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Abstract 

This research explores some of the challenges and responses of Australian State and 

Territory Housing Authorities’ (STHAs) housing management practice at a time of tight 

budgetary constraint. This thesis draws upon applied policy and academic research that 

situates Australian housing within the context of neoliberal policymaking.  

Case studies of Tasmania and the Northern Territory, alongside semi-structured interviews 

with senior government housing executives provide key empirical evidence. The research 

reveals that STHAs financial duress is compounded through both revenue and expenditure 

arrangements, with many tenants in receipt of welfare payments funded by governments. 

Research evidence shows that in the absence a national government-funded housing 

strategy in Australia, STHAs under financial duress, continue to implement various response 

policies and strategies with notable differences between respective jurisdictions (some 

plausible explanations include legacy government housing policy initiatives, a case in point 

being Aboriginal housing provision). This study reveals existing public housing problems as 

being so large that STHAs, states and territories are unlikely to succeed alone—without a 

concerted national approach—regardless of how innovative individual STHAs policies and 

practices are.  

This study offers a critical perspective on key STHAs contemporary policies, highlighting 

significant limitations in form and practice, such as the way dwelling stock transfers may 

not be the ‘panacea’ for public housing systems. Governments remain best placed to 

intervene with long term upfront direct capital investments to meet the increasing demand 

for social and affordable housing. Such research findings have the potential to shed light on 

the outlook of current and future government-funded housing policy both in Australia and 

for similar nations overseas. 
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I consent to this research and the content of this dissertation to be duplicated, altered and 

used, provided prior consent is sought and provided.  

‘One issue we face is the age of stock…that comes with significantly

 higher costs for maintenance…general maintenance but also failing  

 plumbing and major costs of bathrooms, kitchens…they can cost us 

 depending on where it is; in an urban environment between $15,000 

 to $20,000 for bathroom and kitchen each. In Remote Housing, it  

 can easily cost double that because of just the complexity of 

getting that service delivery.’ 

 Research Interviewee 5. 
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Australian Government or any other State or Territory governments. I take responsibility for 

the accuracy or omission of any statement, opinion, advice or information in this research 

dissertation. 

 ‘I think it’s one of the key issues, and it’s a very very big problem

because the dollars involved in the unfunded maintenance liability  

of STHAs are very very large, and the dollars involved in investing in 

new housing supply are very very large, but essentially that 

problem is not going to go away, and it needs to be dealt 

with through a range of different strategies.’ 
 Research Interviewee 2. 
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1 Introduction 

Following the 2016 National Census, it was revealed that Australia had its lowest ever 

proportion of public housing households, declining from 6 per cent in 1997-98 to 3 per cent 

in 2017-18 (ABS 2019a). While a plethora of literature seeks to explain this regression 

through the frame of ideologies such as neoliberalism, few studies have explored how State 

and Territory Housing Authorities1 (STHAs) operated during this period. This thesis addresses 

these lacunae by exploring how STHAs deliver their services in times of budgetary constraint 

including various response policies and strategies they put in place. 

Public housing is the largest social housing program in Australia, comprising well over 70 per 

cent of all social housing dwellings (SCRGSP 2019; AIHW 2018). STHAs face significant 

systematic challenges, as a result of over 30 years of direct ‘supply-side’ public housing 

funding decline, combined with tight targeting policies prioritising ‘special’ and ‘high needs’ 

tenants, which ultimately undermine the financial viability of the sector (Groenhart & Burke 

2014; Jacobs et al. 2010; Hall & Berry 2007:2004). Currently, with over 190 000 households 

on social housing waiting lists (AIHW 2018), STHAs function under financial duress to manage 

public housing (Pawson et al. 2016; Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013; Jacobs et al. 2010).  

Academic reports have drawn attention to the paucity of funding and the limitations of 

national policy and strategy (Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013). For Pawson and Milligan et al. 

(2013), the current system is financially unsustainable, requiring asset maintenance 

deference and property sell-off in order to maintain operational cash flow. This echoes the 

views of many in the academic community, informed policy makers, and the housing sector: 

large-scale public housing transfers to community providers are essential, or even inevitable.  

Over the last decade to 2018, the community housing sector saw a growth of 48 000 

dwellings, or around 121 per cent growth (AIHW 2019). This growth in part reflects 

government initiatives to expand the role of community housing providers in Australia 

(SCRGSP 2019) and effectively replaces STHAs as the vehicle for providing decommodified 

housing (Groenhart & Burke 2014; Jacobs et al. 2013). This research uses two jurisdictions as 

case studies, as well as state housing executive interviews, to explore STHAs contemporary 

practice under financial duress, including strategies such as public housing stock transfers.  

 

1 All Australian state and territory housing authorities including jurisdictions where housing agency are no longer 
separate entities but amalgamated into larger departments. 
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1.1  Researching contemporary public housing policy and practice  

Prior to commencing this PhD, I witnessed firsthand the dilemmas facing public housing, 

especially government-funded Indigenous housing provision while working for the Australian 

Government (Commonwealth) within housing policy and program implementation in the 

Northern Territory (NT). My experience aligns with the wider view that the Australian public 

housing system is ‘broken’ and in significant financial peril (Pawson et al. 2016; Pawson & 

Milligan et al. 2013; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Jacobs et al. 2010; Hall & Berry 2007:2004). 

Based both in Darwin and Alice Springs, my work for the Commonwealth agency 

predominantly focused on Indigenous housing and Aboriginal land tenure arrangements in 

remote to very remote Aboriginal communities, including urban Aboriginal Town Camps. On 

an operational level, NT public housing numbers doubled post 2008, as the majority of large 

Indigenous community dwellings were transferred to become remote public housing. 

On the other hand, some STHAs pursue property transfers, Tasmania being a case in point 

with around 35 per cent of their stock now being managed by the community housing sector. 

This allows these properties to access Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) and acquire 

much needed additional funds. At a conceptual level, stock transfers render governments 

free of landlord obligations while being seen to promote the notion of contestability, 

bringing a diversity of providers with potential to offer flexible and more client-orientated 

services (Pawson et al. 2016; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Jacobs et al. 2010; Harper et al. 2015).  

This research explores contemporary STHAs housing policies and practices under financial 

duress. Almost all STHAs appear to have unsustainable practices, such as selling assets and 

deferring much-needed repairs and maintenance (Groenhart & Burke 2014; Pawson & 

Milligan et al. 2013). Some STHAs have used property transfer strategies, such as Tasmania, 

in an attempt to help reduce state’s public housing operational and maintenance costs. 

This research draws on previous Australian housing research, specifically Hall and Berry 

(2007:2004) on operating deficits in public housing; Jacobs et al. (2010) on qualitative review 

of Australian past and future of public housing; Groenhart & Burke (2014) on quantitative 

reviews of public housing supply and consumption over three decades, 1981 to 2011; and 

Pawson et al. (2016) on the recent housing transfer experience in Australia. The study 

attempts to build on this literature and provide further evidence and commentary on STHAs 

current dealings. 
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1.2 Research Objectives and Scope  

This research explores STHAs contemporary practices in managing public housing dwellings 

and the strategies they implement, or planning to implement, in order to address financial 

pressures, including public housing property transfers to the community housing sector. The 

study integrates existing housing data and consolidates research interviewee perspectives on 

contemporary Australian public housing policy and practice. The primary objective is to 

provide research evidence and commentary to better understand contemporary STHAs 

dealings in managing public housing at a time of tight budgetary constraints. 

This thesis is a qualitative study and the research uses two STHAs (Tasmania and NT) as case 

studies, along with 14 one-on-one interviews with senior government housing executives. 

The case studies and interviews collectively form the primary data source for this research; 

these are supplemented by government data sources, such as the Census data, the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Commonwealth Steering Committee for the Review of Government 

Service Provision annual reports (SCRGSP), and the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

(AIHW). I acknowledge limitations of government datasets, but also recognise that such 

sources provide valuable jurisdictional information, assisting as a point in time reference data 

to reveal broad government-funded housing provision trends across the country. 

This research is framed by the following overarching question: What are the key STHAs 

contemporary practices for managing their public housing; and what response strategies are 

in place, or being planned, to address any problems? To help refine the main research 

question, subsidiary research questions are: 

• Why has public housing been underfunded by successive Australian Governments? 

• To what extent is continued underfunding responsible for public housing failures? 

• Are STHAs adopting similar policy and strategies across Australia? 

• To what extent will STHAs policies sufficiently address the long term underfunding? 

• Are public housing transfer initiatives able to resolve STHAs financial tensions? 

• What policy lessons emerge from government-funded stock transfer arrangements? 

• What alternatives are there to the current public housing models? 

http://www.cs.stir.ac.uk/%7Ekjt/research/conformed.html
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1.3 Methodological approach  

This research methodology draws from some of the ideas that underpin the Policy 

Development Research Model2, referenced here as the ‘Australian Housing and Urban 

Research Institute (AHURI) research model’—one group of practices referenced in recent 

housing research facilitated through AHURI—where traditionally separate processes of 

evidence-building and policy-development are amalgamated within one group of practice 

instruments (AHURI 2019:2018:2015).  

This model encourages collecting evidence from various sources: researchers, policymakers, 

and practitioners who assist with the advancement of knowledge and help address policy-

related issues (AHURI 2019:2018:2015). Over the last few years, a number of experienced 

Australian housing researchers have successfully used the AHURI research model practices 

within housing research: Gurran et al. (2018), Randolph et al. (2018), Rowley et al. (2017) and 

Pawson et al. (2016). Given the rationale of the AHURI research model and the recent 

practice of adopting this concept within AHURI research endeavours, I reference this research 

logic to help orient my approach for this study.  

This research commenced in late 2014 with the literature review providing a framework for 

selecting particular research methods based on previous research conducted around this 

particular research area (Pawson et al. 2016; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Jacobs et al. 2010; Hall 

& Berry 2007:2004). In line with the AHURI research model, I use two key methods that have 

been used extensively by experienced researchers for enquiry and data collection: case study, 

and direct interviews.  

Both case study and direct interview methods are well established within housing studies 

literature and used widely within housing research for empirical data and evidence gathering 

(Sharam et al. 2018; Rowley et al. 2017; Pawson et al. 2016; Habibis et al. 2016; Crabtree et 

al. 2012; Jacobs et al. 2010; Memmott et al. 2011:2009; Jardine-Orr et al. 2004).  

My semi-structured one-on-one interviews produced ‘raw’ empirical evidence from senior 

government housing executives. To ensure high degree of engagement and the acquisition of 

quality data, the research involved:  

 

2 Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) implementation of Policy Development Research 
Model, refer AHURI National Housing Research Program, Research Agenda 2020 (AHURI 2019). 
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• Stage 1 – review of general and individual case study public housing literature,  

• Stage 2 – formulating and conducting ‘pilot direct semi-structured interviews’,  

• Stage 3 – refining lines of research inquiry and interview questions based on pilot 

trial with input from interviewees as practitioners, policymakers and service-

deliverers,  

• Stage 4 – conducting and transcribing verbatim individual interviews, and 

• Stage 5 – thematic analysis of case studies and direct interview responses in order to 

discuss how public housing is run and its future role in the supply of social and 

affordable housing in Australia. 

Although both the case study approach and direct interviews are widely used in academia, I 

do acknowledge the limitations of these methods. These limitations are twofold. Firstly, 

through case studies, information is mainly drawn from government reports—ABS, SCRGSP 

and AIHW—which do not align perfectly. ABS census data is sourced from a tenant’s 

experience, while SCRGSP relies on government performance reporting, including STHA client 

information (Groenhart & Burke 2014).  

For example, the ABS census data shows 354 451 social housing households across Australia 

in 2016, while SCRGSP (SCRGSP 2017) reports 394 289 social housing households (derived 

from AIHW with 4 per cent vacancy in June 2016). If we take into account an almost six-

month duration difference between both data sets, there is a 95 per cent accuracy rate. 

Secondly, while all efforts have been made to engage the most suitable and appropriate 

senior housing executive, possibilities remain for senior staff being limited in their responses 

due to being relatively new or having expertise in only certain areas of business. In order to 

allow for these potential shortcomings, I have drawn on empirical evidence and literature 

aligning to the broader findings of this study (Pawson et al. 2016; Groenhart & Burke 2014; 

Jacobs et al. 2010; Hall & Berry 2007:2004).  

For the purposes of this qualitative research, stated limitations of this study are not so great 

as to undermine research findings, as the inconsistencies in the data does not detract from 

the overall public housing systematic challenges and inadequate funding narrative. 
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Research of this nature also faces challenges within data collection, and this research is no 

different. The first strand of enquiry—the two jurisdictional case studies—presents 

challenges to differentiate and distinguish policy and practice with a strong and lasting 

significance from others that provide only short-term impacts. These include internal and 

external drivers, such as cultural, political, and economic factors, as well as having a lasting 

influence on public housing policy beyond conventional factors of governments or 

institutions (Jacobs et al. 2010; Kemeny 2004:1992; Schmidt 1989). I have drawn on academic 

literature that questions the notion of the role of government as a benevolent agency that 

seeks to always serve public interest and suggests other, more profitmaking priorities (Jacobs 

et al. 2010; Kemeny 2004:1992; Schmidt 1989).  

The second strand of research enquiry consists of direct one-on-one interviews with 14 

senior government housing executives. It has been challenging to contact and engage 

appropriate senior government staff, given their work time pressures and the fast-paced 

nature of their roles. A high turnover of staff in departments added to difficulties in procuring 

interviewees.  

However, once engaged, the interviews provided in-depth discussions and I encouraged 

participants to provide both professional and personal perspectives—as opposed to 

government rhetoric on contemporary public housing practice. Almost all interviewees, as far 

as I could decipher, provided candid responses. The semi-structured style of inquiry with the 

open-ended questions provoked a wide range of views on public housing provision, going 

beyond day-to-day practice, outside the confines of a ‘business as usual’ approach. 

Data and evidence gleaned from interviewees reflect both personal and professional views. 

One of my primary challenges has been to report the views verbatim, as much as possible, 

while simultaneously protecting interviewee anonymity. In order to withhold participant 

identity, or even an association of position in a particular agency, I have refrained from 

labelling individual characteristics and specific details other than identifying quotes coming 

from a particular location, such as ‘Tasmanian respondent’ or ‘Interviewee number x’. 

Chapter 2 discusses my adopted research framework in detail, outlining the research strategy, 

design, and methods I used for this study within the stated research scope. 
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1.4 Research overview  

I frame this dissertation in four parts. The first part forms the introduction and overview, 

with part 2 providing research background. Part 3 presents research activity, followed by part 

4, which includes general discussions and a formal conclusion. Different parts contain more 

than one chapter, although the thesis progresses logically throughout.  

The first chapter provides research introduction, establishes study objectives and outlines 

research scope. The following section frames the context of the contemporary Australian 

public housing system, including key housing definitions, prior outlining a brief background 

on Australian governance arrangements. I also provide a demarcation of roles and 

responsibilities of respective tiers of government. The chapter concludes by way of an 

overview of government-funded housing policy and practice—historic and contemporary 

public housing provision—including post-GFC social-housing investment. 

Chapter 2 outlines research framework rationale: approach, design and methods used in this 

study. The research strategy offers a justification for adopting the case study approach as one 

of the primary tools for data collation, in conjunction with direct semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews of senior government housing executives. 

Chapter 3 appraises critical literature on contemporary STHA public housing policy and 

practice within government and broader historical housing literature. This review situates 

public housing in the broader context of neoliberal policymaking with Australia, transitioning 

from a ‘Social Investment State’ into an ‘Investor State’. Housing policy is framed within the 

idea of pro-market tutelage: almost all types of housing supply solutions are primarily left in 

the domain of the private housing market. The chapter outlines neoliberal-oriented policies’ 

direct impacts on government-funded housing service delivery over recent decades, and 

concludes with current public and social housing strategies, interlinking STHAs contemporary 

dealings under financial duress at state level. 

Chapter 4 presents Tasmania and the Northern Territory as case studies to provide a more in-

depth analysis and insight into the ways in which public housing dwellings are managed. This 

includes jurisdictional-based strategies implemented or being planned to address financial 

pressures, such as property transfers to non-government housing providers in the community 

sector. 
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Chapter 4 interweaves individual case studies and legacy government policies in order to 

show how these continue to influence respective STHAs practices. In each respective state, 

individual jurisdictional narratives underscore the unique attributes of government-funded 

housing provision in terms of geographic and demographic profile, service delivery footprint, 

and the different housing provision experience (social, economic, cultural and environmental) 

the current social housing epoch provides within contemporary Australia.  

Chapter 5 presents the research findings of this study. Through thematic analysis, research 

findings integrate interview responses and individual jurisdictional case study appraisals. My 

research findings form three distinct thematic threads: (i) financial problems within public 

housing provision; (ii) STHAs response strategies and contemporary practice; and (iii) 

Australian public housing futures.  

Chapter 6 follows a twofold narrative: discussions and conclusions. Discussions form the first 

part of this chapter, commencing with study limitations, followed by the main research 

discussions section. The key study discussions interweave historic public housing provision 

with contemporary practices, encompassing themes such as financial viability, affordable and 

adequate housing as enablers, and the course of government-funded housing into the 

foreseeable future.  

The second part, Conclusions, incorporates thematic strands from literature, data corpus and 

empirical findings drawn from case studies and research interviewees. This section 

incorporates study contribution and commentary in order to help better understand STHAs 

contemporary practices at a time of tight budgetary constraints. Recommendations for 

further lines of housing research inquiry—in specific areas within government-funded 

housing provision remit, such as remote Indigenous community housing—forms the last part 

of this chapter, indeed this dissertation.  
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1.5 Research contribution to knowledge 

The Northern Territory and Tasmania both being outlier jurisdictions have not attracted as 

much attention due to smaller populations compared to other larger states, for example 

NSW and Victoria. The cases studies provide new knowledge about how their housing 

authorities have sought to manage their public housing stock.  

The Northern Territory has a very high proportion of Aboriginal households in public housing 

system dispersed on a very large and remote footprint, resulting in significant costs incurred 

in providing housing and tenancy services. NT remote Indigenous communities are classified 

as being remote or very remote and exist in some of the most remote locations in Australia, 

requiring more than a day’s drive from the nearest service centre. 

Tasmania has a longstanding cohort of citizens in entrenched poverty with limited affordable 

private rental housing options in some parts of the state. Until recently, Tasmania had to 

manage with a substantial legacy of housing debt that required it to pay off almost half of 

Commonwealth housing funds for principal and interest payments, resulting in limited capital 

reaching its public housing system—in effect forcing initiatives like large scale stock transfers 

in an attempt to access further funds.   

I show that the responses of NT and Tasmania’ housing authorities provide lessons for the 

wider policy community in respect of both finance and housing management. Housing policy 

in Australia is shaped by long-standing neoliberal ideologies, long-held biases and historical 

assumptions. Public, social and affordable housing remains a part of the housing continuum, 

subject to similar ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ pressures as other forms of housing, all gain some 

form of government subsidy, operating within localised housing markets (except for some 

Indigenous communities where there is no private housing market). STHAs operating under 

significant financial duress implement strategies based on pragmatic locally suited responses.  

This research also contributes directly to the broader housing policy in showing public 

housing transfers to non-government providers have significant limitations; as articulated 

through Tasmania’s stock transfer experience in three main ways.  

First, property transfer policy does not directly address undelaying structural and systemic 

issues of public housing. Secondly, the lack of real capability and capacity to grow the non-

government housing sector through stock transfer to meet commensurate demand, and 

thirdly, stock transfer remains limited to being a one-off option for governments.  
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In the case of the NT, the research captures the deliberations surrounding the transfer of 

Aboriginal Town Camp land and public housing to the Ilpeye-Ilpeye community in Alice 

Springs.  For these community residents—some being native title owners of Alice Springs—

will, for the first time, hold freehold land title of their own land and community housing. This 

pilot initiative seeks to enable individual Town Camp Aboriginal community residents to self-

determine land for housing, social and economic outcomes.  

The Ilpeye-Ilpeye innovative approach references contemporary Indigenous public housing 

policy and practice within NT Aboriginal Town Camps settings, as the Ilpeye-Ilpeye mode is 

the first of its kind in Australian Indigenous housing arena—and the first out of 43 Town 

Camps communities in NT to implement—offering policy and practice on alternatives 

approaches for Aboriginal Town Camp land and Indigenous housing provision in Australia.  

This model allows for the first time, residents an opportunity to own their dwellings on their 

own Town Camp land; transitioning from being public housing tenants on their own land, to 

become home-owning residents—paving an alternative Indigenous housing pathway without 

governments as perpetual landlord (which has been the case historically) and in doing so, 

setting up precedence for the other 42 NT Town Camps to follow suit; if they choose to do so. 

Indigenous land and Aboriginal housing deliberations continue to be high on both sides of the 

political agenda, seeking to activate Aboriginal land to drive economic and social outcomes. 

Finally, the study portrays existing public housing problems as being so large that STHAs, 

states and territories are unlikely to succeed alone, regardless of how innovative their policies 

are. Research evidence suggests governments remain best placed to intervene with long term 

upfront direct capital investments to meet the increasing demand for social and affordable 

housing. The study findings point toward the need for a Commonwealth-sponsored agency to 

drive a National Housing Strategy, using an array of affordable housing providers, setting a 

mix of rent levels and offering long-term secure tenure for adequate and affordable housing. 
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1.6 Context of contemporary Australian Housing 

This section commences by defining some key housing terms often used in housing practice 

and then proceeds to outline the system of governance within Australia, including roles and 

responsibilities within various levels of government. The Commonwealth provides funds, 

while states and territories deliver and manage public housing (Commonwealth of Australia 

2014; Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013).  

1.6.1 Key terms and housing definitions 

‘Shelter’ or ‘Housing’ is a fundamental human need and integral to health and wellbeing of 

people (SCRGSP 2014; AIHW 2014a). In Australia, the 1943 Commonwealth Housing 

Commission (CHC) endorsed that all Australians have a right to adequate housing (Hayward 

1996). To differentiate the types of housing occupancy, the term ‘housing tenure’ describes 

the legal status under which people have the right to occupy their dwelling (Diaz 2009). The 

ABS identifies three main types of housing tenure (with 2016 census percentages):  

• Owned outright — 29.6 per cent,  

• Being purchased (mortgage)— 32.4 per cent, and 

• Rented — 29.4 per cent. 

This research focuses primarily on public housing (households renting from STHAs) but 

includes social housing (households renting from community housing providers) both 

equating to about 4 per cent out of the 29.4 per cent of the renting cohort (SCRGSP 2018). 

