of best-practice 
models is, however, not unique across the CHP sector. 
Generally-speaking, the sector has been successful in 
demonstrating leadership and innovation on a number of 
fronts. The lessons learned there need to be applied more 
broadly. The challenge now facing government in this 
state is how to identify the best use of those innovative 
practices and make them benchmarks for the entire social 
housing system. The related challenge is to change the 
dynamics in social housing such that tenants are tending 
to move out of public housing and into either affordable 
housing or the private market.

For Evolve Housing, the focus is on the individual journey 
to self-sufficiency and we put in place tailored programs to 
encourage and facilitate movement of tenants across the 
spectrum of supported tenancies. 

In that spirit, we make the following recommendations to 
this inquiry.

Encourage the development of more social and affordable 
housing: The transfer of public housing stock to CHPs 
(either through vesting or long-term leasing) has been a 
policy objective of Australian governments for some time.  
This follows the large scale shift of state housing assets 
into the not-for-profit sector in the Netherlands, uK and 
uSA in the 1990s and 2000s. 

More than half of all the transfers of Australian public 
housing stock until 2012 have occurred in NSW (some 
14,300 dwellings).  Since then large scale transfer to CHPs 
has occurred in other Australian jurisdictions pursuant to 
refined and updated social housing policies. Australian 
Research by the Australian Housing and Urban Research 
Institute (AHuRI) suggests that these transfers have been 
important in maximising revenue to housing suppliers 
and in leveraging private investment in the supply of new 
housing (and to a lesser extent in enhancing governance 
and contestability, and in improving operational efficiency 
and services to tenants).  An important factor in improving 
outcomes is the ability of CHPs to attract Commonwealth 
Rent Assistance, which is not available to public housing 
tenants.

Evolve Housing believes that the continuation of these 
transfers will allow CHPs to leverage income streams to 
develop more affordable and social housing. More social 
and affordable properties are needed to reduce numbers 
on the social housing waiting list, and affordable housing 
is an attractive option to those on the social housing 
waiting list who are experiencing difficulties renting in the 
private market. There have been many highly successful 
exercises in vesting properties in CHPs in NSW, but we 
also acknowledge that other attempts have been less 
successful.  At this juncture we believe a greater measure 
of accountability and empiricism is needed to drive this 
programme in the future, lest the benefits of a diverse and 
multi-tiered housing system are lost.

In its May 2014 paper “Assessing management costs 
and tenant outcomes in social housing: developing 
a framework”, AHuRI proposes a new conceptual 
framework for classifying ‘housing management’ activities 
and exploring their relationship to service outcomes. We 
believe such research offers a valuable basis for setting 
new benchmarks for the performance of asset transfers in 
the future, but it is also necessary for such benchmarks to 
be rigorously enforced, even if this entails the reversal of 
asset transfers to non-performing housing providers.
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Recommendation 1: That the NSW Government establish 
new benchmarks for the performance of social housing 
asset transfers to CHPs, as a priority.  The AHURI paper 
“Assessing management costs and tenant outcomes in 
social housing: developing a framework” of May 2014 can 
be the starting point for formulating these benchmarks. 
In our view, any framework should be applied across the 
entire spectrum of social housing to ensure consistency 
in the measurement of outcomes.

Recommendation 2: That, once these benchmarks are 
established, the programme of asset transfers to CHPs 
in NSW should resume, with the identification of clear 
performance milestones for CHPs benefitting from such 
transfers.

Recommendation 3: That the NSW Government rigorously 
enforce these benchmarks, even to the point of reversing 
transfers to CHPs which fail to meet key performance 
milestones. 

Incentivising tenants to move from social housing: 
Requiring more social housing tenants to pay rents closer 
to market rent makes affordable housing options more 
attractive, as tenants of affordable housing still receive 
a discount on market rent, but their properties are built 
new. This approach, which has the effect of increasing 
government rental yield, will also increase state revenues, 
which can in turn be directed towards maintenance, repair 
and development.

At present the capacity of social housing tenants to pay 
market rents is underreported, for a number of reasons.  
Most often, this is because housing providers have limited 
access to reliable information about the financial means of 
prospective or existing tenants.

CHPs need increased access to personal financial 
information to inform decisions regarding need based 
tenant selection. CHPs need access to taxation records, 
bank balances and visa information for all tenants and 
potential tenants. CHPs also need to know if social housing 
tenants have property overseas or take lengthy leave of 
absences from their tenancies. 

Undisclosed occupants, assets and income in social 
housing tenancies results in the loss of rental income for 
CHPs. Similarly, unfairness arises if social housing tenants 
take lengthy leave of absences from their tenancies to 
go overseas and when individuals with assets overseas 
acquire social housing properties. More significantly, 
however, these challenges mean that people who need 
social housing miss out because accommodation is being 
tenanted by persons who do not in fact meet eligibility 
criteria.