The 2019 Report on Government Services describes social housing as government-subsidised 

accommodation provided by non-government and government organisations to people 

unable to access suitable housing within the private housing market (SCRGSP 2019). Four 

main forms of social housing exist in Australia: (i) public housing, (ii) community housing, (iii) 

state-owned and state-managed Indigenous housing, and (iv) Indigenous community housing.  

To put the current scale of social housing in context within Australia, at 30 June 2018 there 

were around 436 000 social housing dwellings (AIHW 2018). Out of the total social housing 

stock, public housing dwellings account for 72 per cent or 316 200 dwellings. Community 

housing registered 87 800 dwellings or about 20 per cent with 4 per cent (17 500 dwellings) 

Indigenous community housing, and 3 per cent or 14 700 dwellings marked as state-owned 

and state-managed Indigenous housing (AIHW 2018). 
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As discussed earlier, the vast majority of the social housing is currently public housing 

dwellings. STHAs own (or lease from the private housing market) and manage public housing 

properties with certain eligibility criteria to allow people with very low income or special 

needs to access housing—as much as possible balancing rental dwellings to best suite tenant 

need, property availability and appropriate type of tenancy management (SCRGSP 2019).  

STHA policy and assistance framework (referenced in the thesis as STHA ‘practice’) differs 

across jurisdictions, based on historical government-funded housing provision and current 

geographical service delivery footprint. Community housing rental dwellings are managed by 

non-government organisations. Most community housing organisations either receive state 

capital funding or recurrent government subsidies or have long-term ‘management lease’ 

rights over former public housing properties through the public housing stock transfer 

arrangements. Upon transfer from the public housing system to community housing 

organisations, respective tenants are eligible to access Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) 

bringing additional funding into the overall social housing system.  

State-owned and state-managed Indigenous housing is overseen by government agencies 

that offer housing service delivery specifically for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tenants 

(SCRGSP 2019). The dynamics of such housing service differ greatly across jurisdictions, 

largely due to geographically footprint, historical provision of Indigenous housing, and 

management arrangements (SCRGSP 2019)—as in the case of Northern Territory Indigenous 

community housing provision transferring over from Indigenous community organisations 

(Daphne et al. 2019) to state-owned and state-managed instrument, discussed in Chapter 4.  

In Australia generally, Indigenous community housing is provided and managed by Indigenous 

organisations, commonly in the form of community councils, Indigenous Aboriginal 

corporations, Aboriginal land councils et cetera, where dwellings are directly owned or leased 

from the government. Indigenous community housing models vary across states, however 

government subsidies and capital grant funding support such forms of housing provision.  

The four key forms of social housing can be collectively grouped under the term ‘Affordable 

Housing’. Affordable housing is currently defined in a number of ways (Rowley et al. 2017) as 

the notion of affordable housing cuts across the three main types of housing tenure, 

including social and private rental, and the private housing market. The West Australian 2009 

Social Housing Taskforce determined affordable housing as housing adequate for low-income 

workers unable to afford dwellings without being under housing stress (Rowley et al. 2017).  
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This definition is useful in that it incorporates much of the initial rationale of providing public 

housing in the first place in Australia post 1945 (discussed later in this chapter). However, in 

some ways this definition is limited to the housing needs of only low-income worker’s, 

without acknowledging other housing needs that may exist in society.  

According to Gabriel and Jacobs (2006) housing ‘affordability’ is generally defined as 

individuals or households with limited means to secure housing commensurate with their 

accommodation needs3. For social housing, affordability is defined as the ability of low-

income tenants to pay rents, measured in terms of the number of tenants under housing or 

rental stress (in cases where rent costs more than 30 per cent of income (SCRGSP 2018)). 

At a conceptual level, Rowley et al. (2017) frame the affordable housing continuum with 

social housing as a key plank within the affordable housing spectrum, as shown in Figure 1. 

The continuum depicts on the one side, crisis accommodation provision right through to 

affordable private home ownership. Apart from questioning the value of crisis 

accommodation being part of this continuum, public and social housing is placed a step 

above crisis housing and is therefore in essence the antithesis of private home ownership, 

which is not predominantly reliant on government (I discuss this in detail within Chapter 3). 

 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Department of Housing 2010 in Rowley et al. 2017. 

 The affordable housing continuum 

 

3 For a detailed discussion on affordability, refer Gabriel and Jacobs (2006). 
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1.7 Background on Australian governance arrangements 

In Australia—with the three tiers of governance structure: Commonwealth, state and local—

individual jurisdictions through state governments have traditionally delivered and managed 

public housing (Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013). In his book Accommodating Australians, 

Patrick Troy (2012) provides an in-depth analysis of governance arrangement within the 

context of public housing provision since Federation. To understand the current broader 

Australian public housing system, its constraints and challenges, this subsection provides a 

brief overview of the Australian governance arrangements.  

Australia is a federation of six states and ten territories under the Australian Constitution, 

which took effect 1 January 1901 (Parliamentary Education Office n.d.). The six states each 

have their own governments, similar to that of the Commonwealth, with each state having its 

own constitution and governor, together with a premier as head of government 

(Parliamentary Education Office n.d.). Areas within Australia’s borders, not claimed by one of 

the six states are known as territories. Out of the ten Australian territories, only two are on 

the mainland—the Northern Territory and Australian Capital Territory—both are under 

Commonwealth control but self-governing (Commonwealth of Australia 2014; Ling 2011).  

1.7.1 Roles and responsibilities between different levels of government 

The Australian federation, through the Australian Constitution, created a ‘Federal’ or 

centralised system of government where powers are divided between a central government 

and individual states (Parliamentary Education Office n.d.). Through this distribution of 

power, the states and the self-governing territories can make laws for their respective 

jurisdiction over matters not controlled by Commonwealth; however, the Constitution 

articulates that if the laws of a state ever conflict with the laws of the Australian 

Government, Commonwealth law is to be followed (MOADOPH 2015). The Commonwealth 

has additional powers to make laws for the Australian territories. 

A High Court interprets the Constitution and resolves disputes between the federal and state 

governments. The wording of the law has often created situations where both the Australian 

Government and the states claim authority to make laws over the same matter 

(Parliamentary Education Office n.d.; Australian Government 2015a). It is important to note 

that the Commonwealth has no power to override state decisions, except in accordance with 

the federal Constitution. 
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The Commonwealth, however, can and does exercise the power over territories to make 

laws and override territory decisions (MOADOPH 2015). This particularity resonates with the 

relatively recent housing policy intervention within Indigenous housing provision in the NT 

(discussed in Chapter 4). In the Constitution, the Australian Government is given legislative 

power—also called ‘heads of power’—for specific areas of national interest and significance, 

such as: taxation, defence, foreign affairs, postal, and telecommunications services.  

The states, under the Constitution, retain legislative powers over all other matters that occur 

within their borders, namely: police, hospitals, education, and public transport. The 

Constitution does not identify ‘housing’ as a Commonwealth ‘heads of power’. Housing 

policy and public housing remained largely in the sphere of the states until the 1940s with 

the completion of the 1943 Commonwealth Housing Commission (CHC) and the start of the 

1945 Commonwealth State Housing Agreement (CSHA) after the Second World War (WWII).  

During this period, the Commonwealth pursued major housing initiatives alongside major 

civil infrastructure projects in the broader effort to stimulate the domestic economy post war 

(Troy 2012). The current Australian governmental arrangements in relation to housing are 

articulated in Commonwealth’s Productivity Commission Report on Government Services 

(SCRGSP 2015). The 2015 report clearly delineates the function of different levels of 

government as follows:  

• Commonwealth provides state and territory funding and influences the housing 

market directly and indirectly through financial sector regulations and taxation, 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance, home purchase assistance, and initiates a variety of 

other measures, such as the National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS). 

• State and territory governments administer and deliver housing services, such as 

public housing, community housing and remote Indigenous housing. They also 

provide housing assistance—financial support to renters and buyers—and are 

responsible for land use supply, oversee planning and development policy, housing 

taxation and charges, including residential tenancy legislation and regulation. 

• Local governments implement state planning, land development and infrastructure 

provision protocols, working closely with private sector to finalise building approvals. 

Table 1 provides a summary of governmental arrangements relating to housing policy, 

funding and delivery, including areas of role overlap. All levels of government have policy 

responsibilities and levers impacting housing service delivery, either directly or indirectly. 
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Policy and funding are two areas of highest overlap in roles between Commonwealth and the 

states, which inherently creates friction between governments, provides basis for blame 

shifting and abdicating responsibilities—this is evident more so in the relationship between 

Commonwealth and territories, especially in the case of NT Indigenous housing provision 

(discussed in-depth in Chapter 4). 

Table 1:  Summary of government housing roles and overlaps 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Commonwealth of Australia 2014. 
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1.8 Overview of public housing provision in Australia  

According to Hayward (1996), there were only two types of housing tenure in this country 

prior 20th century: home ownership and private market rental housing. Australian public 

housing can be traced back to two distinct periods: (i) the epoch following 1890s depression 

until WWII, and (ii) the post-WWII era, from 1945 onwards (Kemeny 1983; Hayward 1996; 

Jacobs et al. 2010). These periods witnessed state government actions, and later by 

Commonwealth in response to severe and widespread shortages of affordable housing 

(Dalton 1999; Arthurson 2008).  

Public housing in Australia formally began with the Queensland Government, through a 

parliamentary motion in 1910 to introduce a bill to allow the government to assist people 

with low incomes to find housing (Troy 2012; Hayward 1996; Jacobs et al. 2010; Eslake 2013). 

Troy (2012) outlines the Queensland government’s twofold objective in providing 

government-funded housing. Firstly, to provide inexpensive housing for people who could 

not afford high rents in the private rental market. Secondly, to provide an opportunity for 

public-housing tenants to be able to purchase and own dwellings they resided in via an in-

built ‘dual tenure’ approach.  

Following Queensland’s initiative, other jurisdictions followed suit to develop their own 

state-based public housing systems: South Australia in 1910, Western Australia in 1912, New 

South Wales in 1912, Victoria in 1914, and Tasmania in 1919.  

For the first half of the 20th century, the state government housing policy remit was public 

housing, in conjunction with efforts to encourage home ownership (Hayward 1996; Troy 

2012). During this period the Commonwealth attempted to follow the state governments’ 

public housing lead by adding to homeownership schemes through initiatives such as the 

1918–19 War Homes Services Act, and the 1927–28 Commonwealth Housing Act. However, 

these had only minimal impact on overall housing stock or the housing market (Troy 2012).  

The immediate post-WWII era in Australia witnessed extensive demand for affordable 

housing significantly in excess of supply across all states and territories (Arthurson 2008). The 

lack of adequate and secure housing, amongst other things, ultimately led to the 

development of the 1945 CSHA, although jurisdictions like the NT were not part of the 

original agreement (Troy 2012; Jacobs et al. 2010; Flood 2004).  
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Jacobs (2010) describes this first CSHA as a bilateral policy instrument, a platform for a 

national public housing system that provided an element of consistency across jurisdictions. 

For Hayward (1996), the CSHA enabled the Commonwealth to provide cheap loans to the 

states for public housing provision. The states were then responsible for the administration 

and delivery of public housing services, establishing respective state-based fully functioning 

public housing systems and structures (Hayward 1996; Jacobs et al. 2010).  

Kemeny (1983) highlights that under the first CSHA, public housing stock grew to 100 000 

dwellings nationally within a ten-year period up to 1955, constituting almost 5 per cent of all 

dwellings (old and new) at the time (Jacobs et al. 2010). At the peak of public housing 

provision in 1966, 8 per cent of all Australian dwellings were public rental properties 

(Arthurson 2008; Hayward 1996). Following the first CSHA, a number of similar agreements 

followed: 1956, 1961, 1966, 1973, 1978, 1981, 1989, 1996, 1999, 2003; in 2009 the CSHA was 

superseded by the National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) (Troy 2012); and the 

Commonwealth in mid-2018 transitioned the NAHA into the National Housing and 

Homelessness Agreement (DPMC 2018).  

Contrasting NAHA to the original CSHA, Troy (2012) points out that only a few of the 

characteristics remain of the first public housing program. Commencing on 1 January 2009, 

the NAHA replaced the CSHA (SCRGSP 2014) with Social Housing Initiative funding of over 

$5.6 billion, which was the largest commitment to social housing by any Australia 

government (KPMG 2012). This 2008-09 period saw Australian social housing policy become a 

large-scale nation-wide investment instrument, instigating a number of social housing 

programs across the country (with a primary aim to stimulate the economy and increase 

employment growth (Kraatz et al. 2015)). These programs included:  

• Replacing CSHA arrangements which had been in place for over 60 years by NAHA 

commencing in January 2009 (Thomas 2017),  

• $5.6 billion Social Housing Initiative funding for three and a half years up to 2012, 

which delivered 19 700 social housing dwellings nationwide (KPMG 2012), and 

• National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS) set to encourage construction of rental 

properties by providing financial incentives for investors to develop private rental 

below 20 per cent of market rents (DSS 2019). 
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The NRAS aimed to increase affordable housing supply by incentivising the construction of 

rental dwellings for low and moderate-income earners, with rents set at least 20 per cent less 

than market rent for a 10-year period (Rowley et al. 2017). This period saw a more concerted 

shift in the government lexicon with social housing being the overarching term to describe 

government-funded/-subsidised housing interlinking with affordable housing provision.  

This time the government pursued housing supply solutions through actors outside the 

traditional state provision of housing for those unable to secure or afford to cover their own 

housing needs. By 2012, approximately 19 700 new social housing dwellings were complete 

and 12 000 existing social housing dwellings were undergoing repairs and maintenance. This 

was an unprecedented investment in social housing in recent years (KPMG 2012).  

Despite this social housing investment and NRAS providing affordable housing solutions, 

currently over 190 000 households remain on social housing wait list (AIHW 2018) and STHAs 

across the country continue to operate under significant financial duress to manage their 

public housing portfolios (Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013).  

The Consultations Report by National Shelter (2013) on NAHA, the Commonwealth’s 2014 

Role and Responsibilities in Housing and Homelessness-Issues Paper 2 (Commonwealth 2014), 

and the 2015 Commonwealth Reform of the Federation Discussion Paper (Commonwealth 

2015a), outline perennial STHAs challenges: large waiting lists, mostly single tenants under-

occupying dwellings, mismatch of available dwellings to suit tenant profile, dilapidating 

stocks, growing repairs and maintenance costs and backlogs, reducing rental income, selling-

off public housing properties to remain operational, organisational capacity limitations, and 

significant resource constraints with unstable and unsecure funding on the horizon.  

Based on this Australian public housing overview, the following chapter outlines thesis 

research framework. Chapter 2 commences by defining and describing social research prior 

to outlining the study’s approach, design and adopted methods. It is here that I provide the 

rationale and justifications for selecting and using particular research methods. 
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2 Research framework — approach, design and method 

In this chapter I set out the research approach. I commence with a brief description of social 

research with a focus on research elements directly relevant to this study. Early sections of 

this chapter pertain to the adopted research framework, before moving on to outline 

research design in detail and justify the use of the case study approach. This includes 

rationalising selected research method activities considered appropriate for data aggregation 

—both primary and secondary data—through the use of semi-structured interviews and two 

case studies before the chapter’s conclusion.  

Social research—the category this study falls under—is described by many scholars as 

‘contested terrain’ (Kelly 2016; Bryman 2012; Devine & Heath 1999) on which researchers are 

open to the influences of dominant discourses and paradigms, agencies, funding 

organisations and research audiences, and the researcher’s practical considerations, including 

the practitioner’s own biographical context. From the outset, I acknowledge these types of 

influences on social research and note its impact on scholarly endeavour such as this thesis.   

2.1 Research approach  

It is helpful to distinguish two approaches used by social scientists. Quantitative research 

quantifies elements in defined categories for particular research areas, using predominately 

numbers or units of measurements to describe situations (Kelly 2016; Carcary 2011). 

Qualitative research, on the other hand, is flexible in nature, context-sensitive and involves 

recording, documenting and analysing talk, action or written text and pictures (Mason 2002). 

For Ritchie and Lewis (2003), qualitative research has distinct research functional levels and 

can be categorised in terms of being theoretical, pure/basic research, and applied research.  

Theoretical researchers within a particular discipline fundamentally test, generate, refine and 

even enhance thinking (Ritchie & Lewis 2003), as opposed to pure/basic research where 

researchers, according to Patton (2002), work to generate new theories or test existing ones. 

Applied qualitative research, on the other hand, is concerned with using knowledge garnered 

from research activities to assist in understanding contemporary issues. This study aligns with 

the applied qualitative research strategy, and seeks to contribute to the understanding of the 

STHAs’ contemporary practice under financial duress in managing public housing, including 

response strategies such as property transfers to the community housing sector.  
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Applied qualitative research in social research varies in form, and as Snape and Spencer 

(2003) acknowledge, providing a universal definition of what exactly constitutes ‘qualitative 

research’ is somewhat complex. For Mason (2002), qualitative research as a strategy is largely 

concerned with understanding complex issues, where the researcher actively seeks to 

explore, understand and explain social phenomena (Carcary 2011). 

In qualitative research, the researcher generally collects large quantities of detailed evidence, 

achieving both depth and breadth (Veal 2005; Snape & Spencer 2003) in order to solve what 

Mason (2012, p.18) describes as ‘the intellectual puzzle’. According to Van Maanen (1983) in 

Carcary (2011), qualitative research and its methods include:  

An array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate, and otherwise 

come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally 

occurring phenomena in the social world (Van Maanen 1983, p.9).  

Snape and Spencer (2003) argue that qualitative research is useful when the focus is on the 

dynamicity and fluidity of processes, understanding behaviour more deeply, and finding 

meaning within the context of complex phenomena. Mason (2002) and Carcary (2011) 

provide a rationale for using qualitative research strategy in terms of being the most 

appropriate for studying a wide range of social dimensions while containing and maintaining 

contextual focus. This is an appropriate rationale for using a qualitative approach to 

undertake public housing research.   

One of the more recent preoccupations of social researchers is using evidence-based 

approaches within policy and practice (Davies 2011). An example of an evidence-based 

research approach within a contemporary research ethos is the ‘Policy Development 

Research Model’ (refer Chapter 1). This model seeks to amalgamate the traditionally separate 

processes of evidence-building and policy-development into one practice by reinforcing 

engagement and collaboration between the key actors in the research and policy 

communities (AHURI 2019:18:15).  

According to Sackett et al. (1996), the term ‘evidence-based’ was first used in medical 

research, as in the form of ‘evidence-based medicine’, to use the best evidence to make 

decisions in the context of providing care to patients. Ritchie and Lewis (2003) claim the 

notion of evidence-based research is now adopted across a wide range of policy fields, 

although caution is advised when evidence informs and is incorporated into policy; it is 

important to refrain from adopting a one-size-fits-all approach (Weiss 2001).  
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While evidence-based approach gained a broader acceptance in the applied qualitative 

arena, Madjar and Walton (2001) suggest evidence collated from this type of research is 

often given a lower status, and relegated as secondary to ‘scientific’ or statistical enquiry 

based upon quantitative research (Ritchie & Lewis 2003). Yet this criticism is too simplistic, for 

qualitative research is more suited to capturing the subjective perceptions of interviewees 

and building up a more nuanced understanding of social reality. 

In this respect, their approach provides a challenge to the positivist view that there is one 

single social reality. As I explain further on in this chapter, my approach is primarily qualitative 

as I rely on semi-structured in-depth interviews to contextualise the subjectivity of key 

experts in state housing practices. 

2.2 Research design — the case study approach  

Turning now to the second component of social research, Marvasti (2004) and Bryman 

(2012) portray research design as an assemblage of specific steps the researcher follows to 

complete a research project. These steps involve establishing research questions based on 

theoretical orientation, selecting research respondents, data collection and analysis, and 

reporting results (Marvasti 2004). For Kelly (2016), research design provides a charter for 

data collection and analysis. Such designs should dictate the scale of data collection, 

prescribe a temporal range, and specify methods of using inter-group comparisons.  

The research design I deploy in this study follows well-accepted conventions of academic 

investigations, such as the use of: (i) historical data, here in the form of government reports 

and academic literature; and (ii) qualitative research with the use of the select case study 

approach. Figure 2 outlines the adopted research framework and the use of both archival 

research and qualitative methods in adopting the case study approach.  

Why the case study approach over others? While there is a gamut of social science research 

approaches such as experiments, quasi-experiments, survey and histories (Flyvbjerg 2006), 

according to Schell (1992) the case study approach, unlike others, is similar to the traditional 

‘narrative’ used for communication, skill and knowledge transfer. There is a strong consensus 

amongst practitioners, academics, and researchers, one that is supported by extensive 

literature, that the case study approach is a common pedagogical device and an apt research 

method in various fields, such as sociology, psychology, political science, business, social 

work, and planning et cetera (Kohlbacher 2006; Hartley 2004; Yin 2003; Remenyi et al. 2002). 
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Source: Author.  

  Research framework outline 
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According to Yin (1994) and Leonard-Barton (1990), the appropriate use of the case study 

approach is when the research poses ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, where the researcher has 

minimal control over events, where the focus is on contemporary dealings, and research is for 

one or a combination of: exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory purposes.  

A case study addresses either a ‘descriptive’ question or an ‘explanatory’ question, unlike 

other methods seeking to answer other types of questions, such as, an initiative’s 

effectiveness in producing outcomes (suits experiment methods), or questioning the 

occurrence rate of a particular phenomenon (suits survey methods). The case study method 

is best suited for this study as the research questions how STHAs are managing public 

housing under financial duress and what strategies they are using, and therefore is both 

descriptive and exploratory. 

The case study approach is broadly understood as a research design and monographic 

technique, as a way of investigating an empirical topic (Bloor & Wood 2006; Kelly 2016; 

Marshall & Rossman 2011; Yin 2014:1994:1984). Starman (2013) explains that contemporary 

case study definitions are rather general in nature; lacking demarcation of classifications or 

types, possibly because it may be near impossible to capture all types of case studies in one 

definition. As an example, Mesec (1998) puts forward the definition of the case study:  

A description and analysis of an individual matter or case…with the purpose to identify 

variables, structure, forms and order of interaction between the participants in the situations 

(theoretical purpose), or, in order to assess the performance of work or progress in 

development (practical purpose) (cited in Starman 2013, p.31).  

For Yin (2014), a case study is a research design approach in the form of an empirical inquiry 

into contemporary issues, an inquiry made to understand holistic and meaningful 

characteristics of real-life instances and experiences. This research references Yin (2014) in 

using the case study design approach to explore contemporary policy and practices of the 

STHAs. The use of a dual case study approach within this research design is based upon 

twofold rationale.  

Firstly, the study references Yin’s (1994) research method selection criteria adopting and 

applying the case study approach by encompassing the ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions into a 

single term ‘explore’ research inquiry (Baxter & Jack 2008). It also uses a combination of all 

three purposes (exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory) to focus on contemporary housing 

policy and practice in Australia.  
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Secondly this research uses Marshall and Rossman’s (2011) perspective on case studies in 

applying ‘in-depth’ focus type of investigation to explore select STHAs’ contemporary 

practices under financial duress in managing their public housing portfolio.  

Tasmania and NT are the two case studies I selected to provide more in-depth analysis 

(Chapter 4 provides the rationale for selecting these two specific case studies). These two 

jurisdictions—out of the eight main Australian jurisdictions—provide a range of public 

housing policy and initiatives, which in turn offers a rich context for in-depth analysis. 

Tasmania and NT exhibit distinct state-based public housing practise, policy and strategy 

responses, directly reflecting: legacy state policies, resourcing ability, public housing provision 

type and scale, tenant demographic profile, and geographic service delivery area 

considerations. 

2.3 Research methods — data collection activities  

The three components of social research according to Kelly (2016) are: research approach, 

research design, and research method(s) for data collection and analysis. The earlier 

discourse in this chapter covers the first two components, and this section focuses on the 

third, providing rationale for the adopted research method(s) for data collection and 

analysis. Research methods are those study-related activities constructed to guide, 

standardise, and assist in ensuring consistency across data collection (Kelly 2016). It should 

be cautioned from the outset however, in research methods there is ‘no one size fits all’ 

strategy (Willig 2008, p.22):  

Strictly speaking, there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ methods. Rather, methods of data collection 

and analysis can be more or less appropriate to our research question (Willig 2008, p.22). 

Woolrych et al. (2011) adopts a cooking analogy to explain the art of conducting research. 

They see it as a process of choosing apt ingredients to complete a recipe that is directly 

proportional to the size and type of occasion (Blandford 2013). For Blandford (2013), the 

methods selected should be apt to address the purpose of the research, while having 

sufficient accessible data, and being able to work with available resources. This research 

references views similar to those of Blandford (2013), Woolrych et al. (2011) and Willig (2008) 

in selecting appropriate methods in correlation to research aims in a way that maximises the 

value of the study, given the limitations, constraints and limited resources in this type of 

dissertation research undertaking. 
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According to Gill et al. (2008), there are a number of ways to collect data in social qualitative 

research, such as observations, textual and visual analysis, and interviews. Blandford (2013) 

points out that researchers exhibit strong partialities on the appropriateness or otherwise of 

particular methods over others. For researchers like Legard et al. (2003) and Gill et al. (2008), 

a one-on-one interview is one of the main data collection methods, especially within the 

context of applied qualitative inquiry.  

In citing classical ethnographers like Malinowski, Burgess (1982) stresses the importance of 

talking to people to grasp their perspective; personal accounts are vial elements in this type 

of research. In this regard, the ‘interview method’ becomes a key data-collecting tool as 

personal accounts are given pre-eminence in social research due to the significance of 

language in articulating perspectives (Legard et al. 2003; Burgess 1982).  

The power of language is a tool in itself (Legard et al. 2003), one used to reveal meaning, 

described by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) as:  

The expressive power of language provides the most important resource for accounts. A 

crucial feature of language is its capacity to present descriptions, explanations, and 

evaluations of almost infinite variety about any aspect of the world, including itself 

(Hammersley & Atkinson 1995, p.126).  

For Gill et al. (2008), the purpose of the research interview is to explore, grasp, and 

understand the views, perceptions, experiences, beliefs and even motivations of individuals. I 

concur with Gill et al. (2008) who argue that research interviews provides a ‘deeper’ 

understanding of the research subject(s), which further assists in-depth analysis of research 

evidence—as the process in itself utilises interpersonal skills, such as questioning, conversing 

and listening—when compared to other data-collecting methods like conventional research 

questionnaires that do not have the same level of researcher-participant engagement.  

There are a variety of interview methods described in literature, such as Hitchcock and 

Hughes (1989) listing nine interview types: structured, survey, counselling, dairy, life history, 

ethnographic, informal/unstructured and conversations. Three data-collection interview 

types are well recognised and generally conducted within social research (Gill et al. 2008; 

Corbin & Morse 2003; Berry 1999): structured, in-depth unstructured interviews, and semi-

structured interviews. 
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These interview types have structural variations, but importantly the main variation is the 

differences in the conduct of both the interviewer and participant (Corbin & Morse 2003). 

Nonetheless, all such interview types offer propensity to be flexible—some more than others 

(Crossman 2017). Interviews are most appropriate where detailed insights are required based 

on individual’s perspective; however, some interview types are more refined in probing 

deeper than others (Gill et al. 2008).  

Corbin and Morse (2003) summarise these different interviews types—including the 

advantages and limitations of each—stating the level of interviewee control over the content 

and process mark the main points of difference across the three main interview types. As the 

name suggests, the ‘structured interview’, according to Gill et al. (2008), proposes a limited 

flexibility, having all questions pre-determined. Although it leaves itself open to a variety of 

answers (Blandford 2013).  

Gill et al. (2008) and Blandford (2013) admit that a completely structured interview is very 

similar to a questionnaire, and can be therefore administered much quicker than other 

interview types. However, expediency is of little use if there are no further opportunities to 

probe further in more depth, and gain richer and greater detail (Ritchie & Lewis 2003). 

Conversely, at the other extreme is the ‘unstructured’ or ‘in-depth interviews’, as referred to 

by Legard et al. (2003), where the interview has a particular focus and a purpose but the 

interview itself is more like a conversation (Blandford 2013) with the intention to acquire 

deeper information from interviewees (Legard et al. 2003). Unstructured interviews are 

generally conducted with minimal organisation, with interviews likely to become ad hoc or 

even chaotic, or lengthy and time-consuming (Gill et al. 2008). The nature of unstructured 

interviews makes them sometimes difficult to manage and participate in, and they have the 

potential to create confusion due to the lack of any form of topic guidance (Gill et al. 2008). 

The third type (Gill et al. 2008; Corbin & Morse 2003; Berry 1999) is the ‘semi-structured’ 

interview style. In this approach, the interviewer traverses a middle ground between the 

‘structured’ and ‘non-structured’ designs. The semi-structured interview consists of various 

questions, or even interview themes, and are prepared and organised well in advance (Gill et 

al. 2008), including the pre-specification of questions and the questioning order (Arther & 

Nazroo 2003). 

 



- 28 - 

According to Blandford (2013), semi-structured interviews allow further lines of enquiry to be 

pursued, including the possibility of engaging in follow-up questions. These follow-ups often 

involve much deeper discussions with participants homing in on interesting subject areas, 

which allows for expanding and exploring unanticipated perspectives (Blandford 2013). Gill et 

al. (2008) define the semi-structured interview as having:  

[s]everal key questions that help to define the areas to be explored, but also allows the 

interviewer or interviewee to diverge in order to pursue an idea or response in more detail. 

This interview format…provides participants with some guidance on what to talk about, 

which many find useful. The flexibility of this approach, particularly compared to structured 

interviews, also allows for the discovery or elaboration of information that is important to 

participants but may not have been previously thought of…(Gill et al. 2008, p.291).  

Having briefly looked at the three fundamental types of interviews available for data 

collection, albeit briefly, an important note should made here regarding the setting of these 

interview types. These interviews can be carried out either through a ‘one-on-one’ or on an 

‘individual’ basis or within group-based setting, such as focus groups (Arthur & Nazroo 2003). 

The stages of discussion in both interviews and focus groups are similar but are profoundly 

different in their nature and the context of use (Rubin & Rubin 1995). 

There is a plethora of literature on qualitative interviews and focus groups (Ritchie & Lewis 

2003; Legard et al. 2003; Patton 2002; Gill et al. 2008; Corbin & Morse 2003; Berry 1999), 

including the ways in which these data collection activities are appropriated, being highly 

dependent on research particularities and the nature of the data being pursued (Burgess 

1982; Holloway & Wheeler 1996; Thompson 2000). Although both types are valid for 

qualitative research, there are marked differences between the two. Focus groups are less 

structured, as it is difficult to impose structure on a group; there are also logistical challenges 

in organising focus groups, and ensuring active participation of all involved (Arthur & Nazroo 

2003). 

On the other hand, according to Arthur and Nazroo (2003) in the case of direct interviews, 

data-collection in explorative and investigative-orientated studies is likely to be more 

structured, where the emphasis is on acquiring in-depth perspectives—something that 

relates directly to this study. McIntyre (2012) marks out key differences between individual 

one-on-one interviews and focus groups:  
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• Individual interviews tend to build better rapport as the one-on-one engagement 

devotes complete attention, active listening and mutual trust-building,  

• One-on-one interviews tend to be faster and cheaper, about 40 minutes in duration, 

significantly shorter than focus groups which can be up to two hours per session, 

• Individual interviews get to the core of the matter more quickly, are more productive, 

and thoroughly explore and explain underlying and contextual issues, 

• Interviewees may feel more comfortable and share openly providing deeper insights, 

• For busy participants, individual interviews are better suited, especially time-pressed 

executives who may find it very difficult to come together for a focus group, and 

• Direct interviews offer confidentiality as well as anonymity and provide a private 

setting for candid and detailed individualised responses. 

Within the context of this research, given the strengthens as well as limitations of the three 

fundamental types of interviews, the semi-structured interview approach conducted on a 

one-on-one basis suits best.  

Previous experiences by researchers within the field, such as Hall and Berry (2007:2004), 

Jacobs et al. (2010), and Pawson et al. (2016), illustrate that semi-structured interviews are 

well suited to capturing perspectives on housing policy, practice and associated strategies; 

they also enable greater interrogation opportunities within thematic areas. The research 

objective of this study lends to using the one-on-one semi-structured interviews, as an 

efficient, productive, and flexible approach, engaging a busy and often elusive senior 

government executive cohort.  

One of the primary data and evidence-collection activities in this research is the one-on-one 

interview of senior government housing executives involved in public housing provision, 

management and funding areas using 12 preselected, logically sequenced questions focusing 

on three distinct areas (refer Appendix 1). This format is used as a tool to guide topical 

discussions when conducting direct interviews—an approach successfully used by many 

recognised housing researchers in the field (Hall & Berry 2007:2004; Jacobs et al. 2010; 

Pawson et al. 2016:2013). For the purposes of interviewing government officials, the first 

process included obtaining an ethics approval from University of Tasmania Social Sciences 

Human Research Ethics Committee.  
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I directly approached the relevant personnel in public housing departments, human services, 

and statutory offices including bureaucrats in finance portfolios, like treasuries. In the first 

instance, I disseminated the interview questions, and secondly, I approached prospective 

participants recommended to me by governmental agencies. Once identified, potential 

interviewees within respective agencies were sent interview questions, in the first instance, 

to provide sufficient lead-time to review lines of inquiry prior individual interviews.  

All research interviewees are from state and territory government and statutory offices, both 

from the case study jurisdictions and other states and territories. Participants also held 

different professional backgrounds, such as Public Housing, Indigenous Housing, Community 

Development, Finance and Policy Advisors, and were from many governmental agencies. 

Through this research, I have conducted 14 one-on-one semi-structured interviews (seven 

from case study jurisdiction and another seven from other state and territory governments), 

each averaging around an hour in duration. The participants ranged from respective 

jurisdictional Departments of Health and Human Services; Departments of Housing; 

Departments of Housing and Community Services; Statutory Aboriginal Housing Offices; 

Departments of Premier and Cabinet, and Departments of the Chief Minister.  

According to Sandelowski (1995), the sample size in qualitative research is relative. However, 

McIntyre (2012) states a good rule of thumb is to conduct between 12 and 15 interviews as 

after this similarities begin to appear. Referencing Sandelowski (1995) and McIntyre (2012) 

within the context of study scope and limitations, including the niche interviewee type, I 

indeed identified data appearing to become similar around a dozen or so interviews. In this 

light, due to data saturation, I stopped conducting interviews after 14, compiling a collection 

of rich exploratory and descriptive raw data I deemed adequate for the purposes of this type 

of research endeavour.   

The primary empirical data collection through direct semi-structured interviews was 

progressively achieved over the course of the PhD research duration. Importantly, the 

research pertains to first-hand accounts from senior government housing executives in the 

way state based public housing policy is formulated and implemented (as opposed to 

advancing generic jurisdictional and government housing rhetoric per se), as discussed 

thematically and in detail within Chapter 5. 
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Secondary data for this study is in the form of academic and policy literature: government 

documents, databases, and literature, both academic and grey literature. In the initial phases 

of the research, much of the secondary data is referenced by way of desktop data surveys 

and analysis, using existing data sets (as discussed earlier in Chapter 1) from appropriate 

government and institutional sources, such as the ABS, AIHW, SCRGSP, and the like. To allow 

this data to be integrated and used in a comparative analysis with interviewee responses, the 

data capture focused on three distinct areas similar to interview questions around:  

• Financial problems within public housing provision,  

• STHAs’ response strategies and contemporary practice, and 

• Australian public housing futures 

Specific jurisdictional data is sourced from relevant state and territory government literature 

sources in the form of online government agency websites, published policies, reports and 

media releases. Secondary data sources include government gazettes, reports, and media 

articles (these are further discussed within respective case study jurisdictional narrative in 

Chapter 4).  

This research framework chapter outlines the research approach this study adopts citing a 

wide range of academic and scholarly studies. Given this rationale, I consider the adopted 

research design framework to be an appropriate research modus in exploring STHAs’ 

contemporary practice under financial duress in managing government-funded housing and 

respective response strategies to counter financial pressures, including public housing 

property transfers to the non-governmental housing sector.  

The following chapter appraises the literature—governmental, academic, and grey—on the 

theory and practice of government-funded housing provisions through critically reviewing 

different governmental housing policy initiatives and programs from early public housing 

provision right through to contemporary government housing policy initiatives, practices, and 

strategic approaches. The literature review frames the changing perceptions of public 

housing in Australia, key challenges, and outlines strategies deployed for social and affordable 

housing at the Commonwealth level and localised jurisdictional approaches focusing on 

STHAs’ policy and practice in managing public housing service delivery. 
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3 Review – Public housing rationale, policy, and practice 

In this chapter I review the rationale that underpins government housing policy and practice 

drawing upon some of the academic scholarship that has sought to explain the influences 

that shape Australian housing policy. Scholars portray homogenous government-funded 

housing policy and provision challenges, although I argue that the existing housing literature 

does not take sufficient account of its historical trajectory and limited in identifying nuanced 

systemic causes, structural barriers, and factors that beset public housing at the state level. 

This chapter aims to address this gap by identifying trends in STHAs’ policies and practices. 

There is considerable discussion about the role and function of public housing in Australia 

(see Groenhart & Burke et al. 2014; Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013; Troy 2012; Jacobs et al. 

2010). This discussion has identified trends such as the long gradual decline of direct housing 

supply-side funding by governments, and the ongoing lack of much-needed capital to 

manage and maintain public housing across the country (Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013). For 

Pawson et al. (2013) and Hall and Berry (2007), the current Australian public housing system 

is ‘broken’, financially unsustainable, and remains unviable, requiring maintenance deference 

and stock selloff. Many observers, commentators and informed policymakers envisage large-

scale housing stock transfer as essential and, quite possibly, inevitable in Australia. 

The chapter starts by evaluating the literature that has sought to situate public housing in the 

broader context of neoliberal policymaking, and Australia’s transition from a ‘Social 

Investment State’ (Deeming 2014; Perkin et al. 2004; Smyth 2004) into an ‘Investor State’ 

(Redden 2019). This context is important as it sheds light on neoliberal government public 

and social housing policy settings within the idea of pro-market tutelage (Jessop 2008); 

affordable housing supply in a capitalist society is generally left to the private housing market.  

I also make use of the interpretation provided by Jessop (2016) to show how neoliberal 

policies have altered relationships between the states and their markets and the impact on 

government rationale for government-funded housing provision. Housing policies, however, 

are shaped by more than just causal power of ideas, grounded as they are in material 

practices (Jessop 2008) both at a national and individual jurisdictional level4. 

 

4 My Chapter 4 case study of Tasmania and Northern Territory public housing provision appraisal explores this in 
detail. 



- 33 - 

3.1 Government-funded housing provision historical development  

Collective values help frame national policy, such as social policy, and are shaped over many 

decades and generally change slowly (Castles 2002). Government-funded housing provision 

policy and public housing rationale is no different, with state public housing policy roots 

tracing back to early 1900s—an era displaying social liberalism tendencies in contrast to the 

current neoliberal ethos. As norms and values shift over time so does policy, as reflected in 

the Australian legacy public housing policy rationale, variegated to suite context. 

According to Rimlinger (1971), since Britain established the Australian settlement, British 

norms and values legacies have been replicated, specifically the class system along the lines 

of property ownership (Troy 2012; Burke 1999; Shaver 1996; Orloff 1993). Similarly, Troy 

(2012) portrays Australia’s class system existing during settlement, with (i) a class that owned 

property and had their own dwellings (with some being private rental landlords), and (ii) 

another with little property, who had to rent or work for accommodation. The latter—apart 

from individual housing efforts and accessing private rentals—relied on government-

provided rental housing from the early part of last century (Hayward 1996), a period 

described as ‘Australia’s social investor State’, where government played a key role in 

extensively investing in capital infrastructure (Deeming 2014, p.579). 

Modern Australia, according to Castles (2002), reflects the broader national values within the 

capitalist welfare state discourse (Shaver 1996) categorised by Rose and Miller (1992) as: (i) 

classical liberalism; (ii) social/welfare liberalism; and (iii) neoliberalism (Rose & Miller 1992). 

The modern positioning of neoliberalism in Australia ascribes to an ‘Investor State’ (Redden 

2019, p.713), which according to Jessop (2016) is characterised by six key instruments: 

liberalisation, deregulation, privatisation, market proxies in the public sector, 

internationalisation, and cuts in direct taxation (Jessop 2016). Most of these directly or 

indirectly impact public housing, indeed social housing, policy and practice.  

Australian liberalism has roots in ideas developed in Europe, Britain, and North America, as 

far back as the 17th century through theorists such as John Locke (1632-1704), who believed 

that all human beings had God-given rights—particularly rights to life, liberty and property—

and by this virtue, considered all human beings as equals. This view sought to counteract the 

power of state by elevating the recognition of individual rights, and by doing so seeding this 

form of thought, now known as Liberalism (Shaver 1996; Miragliotta et al. 2013).  
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Proponents of Liberalism in Australia attach special significance to Federation; they identify 

the dual benefits of the division of power placing constraints on central government 

(Miragliotta et al. 2013) and promoting individual self-government entities, making the 

government closer and accountable to the local communities (Staley & Nethercote 2001).  

These benefits are deemed important in the context of public housing delivered by states and 

promoting jurisdictional accountability on housing outcomes (further discussed on individual 

case study jurisdictional public housing system in Chapter 4). 

Staley and Nethercote (2001) note that classical liberalism is at the centre of political, social, 

and economic life in this country—supporting and advocating for the rights and freedoms of 

individuals, the right to vote and participate in political life, to voice opinions, seek 

opportunities, and to make choices about life in general (Staley & Nethercote 2001).  

3.1.1 ‘Social Investment State’ rationale  

In Australia since Federation, the liberal-informed ideology has expressed itself in a manner 

that clearly shifted away from its classical Liberalism roots (Shaver 1996). Australia developed 

its own style within a set of government interventions characterised as: socialism without 

doctrines (Métin 1977), the Australian settlement (Kelly 1992), and the wage earners welfare 

state (Quiggin 2005; Castles 1994:1988:1985). The Australian way values (Castles 2002) of 

social liberalism can be traced to the special relationship between welfare and wage policy in 

Australia (Smyth 2007); both are intrinsically influential on housing outcomes for individuals 

and working households on low incomes.  

According to Payne (2009), following Federation in 1907 the newly established Industrial 

Arbitration Court’s ‘Harvester judgement’ ruled workers should be paid a ‘fair and 

reasonable’ wage sufficient to support a household (Castles 1994; Shaver 1993:1983; Bryson 

1992:1983). The ‘basic wage’ acted as a value determinant for public housing rental 

payments, as tenant payable rent was a percentage of the basic wage, as I discuss later in this 

chapter.  

As a result, early on Australia is seen to have advanced and institutionalised the idea of fair 

wages and a social safety net after becoming a sovereign nation (Payne 2009). Castles (2002) 

conveys the key features the national welfare disposition: high minimum wages, low 

unemployment, easy access to owner-occupied housing, and a selective system of welfare 

benefits being non-discretionary in character made available to all citizens.  
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For Deeming (2014, p.579), Australia’s ‘Social Investment State’ played a key role in the 

economy’ during the early 1900s with large investments in capital infrastructure and utilities. 

This Social Investment State augmented social policy initiatives orientated around ‘pre-

distribution’ of resources through wage regulation as a form of wage income treatment 

welfare aptly described as the wage-earning model of welfare by Castles (2002). Access to 

shelter, housing and housing affordability is intrinsically linked here, as the ‘basic wage’ took 

into consideration the ability of a family of five people (two adults and three children) to 

secure adequate housing and basic family needs. The workers’ wage acted as a safety net for 

citizens, which was seen as welfare based on citizen self-sufficiency in earning a living 

through employment. 

As I discussed in Chapter 1, in 1910, the Queensland Government was the first state in 

Australia to enable the government to assist people with small incomes to provide homes for 

themselves. This state initiative also provided an opportunity for working households to own 

their dwellings. Other states followed Queensland’s lead and developed their own public 

housing systems. According to Dalton (1999), workers able to secure their own houses were 

also able to maintain a decent standard of living and, in the early 1900s, around 50 per cent 

of Australians are recorded as being homeowners, later reaching to around 70 per cent by 

1960s. Albeit, housing outcomes and living standards remained below optimal for those 

outside the work force; especially cohorts experiencing vulnerability such as people with 

disabilities, the elderly, loan person households, and Indigenous Australians (Deeming 2014).  

At this juncture it is important to note that the states actively engaged in the provision of 

housing options for workers on low incomes unable to secure housing by other means, such 

as workers being unable to afford private rental housing, or the inability of the housing 

market to supply sufficient suitable housing to meet demand, or a combination of both (Troy 

2012; Hayward 1996). On the back of the First World War, the collapse of world trade, the 

stock market crash of 1929 and the 1930s Great Depression, Australia, similar to other 

countries, adopted the Keynesian school of thought akin to Social Investment State (Quiggin 

2005).  