Our anecdotal experience bears out the proposition that 
significant numbers of tenants in social housing in NSW are 
either ineligible for subsidised accommodation or should 
be paying more of their (understated) income for this 
privilege.  Our fear is that the neediest miss out because 
some less needy individuals have significant undeclared 
income or assets. In a system of limited capacity to meet 
demand, this situation is unconscionable.

Under present arrangements social housing tenants can, 
after initially qualifying for social housing, choose to 
pay market rent rather than disclose income. Whilst this 
greater income is beneficial to CHPs, the prevalence of 
this occurrence means that tenants may remain in social 
housing when they are financially independent, and 
the flexibility to accommodate new, needier clients is 
diminished. This challenge goes to the very heart of the 
mission of social housing.

We appreciate that there are privacy concerns that 
arise in this regard, but we consider that these can be 
effectively managed through regulatory controls and 
open communication with tenants and potential tenants.

Recommendation 4: That the Housing Act 2001 be amended 
to allow social housing providers to require tenants 
and potential tenants to disclose personal financial 
information, such as taxation records, bank balances and 
visa information, where a housing provider reasonably 
believes it is necessary to ascertain the eligibility of the 
tenant for a housing benefit. In the event that tenants 
exceed eligible income thresholds or refuse to disclose, a 
housing provider should be entitled to evict.
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Incentivising tenants to move to affordable housing: 
Tenants in social housing (or on the social housing waiting 
list) who accept an affordable housing offer lose their 
priority in those regimes, even though the affordable 
tenancy they are taking up may not be an enduring 
arrangement. The short term gain of receiving affordable 
housing may be unattractive compared to the long-
term security of a social tenancy, despite being housed 
sooner in a newly built property. A client who experiences 
financial hardship may lose their affordable tenancy and 
need to open a new application for social housing at the 
bottom of the waiting list. This anomaly can be avoided if 
the tenant retains their place on the social housing waiting 
list for a period of time in case, for example, they lose their 
affordable property through losing a job.

Recommendation 5: That Housing NSW implement a 
grace period for applicants on the social housing waiting 
list (or previous tenants) who accept tenancy of an 
affordable property, allowing them to return to social 
housing  (or the social housing waiting list) within that 
grace period in specified circumstances.

Grant CHPs authority to collect social rental bonds in full 
before lodgement to the Rental Bond Board: CHPs are 
permitted under the Housing Act 2001 to collect bonds 
from social housing tenants; however, they can only 
collect a maximum of 2 weeks rent at the rate actually paid 
by the tenant for this purpose. This policy was designed 
to allow for tenants having a limited capacity to pay a full 
4 weeks’ bond (the requirement for general tenants) up 
front.  It would be highly unusual for the amount typically 
paid at present by social housing tenants to exceed $200. 

A $200 bond does not come even remotely close to 
covering typical cleaning costs or, in many instances, 
damage to property costs.  Even allowing for a social 
tenant’s limited ability to meet such costs, the reduced 
bond produces little incentive to honour obligations in the 
tenancy agreement.  Equally it denies complying tenants 
the benefit of a decent nest-egg when their tenancy 
concludes.

This problem could be alleviated if bonds were collected 
from social tenants in small weekly increments, pursuant 
to agreement with the tenant, and lodged by the CHP 
with the Rental Bond Board when the full amount has 
been collected. This would afford tenants a transferrable 
and refundable bond to use in respect of other properties 
when and if their tenancies end. It would also ensure that 
the cost of property damage is covered to some extent 
and encourage personal responsibility.  

Recommendation 6: That the Housing Act 2001 be amended 
to allow CHPs to collect incrementally, in terms agreed 
between the CHP and the tenant, rental bonds equal to 4 
weeks’ worth of market rent before lodgement with the 
Rental Bond Board. 

Tenant records and data sharing within the social housing 
sector: The lack of a coordinated system to share tenancy 
history and data between CHPs in the social housing 
sector means that CHPs generally have no knowledge of 
previous tenancy issues. This is particularly problematic in 
circumstances where individuals with substantial arrears 
or property damage histories are offered new tenancies 
and then reoffend. unfortunately, and in light of the 
rules pertaining to the Pathways waiting list and privacy 
legislation, information can only be shared with a view 
to improving service provision and if consent is given by 
tenants.

We accordingly suggest that tenant records, including 
prior debt accrued, evidence of mistreating properties 
and other relevant information submitted by Housing 
NSW, should be registered and accessible in the ‘HOMES’ 
system by CHPs. Information of this nature regarding 
private market tenants is already available in the TICA 
Database. 