John Maynard Keynes questioned the free-market’s ability to correct itself and appealed for 

government-led interventions to stimulate economy, employment, and steer capitalism 

(Vaut et al. 2011). Keynes called for states to take responsibility, not rely on the self-

regulating market but actively manage markets to minimise the free-market’s destructive 

effects (Berman 2005).  
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The Keynesian style of economic planning gained bipartisan support leading the post-WWII 

economic and nation-building period which saw a general consensus to achieve full 

employment, the need for comprehensive systems of social welfare, and for government 

intervention in economy, including public ownership of infrastructure; roads, electricity, 

telecommunications et cetera; and the state provision of human services—health, education 

and other community services (Breman 2005; Markwell 2000:1985). 

Government-funded housing provision also became a central pillar alongside civil 

infrastructure investment in Australia during the Keynesianist consensus. I argue this is the 

second expression of the Social Investment State in Australia, but aimed around a broader 

national housing remit. This Social Investment State mark II saw Commonwealth-moderated 

government investment to ensure economic growth and maintain unemployment rates at 

record lows (Deeming 2014). The Commonwealth became directly involved in public housing 

matters in order to provide capital funding for housing provision; this was markedly different 

from the initial public housing arrangements where housing provision was left within the 

domain of states.  

The recognition of the private housing ‘market failure’ to meet demand for adequate 

affordable housing, as well as the prediction of a significant housing shortfall for servicemen 

returning from war, were key motivators for central government intervention. In 1943, the 

Commonwealth set up the ‘Commonwealth Housing Commission’ (CHC) to help guide 

government action. In its report, the CHC formally recommended that the government 

directly supply public housing for those on moderate incomes (ABS 2002). This led the 

Commonwealth to sign the first CSHA in 1945 (Jacobs et al. 2010; Flood 2004), allowing it to 

provide low-interest loans to states, for the provision of public housing for working 

households on low incomes, including returning servicemen and their families (ABS 2002).  

The states were responsible for the administration and delivery of housing services in accord 

within CSHA provisions (Troy 2012).  According to Yates (2013, p.113), a key requirement of 

the CSHA was for states to ‘charge an economic or historic cost rent, with rents set to cover 

fixed costs associated with the capital cost of providing the dwelling and variable costs 

associated with its operation’.  The first CSHA (1945-1956) saw unparalleled investment in 

Australian public housing (Kemeny 1983); and within a decade after WWII, approximately 100 

000 dwellings were built (Hayward 1996; Troy 2012) equating to almost 5 per cent of all 

dwellings in Australia in this period (Jacobs et al. 2010).  
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Kemeny (1983) described this era as the ‘golden era’ of Australian public housing. Supply-side 

government investment in public housing peaked in 1966, with 8 per cent of all dwellings in 

Australian being public rental dwellings (Troy 2012). This era optimised Australia’s Social 

Investment State where, through significant large-scale investments, governments played a 

central role in providing and moderating ‘investment in capital infrastructure, utilities and 

state-enterprise’ to regulate the economy and foster full employment (Deeming 2014, p.579). 

This fostered citizen self-sufficiency in earning a living through employment and by virtue 

citizens being able to secure housing themselves.  

Keynesian policies (circa 1945-1970) in developed countries contributed to unparalleled 

growth—before or since capitalism—of high employment, rapid economic growth, and 

increasing equality of opportunity and outcomes (Quiggin 2005; Quiggin & Junankar 2013). 

Quiggin notes that this era was exceptional, and labels it as capitalism’s ‘golden age’. By the 

mid-1970s, Keynesian policies were undermined by cumulative occurrences, such as two oil 

crises causing adverse global impacts including economic recessions, rises in inflation and the 

ineffective government economic stimulus packages. According to Quiggin (2005), the 

economic crisis can be attributed to a failure of Keynesian economic management to control 

both high inflation and economic stagnation—referred to as ‘stagflation’ (Vault et al. 2011). 

3.1.2 ‘Investor State’ rationale  

The demise of Keynesianism inspired a turn towards economic liberalism from the 1980s, 

often referred to as ‘neoliberalism’ (Quiggin & Junankar 2013). According to Shaver (1996), 

the main tenets of neoliberalism advance a ‘rolling back’ of government intervention and the 

adoption of free-market reforms. And in doing so, encouraged globalising forces and 

increased economic integration that would shift the national economy and shape the nature 

of society (Deeming 2014). This would also alter the treatment of public housing and overall 

government subsidies.   

For Shaver (1996), neoliberalism is directed towards many areas, including: restoration of 

market forces; reversing the growth of the welfare state; cutbacks and targeting of benefits; 

deregulations and the removal of controls on economic activity; the privatisation of public 

utilities and services; the introduction of price mechanisms into public provision; and 

commitment to market individualism, individual responsibility and self-management.  
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According to Redden (2019), the ‘Investor State’ paradigm took hold in the late 1990s with 

government policies providing tax cuts alongside substantial state subsidies to investors and 

private actors, subsidies that would bolster capitalist society. For Redden (2019), 

neoliberalism as a project of reform is seen as flexible, adaptive and renewable. While I agree 

with Redden (2019) regarding the versatility of neoliberalism, I argue the Investor State 

apparatus was in place much earlier than suggested. I argue it was working intrinsically 

within post-WWII capital investments, and really gained momentum from the 1970s onwards 

when governments put concerted efforts into shifting and assembling around free markets, 

propelling policies and practices to advance neoliberalism instruments (Jessop 2016). 

A key feature of the Investor State paradigm is the redirecting of state investments and 

resources to optimise the operation of markets (Dean 2014), a feature I argue is evident in 

the establishment of Australian public housing. Through state redistribution of funding and 

resources, I consider the impact on government-funded housing provision to be twofold. 

Firstly, governments withdrew from direct public housing supply while continuing to advocate 

for an individual’s agency to invest and secure their own housing needs, preferably through 

homeownership. Secondly, there was a shift in government housing support funding away 

from state-run services to non-government actors, such as the community housing sector.  

In this context, I argue the Investor State is evident within the couple of decades after WWII, 

an era hailed for unprecedented public housing, but also doubling as an extraordinary period 

for homeownership, where governments actively promoted policies enabling individuals and 

working households to purchase their own homes. An analysis by Eslake (2013) shows that 

from 1947 to 1961 the homeownership rate increased from 53.4 to 70.3 per cent as shown in 

Figure 3—the largest increase and the highest homeownership rates in Australia to-date.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: ABS and Eslake 2013. 
 

 Housing ownership rates, 1947 – 2011 
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For Eslake (2013), Australian Governments, regardless of where they lie on the political 

spectrum, continue to place a great deal of significance on promoting homeownership as the 

optimal housing tenure by supporting housing supply for private ownership objectives (ABS 

2001). Governments through generous income tax cuts, provides incentives for capital 

investments by individuals and private actors to bolster the capitalist society. The push for 

homeownership is based around the benefits owner-occupation provides as well as 

cultivating good citizenship in broader society. Troy (2012) outlines benefits of owning one’s 

own house: ‘security of tenure, ability to accumulate wealth, ability to bequeath wealth, 

ability to control housing costs, freedom of expression, and choice of location and 

environment’ (Troy 2012, p.124).  

The ‘security of tenure’ home ownership offers, for Troy (2012) is a key-attracting feature for 

many households. Within the first couple of decades post WWII period, significantly high 

numbers of public housing were sold-off across Australia. A thorough analysis by Troy (2012) 

into completed public housing dwellings numbers post WWII and the percentage of 

properties sold, reveal from 1945 up to 1961, close to 80 per cent of CSHA housing were sold; 

this trend continued from 1961 to 1973, where another 63 per cent of public housing was 

sold-off. The selling-off of such a large percentage of public housing is reflected in the high 

home ownership rates.  

Alongside Troy (2012) I argue that, within this context, the commitment to homeownership 

remained the core impetus for not providing adequate maintenance funding for public 

housing dwellings as most were earmarked for sale in the first instance. This also provides 

some explanation as to why the vast majority of public housing dwellings were three-

bedroom houses. The majority of conventional three-bedroom public housing dwellings 

catered for the nuclear family, as post-war demand for these standalone house types was 

very high, with increases in national population through migration and sustained economic 

upturn. 

Another aspect of the Investor State is outlined by Dalton (1999), where the national public 

housing supply policy moved towards abrogation in the later part of last century, especially 

from 1970s onwards, where the Commonwealth’s public housing policy shifted from 

‘subsidising dwellings to subsidising the individual and recasting housing assistance as part of 

the welfare system’ (Commonwealth of Australian 2014, p.42). This transference of state 

resources on government public housing assistance is seen in the trend of funding allocation 

for specific housing support over the last 30 years in Australia.  
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In charting the trajectory of the two main types of government housing assistance over the 

course of past three decades, Yates (2013) reveals: (i) as CSHA ‘supply-side’ funding 

assistance to build new public rental housing declined over 30 years, (ii) the ‘demand-side’ 

CRA support for people on low-incomes to access housing (SCRGSSP 1995) saw inverse 

increases, almost in proportion to the decline of CSHA funds, as outlined in Figure 4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Yates 2013. 

  Commonwealth housing assistance expenditure, 1980 – 2010 

The Matznetter & Mundt (2012) describe this phenomenon as one not limited to Australia 

alone as other Anglo-liberal economies also had significant annual supply-side public housing 

funding decline from the mid-1980s. In Australia’s case, there was a 26 per cent funding 

decline between 1989 and 2001 (Jacobs et al. 2013). The shifting government funding targets 

from the 1980s combined with tenant allocation polices and rental payment systems, plus 

greater priority targeting of the lowest-income earners, meant that public housing essentially 

became ‘housing for the poor’. Working families gradually exited public housing, which 

resulted in reduced rental incomes and compounded for STHAs the financial duress of 

running public housing.  

Incidentally, according to research by Hall and Berry (2007:2004), the mid 1990s saw the 

beginning of the end of a self-perpetuating and self-maintaining public housing system 

(financially unviable and unable to support its own function and operational costs). At the 

time, broader shifts under the neoliberal hegemony moved housing discourse towards 

commodification and shifted focus to any Australian citizen with capital who was able to 

invest in housing and reap benefits (Redden 2019). In this way, the Investor State mark II 

shifted its neoliberal focus from capital accumulation of business to individuals (Redden 

2019), using housing and property investment as one of the key ways to accumulate personal 

wealth. This was achieved through generous tax cut provisions, un-taxing investments, capital 

gains concession and allowing superannuation investments.  
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In this shift, housing became a commodity not only for secure lodging, but also an asset for 

future investment and doubling as a tool to support self-sufficiency. According to Spies-

Butcher (2014), Australia has seen the emergence of a ‘dual welfare state’ whereby 

substantial public resources are committed to subsidising private forms of welfare alongside 

targeted forms of public provision. Under the Investor State, the primacy of homeownership 

as the great ‘Australian dream’ was maintained and at the same time public and social 

housing was arguably kept unattractive to appear as the least-favoured tenure reserved 

purely for the welfare-reliant cohort (Jacobs 2015; Troy 2012; Hayward 1996).  

The contemporary Investor State is naively accepted without much critic as benevolent 

constructs (Jacobs 2015). But in reality governments are active agents very successfully 

managing sophisticated methods of maintaining a system that advances private profiting-

making through wealth-creation opportunities for homeowners, investors, financiers, and 

interest groups functioning within capitalist economy. It is in this way that governments 

ensure their own economic growth (Jacobs 2015). In this light, Harvey (2008) articulates how 

neoliberal governments actively redistribute wealth and resources from the most needy to 

the wealthy elite, and the resulting widening of inequality is evidence of this ‘upwards 

redistribution’ (Redden 2019, p.715). To read state policies in this light, I argue, provides a 

way to explain the decline of public housing supply funding over the last few decades. 

Figure 5 illustrates the gradual downward trajectory of public housing funding—only 

temporary disrupted by the social housing new stock supply surge during the 2009 Social 

Housing Initiative under NAHA following the global financial crisis in 2008.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: ABS 2011 in Groenhart et al. 2014. 

  Public sector dwelling commencement, 1970 – 2011 

2009 Nation Affordable Housing Agreement 
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For Groenhart et al. (2014), over the past four decades the Australian public housing system 

has fallen short. This failure is attributed but not limited to the long-term funding decline and 

the residual move towards a welfare delivery model of public housing (Jacobs et al. 2013; 

Pawson et al. 2013; Troy 2012, Hall & Berry 2007; Winter & Stone 1998; Paris et al. 1985). 

Groenhart et al.’s (2014) sentiment is reflected in the Commonwealth’s 2015 Reform of the 

Federation Green Paper prognosis of the Australian public housing system:  

Public housing is not sustainable in its current form. The rental income states and territories 

receive is insufficient to cover cost of maintaining existing stock. Rents are tied to tenant 

income. Most tenants’ primary source of income is [receipt of] social security payments from 

the Commonwealth. This means the states and territories contribute additional subsidies to 

cover the cost of providing social housing. This problem is exacerbated as properties age and 

the costs of property and tenancy management increases… [in] some areas, public housing 

stock is not well configured to match the profile of tenants who receive priority assistance. 

Larger freestanding homes are now under-occupied, as demand moves towards one and two 

bedroom units. In contrast, many remote Indigenous communities experience severe levels 

of overcrowding in social housing (Commonwealth of Australia 2015a, p.80).  

3.2 Contemporary public housing challenges—policy and practice  

The confluence of multiple push and pull factors, such as gradual funding decline, reducing 

rental income, older stock, specifically targeting tenants on low income and the needy, leads 

to the obvious escalation in the costs for STHAs in running public housing as a viable business 

(Pawson et al. 2016; Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013; Jacobs et al. 2010). Hayward (1996) 

concludes that since the 1990s STHAs have operated welfare housing and this is one of the 

prime reasons why they are facing significant financial duress (Hall & Berry 2007); housing 

tenants on low incomes results in reduced rental payments meaning reduced STHAs’ net 

income, increases in STHAs’ rental rebate expenditures, more interest repayments and 

escalating maintenance expenses, which places almost all STHAs into operating deficits.  

The 2015 Report on Commonwealth Services lists types of costs incurred by jurisdictions in 

delivering public housing (SCRGSP 2015): administrative office costs of the property and 

tenancy managers; operational costs of maintaining the operational function of dwellings, 

repairs and maintenance, rates, disposal costs, market rent paid and interest expenses, 

depreciating expenditure; and user cost of capital. Such are the costs associated with and tied 

up in the process and administration of funding to operate and service public housing.  
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In an attempt to quantify accumulated public housing costs per dwelling across jurisdictions, 

the 2018 Report on Commonwealth Services (SCRGSP 2018) uses net recurrent cost per 

dwelling per annum. Although being cautious of the reported unit cost of delivering public 

housing (acknowledging data limitations and information may vary in how costs are captured 

across jurisdictions), I use this measure as a guide to cross-reference costs across states 

associated with providing assistance per public housing dwelling per annum, including 

administration and operational costs, divided by the number of dwellings per jurisdiction.  

According to Commonwealth (SCRGSP 2018), in the 2017/2018 financial year, the net 

recurrent cost per dwelling per annum nationally as an average for public housing dwellings 

was $9416, excluding the user cost of capital (all the costs of funding assets to produce 

services) as shown in Figure 6. This was up 11.7 per cent from 2013/2014. In the same period 

the net recurrent cost per dwelling per annum including capital costs was $39 875, up 19.6 

per cent from 2013/2014 as illustrated in Figure 7. From this data, apart from actual costs 

incurred, I note the disparity between jurisdictions in providing public housing. A case in 

point is the Northern Territory, which continues to incur high levels of cost to provide public 

housing as highlighted in both Figures 6 and 7 (discussed further in detail in Chapter 4). 

Although with divergent cost impost, jurisdictional policy emphasis is based on localised aims 

depending on individual circumstance, historical precedence, and interaction within the 

broader housing markets (SCRGSP 2015; Flood 2004). For some jurisdictions, demographic 

and geographical elements play a significant role in budget allocation pressures for public 

housing, as shown in the cases of WA and NT in Figure 6. Depending on their individual 

situation, the differences in jurisdictions lead to a variety of housing policy responses and 

forms of assistance within the social housing space (Flood 2004).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: AIHW, National Housing Assistance Data Repository in SCRGSP 2018.  

  Public housing recurrent cost excluding capital cost, 2017/2018  

Case Study 
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STHAs’ public housing dealings have undergone gone a threefold shift: recurrent funding 

decline in real dollar terms; reduced public housing dwelling numbers and dilapidating stock 

with a large backlog of repairs and maintenance work; and tenant profiling with the shift 

towards targeting special and greatest needs. Households entering public housing, indeed 

social housing rental sector, seldom leave (Wulff & Newton 1995). For the increasing majority 

public housing is no longer a stepping-stone onto home ownership (Winter & Stone 1998).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: AIHW, National Housing Assistance Data Repository in SCRGSP 2018.  

  Public housing recurrent cost with capital cost, 2017/2018 

These changes have had an accumulative effect, whereby the STHAs since mid-90s have gone 

from an operating surplus to running with significant deficits (Hall & Berry 2007), contributing 

to a reduced public housing footprint (Yates 2014) with high numbers of ‘special’ and ‘higher 

needs’ clientele, many relying on government support as their main source of income. 

Another important factor consider is noted by Jacobs et al. (2010): ‘social residualisation’, 

besides the financial demise of the public housing system (reducing STHA rental incomes and 

generating higher maintenance costs) has resulted in high concentrations of ‘worst-off 

households’ in some suburbs, adding to further public housing stigmatisation, further eroding 

the sector’s ability to ‘generate political interest and support’ (Jacobs et al. 2010, p.1).  

It is not surprising that governments are exploring alternative ways to deliver affordable 

housing beyond the traditional public housing models (Rowley et al. 2017). Over the last 

decade, a key government policy focus on growing the community housing sector has shown 

considerable growth of the number of dwellings—more than doubling in numbers from 39 

000 dwellings in 2008/09 to around 87 800 dwellings in 2017/18 period; an increase of 48 

000 dwellings or around 121 per cent growth (AIHW 2019). Conversely, public housing 

numbers over the same period decreased by 20 200 dwellings.  

Case Study 
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The data suggests much of the decline in public housing is attributed to strong increases in 

the community housing sector, mainly through public housing assets vested to community 

housing organisations, both via management only transfers and property title transfers from 

STHAs to community housing providers (SCRGSP 2019). The data evidences the 

Commonwealth and state government policy of growing social housing numbers through 

non-state housing providers, as illustrated in Figure 8. While direct public housing numbers 

contracted, there has been an overall increase in social housing number from 2007/08 to 

2017/18 in Australia. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: AIHW, National Housing Assistance Data Repository in Housing Assistance in Australia 2019 online report. 

 Number of Social housing dwellings by housing type, 2005 – 2018 

Over the last decade, key features of social housing policy include strategies and practice 

around public housing property transfers to the community housing organisations (AIHW 

2019), albeit in different intensity, scale, and volume of dwellings across jurisdictions, as seen 

in the Tasmanian public housing management transfer experience. This period also saw policy 

and practice changes in the management of Indigenous community housing, especially in the 

Northern Territory where between 2008 and 2010 around 5000 Aboriginal community 

houses transferred into their remote public housing portfolio, now owned and managed by 

the Territory Government. The vast majority of Indigenous housing in the Northern Territory 

is now state-owned and managed, with mainstream social housing arrangements such as the 

Residential Tenancy Act (NT) now applying to Indigenous community houses, in Town Camps, 

and remote and very remote Aboriginal communities across the Northern Territory 

(discussed further in the Northern Territory case study in Chapter 4). 

Public housing  
decrease from  
2007/8 to  
2017/18 

Social housing 
increase from 
2007/8 to  
2017/18 
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The Social Housing Initiative post-GFC (discussed earlier) is another key government initiative 

that over the last decade has assisted in increasing the number of social housing dwellings—

about 19 700 new social housing dwellings delivered by 2012, alongside 12 000 dwellings 

undergoing repairs and maintenance (KPMG 2012). Under this post-GFC $5.8 billion 

investment on social housing, government, non-government and private sector housing not 

only increased much-needed affordable housing across the country, it also enhanced the 

collaboration of the community housing sector with both the private and government sectors 

to leverage funding and resources to supply larger scale social and affordable housing. 

The post-GFC National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS) was yet another key plank in 

government’s initiative to stimulate the construction industry with the aim to increase 

affordable housing supply and incentivise the construction of around 50 000 rental dwellings 

for low and moderate-income earners (Rowley et al. 2017). NRAS was described as a 

significant shift within national housing policy as institutional investment into affordable 

housing was encouraged through taxation subsidies by both levels of governments (Yates 

2013). In its term, and at a national scale, NRAS leveraged private investment to construct 

new affordable rental dwellings with subsidised rents set at least 20 per cent below market 

rent levels for a 10-year period; in-part reflecting a long-term government policy and practice 

commitment to address housing affordability issues (Plibersek 2009). 

According to the 2019 Government Services Report, governments continue to partner with 

the private and community housing sectors in order to increase the supply of affordable 

housing across the country (SCRGSP 2019). Individual jurisdictional governments continue to 

adopt and implement policies and practices to increase the involvement of the community 

housing sector to deliver social housing, as seen in New South Wales (with wholesale vesting 

of properties to the community sector being implemented at the time of writing) and 

Victoria, where all Aboriginal housing has been transitioned from state to an Indigenous-

controlled entity that owns and manages Indigenous social housing across the state. 

At the Commonwealth level, the most recent national initiative was the 2018 establishment 

of the National Housing and Investment Corporation in an attempt to grow affordable 

housing supply (Sukkar 2017). This was set in motion via two key instruments: (i) the $1 billon 

National Housing Infrastructure Facility, an ongoing fund to finance housing-related 

infrastructure through loan and grants; and (ii) the affordable housing Bond Aggregator 

model, which functions as an intermediary between housing providers and the wholesale 

bond markets to facilitate cheaper and long-term finance to increase social housing supply. 
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Financing only registered housing providers, the model offers loan terms to the community 

housing sector that are more favourable than traditional banking capital finance 

arrangement. Academics within Housing Studies have covered extensive scholarship on Bond 

Aggregator models suited to the Australian social housing context (refer Rowley et al. 2017; 

Milligan et al. 2013a; Lawson et al. 2012; Berry & Williams 2011; Burke & Zakharov 2005).  

The Bond Aggregator instrument has the potential to raise funds at lower cost and over a 

longer term than conventional capital from banks (Australian Government 2017). 

Importantly, the Commonwealth is providing a ‘government guarantee’ on bonds issued by 

the National Housing and Investment Corporation in order to promote stability and 

confidence for the affordable housing sector (Sukkar 2017). Although seen as critical in 

increasing the supply of social housing, a Bond Aggregator model on its own is only a partial 

solution, and fundamentally inapt to solve all the funding gaps of various housing providers. 

This is a critique made by various commentators, academics, including a report by Ernst & 

Young in 2017 called Establishing of an Australian affordable housing bond aggregator within 

the context of contemporary Australian housing market (Ernst & Young 2017). 

Similarly, while the Commonwealth Treasury highlights the important role of the Bond 

Aggregator instrument, it clearly articulates the need for on-going funding assistance from all 

levels of government to support the supply of affordable housing for low to moderate-

income earners in Australia (Australian Government 2017). The challenge to increase the 

supply of affordable housing to meet demand may persist—despite significant investment in 

social housing and efforts to build the community sector over the last decade—while the 

government’s view and efforts remain oriented towards homeownership as prime tenure.  

I argue this inherent government belief that homeownership is an important vehicle for 

citizens to achieve financial and social wellbeing is evident in the 2015 Commonwealth 

Senate Economics References Committee on Australian Housing Affordability report:  

While the committee believes governments should work to improve affordability outcomes 

for all types of housing tenure, it considers it appropriate for governments to promote home 

ownership (Commonwealth of Australia 2015b, p.xvii).  

It is clear the ‘great Australian dream’ of homeownership remains at the core of Australia’s 

housing policy echelons. Jacobs (2015) contends that as long as policies to retain housing 

commodification, harness profits and market driven solutions remain primary, the current 

predicament of public housing—in terminal decline with deteriorating stock—will endure. 



- 48 - 

3.3 Conclusion 

This chapter references recent literature on housing policy in order to explore key influences 

and drivers of contemporary government-funded housing provision. I argue along the lines of 

academics and commentators that Australian public housing provision, right from its origins, 

is a reflection of the ‘Social Investment State’ (driving political, social and economic change). 

However, since the early 19th century, this has transitioned under the ‘Investor State’ 

paradigm.  

This shift saw substantial investments, especially after WWII, in activities that accelerated 

national economic output and employment growth; public housing provision and associated 

civil infrastructure being a crucial plank in these government-led nation-building initiatives 

post 1940. The Investor State, I argue, contributed to the significant numbers of public 

housing sold-off across Australia within the first couple of decades post WWII. The public 

housing sell-off: (i) elevated Australian homeownership rate over 70 per cent (unprecedented 

levels to-date) and conversely, (ii) triggered the ‘residualising’ process of the public housing 

system (where working households residing in public housing able to purchase their houses 

exited the system). This left a high concentration of public housing tenants at the bottom end 

of the socio-economic scale with most tenants relying on government support as their 

primary income source—ultimately reducing STHAs’ rental income from thereafter.  

Drawing on Troy (2012), I observe the high percentage of public housing sell-off in the late 

50s and 60s, and argue that one way to read this is through the ‘Investor State’ lens where 

the ‘selling-off objective’ may have been a key driver behind the rapid expansion of public 

housing. Under this objective, dwellings were predetermined to be later sold-off to low-

income working families. This interpretation aligns with national private homeownership 

policy remit (Troy 2012).  

As most were earmarked for sale in the first instance, I argue that the eventual private 

ownership policy dogma remains the core impetus for not providing adequate whole-of-life 

maintenance funding for public housing dwellings. This also offers a reason as to why the 

majority of public housing dwellings were three-bedroom houses, as the demand for such 

standalone housing types suiting nuclear family clientele remained very high post WWII, with 

increases in national population through migration, sustained economic upturn and high 

employment. 
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The idea of boosting ‘consumers of private welfare service’ (Redden 2019, p. 713) via a pro-

market ideology intensified in the 1970s, with the Commonwealth shifting from directly 

funding the supply of public housing to funding low-income families through CRA to secure 

their housing needs (rental assistance as a demand-side government subsidy). Public housing 

tenants remained ineligible for CRA, and during the 80s and 90s governments adopted free-

market reforms on the back of global market integration, world trade and financial 

deregulation. Thus affordable housing provision shifted within the domain of private housing 

market to offer liberal-market-led solutions. The mid 1990s marks the demise of the public 

housing, shifting from operating surplus to deficits. This is not surprising as direct 

government funding to build housing continued to decline within its pro-market ethos.  

This gradual supply decline was only temporarily averted following the GFC in 2008, with the 

Social Housing Investment and NRAS initiatives aimed at stimulating the economy. These 

initiatives helped activate the residential housing construction industry by way of 

partnerships with the private sector with the goal of leveraging government funding to 

increase affordable and social housing supply across the country. In turn, such initiatives I 

argue played a pivotal role in enhancing the responsibility of the community housing sector 

over the last decade in Australia with an unprecedented growth of around 121 per cent (or 

additional 48 000 dwellings). 

On the other hand, during the same period public housing has seen a converse decline of 20 

200 public housing houses. A key feature of the Investor State is evident in the story of the 

Australian public housing system, which through the redistribution of funding and resources 

by the state looked to engender individuals with the means to invest and secure their own 

housing needs. Under the neoliberal hegemony, the government continues to shift housing 

support funding away from state-run services to non-government actors, such as community 

housing and not-for-profit sector, arguing that such initiatives provide further opportunities 

to redevelop old public housing properties with the aim of building more social housing. The 

rationale for such redevelopments is generally acknowledged as being innovative, offering 

semblance of mix-tenure outcomes, while some dwellings are set aside for sell-off.  

In this chapter, drawing upon applied policy and academic research, I situate the Australian 

public housing provision within the context of neoliberal policymaking, assembling three key 

propositions to help shed further light on contemporary STHAs’ policies and practices across 

jurisdictions.  
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Over the last decade, the public housing decline narrative has intersected with the significant 

rise in the number of community housing dwellings (just over 120 per cent) and the growth 

of the community housing sector. It has done so in the following ways: (i) government 

housing transfer policies, both property management or direct asset ownership transfers to 

non-government housing providers; (ii) increased investment in social housing following the 

GFC through Commonwealth Social Housing Initiative and NRAS; and (iii) transfer of 

Indigenous community housing from states to Indigenous controlled entities (with the 

exception of NT, discussed in Chapter 4).  

Each of these three factors are played out in various jurisdictions, albeit in different size, scale 

and intensity depending on legacy housing provision policies, individualised precedents and 

processes in government-funded housing, as well as interactions with the community sector 

and private housing markets. In order to understand STHAs’ contemporary policy and practice 

under financial duress, we need to examine and appraise the broader rationale and ideas 

influencing government-funded housing policymaking within individual states and territories.  

The following case study in Chapter 4 examines select jurisdictions, Tasmania and the 

Northern Territory, in order to provide a more in-depth analysis at the specific jurisdictional 

level. I do this in order to explore respective contemporary practice of STHAs under financial 

duress in managing their public housing dwellings. This includes jurisdictional-based 

strategies both current and planned aimed at addressing financial pressures, including 

property transfers to the community housing sector. These two research case studies provide 

the context for the interviewee responses, supplementing the qualitative data I assemble 

within a thematic framework to guide the discussion in the later parts of the thesis.  

In acknowledging the use of only two jurisdictions in this study, there are limitations in the 

way evidence may apply to other states. This is to say, equally noting results from respective 

case studies may not apply universally. However, given the duration and resources allocated 

to a PhD research undertaking such as this, I have taken the opportunity to go ‘deep’ in 

couple of case studies, rather than covering multiple case studies and associated vignettes. In 

other words, my approach in using a couple of case studies is to seek ‘depth of coverage’ (as 

opposed to the ‘breath of coverage’ that may result from a number of jurisdictions). The aim 

here has been to appraise two jurisdictions with a similar sized public housing system—in 

terms of portfolio and property numbers—but with sufficient variation in public housing 

policy, strategy and practice that offers nuanced insights to help answer key research 

questions. 
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4 Research Case Studies  

The previous chapters form the first two parts of this thesis—research introduction and 

study background—while this chapter and the next comprise part three. This case study 

chapter considers different housing policies and practices across two jurisdictions in Australia 

and interrogates historical and current government-funded housing initiatives.    

For this case study, I look at two out of the eight main Australian states and territories, 

Tasmania and the Northern Territory (NT), as illustrated in Figure 9. The rationale of selecting 

Tasmania and NT as research case studies for this research is that apart from being outlier 

states with sustained disadvantage, these states remain ‘restricted’ in terms of public housing 

delivery for over a decade. As shown by Hall and Berry (2009:2007:2004) both continue to 

face financial duress—arising from the legacy of Commonwealth government housing 

policies. Each state chose a different response. Tasmania pursed property transfer initiatives, 

while the Aboriginal remote public housing provision in the NT significantly magnified the 

financial pressures in housing service delivery and constrained their options for reform.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Author.  

  Location of case study jurisdictions 

As mentioned over the last decade, Hall and Berry’s (2007:2004) analysis reveal substantial 

real operating deficits per public housing dwelling within both Tasmania and the NT from 

2000/01, see Figure 10. Given the real dollar deficits over almost two decades as well as the 

different public housing approaches initiated at a state level, I consider both Tasmania and 

the NT as prime case study jurisdictions, providing an apt setting to appraise respective 

STHAs’ contemporary practice under financial duress in managing public housing provision.  
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 Source: Hall and Berry 2007. 

  STHAs operating surpluses/deficits per dwelling, 2000/01 – 05/06 

Each case study starts with a general history and overview of each jurisdiction. The discussion 

focuses on respective government-funded housing provision before tracing the relevant 

historic public housing policies and public housing delivery practice over the past decades. 

Both case studies appraise respective STHAs contemporary practice under financial duress in 

managing public housing. I also investigate the current and proposed strategies to address 

financial pressures, such as public housing asset transfers within Tasmania.  

The case studies highlight information such as the size of public housing portfolio, tenant 

demography, geographical location and housing provision footprint, et cetera. Table 2 shows 

the amount of social housing (in terms of the four key forms of social housing) across both 

case studies and Australia as a whole to provide context on the size and scale of government-

funded housing provision across the country in comparison to the case study jurisdictions.  

I examine each case study’s unique housing attributes alongside government policy 

interventions shaping public housing strategy and delivery. Additionally, I present current 

public housing dwelling conditions, institutional structures, and governance arrangements, 

including government-funded housing policy initiatives and strategic housing programs 

currently being planned or underway. 
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Table 2:  Number of social housing dwellings across Australia, at 30 June 2018  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: AIHW 2018. 

I argue that, while assembling the social housing data, Table 2 reveals a ‘story behind the 

numbers’, which in part reflects contemporary social housing initiatives across states and 

territories in Australia. I highlight these two research case study sites in order to contrast 

them with other jurisdictions. The story behind the numbers portrays strategies, policies, and 

programs at individual jurisdictional level and indicates the variegated nature of public and 

social housing provision across the country. For example, the Northern Territory has the 

smallest number of public housing dwellings, yet at the same time, has the largest state-

owned and managed Indigenous housing, while Tasmania has the smallest footprint of 

Indigenous community housing.  

Research undertaken by Rowley et al. (2017) reveals that recent housing initiatives common 

to Tasmania and the Northern Territory are NRAS and property transfer programs, albeit, in 

differing size and scale. I discuss this later within each case study section. In contrast, the 

divergent housing initiatives between the two remain stark. The Northern Territory has 

instigated private partnerships, joint ventures, and subsidised rental housing regimes. 

Tasmania has undertaken large-scale public housing management transfers to the community 

sector as evidenced by the proportionately high number of community housing across the 

state (amounting to around 45 per cent of social housing in Tasmania) (Rowley et al. 2017). 

The following section starts with the Tasmanian case study and focuses on government-

funded housing policy, practice and current social housing provision strategies. The Northern 

Territory case study section follows in a similar vein. The chapter concludes with evidence 

gleaned from respective STHAs’ contemporary policy and practice under financial duress 

discussions, leading into my research findings and thematic analysis in Chapter 5. 

Case Study 
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4.1 Case study 1 — Tasmania  

Tasmania is Australia’s smallest and only island state, having the third smallest population—

about 528 201 in 30 June 2018—after the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern 

Territory (ABS 2019b). Comprising over 300 islands, the state of Tasmania is located south of 

mainland Australia, separated by the 240-kilometre Bass Strait (About Australia 2017), refer 

Figure 11. Tasmania covers an area of 67 941 square kilometres, or about 0.9 per cent of the 

total land area of Australia (BITRE 2008). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Tasmanian Government 2019a. 

  Islands and regions of Tasmania 

From the outset, I very briefly note the historical narrative of Tasmania as a place. There is a 

large body of literature pertaining to the history of Tasmania (Fenton 1884; Hurst 1934; 

Robson 1985; Reynolds 2012), most of which describes a place inhabited by Australian 

Aborigines for thousands of years prior the arrival of Europeans settlers, and the 

commencement of English settlement (refer, Fenton 1884). The history of housing is linked 

with dwelling places and settlements, constructed housing and developed infrastructure.  

Dutch explorer Abel Jansen Tasman first sighted the Tasmanian mainland in 1642 and named 

it ‘Van Diemen’s Land’ after General Anthony Van Diemen, the then-General of the Dutch 

settlements (refer scholarship on Tasmania becoming a state within the Australian Federation 

(Parliament of Tasmania 2014; Reynolds 2012; ABS 2002; Robson 1985; Fenton 1884)). 
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The state of Tasmania, similar to other states, govern in their own right as part of the 

Commonwealth of Australia, discussed briefly in Chapter 1. The six Australian states have 

similar governance arrangements, with each having their own constitution, a Governor and a 

Premier as head of Government (Parliamentary Education Office n.d.). Figure 12 outlines 

Tasmanian Government structure (Parliament of Tasmania 2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Source: Parliament of Tasmania 2010. 

  Tasmanian Government structure under the Commonwealth 

It is in the House of Assembly that the government has the opportunity to explain its policies, 

such as government-funded housing policies, and actions it may be considering or intends to 

deploy (Parliament of Tasmania 2014). In terms of public housing provision, Tasmania, similar 

to other states, instigated their government-funded housing support after the Australian 

Federation, even though the need for affordable housing in the state remained acute both 

before and after (Troy 2012).  

In the early parts of the 20th century, a nationwide economic depression exasperated urban 

living conditions, and without any form of government housing assistance, most citizens were 

tenants of unregulated landlords paying expensive rents for poorly constructed houses (ABS 

2002). Tasmania was no exception, with many living in homes considered substandard and 

unfit for human occupation (ABS 2002).  
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As a result, poor health, especially child mortality, was connected to inferior housing, which 

spurred government intervention (Troy 2012). The state of Tasmania, following Queensland’s 

example, initiated its own entry into public housing in 1919 after the enactment of the 

Homes Act 1919 (Troy 2012). This Act commenced the first significant housing assistance 

provision by the Tasmania Government (ABS 2002).  

Administered through the Agricultural Bank of Tasmania, the Act provided loans of up to 700 

pounds (ABS 2002) to allow low and moderate-income families to build a house, buy or 

enlarge a home, or to discharge a mortgage (Troy 2012). According to the Bank (Agricultural 

Bank of Tasmania 1945), it had provisions to buy land, develop and build housing for sale. 

Even after a decade of the Agricultural Bank operation, the inadequacy of low-cost loans in 

meeting the high demand for housing assistance was evident in Tasmania (ABS 2002).  

In 1935, in light of the limitations of the first housing assistance legislation, the Tasmanian 

Government passed a second Homes Act, establishing a ‘Housing Division’ to build homes for 

low-income households to rent (ABS 2002). The changes under the second Act enabled the 

Agricultural Bank of Tasmania to purchase and develop land to build houses and offer 

housing properties on a rent-to-buy arrangement (Agricultural Bank of Tasmania 1945). As a 

brief overview, Tasmanian housing assistance initiatives in the first half of the 20th century 

produced (ABS 2002):  

• For the first time, 22 homes in Liverpool Street in Hobart were made available to low-

income earners on a rent-or-buy basis by the Agricultural Bank of Tasmania, 

• 666 houses were constructed between 1934 and1942 on rent-or-buy schemes,  

• The Group Home Scheme, commencing in 1940, gave access to a home to low-

income workers who could not afford a deposit, and 

• A policy of building and developing subdivisions that lasted for more than 40 years. 

Following both World Wars and the 1930s’ Great Depression, there was a shortage of 

affordable housing (Arthurson 2008). Tasmania was no an exception. Across Australia at the 

time, neither private enterprise nor the private housing market was able to adequately meet 

the high demand for affordable housing by low-income households (Hayward 1996; Troy 

2012), a point argued in the 1940s by Victorian housing reformers like Barnett and Burt 

(1942).  
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The recognition of this ‘market failure’ propelled governments to intervene, and in 1943 the 

Commonwealth set up the ‘Commonwealth Housing Commission’. In its report, the Housing 

Commission formally recommended that the government supply public housing for those on 

low incomes (ABS 2002). This led the Commonwealth to sign the first CSHA in 1945 (Jacobs et 

al. 2010; Flood 2004) enabling it to provide low-interest loans to states, like Tasmania, in 

order to provide public housing for working households on low-incomes, including returning 

servicemen and their families (ABS 2002).  

As I discussed earlier, the outcome of this first CSHA (1945 to 1956) saw significant 

investment in Australian public housing (Kemeny 1983); and within a decade after WWII, 

approximately 100 000 dwellings were built (Hayward 1996). Table 3 provides a summary of 

CSHA public housing built from 1945 to 1956 in all the six states in Australia. Interestingly, 

Tasmania withdrew from the CSHA in 1950, only completing 1130 public housing dwellings 

through the CSHA (ABS 2002).  

Table 3:  Summary of CSHA housing across Australia from 1945 – 1958 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Commonwealth Yearbooks covering the period 1945 to 1956 (Troy 2012). 

According to the ABS Tasmanian Year Book 2000, one of the reasons behind Tasmania’s early 

departure was its housing policy, which focused specifically on homeownership. This is 

evidence of disagreements between the Commonwealth and the states over CSHA funding 

arrangements, and indeed the prime rationale behind government-funded housing provision. 

Points of contention between the Commonwealth and the states, such as the case of 

Tasmania, relates to different perspectives on homeownership; the first CSHA policy ensured 

new public housing was for rental purposes only, with 50 per cent of all constructed dwellings 

earmarked for returning service personnel (McIntosh & Phillips 2001). 

x 
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Following Tasmania’s CSHA departure, and with steady increase year on year in the demand 

for affordable housing, in 1953 the Tasmanian Government established the Housing 

Department of Tasmania tasked to deliver public housing, while the Agricultural Bank 

continued to avail home loans for low and moderate-income families (ABS 2002). Similar to 

other states in this era, Tasmania experienced increasing demand for affordable housing for a 

variety of reasons: returning servicemen; the sharp increase in the number of marriages 

forming new households; the age at which people chose to marry decreased; and an increase 

in net migration into Tasmania, and migration within Tasmania (ABS 2002). 

The Tasmanian Housing Department’s remit primarily involved building good quality public 

rental dwellings, including all necessary modern amenities, and essential infrastructure, such 

as electricity, water, and sewer provision (Alexander & Sproule 2006), in addition to tenant 

allocation, tenancy management, and the ongoing management of all public rental dwellings 

(ABS 2002). According to Alexander and Sproule (2006), in response to the enormity of the 

post-war affordable housing demand, the department delivered large housing developments, 

constructing whole suburbs of dwellings on the peripheries of major urban centres, where 

land was more cost-effective and there was sufficient space for public-housing estates. I note 

here, costs incurred with housing and related infrastructure development had a direct 

correlation to the makeup of rental amounts working families had to pay to reside in public 

housing. 

The broad-acre style large housing estates on outskirts of major cities defined the early years 

of CSHAs’ projects across jurisdictions, and is generally regarded as one of the key causes of 

urban sprawl in post war years in Australia (McIntosh & Phillips 2001). In this regard, state 

policy for public housing provision impacted municipality-level infrastructure service delivery, 

where state and local governments (with at times ever-straining relationships) delivered 

essential civil infrastructure: water reticulation, electricity, sewer systems and the like.  

The Tasmanian Housing Department played a critical role in extending expansive 

infrastructure around large housing developments in the suburban outskirts (Alexander & 

Sproule 2006). It is not surprising then, given the substantial capital and resources required to 

develop public housing, that in the 1950s it became financially challenging for Tasmania to 

continue delivering public housing on its own. This financial duress pushed the Tasmanian 

Government re-join the CSHA in 1956 (ABS 2002).  
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At the time when Tasmania re-entered the CSHA, a decade after the first CSHA, most states 

lobbied the Commonwealth to review the ‘rental only’ policy for public housing with the view 

to include homeownership policy (Commonwealth of Australia 2014). According to the 

Commonwealth 2014 Reform of the Federation White Paper, over the course of the initial 

CSHA, the states began to pressure the Commonwealth to:  

Include homeownership in the scope of the CSHA. This pressure coupled with a changed 

Federal Government (under Prime Minister Menzies) that favoured encouragement of home 

purchase over provision of public housing and a period of economic growth that placed 

homeownership within reach of working families, led to a new CSHA in 1956…the new 

agreement, also relaxed conditions around the sale of CSHA financed dwellings 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2014, p.41).  

During strong employment and economic growth, the insistence on homeownership by the 

states encouraged working families, including those residing in public housing, to become 

home owners (Commonwealth of Australia 2014). All these factors prompted the 

Commonwealth to change the terms of the original CSHA, and sign a new agreement in 1956, 

opening the way for tenants to purchase the homes they occupied (Donoghue 2015).  

The commencement of the second CSHA in 1956 saw a national shift in housing policy driving 

homeownership as prime tenure. It allowed flexible conditions for the states to sell-off public 

houses built through CSHA funds (Commonwealth of Australia Industry Commission 1993). 

Table 4 provides a summary of percentage of public housing sold off from 1956 to 1961. 

Tasmania sold off a larger percentage of public rental houses compared to other jurisdictions 

at the time as highlighted in Table 4—I argue this in part reflects existing preference in 

Tasmania for homeownership and this data provides evidence supporting this position. 