The legislation should make clear that CHPs could not 
use such data to discriminate against tenants, but rather 
to inform tenant support and engagement services. 
Such arrangements would enable CHPs to prepare for 
problem tenancies and ensure that they are supporting 
those tenancies with increased services, engagement, 
monitoring and education. Tenants would need to be 
advised in advance of the uses to which their tenancy 
history could be put. In this way, CHPs would ultimately 
be able to sustain more successful tenancies and reduce 
costs associated with tenancy defaults. 
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Recommendation 7: That the Housing Act 2001 be 
amended to allow CHPs to access, directly or indirectly, 
specific tenant information held in the ‘HOMES’ system, 
including prior debt accrued, rental default and evidence 
of mistreating properties. This information would be 
available only to inform tenant support and engagement 
services, not to exclude possible tenants. Penalties should 
apply for misuse of that information in the hands of CHPs.

Cancellation of rental payments: Social tenants often 
enter into arrangements for the automatic deduction of 
their rent from welfare entitlements, through Centrepay 
deductions. Even if a tenant has agreed to automatic 
Centrepay deductions, they are entitled at any time to 
reduce or cancel the rent and non-rent payments being 
deducted from their Centrelink benefits. Some tenants do 
this to address cash-flow problems, but this often results 
in them falling into arrears and debt, and can ultimately 
lead to tenancies being terminated.

Cancelling rent payments in a personal financial crisis is 
rarely in either the tenant’s or the social housing system’s 
interests. The default position should therefore be that 
cancellation should not be possible without mutual 
agreement. This would substantially reduce the incidence 
of rental arrears and the risk of eviction. It would also 
afford both tenants and CHPs financial certainty and 
security.

There is also an operational discrepancy when tenants 
request cancellation or reduction of Centrepay 
deductions, in that some Centrepay officers allow tenants 
to immediately stop their deductions, whereas others 
refer tenants back to their tenancy providers. Tighter 
consistency regarding the cancellation of rental payments 
is required.

Recommendation 8: That, where a tenant’s rent is 
automatically deducted from their Centrelink benefits 
or Commonwealth Rent Assistance, the consent of their 
housing provider be required before the payment is 
reduced or cancelled. The housing provider’s consent 
must not be unreasonably withheld. 

Recommendation 9: That Centrelink be asked to apply 
consistency in the operation of Centrepay deductions.

Encourage integration of support services with 
accommodation: No tenancy should be regarded as simply 
a business transaction. In social housing, other personal, 
economic, social or psychological issues often overlay a 
tenant’s need for subsidised accommodation.

Housing providers must be encouraged to identify and 
relate to the “whole person” that is their tenant.  It is vital 
that support programmes are available to link to other 
issues in that tenant’s life, issues which – if unaddressed – 
may prevent them transitioning out of social housing and 
toward greater independence.

Supported tenancy programmes offered by specialist non-
housing agencies can address individual need on a case-by-
case basis, leaving property and tenancy matters to CHPs.  

By way of example, Evolve Housing is merging with 
Western Housing for Youth to offer ‘Evolve Housing for 
Youth’.  Doing so recognises the impact early intervention 
can have on breaking the cycle of homelessness and 
worklessness. Young people experiencing homelessness 
face a hard time finding somewhere safe and secure to 
live. They find it even more difficult to maintain support, 
connect with their community and participate in education, 
training and employment. They commonly disengage from 
education and vocational training soon after experiencing 
homelessness.

Recommendation 10:  That the NSW Government actively 
support CHPs and other social housing providers to 
develop operational partnerships with specialist support 
service providers, even to the point of making such 
partnerships a condition of funding for housing services.
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ANNEXURE A:  The Journey Home
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ANNEXURE B:  Evolve Housing Support Partners

Alice's Cottages

Anglicare

Australian Arabic Communities Council

Australian Red Cross

Bonnies Women’s Refuge

Canterbury Youth Services

CatholicCare

CatholicCare Aged

Cerebral Palsy Alliance

Community Restorative Centre Inc

CRC Justice Support

Disability Services Australia

Erin's

Holroyd Youth Services

Independent Community Living Australia

Islamic Council

Lifetime Care and Support Authority

Mackillop Family Services

Marian Centre

Marist Youth Care

Mary's Place

Mission Australia

Muslim Womens' Association

Nepean Youth Accommodation Services

NESH

New Horizon Enterprises

Pam's Place

Richmond Fellowship

Royal Sydney Rehabilitation Centre

Salvation Army

Salvation Army First

St Michael's House

Uniting Care Burnside

Uniting Care Mental Health HASI Services

Wesley Supported Accommodation Services

Western Housing For Youth

Westmead Hospital
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