Table 4:  Percentage of public housing sold under the second CSHA 1956 – 1961  

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Source: Cabinet Submission 936, 13/11/1960 in Troy 2012. 
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Apart from selling off large amounts of public housing dwellings during the late-50s and 60s, 

the Tasmanian Housing Department instigated the design and construction of unit complexes, 

better suited for small families and the elderly. As an example, ‘Windsor’ and ‘Stainforth 

Court’, two very large unit complexes, were built in Hobart during this era (ABS 2002). 

Notwithstanding the development of units, the Department’s primary activity involved 

building modest conventional three-bedroom standalone houses in large housing subdivision 

estates during the 1970s, such as Rokeby Grange, Clarendon Vale, Bridgewater, Gagebrook 

and new areas of Ravenswood (ABS 2002).  

Some of the larger subdivisions, such as Chigwell in Hobart, contained 1036 public housing 

dwellings. Across Tasmania, many larger subdivisions were developed in all the main centres 

across the state:  

• Hobart — Abbotsfield and Hilton Road in Claremont, Bridgewater, Chigwell, 

Clarendon Vale, Gagebrook, Glenorchy West, Goodwood, Mornington, Risdon Vale, 

Rokeby and Warrane; 

• Launceston — Mayfield/Treherne, Ravenswood and Waverly; 

• Devonport — Highfield and Pardoe Downs; 

• Bernie — Acton;  

• George Town, and other country towns. 

 
Alongside building new subdivisions and constructing much needed public housing stock, the 

Housing Department actively promoted and encouraged tenants, mostly families, to purchase 

their own dwellings, through programs such as the rent-to-buy schemes (Alexander & 

Sproule 2006). For Alexander and Sproule (2006), the Housing Department availed 67 per 

cent of their public rental housing for sale between 1945 to the early 1970s.  

As I mentioned earlier, when compared to other states at the time, Tasmanian public housing 

sale figures are relatively high. One way to read this is that homeownership remained a key 

housing policy in Tasmania—reflected in the public housing sell-off ABS data (ABS 2002). By 

continuing to encourage homeownership, the Tasmanian housing objectives aligned with the 

preceding CSHA’s (1956 – 1973) nationwide objectives to use public housing to further 

private homeownership (McIntosh & Phillips 2001).  
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The government-funded housing selling-off heavily contributed the ‘residualising’ process—

allowing working-household tenants to purchase dwellings and exit the public housing 

system—leaving behind more and more of those unable to afford alternatives. This resulted 

in a high concentration of tenants at the bottom end of the socio-economic scale remaining 

in public housing. Thus the tenant profile consisted largely of single and elderly households, 

while the gradual departure of working families resulted in growing concentrations of public-

housing tenants who were reliant on government benefits (ABS 2002).  

This shift in tenant profile placed direct financial constraints on the Department (ABS 2002). 

This period also saw increasing pressure on the Housing Department to maintain a viable 

public housing system. In the face of financial duress, the Department continued to purchase 

land in isolated outskirts on which to build housing, notwithstanding the fact that these 

locations posed difficulties in providing necessary services, resulting in some public housing 

estates lacking necessary amenities and essential infrastructure, such as roads, shops, 

schools, transport, et cetera (Troy 2012; Alexander & Sproule 2006).  

From the 1970s onwards, Tasmania also commenced redevelopment initiatives within inner 

city areas, designing and building smaller public housing dwellings in addition to building 

specific units for older people (ABS 2002). This process intensified as the demand for 

affordable housing escalated well into the 1980s (ABS 2002). Following a review in 1980, the 

Housing Department moved away from constructing large residential estates in favour of ‘in-

fill’ housing and purchasing of homes in older suburbs—a major shift in public housing policy 

for Tasmania from ‘broad acre’ developments in favour of small subdivisions, and buying 

existing dwellings for public housing (Alexander & Sproule 2006).  

This shift in policy was a direct effort to cut costs in the face of whole-of-government 

financial pressures resulting in declining funds for public housing and persistent high 

affordable housing demand in the state (ABS 2002). 

In 1981, a report by the Housing Department entitled Tasmania’s Housing Need: Increasing 

Demand, Decreasing Production clearly reflected the state’s housing predicament; public 

housing production was being unable to meet growing demand. The report argued that the 

decline of direct Commonwealth funding had a direct detrimental impact on the supply of 

public housing in Tasmania. It therefore framed the problem as being caused exclusively by 

the Commonwealth while absolving the state. 
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This report summarised the ill effects of the 1981 CSHA terms and conditions (Tasmania 

Housing Department 1981): insufficient Commonwealth base guaranteed funds for public 

housing provision; lack of guaranteed funds to allow less capital-intensive innovations (such 

as rent assistance in the private rental market) and step towards a Commonwealth public 

housing funding allocation on a per capita basis.  

According to the report, all of these 1981 CSHA elements directly compromised Tasmania’s 

ability to provide housing assistance, and as such an urgent intervention to address financial 

deficiencies was required (Tasmania Housing Department 1981). The whole-of-government 

financial pressures alongside financial challenges imposed within the 1981 CSHA, and the 

general decline of Commonwealth funding in real terms—as illustrated in Figure 13—severely 

impacted Tasmania’s ability to provide housing in the face of increasing public housing 

demand at the time (Tasmania Housing Department 1981). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Tasmania Housing Department 1981. 

  1974/75 – 1980/81 Commonwealth housing funding for Tasmania 
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The 1981 Housing Department report concluded that, at the time of escalating demand for 

public housing in Tasmania, the level of Commonwealth funding decreased more than 40 per 

cent in real terms—a net decrease of about $10 million from 1977 to 1981 as shown in 

illustrated in Figure 13 (Tasmania Housing Department 1981). As a result, the slowing of 

public housing construction: increased Tasmania’s unemployment numbers, reduced housing 

stock numbers available for renting as well as purchasing, and contributed to the increase in 

waiting time for housing assistance.  

Importantly, the 1981 report clearly articulated Tasmania’s inability to fully compensate for 

the decline in Commonwealth funds (Tasmania Housing Department 1981). While arguing for 

more Commonwealth funds for housing, the report stipulated Tasmanian public housing 

aspirations: everyone is entitled to adequate housing and security of tenure; housing must be 

available at a price that a person can afford; where possible, home ownership must be a 

realisable objective; and housing assistance should not convey with it locational or social 

disadvantage (Tasmania Housing Department 1981). 

Notwithstanding this, the review of Tasmanian housing provision in the early 1980s led to a 

change from a ‘supply-driven’ policy to a more ‘demand-driven’ policy that focused on 

tenants’ needs and choices (Alexander & Sproule 2006). According to the ABS Tasmanian Year 

Book 2000 (ABS 2002), during the 1980s the Housing Department commenced administering 

new Commonwealth-funded schemes, such as:  

• ‘Local Government and Community Housing Program’, 

• ‘Mortgage and Rent Relief Scheme’—to assist those renting and buying their own 

home in the private market, 

• ‘Home Purchase Scheme’—to assist low-income earners in obtaining finance from 

both the Housing Department and the Tasmanian Development Authority,  

• ‘Crisis Accommodation Program’ to provide Youth and Women’s shelters and other 

emergency accommodation; and 

• Better services for youth, people with disabilities, and those from other special needs 

groups. 
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In total, from 1944 to 1989 the Department constructed just under 25 000 dwellings, or 

about 16 per cent of all houses built in Tasmania over the last century (ABS 2002). This public 

housing provision varied in form and scale, from large purpose-built residential suburbs—

similar to Warrane (shown in Figure 14), an example of one of the earliest housing estates 

built near Hobart—right through to specialised housing for Aboriginal people. Tasmania also 

was one of the first to design and build housing for people with disabilities (ABS 2002). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Alexander and Sproule 2006. 

  Warrane circa. 1959 — Tasmanian Housing Department suburbs 

The 1990s marked the start of a divergent course for state housing provision in Tasmania 

(Jacobs et al. 2003). In line with other states at the time, mainly NSW and Victoria, state-

based policy makers commenced driving social housing initiatives and Tasmania followed suit 

(Gabriel & Jacobs 2006). Paris (1993) describes the 1990s state-driven social housing 

initiatives as being a considerable departure from the earlier model of public housing 

provision in Australia whereby the Commonwealth provided the relevant framework and 

funding and state governments merely actioned housing policy, delivery, and management 

(Paris 1993; Troy 2012).  

Gabriel and Jacobs (2006) explain why individual state governments initiated social housing 

policy (away from centralised housing policy making), due to a number of factors:  

• Globalisation of both the financial sector and the Australian economy, 
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• Uneven spatial effects of national economic growth due to globalisation, 

• Comprehensive government reform in the preceding two decades, and 

• Alterations in CSHAs and changes to public housing funding mechanisms. 

Such discourse aligns with Hall and Berry (2007), who argue that the 1990s marks the change 

in the STHAs’ financial landscape, which saw it move from operating surpluses into deficits—

primarily due to the decline in recurrent Commonwealth funding through CSHAs, and from a 

net reduction of raised public housing rental income—culminating in state governments 

taking on direct policy action. Tasmania was no different under significant financial pressure 

to deliver public housing in the face of growing demand for affordable housing (ABS 2002). 

For Tasmania, part of the state policy deliberations considered ‘public housing stock transfer’ 

following a long gestation period of discussion regarding transfer of properties to the 

community housing sector (Jacobs et al. 2003). In Tasmania at the time, ‘stock transfer policy’ 

deliberations were cognisant of other states, such as NSW and Victoria. According to 

Donoghue (2001), the first public housing stock transfer in Tasmania, albeit in management 

only, occurred in 1998 when 120 empty public housing properties were handed over to Red 

Shield—owned by the Salvation Army—accompanied by $50 000 in seed funding provided by 

the Tasmanian Government.  

Jacobs et al. (2003) view this first stock transfer in Tasmania a result of detailed policy 

deliberation and equally extensive community sector consultation. Following the initial very 

small-scale public housing management transfer to the community sector in 1998, ‘stock 

transfer’ was seen to be a valid policy option within the broader Tasmanian public housing 

policy discourse (Jacobs et al. 2004). According to Jacobs et al. (2004), the adoption of stock 

transfers as a state government policy instrument was mainly to leverage CRA funds as an 

additional income source for the management of public housing. At the turn of the 21st 

century, following the initial stock transfer in the preceding decade, the Tasmanian 

Government launched their ‘Affordable Housing Strategy’ in 2003 (Jacobs et al. 2004).  

Gabriel and Jacobs’s (2006) analysis of the 2003 Affordable Housing Strategy outlines this 

approach as a means for Tasmania to reveal its commitment to addressing housing problems 

experienced by low-income households. The 2003 Strategy was a significant housing 

investment initiative in terms of the resources required to supply new dwellings (Gabriel & 

Jacobs 2006).  
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According to Flanagan et al. (2007), citing Gabriel and Jacobs (2006), at the time the 

Tasmanian Affordable Housing Strategy, relative to other states, was the largest investment in 

affordable housing in Australia, whereby Tasmania funded $45 million on top of its continuing 

budget for the Housing Department.  

Milligan et al.’s (2004) analysis of Tasmanian’s 2003 Affordable Housing Strategy funding in 

per capita terms against other jurisdictions, such as NSW and Victoria, shows that on a per 

capita basis, Tasmanian funding would have been the equivalent of NSW providing $620 

million, and Victoria funding $450 million for affordable housing during a similar period. 

Primarily funded through state-based stamp duty taxes, the four-year Tasmanian Affordable 

Housing Strategy up to 2008, was designed to:  

Address the short-term effects of cyclical upswings in Tasmania’s housing market, and the 

long-term consequences of changes in the state’s population structure, and household size 

and immigration on housing affordability (Gabriel & Jacobs 2006, p.545).  

The Strategy aimed to set a new Tasmanian housing framework and direction beyond public 

housing towards a holistic response, which included elements to diversify, incorporating 

objectives to increase ‘affordability’ in private rental sector, home ownership, and community 

housing (Leisser 2003; Gabriel & Jacobs 2006). According to Leisser (2003), the Affordable 

Housing Strategy was a direct response to a range of intensifying pressures on the Tasmanian 

Government at the time from multiple fronts:  

• Declining funding base and CSHA requirements, 

• Unviable public housing portfolio—ageing and inappropriate stock, 

• Undeveloped, alternative, not-for-profit and community housing sector, 

• Demographic and socio-economic change, 

• Complex and special needs clients, and declining affordability in housing. 

Leisser (2003) states that during the Affordable Housing Strategy, the Tasmanian public 

housing system had 12 000 public housing dwellings, 330 Aboriginal rental houses and 450 

community managed properties (including 130 stock transferred properties), contrasting with 

around 20 000 households experiencing housing stress, which is projected to grow to 24 000 

by 2020.  
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When launching the Affordable Housing Strategy in 2003, the Housing Department 

specifically noted ‘housing stress’ with the aim to address housing affordability pressures and 

tailor objectives as a direct response to counter the problems of housing affordability in 

Tasmania. To some extent, the housing affordability phenomenon—correlating to increased 

‘housing stress’—was a result of sharp increases in residential property values caused by an 

upturn in the economy coinciding with the Commonwealth’s introduction of first-

homeowners grant in 2001, the growth in the tourism sector, and unprecedented net 

immigration into Tasmania (Donoghue 2015).  

Gabriel and Jacobs (2006) note that this era between 1999 and 2003, with very high housing 

demand, saw the Tasmanian median house price grow by some 50 per cent (Donoghue 

2015). Gabriel and Jacobs (2006) also note a converse decline in Tasmanian housing 

affordability within the same period, where mean incomes remained relatively stable but 

costs associated with acquiring housing—especially mortgage repayments—increased 

rapidly. This early 21st century economic growth contributed in making Tasmanian housing 

unaffordable. Demand exceeded supply, which generated rapid and significant growth of land 

and property prices (Parliament of Tasmania 2008). Tasmania in turn became on par with 

other states facing similar housing affordability strains within the same period (Gabriel & 

Jacobs 2006).  

This era in the early 2000s, referred to as the ‘housing boom’, while being beneficial for some, 

created enormous housing access challenges for people who did not own real estate prior the 

property market upsurge (Parliament of Tasmania 2008). Property prices in Tasmania 

continued to grow, such that by May 2007, the median house price in Hobart was around 

$315 000; an increase of about 142 per cent since May 2000 (Flanagan et al. 2007). Flanagan 

et al. (2007) report that other parts of Tasmania also experienced significant property price 

increases, albeit not as pronounced in Hobart—Bernie for example had a median house price 

increase of around 88 per cent during the same period.  

The flow-on effect of high house prices was significant rental cost increases on households 

(Flanagan et al. 2007). Increases in house prices with a corresponding decline in housing 

affordability, placed additional strain on the Tasmanian public housing system, resulting in 

new demands for reconfiguring and rationalisation of existing public housing property 

footprint (Gabriel & Jacobs 2006). From 2001 to 2006, a direct result of high property prices 

and rapid increase in rents was that the Tasmanian public housing waiting list grew by 62 per 

cent (Flanagan et al. 2007).  
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According to the Housing Affordability in Tasmania 2008 report, the well-intended Affordable 

Housing Strategy’s 2004 to 2008 framework was not able to meet its objectives (Parliament 

of Tasmania 2008)5. Within the decade of the Affordable Housing Strategy, public housing 

demand increased exponentially in Tasmania alongside a converse decrease of public housing 

dwelling numbers from 14 056 in 1996-97 to about 12 500 in 2004 (Alexander & Sproule 

2006). And right through to 11 637 in 2006-07, a total decrease of about 17 per cent in public 

housing properties over the 10-year period. This was mainly caused by selling off public 

housing in the open Tasmanian housing market (Parliament of Tasmania 2008).  

By 2008, similar to other states and countries across the world, Tasmanian economic and 

housing activities were experiencing an abrupt stagnation due to the Global Financial Crisis 

(GFC). The beginning of GFC in 2007 was marked by the collapse of the housing finance 

sector in the United States, but due to the interconnectedness of economies of the world, the 

fallout of confidence in the credit and banking sector had a significant impact on the 

Australian economy (Chesters 2011). According to the ABS (2010), the most obvious impacts 

of GFC in Australia were three-fold: (i) the Australian dollar depreciated rapidly by 30 per cent 

from its peak in July 2008; (ii) there was a roughly 10 per cent decline in equity prices which 

included the wealth of households by March 2009; and (iii) national economic growth 

constrained to 0.5 per cent and unemployment rose to almost 6 per cent by November 2009.  

To counter the economic recession, governments across the globe developed policies, 

strategies and programs. Australia was no different, and delivered its own response measure 

against the GFC economic slowdown (Chesters 2011) via economic stimulus packages and, as 

discussed in Chapter 3, providing social housing investment. For Tasmania in particular, 

through Commonwealth intervention over $140 million in capital funds was directed towards 

building new social housing properties, including repairs and maintenance for existing 

dwellings—refer Table 5 (KPMG 2012). Of the total funds, the vast majority, about $134 

million, was from the Commonwealth with Tasmania contributing around $6 million for the 

Social Housing Initiative (KPMG 2012).  

According to the Tasmanian State Treasury, Tasmania completed a total of 531 affordable 

dwellings under the Social Housing Initiative in 2011-2012 (Giddings 2011), achieving two key 

milestones.  

 

5 For a detailed discussion on Tasmanian 2003 Affordable Housing Strategy, refer Gabriel and Jacobs (2006). 
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Firstly, Tasmania delivered dwellings on an average capital cost of approximately $250 000 

per dwelling, which was significantly lower when compared with the expected average cost 

of $300 000 per dwelling under the Social Housing Initiative nationally. Secondly, Tasmania 

exceeded building targets by 27 per cent though by delivering more builds than the specified 

418 dwelling, as illustrated in Table 5.  

Table 5:  Social Housing Initiative (SHI) in Tasmania, 2008/9 – 2011/12  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: KPMG 2012. 

Tasmania’s successful achievement under the Social Housing Initiative can be interpreted in a 

number of ways (Giddings 2011). I contend that there was a combination of contributing 

factors, such as a competitive building and construction sector after the GFC, flexibility in 

affordable housing dwelling type and location (size, number of bedrooms, mostly apartments 

and units), and possibly achieving economies of scale through large volume housing 

construction. With the additional 530 new Social Housing Initiative dwellings complete in 

2012, Tasmanian social housing stock grew to around 13 100 dwellings, of which 11 200 

remained public housing under Housing Tasmania, and the remainder—about 1900 

properties—were managed by community housing providers (Pawson et al. 2016).  

Following the establishment of Better Housing Futures in 2012, Tasmania moved to expand 

its social housing sector beyond the state-run public housing system, in line with 

Commonwealth intent to grow the community housing sector (Department of Health and 

Human Services TAS 2015; Donoghue 2015).  
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According to Pawson et al. (2016), through its Better Housing Futures initiative, Tasmania 

steered public housing property transfers to non-government housing providers (on an 

unprecedented scale) aiming to reposition a significant percentage of public housing as 

community housing. The public housing transfers from the state to the community housing 

sector resulted in shifting, for the most part, the management of social housing from 

government to non-government housing providers. In turn, this helped to rapidly grow the 

community housing sector in the state, almost tripling its footprint in Tasmania by the end of 

2013 (Pawson et al. 2016; Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015).  

As I discussed briefly in Chapter 1, this is one of the prime reasons why Tasmania has been 

selected as a case study for this research. The Better Housing Futures initiative is the first 

‘large scale’ transfer program implemented in Australia. Within the context of percentage 

transfers proportionate to the state’s public housing stock (Pawson et al. 2016), Tasmania will 

only be second in size and scale to the NSW stock transfer initiative announced in 2017 

aiming to transfer around 14 000 dwellings (FACS 2019).  

Pawson et al. (2016) notes the Tasmanian Better Housing Futures is regarded as the fastest 

public housing stock transfer rollout conducted in Australia to-date. Under this initiative, 

property transfer transactions occurred in just under 30 months, from its initial 

commencement in early 2012, followed by the first pilot transfer in March 2013 with the 

remaining properties transferred by mid 2014 (Pawson et al. 2016; Department of Health and 

Human Services TAS 2015). There are a number of government motivations for public 

housing property transfers in Tasmania (Department of Communities Tasmania 2018; 

Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015):  

The management of social housing by the community sector results in many positive 

outcomes including access to Commonwealth Rent Assistance and GST savings which allows 

for greater investment in maintenance and upgrade of social housing properties. There is also 

greater flexibility in supporting tenants with special needs, the ability to provide a social mix 

of tenants and a range of community initiatives (Department of Communities Tasmania 2018, 

p.38).  

The Better Housing Futures stock transfer reflects a ‘whole-of-government’ or ‘joined-up’ 

government response to address housing challenges in the state (Department of Health and 

Human Services TAS 2015). It is much larger than the STHAs driving local policy and strategies 

to manage ongoing financial duress in providing public housing—I expand on this aspect 

further in the discussions section of Chapter 6.  
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The Housing Innovations Unit within the Tasmanian Department of Health and Human 

Services became the responsible agency facilitating the Better Housing Futures stock transfer 

rollout. Pawson et al. (2016) observes that the Housings Innovations Unit, although being a 

relatively new agency commencing in 2008 (with reporting functions outside of Housing 

Tasmania), undertook the significant public housing transfer initiative. 

According to study interviewees—discussed in Chapter 5—both the need to access additional 

Commonwealth CRA funds and relieving financial pressure to address significant repairs and 

maintenance costs are critical factors in Tasmania pursuing public housing property transfers. 

The Better Housing Futures involved almost 4000 public housing transfers—assets generally 

25 to 40 years old—from high public housing concentrations in ‘broad acre’ estates to four 

community housing providers across the state (Pawson et al. 2016). Table 6 is an overview of 

Tasmania’s public housing stock transfers under Better Housing Futures including the timeline 

of asset transfers to the four different community housing providers (Pawson et al. 2016).  

Table 6:  Tasmanian Better Housing Futures public housing transfer summary  

  

 

 

 

 

Source: Pawson et al. 2016. 

The majority of transfers are ‘management only’—as opposed to straight transfers of public 

housing property titles to community housing providers—with an initial 10-year lease term 

and provisions to extend twice in 5 year allotments (Housing Tasmania 2015a). Although 

most transfers have management arrangements (Department of Health and Human Services 

TAS 2015), Pawson et al. (2016) highlight one of the agreements containing title transfers of 

20 public housing properties to enable housing providers to pursue property redevelopment 

opportunities (Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015).  

In an attempt to compare and contrast public housing property transfer initiatives across 

Australia, Table 7 tabulates public housing transfers from 1995 to 2016 across all the main 

jurisdictions. Tasmania, through the Better Housing Futures public housing property transfer 

initiative, is the only state in the country to have almost half—about 46 per cent—of its social 

housing portfolio managed by community housing providers (Pawson et al. 2016).  
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According Donoghue (2015), this heralds a new phase of community housing sector growth in 

Tasmania, and adds considerable scale and size to further develop the sector and to help 

leverage future property transfers (Donoghue 2015).  

Table 7:  State and territory public housing property transfers from 1995 – 2016 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Pawson et al. 2016; AIHW 2016; Pawson, Milligan et al. 2013a. 

In September 2015, following the completion of the Better Housing Futures transfers, 

Tasmania launched the Tasmanian Affordable Housing Strategy 2015-2025 accompanied by 

the Tasmanian Affordable Housing Action Plan 2015-2019 (Housing Tasmania 2015a).  

This Affordable Housing Strategy frames the Tasmanian Government’s approach; spanning 

over the next decade, it aims to provide high level directions and clear frameworks for 

housing investment in order to achieve better affordable housing outcomes for low income 

Tasmanians (Housing Tasmania 2015a; Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015).  

According to Donoghue (2015), the Strategy: is evidence-based (developed through 

collaboration with stakeholders through series of workshops); attempts to address the full 

housing spectrum (from not having any accommodation right through to owning a home); 

clearly outlines priorities; and includes identification of local context-sensitive outcome-

based solutions (Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015).  

According to the Tasmanian Government (Department of Communities Tasmania 2018; 

Housing Tasmania 2015a), the Affordable Housing Strategy outlines the agenda and priorities 

for the 10-year period 2015 to 2025, with core objectives to:  
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1) Increase supply of around 2400 new affordable and appropriate dwellings 

accompanied by additional measures, such as landlord incentives, head leases, 

partnerships with community and private sectors, and other programs to assist 3600 

vulnerable Tasmanian households,  

2) Address the full scope of housing support, from homelessness services, to social 

housing, private rentals and encouraging home ownership, and 

3) Inject housing-related investment into the economy, assist the home-building sector 

and encourage employment growth. 

The Tasmanian Government, together with the Affordable Housing Strategy, launched an 

Action Plan to support and facilitate the Strategy initiatives (Housing Tasmania 2015b). Both 

the Strategy and Action Plan is relevant to this research as it provides Tasmania’s 

contemporary approach, strategy and program for directly delivering new affordable housing. 

Its goals are to: decrease the proportion of low-income households experiencing housing 

stress, and decrease the proportion of Tasmanians experiencing homelessness (Housing 

Tasmania 2015b; Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015).  

I argue that the need for affordable housing intersects with social housing provision, as 

Tasmania continues to experience a very high demand for low-cost housing, with demand 

expected to remain strong well into the future. The operation of new technology platforms 

has led to a dramatic increase of short-stay accommodation, the largest being Airbnb. The 

impact of Airbnb has seen significant reduction of long term rental properties adding to the 

housing affordability problems experienced by low-income households in Tasmania (Verdouw 

& Eccleston 2019). The ABS (2019) reveals Tasmania as having the highest proportion of low-

income households in Australia—median incomes around $200 less per week than the 

national average. A third of Tasmanian low-income earners have government benefits as their 

primary source of income (Department of Communities Tasmania 2018).  

The 2015 Affordable Housing Strategy points out that almost a quarter (14 600) of low-

income households—one occupant, one-parent family and couples with children households 

—experience housing stress or housing crisis (Housing Tasmania 2015a). It also highlights that 

households experiencing housing stress jumped almost 100 per cent in the previous decade, 

from 7700 in 2003 (Leisser 2003, aligning with the upswing in the Tasmanian housing market 

in this period, with high residential property prices, significant increases in private rental 

market, and further increases to public and social housing waiting lists (Minshull 2017). 
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According to Anglicare’s 2019 Rental Affordability Snapshot for Tasmania, the past seven 

years have witnessed a 60 per cent decrease in private rental listings, compounding pressures 

on the public and social housing systems. Since 2013, there has been a dramatic increase in 

applicants—over 40 per cent—waiting for public housing in 2018 (Law et al. 2019), while 

waiting times have almost doubled to 63 weeks over the last 7 years (Law et al. 2019). Figure 

15 illustrates the increase of Tasmanian public housing applicants from 2013 to 2018. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Law et al. 2019. 

  Tasmanian public housing applicants 2013 – 2018 

Acknowledging this upsurge, the Tasmanian Government mapped out areas of ‘greatest 

need’ in their 2015 Affordable Housing Strategy. Figure 16 shows areas of public housing 

demand from low to high across Tasmania, including areas of target for new affordable 

housing delivery (Housing Tasmania 2015a).  

Using the 2015 data regarding available social housing dwellings in proportion to the waiting 

list, the Affordable Housing Strategy suggests that it will take up to 2.8 years to accommodate 

all social housing applicants in Tasmania (Housing Tasmania 2015a). The Strategy aims to 

address significantly high levels of public housing demand, but also notes that more 

‘appropriate’ public housing is required in line with the needs of tenant profile. Firstly, 

housing stock requires alignment to tenant need—that is, properties to match the size and 

bedroom needs of the occupant. And secondly, public housing must be proximate to access 

services and local amenities (Department of Communities Tasmania 2018).  
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Source: Housing Tasmania 2015a. 

  2015 map of public housing demand in Tasmania 

Tasmania recognises its role in providing housing support for the most vulnerable 

households, and forecasts housing demand from the following demographics: elderly people 

with severe health and mobility issues; people living with disability; domestic violence 

victims, especially women with children; and the former homeless cohort (Tasmanian 

Government 2019b; Department of Health and Human Services TAS 2015). 
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According to Pawson et al. (2016), the Tasmanian Government anticipates a greater new 

housing supply through the Better Housing Futures transfers model, and proposes to amend 

conditions in order to grant titles to a portion of the previously transferred public housing 

properties (Pawson et al. 2016). With the property titles in hand, the Tasmanian Government 

suggests interested community housing providers will have the capacity to leverage funds to 

develop additional social dwellings across the state (Housing Tasmania 2015a).  

The Tasmanian Government is considering further transfers of property titles to public 

housing properties that have already been transferred under the existing 10-year 

management lease terms. In the face of strong opposition (Pawson et al. 2016), the 

government maintains this move will boost the borrowing capacities and recurrent financial 

incentives of respective community housing providers (Housing Tasmania 2015a).  

In March 2019, the Tasmanian Government announced the Affordable Housing Strategy 

Stage Two (Tasmanian Government 2019b). Key elements of Stage Two objectives are similar 

to the earlier initiative by facilitating residential land release and the on-selling of properties 

to private developers. This has been outlined by Housing Tasmania (Department of 

Communities Tasmania 2018) as:  

The successful elements of the Affordable Housing Strategy Stage 1 will continue, including 

the Private Rental Access Program, Rapid Rehousing, Landlord Incentive and Head Leasing, as 

well as continuing increased support for Streets Ahead and HomeShare home ownership 

programs for low income Tasmanians (Department of Communities Tasmania 2018, p.22).  

The Affordable Housing Strategy Stage Two aims to supply additional land allotments for 

affordable homes, increase social housing supply in high demand areas, improve access for 

home ownership, support people into private rental housing market, and provide supported 

accommodation appropriate to community needs (Tasmanian Government 2019b).  

The renewed Affordable Housing Strategy is envisaged to work in tandem with the Tasmanian 

contemporary social housing system, which targets:  

• Lowest income households experiencing housing crisis,  

• Young people who are not able to access or afford private rental, 

• People living with disability, 
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• People exiting institutional care, such as prisons, 

• Households escaping from family violence, and 

• Elderly people with poor health and deteriorating mobility.  

At present, the Director of Housing in Tasmania owns approximately 13 200 social housing 

properties, of which around 7300 are public and Aboriginal housing, and the balance being 

community housing, including the 4000 Better Housing Futures transferred dwellings 

(SCRGSP 2019). Most of the tenants are on low to moderate incomes with the vast majority 

receiving some form of government support or benefit (Department of Communities 

Tasmania 2018). According to Housing Tasmania (Department of Communities Tasmania 

2018), contemporary issues with social housing stock are:  

• Ageing public housing property which means high and even deferred maintenance 

costs,  

• The large number of 3 and 4-bedroom public housing properties becoming obsolete 

in the face of a decreasing household size and high demand for smaller dwellings,  

• An increasing number of tenants living with disability who require housing 

modifications to suit their condition, and 

• Much of the existing social housing are located in areas that have limited access to 

services, such as health, employment and public housing. 

Although commentators use the term ‘crisis’ to describe the shortage of housing for very-low 

to low-income earners, Anglicare Tasmania calls this a ‘perfect storm’ resulting from a 

combination of declining public housing numbers, significant rises in property prices in major 

urban areas, and the decreasing number of private rentals (Law et al. 2019). 

In the last seven years, Tasmania has seen social housing demand outweigh supply, as well as 

a significant decline in availability of private rental housing with a converse increase in the 

short stay accommodation rental market, and a sharp increase in private rental and purchase 

prices (Law et al. 2019). Further, these housing conditions have directly influenced 

competition for private rentals, thus increasing demand for social housing and homelessness 

services. 
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As other observers like Minshull (2017) have suggested, it is the very-low to low-income 

earners who are impacted the most. This ‘cascading effect’ occurs in high performing housing 

markets, wherein those unable to purchase a house monopolise the available rental housing, 

which results in low-income earners being elbowed out of private rental housing and 

pressured into seeking public and social housing—further exacerbating public housing 

waiting lists. These housing rental issues are not new and certainly not unique to Tasmania, 

as the Australian housing discourse reveals history repeating itself over and over again.  

Nor are these issues new to Tasmania, which faced a similar situation a couple of decades 

ago, with similar response strategies by Housing Tasmania. This time around, however, the 

public housing property transfers to non-government organisation have occurred at an 

unprecedented scale. The population increases, rise in property prices and decline of social 

housing stock are ongoing challenges to government-funded housing provision policies. In 

the face of growing demand for social housing, the number of community and social housing 

continues to decline—partly due to Commonwealth funding levels for Tasmania (Eccleston et 

al. 2018). 

Tasmania continued to make annual repayments to the Commonwealth for long standing 

CSHA loans up until September 2019, when the Commonwealth agreed to waiver Tasmania’s 

housing debt to Commonwealth (Sukkar 2019). In 2003, as much as two-thirds of 

Commonwealth funds allocated for Tasmania went towards repaying historical debt ($17.6 

million in repayments out of the $24 million federal funds (Gabriel & Jacobs 2006)). Prior to 

September 2019, almost half of Commonwealth affordable housing funds for Tasmania 

returned, as part of the payment for the long-standing CSHA debt (Eccleston et al. 2018). 

Around $15 million each year (equating to the cost of building 20 to 30 social housing 

properties) was returned to the Commonwealth in relation to Tasmania’s $150 million 

housing debt (Zwartz 2019).  

While Tasmania’s ‘net recurrent cost per dwelling per annum’ is similar to the national 

average (discussed in Chapter 3), the cost associated with providing public housing within the 

context of legacy debt repayments has meant Tasmania constantly falling short to apply net 

Commonwealth housing funding to the public housing system. On this basis, Tasmania’s 

public housing system’s recurrent funding fell short each year. This came on top of operating 

a public housing system at recurring deficits due to reduced rental income, high maintenance 

costs, repair backlogs, significant social housing demand with declining government-funded 

housing rental stock. 
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In September 2019, while announcing Commonwealth waiver of Tasmania’s legacy housing 

debt of $156.7 million, the Commonwealth acknowledged Tasmania will save almost $230 

million in total interest and principal repayments, which should be directed towards 

homelessness, access to social housing and increase in housing supply (Sukkar 2019).  

This legacy housing debt waiver is timely, as this initiative may provide 80 houses for people 

on Tasmania’s social housing waiting list, providing some relief in the need for affordable 

housing in the state. Although, as wages in Tasmania stagnate, and house prices continue to 

increase, demand for low-cost housing in Tasmania is projected to remain high well into the 

future (Minshull (2017).  

For Law et al. (2019), all levels of government action is urgently required, as thousands of 

vulnerable and low-income earners in Tasmania continue to struggle to secure appropriate 

and affordable housing. The 2018 National Shelter Rental Affordability Index puts Hobart 

(Tasmania’s capital) as Australia’s most unaffordable city—surpassing Sydney—to rent, with 

even average income earners at possible risk of housing stress (National Shelter 2018). 

Data and evidence from this case study reveals the current housing system in Tasmania is 

under significant financial duress and unable to meet high demand for low-cost housing with 

waiting lists growing to almost eighteen months to action. Although Tasmania has responded 

to the Commonwealth’s intention to grow the community housing sector with significant 

transfer of public housing properties, there remains a significant financial pressure to sustain 

the current public housing system, as the net income does not cover expenditure costs.  

Like other jurisdictions, the Tasmanian STHA is experiencing: a large waiting list of applicants 

seeking social housing, declining supply-side funding, increasing repairs and maintenance 

costs, and options to sell-off public housing properties to maintain cash flows for the public 

housing system. Tasmania at the time of writing continues to pay old CSHA loan repayments 

adding to state public housing financial duress—as much as 50 per cent of annual 

Commonwealth funding for housing service delivery is taken out for legacy loan payments. 

The next section appraises the Northern Territory as the second case study for this research. 

In it, I explore contemporary policy and practice under financial duress in managing their 

public housing dwellings including strategies implemented, or being planned. 
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4.2 Case Study 2 — the Northern Territory  

The Northern Territory (NT) is a self-governing Territory (discussed in Chapter 1) of Australia, 

registering the smallest population base in the country of around 245 000 people, the vast 

majority of which resides in its capital Darwin (ABS 2017). The Northern Territory shares its 

western border with Western Australia (WA), southern border with South Australia (SA), and 

the eastern border with Queensland, as shown in Figure 17. The Northern Territory has an 

area of 1,347,791 km2 equating to around 18 per cent or about 1/6th of Australia’s total 

landmass (Geoscience Australia n.d.; Hillock 2005).  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Encyclopaedia Britannica 2009. 
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Unlike other Australian jurisdictions, the Crown is represented in the Northern Territory by an 

Administrator who is appointed by the Governor-General of Australia, who in turn performs 

the functions of Head of State on behalf of the Queen (Government Institute of Australia 

2014)—Figure 18 illustrates the Northern Territory governance arrangements.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Author. 

  NT Government structure under the Commonwealth 

The Northern Territory has a unicameral parliament consisting of only one house known as 

the Legislative Assembly (Parliamentary Education Office n.d.). There are 25 members in the 

Northern Territory Legislative Assembly whose prime function is to meet and form a 

government; whichever political party that boasts the majority of elected members becomes 

government (DLANT 2009). In the Northern Territory, the Chief Minister—the leader of the 

political party—leads government, accompanied by government Ministers, who are all 

responsible for areas of government known as portfolios, such as: health, housing, 

infrastructure, education, and the like (NT Government 2017). 
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The structure of the Northern Territory public sector is very similar to other jurisdictions, 

consisting of governmental departments or agencies, statutory bodies, and companies 

(Government Institute of Australia 2014). It is also important to note here that the NT 

Government is the largest employer in the Northern Territory, with a greater proportion of 

public sector workforce than any other state (Gerritsen 2013). Since 1988, the 

Commonwealth has provided funding to the NT as if it was an Australian state (DLANT 2009).  

The NT Government obtains its revenue from multiple sources such as, taxes, service charges, 

the Goods and Service Tax (GST), Commonwealth grants, and borrowing (DLANT 2009). An 

analysis of Northern Territory revenue (Gerritsen 2013) reveals a significantly large portion of 

NT income, above 80 per cent, is derived from the Commonwealth. Gerritsen (2013) 

underlines contemporary NT positioning as one where: (i) NT Government continues to rely 

very heavily upon the Commonwealth to function, (ii) government activity remains the 

central economic entity, and (iii) government is the largest work provider.  

In the terms of government-funded housing, while remaining a key driver, from 1911 to 1978 

the Northern Territory was under direct Commonwealth control, whereby the 

Commonwealth dictated the way government delivered housing in the Northern Territory 

(Ling 2011; Dewar 2008; Whitehead 2007; Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1981). 

Three distinct, but at times intertwining, discourses are postulated within this era of the 

Commonwealth housing provision narrative in the Northern Territory (Ling 2011; Dewar 

2009:2008; Donovan 1984): (i) housing provision prioritisation for public administrators; (ii) 

housing for residents excluding Aboriginal Australians; and (iii) government-funded housing 

provision for the Northern Territories Aboriginal cohort.  

Ling (2011) acknowledges government-funded housing in the Northern Territory has been a 

vexed issue, and when reviewed historically it is evident why public housing challenges 

stubbornly persist. Initially, under Commonwealth-funded housing, the paucity of adequate 

resources and lack of government initiative are seen as key drivers perpetuating the Northern 

Territory housing problems. According to some researchers, these are not new problems (Ling 

2011; De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1981). Ling (2011) argues:  

Continuing shortages of materials, the lack of finance, and reluctance by the Commonwealth 

to seriously address the [Housing] issue caused many people to live in accommodation that 

could only be described as sub-standard and of a kind generally not experienced or 

understood by people in southern cities (Ling 2011, p.184).  
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From the outset, the Commonwealth provided housing for most of its public servants, albeit 

in varying forms (Whitehead 2007; Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984). New Commonwealth public 

sector employees started arriving in the NT by the middle of 1911; this influx of government 

workers continued at various times, invariably leading to accommodation availability 

pressures (De La Rue 2014). Other non-government workers had limited accommodation, 

with the majority living in tents, shacks, and humpies (Ling 2011; De La Rue 2014).   

Within this period, the Commonwealth took steps to address the town’s housing tribulations, 

and actively sought to improve general housing for local residents and non-government 

workers, such as the Darwin meat works employees (Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014). Ling 

(2010) states that government actions included: construction of boarding houses and hotels, 

making building materials available at low rates, commencing the development of town 

lands, and providing recently built government housing to non-government employees. 

Alongside accommodation deficiency issues, at the time the Northern Territory’s capital 

lacked essential civil infrastructure (reticulated water, electricity and sewer) and was regarded 

as substandard when compared to southern urban centres (De La Rue 2014). The 

Commonwealth’s principal construction agency at the time, the Department of Works, 

established a Northern Territory office in 1911 to design, construct, and maintain government 

infrastructure such as public buildings, roads, railways, air strips, lighthouses, telegraph 

stations, dams, and residential housing (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984).  

Certainly in the early years of the Commonwealth, housing provisions for the Northern 

Territory Aboriginal Australians were not concomitant to housing support provided for other 

residents—discussed in detail in Donovan (1984:1981), Day (2012:2008), Hillock (2005), and 

Ling (2010). At the time of the Northern Territory takeover by the Commonwealth, many 

Northern Territory Aboriginal people—originally from the region—resided in camps on town 

fringes, with some moving to live in cattle stations for work (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984).   

Both prior to and during the Commonwealth assuming control of the Northern Territory, the 

dominant view was that the Aboriginal population was on the brink of extinction, resulting in 

the government adopting the ‘Aboriginal protection policy’ (Hillock 2005; Donovan 1981). 

Thus, the Commonwealth enacted the Aboriginal Ordinance in 1911, and set aside land on 

the periphery of the early Darwin township to establish an ‘Aboriginal Compound’ (Day 2008; 

Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984). The Aboriginal population numbered just over 300 within an 8-

kilometre radius of Darwin at the time (De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1984).  
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From 1913, the Northern Territory administration used local Indigenous labour (Wigley & 

Wigley 1992) to construct 16 bark huts and corrugated-iron shacks for Aboriginal families, 

including separate dormitories for single men and women (De La Rue 2014). At first, the 

uptake was slow, with only 76 Indigenous Australians out of the 300 around Darwin moving 

to the residential compound (De La Rue 2014). However, with sustained pressure to relocate, 

soon most Aboriginals lodged in the government-provided premises, known as the ‘Kahlin 

Compound’—Figure 19 (De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1984).  

The Commonwealth was active in Darwin and Alice Springs in relocating Aboriginal people in 

residential compounds, with both locations establishing compounds with a full perimeter 

enclosure containing functional buildings such as kitchen, laundry, storeroom, and an office in 

an effort to contain and manage the occupants. This regime lasted in both towns till the late 

1930s (Day 2008; Hillock 2005). After a cyclone destroyed much of the compound in 1937, 

coupled with government plans to build a new hospital on the site, a suitable property of 

about 150 hectares for a new Aboriginal reserve was identified, and in 1938 Bagot 

community was established. However, following a Government subdivision, today Bagot 

community exists on 23 hectares of land (Day 2012:2008).  

Aboriginal occupants from the original compound were transferred to Bagot once huts were 

constructed for residents, although overcrowding was rampant (Day 2012). As for Aboriginals 

who had mixed European decent, in 1932 the Government approved a ‘Housing Scheme’ via 

which selected families in Darwin were given state loans to enable the construction of family 

homes (De La Rue 2014). It was the first housing scheme of its kind for the NT Aboriginal 

Australians.  Construction of these houses commenced in 1933, utilising unskilled Indigenous 

labour—Aboriginal residents from Darwin’s Kahlin Compound (Wigley & Wigley 1992).  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: De La Rue 2014. 

  Aboriginal people accommodated in Darwin’s Kahlin compound 
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By the following year—2 years after the scheme’s approval—eight dwellings were complete 

costing around 1200 pounds (just over $111 000 in today’s money). By 1935, three houses 

had been paid off by occupying families. Deeming this a success, another three dwellings 

were listed for construction by the NT Administration for the following year (De La Rue 2014). 

Outside the main NT centres, a vast number of Aboriginal people lived in various Christian 

missions across the Northern Territory (Ling 2011), as illustrated in Figure 20. 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: National Archives of Australia in Ling 2011. 

  Various missions across NT that accommodated Aboriginal people 
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These missions, although independent of government, did receive small state subsidy, much 

of which indirectly assisted with the provision of living arrangements for the Indigenous 

cohort (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984). In total, NT Aboriginal population in the early 1930s was 

estimated to be around 21 000 (Ling 2011). By the late 1930s, both Darwin and Alice Springs 

received many improvements such as a multitude of new government buildings, over 30 

private residences, electrical supply to properties, augmented water supply systems, sealed 

streets, footpaths, et cetera (Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984). Both became thriving cities.  

But three major events to hit Darwin dramatically altered the NT’s housing provision 

narrative; the devastating cyclone of 1937, the city’s strafing by the Japanese in WWII, and 

Cyclone Tracy in 1974 all become salient events within the NT housing discourse (Ling 2011; 

Donovan 1984). The gradual build-up of military to the ‘Top End’ created significant demand 

for housing, not just for servicemen but other groups all working to establish a significant 

military NT defence outpost (Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984). Military-related activities such as 

oil tank and large-scale gun installations, the establishment of Darwin air base and Larrakeyah 

army barracks, and the construction of anti-submarine infrastructure in the harbour, all 

placed considerable pressure on Darwin’s resources. The primary needs for electricity and 

water became a source of tension between government and military authorities (Ling 2011).  

By 1940, numbering well over 2200, the military predominately used tents, temporary hutted 

camps, and domicile quarters for those stationed in Darwin. Service personnel now equated 

to slightly below half of the town’s population (De La Rue 2014). Following the influx of 

workers associated with the additional military presence, the city experienced a chronic 

shortage of accommodation, the likes of which had not been seen in many years. The use of 

substandard dwellings now became prevalent (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984).  

The defence force acquired large swathes of land for military activities, and to address direct 

housing need, various accommodation provisions were deployed; one type in particular had a 

lasting imprint on dwelling provision in the NT. The ubiquitous use of ‘Sidney William Huts’6 

became prominent across the Territory; by 1942 as many as 40 huts were produced each 

week and around 4000 huts are reported to have been used by war’s end (Donovan 1984).  

 

6 Sidney William huts or ‘Comet’ brand huts used in the thousands became home to a large number of military 
servicemen from the late 1930s. They are portable buildings about 18 to 25 metres long and made from 
prefabricated steel frames, with corrugated iron roof and walls, having two doors on either end, and having 
alternating high and low windows along the building sides. Refer http://northernterritory.com/articles/sidney-
williams-huts.  
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While Darwin and its surrounding areas lost much real estate to plans for future military 

housing (De La Rue 2014), due attention was finally given to essential infrastructure such as a 

much-needed increase in power-generation and the completion of Manton Dam in 1941, 

giving residents access to reticulated water systems for the first time in the Northern 

Territory’s history (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984). According to De La Rue (2014), the NT 

Administration was also impacted by the sharp increase in population, and incoming public 

servants were in urgent need of housing. From 1937 to 1941, the government thus funded 

and provided two large purpose built accommodation facilities for single or unmarried public 

sector employees—one for males and the other for females—and over one hundred newly 

built, architecturally designed bungalows for senior public servants (De La Rue 2014).  

This was in stark contrast to the plight of residents who were struggling to build private 

homes with exorbitant prices and a shortage of building and construction materials, largely 

due to the post-cyclone rebuilding works, and the steep increase of government and military 

projects (Ling 2011; Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014). Donovan (1984) portrays Darwin as having 

a long history of deficient, unsuitable, and substandard housing, particularly for visitors, 

residents, and itinerant workers, and this remained status quo up until the wartime 

evacuation of Darwin—over 2000 people or about 40 per cent of the town’s population (De 

La Rue 2014). The destruction of Darwin through previous major cyclones in 1897-98 and 

1937 paled in comparison to the damage the capital sustained through the 1942 bombing, 

which left it virtually ruined (Ling 2011; Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014; Keys 1997).  

This became the first part of Australia since British settlement to be subject to assault by 

another nation (Donovan 1984). It was raided intermittently from 19 February 1942 until 12 

November 1943. By the end of WWII, Darwin’s situation deteriorated further with post-war 

shortages of required house-building materials limiting the rebuilding efforts (Ling 2011; 

Donovan 1984). In February 1946, military control was repealed allowing NT Administration 

to fully discharge administrative powers in relation to Darwin’s reconstruction (Hillock 2005).  

After military control was annulled, former residents alongside new arrivals began to migrate 

into Darwin, and this exerted additional pressure on an already hard-pressed administration 

to provide housing and basic necessities (Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014). According to Ling 

(2011), many returning to Darwin found their homes almost entirely destroyed by the 

bombings, white-ant infestations, looting, and/or deterioration following years of neglect. 

Most people in the capital were simply unable to acquire suitable accommodation in the 

immediate post-war years (Ling 2011).  
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In an attempt to address the housing problem, the Commonwealth through the Darwin Lands 

Act 1945 acquired all privately owned lands7 around Darwin (Donovan 1984). Since its 

inception, the capital was plagued with absentee landlords causing problems and limiting 

development. Through the introduction of a system of leasehold, the Commonwealth 

undertook a rational land allocation scheme, as at the time over 3000 people were in dire 

need of appropriate housing (Ling 2011; Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014).  

In a similar vein, Alice Springs underwent significant change in the war years, as the town 

became the centre of the Northern Territory Administration after the bombing of the capital 

(Donovan 1984). Donovan (1984) highlights that the European population in the ‘Centre’ 

multiplied many times over from about 764 residents to upwards of many thousands; the 

military alone at one time having 5000 troops stationed there.  

Extreme housing shortages persisted across the Northern Territory centres throughout WWII 

and many years after, with the influx of public servants, citizens, the drift of Indigenous 

Australian, temporary workers and new comers to the Northern Territory (Dewar 2008; 

Hillock 2005; De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1984). It is important to note here that housing 

deficits, not just in the Northern Territory but across Australia, were widely acknowledged as 

being severe by the middle of the twentieth century, with estimates of the country requiring 

an additional 350 000 dwellings in 1945 (De La Rue 2014; Darian-Smith 1993). Thus, the post-

war era heralded the start of the CSHA in 1945—an instrument under which the 

Commonwealth allocated funding to the six signatory states to construct and manage new 

housing for its citizens, marking the start of public housing in Australia (Ling 2011).  

Interestingly, the Northern Territory was not included in the CSHA (Ling 2011; Dewar 2008). 

Commentators like Ling (2011) have argued that the particularities of being a territory rather 

than a state resulted in the Northern Territory being excluded from the CSHA arrangements—

causing the continuation of housing conditions to decline and deteriorate further across the 

Northern Territory (Ling 2011; Dewar 2008). Darwin’s population by 1947 numbered around 

2500 out of the 15 600 Europeans in the Northern Territory, and a census of existing homes 

within the capital in 1951 revealed that from the total of 1032 houses, 419 were deemed to 

be shacks and huts (Dewar 2008; Hillock 2005).  

 

7 The Government deemed compensation would be minimal, considering most building were destroyed and 
residents had ‘voluntarily’ evacuated in 1941-942. The total area of land acquired was 144 square kilometres. 
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In the same year, the Northern Territory Administrator, recognising housing shortages 

compounded by delays and cost overruns, as well as minimal private sector initiative (Dewar 

2008), wrote to the Commonwealth Department of Territories, stating:  

Early action should be taken to enable residents of the Northern Territory, other than offices 

and employees of the Government to obtain homes of an adequate standard…Many 

residents of Darwin and other centres of the Territory are living under conditions which can 

be only described as dreadful, and I think the making of arrangements in the Territory similar 

to those which are found in the states should be regarded as a matter of highest priority 

(Frank Wise in Ling 2011, p. 185).  

From the 1950s, the Commonwealth instilled new Northern Territory administrative 

structures and legislation, which had considerable impact on addressing housing problems. 

The following decades brought great change to the Northern Territory, and Australia as a 

whole, with increased economic and development activities (Donovan 1984).  

In May 1951, the Commonwealth established a new Department of Territories with the 

Northern Territory under its umbrella, and a Federal Minister in charge of its affairs, who 

unlike many preceding administrators remained in his post for almost 13 years—three times 

longer than any other government predecessors—providing the necessary continuity the 

Northern Territory needed for growth and development (De La Rue 2014).  

By 1953, under the new governance regime, the Commonwealth initiated a few strategies—

all with substantial housing connotations—which laid legislative foundations for state actions, 

of which two are of note. As a first direct response to the dire housing predicament in the 

Northern Territory, the Commonwealth implemented the Housing Loans Ordinance through 

which people could access loans up to a maximum of $91 000 dollars in today’s value to buy 

their own homes (Ling 2011). However, this scheme, designed to allow Territorians to build or 

buy their own housing, appears to have fallen considerably short, as post-war private sector 

construction estimates for individual houses ranged from $148 000 to $214 000 dollars 

(Dewar 2008).  

As a result, the majority of residents were alienated from the government’s Housing Loans 

Ordinance scheme, and continued to struggle to secure suitable housing (Ling 2011). The 

second, but more indirect, state action was the introduction of the 1953 Northern Territory 

Welfare Ordinance. This set the tone for Aboriginal administration for the next two decades. 

Basically, it set out categorising people, especially those who with special needs (Ling 2011).  
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According to the Government, these people were not able to function properly in regular 

society and in need of special care and assistance, as ‘Wards of the State’ (De La Rue 2014; 

Donovan 1984). The state held powers over almost all aspects of a Ward’s existence (Ling 

2011). Institutional accommodation was popular in this era (Dewar 2008), and through the 

1953 establishment of the Welfare Branch, the Wards—a group made up almost exclusively 

of Indigenous Australians—were provided state assistance in education, health and housing 

(Donovan 1984).  

Donovan (1984) specifies that while some of the resources for the Welfare Branch came out 

of the government coffers, a great proportion came from the Aborigines’ Benefit Trust Fund, 

which was established in 1952 to contain royalties flowing from commercial activities 

undertaken on Aboriginal lands, in order to provide benefit to all Indigenous Territorians 

(Donovan 1984). Through the Welfare Branch, considerable capital investment went into 

building new houses in government settlements and missions, as well as commencing new 

Aboriginal settlements, such as Maningrida in Arnhem Land and Papunya in the central 

Australia, and upgrading older ones, such as Bagot in Darwin, and Amoonguna in Alice 

Springs (Day 2008; Donovan 1984).  

The Branch continued heavily investing in these locales till the 1970s, developing services like 

hospitals, schools and vocational centres, and constructing infrastructure in the form of water 

and electrical supplies, sewerage systems, roads, drainage and the like, to allow proper 

functioning of these population hubs (Day 2008; Donovan 1984). By the late 1950s, the 

Northern Territory housing crisis escalated to catastrophic levels when the population 

spectacularly increased after WWII to approximately 10 000 by 1957, and further expanding 

to around 13 000 in 1960 (Dewar 2009; De La Rue 2014).  

As Dewar (2008) points out, housing needs were so pressing in post-war Darwin that every 

resident concerned with housing matters understood the urgency for the provision of 

affordable public housing (Dewar 2008). In 1957, the Minister responsible sent a submission 

to the Commonwealth Cabinet seeking the formation of a Northern Territory Housing 

Commission, and by 1959 the new Northern Territory Housing Commission (2010):  

[h]ad power to purchase or acquire property, prepare sites, erect and equip dwellings, and 

rent them at economic rates. It also had power to borrow money to discharge its function 

(Ling 2011, p. 186).  
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The challenge, of course, was to provide public housing to residents who could afford to pay 

the required ‘economic rent’ keeping in mind the cost of building dwellings in the Territory 

was almost double in comparison to the median house price in Australia at the time—a real 

problem for the authorities to overcome (refer Dewar (2008) and Whitehead (2007) for a 

detailed discussion on public housing construction costs and rent setting mechanisms).  

The solution was to build smaller public housing, mostly detached 74-square-metre dwellings 

one per allotment (Dewar 2008). This form and size was in stark contrast to government 

employee housing, commonly referred to as ‘government greys’8. The government-funded 

and built ‘government greys’ for public servants—mostly allocated to senior staff with 

families—which were around 112 square metres in size, and were double storey elevated 

houses with pier construction (Dewar 2008).  

The housing provided for the public servants was superior to all other forms of housing 

funded by NT Administration, as these dwellings were more apt for families by size and 

design. In particular, they were enhanced for cross ventilation, and boasted an additional 

large undercover area with shaded space under the house—both aspects accentuating 

comfortable employee housing well suitable for the tropical environment (Whitehead 2007; 

Dewar 2008; Keys 1997). The resulting built form through government-funded housing in the 

capital grossly magnified the amenity in terms of the class and societal divide (Dewar 2008).  

The various designs and forms of housing physically manifested the Government’s three-

pronged role in the Northern Territory, one as the owner of land, second as the largest 

employer in the region, and third as the sole provider of the vast majority of housing (Keys 

1997).  As such, the government actively, though possibly inadvertently, demarcated different 

social spheres in the Northern Territory. For Dewar (2008), the different approach to 

government-funded housing to different recipients portrays Northern Territory public 

housing of 1950s as cosmopolitan communities unique in its social makeup against the 

backdrop of the transient, ‘government grey’ sector of town (Dewar 2008: Keys 1997).  

Irrespective of housing style, build stereotype, and which social tier a particular house 

conveyed, it was much-needed housing nevertheless, and steadily under the Northern 

Territory Housing Commission, housing conditions began to improve (Ling 2011).  

 

8 This name attributed to the grey fibrocement cladding or asbestos sheets used in the building; both internal and 
external, Adrian Welke is known to have used this particular name in his introduction to the Darwin Central Area 
Heritage Study, refer Dewar (2009:2008) and Keys (1997). 
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With land surveys, subdivisions and essential infrastructure concurrently delivered, the 

Northern Territory administration actively continued to create new residential areas and 

suburbs (Dewar 2008). Within the Commission’s first financial year, 51 houses were complete 

and within the first five years of operation, as researched by Ling (2011), 378 dwellings and 

24 units were complete. Further, and in line with other states at the time, in 1963 tenants 

were permitted to purchase the public dwellings they resided in (Ling 2011).  

In contrast to public housing, government-funded departmental houses grew to more than 

700 by 1959, with private dwellings numbering 187 (De La Rue 2014). In the 1958-89 period, 

a further 180 non-government houses were built, and almost 97 former army huts were still 

being used as private residence (De La Rue 2014). Darwin was decreed a capital in 1959, at 

the time having an estimated population of 10 900 and described by De La Rue (2014) as 

growing out from the urban centre towards north and along the Stuart Highway.  

This status reflected Darwin’s growing population, strong continuation of economic growth, 

and rapid expansion of physical built form (Dewar 2009:2008; Day 2008)—refer Figure 21 

aerial image of Darwin highlighting urban growth, and Figure 22 showing one of Darwin’s 

main streets (De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1984). Alongside side the provision of adequate 

housing, civil infrastructure services were becoming more readily available, and the benefits 

of assisting population growth were becoming more evident, resulting in even more people 

coming to the Northern Territory, many of whom were not direct government employees, but 

attracted to the rapidly developing region (De La Rue 2014).  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Donovan 1984. 

  Aerial photograph of Darwin 1958  
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Source: De La Rue 2014. 

  Smith Street Darwin 1960  

Within two decades—1950s and 1960s—the Northern Territory flourished with significant 

population increases in all major centres, such as Alice Springs, Katherine, and Tennant Creek 

(Dewar 2009; Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984). This era of growth is largely attributed to 

heightened economic activity and growth on par with other states across Australia, and 

continued development expansion (Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984). Having said this, there were 

other contributing factors to these buoyant times: stable and persistent government 

leadership through the then Minister of Territories, improved communication and 

infrastructure facilities, and significant uplift in resources, agricultural, and pastoral sectors 

(Dewar 2009; Hillock 2005; Donovan 1984).  

This upbeat period in the Northern Territory’s history, as stated by Donovan (1984), coalesced 

with substantial increases by the Commonwealth to the Northern Territory’s budget, 

amounting to some 6.12 million pounds (equivalent to $248 million dollars) in 1951-52, and 

growing to about 25 million pounds (equivalent to $672 million dollars) by 1963-64—a 

monumental increase of over 300 per cent in just over a decade (Ling 2011).  

According to De La Rue (2014), strong economic growth enjoyed by Australia at the time 

enabled the Commonwealth to invest heavily in the Northern Territory, therefore playing a 

large role in the acceleration of development. And alongside large growth, the need for 

housing resulted in the government providing assistance for the provision of Housing 

Commission multistorey unit development projects, and the expansion of residential 

subdivisions, as shown in Figures 23 and 24 respectively (De La Rue 2014; Donovan 1984).  
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Source: De La Rue 2014. 

  Kurringal Housing Commission flats being built in 1967  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: De La Rue 2014. 

  Residential subdivision expansions of the late 1960s in Darwin  

Government-funded housing remained a large feature of Darwin’s landscape. However, with 

significant capital invested in the north and considerable economic growth, the capital was 

finally shaping up to be a settlement as long envisaged, bringing it in line with Australian 

cities of a similar size on the cultural, social and economic fronts (De La Rue 2014). General 

rapid growth across the Northern Territory transformed old urban centres with new housing 

and facilities driving the development of major new residential suburbs in Darwin, Alice 

Springs and expanding housing provision in towns like Tenant Creek and Katherine (Donovan 

1984).  
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In 1964, the category of ‘Wards of the State’ was rescinded and the NT Aboriginal cohort was 

given citizenship rights (Day 2008). Not long after this, the 1967 Referendum was enacted, a 

mechanism through which Commonwealth both assumed responsibility of Aboriginal affairs 

nationally, similar to what the Commonwealth was already undertaking in NT, and allowed 

the Indigenous people for the first time be included in the Australian census (Ling 2011). 

By 1968, the Northern Territory’s European population had increased to 46 584, and the 

Indigenous population to around 21 000 (De La Rue 2014). The 60s mark a substantial 

chapter in government-funded housing provision in two ways. Firstly, since the 1960s, 

Commonwealth-commissioned programs funded the provision of housing and civil 

infrastructure like roads, water, sewerage on former Aboriginal reserves, missions, traditional 

lands and also assisted Indigenous people living in urban and regional centres 

(PricewaterhouseCoppers 2007). Secondly, the end of 1960s marked a decade since the 

establishment of the Northern Territory Housing Commission, and in noting the Commission’s 

achievements the Commonwealth Minister of the Interior at the time (responsible for the 

administration of the Northern Territory) claimed that 2500 dwellings for a total value of 

about $22 million dollars had been appropriated (Whitehead 2007).  

The Northern Territory Housing Commission annual reports quantified the completion of 

‘houses’ and ‘flats’, as shown in Figure 25 below (Whitehead 2007). By the early 1970s, 

Darwin became one of the fastest growing cities in Australia, with rapid expansion and 

erection of new government administrative buildings, including ever-increasing numbers of 

elevated ‘government greys,’ public servant housing interspersed between growing numbers 

of private houses and ground level Housing Commission dwellings (De La Rue 2014).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Northern Territory Housing Commission annual reports in Whitehead 2007. 

  NT Housing Commission dwelling completions up to 1970 
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Across the Northern Territory, the total number of houses grew from 312 in 1956 to around 

1405 in 1974, with a population around 48 500, as shown in Table 8 (Ling 2011; Whitehead 

2007). However, all of the housing, economic, and development growth came to a standstill 

when Cyclone Tracy completely flattened Darwin and surrounds during the night of 24-25 

December 1974. It was an unprecedented devastation (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984).  

Table 8:  Number of houses and flats completed in NT from 1956 – 1974 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Source: Whitehead 2007. 

Cyclone Tracy goes done as the worst natural disaster in Australian history, with destruction 

in immense proportions. More damage was inflicted on Darwin than any previous cyclone, 

especially those of 1897-98 and 1937 combined (Carment 1996). Almost all built structures 

were badly damaged, elevated houses crushed, and infrastructure decimated—almost all 

housing and civil infrastructure provided after WWII was in ruins. Figure 26 photograph 

reflects the utter devastation (Ling 2011; Keys 1997).  

Total loses and damages were estimated to be around $1.4 billion dollars in current value 

(close to $190 million in 1974), with just under half of the total presumed to be uninsured 

(Ling 2011). In terms of housing, De La Rue (2014) estimates that over 90 per cent of all 

dwellings in Darwin were either badly damaged or totally destroyed. Post-cyclone and after 

mass evacuation reminiscent of the WWII Darwin attack, the population of Darwin was 

reduced to approximately 10 000 within just a few days after this catastrophe (Ling 2011).  
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Source: Ling 2011. 

  Total destruction of Darwin suburbs by Cyclone Tracy in 1974 

The Commonwealth was swift in its response, setting up an Interim Reconstruction 

Commission within five days of the disaster, which later morphed into the Darwin 

Reconstruction Commission on 28 February 1975 (Ling 2011; De La Rue 2014; Donovan 

1984). Darwin Reconstruction Commission’s mandate was to plan, coordinate and undertake 

the task of rebuilding and construction in the form of large-scale regeneration and 

development (De La Rue 2014). In other words, the Darwin Reconstruction Commission was 

commissioned to restore Darwin within 5 years—refer Ling (2011) for a detailed discussion on 

the stated functions of the Darwin Reconstruction Commission prescribed in a tightly set 

timeframe.  

Apart from establishing Darwin Reconstruction Commission, Ling (2011) explains that the 

government initiated a series of financial assistance measures geared towards compensating 

people for cyclone damages on insured property to a maximum of 50 per cent of asset value 

at the time of the natural disaster, with upper limits of capital set as listed (Ling 2011): 

• Business premises—$25 000; 

• Business items—$25 000; 

• Private dwellings—$25 000; and 

• Households and personal assets—$5 000. 
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In total, over $26 million dollars was paid by the government as compensation for property 

loss (De La Rue 2014; Cole 1978). On top of this, the government spent well over $300 million 

($1.5 billion today) in delivering the Darwin Reconstruction Commission’s stated objective 

(Donovan 1984). Although the Commission had five years to reconstruct Darwin, it appears to 

have delivered main aim in the first three years of operation (De La Rue 2014). The issues 

which may have plagued and stymied post-WWII reconstruction efforts were not experienced 

this time around, and Donovan (1984) recounts the Commission’s achievements as follows:  

When it was wound up on 12 April 1978, the Commission had achieved an impressive record. 

It had spent in excess of $300 million: it had built 1,850 new houses and 144 new flats, while 

rebuilding 800 houses and 128 flats, and expending a great deal on the provision of new 

facilities and services (Donovan 1984, p. 234).  

Ling (2011) suggests that the Darwin Reconstruction Commission also managed to construct 

360 home units for the Department of Defence and undertook other construction projects 

(Ling 2011)—an impressive record in light of the number of new houses within three years!  

De La Rue (2014) notes that most houses delivered by Darwin Reconstruction Commission 

were ground-level dwellings, as elevated houses—used extensively for government 

employees post-war—although more suited for the tropics were deemed less structurally 

resistant to cyclones. Figure 27 shows the style and type of residential development 

undertaken by Darwin Reconstruction Commission post Cyclone Tracy.  

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: De La Rue 2014. 

  Darwin Reconstruction Commission residential housing in 1977  
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Important lessons were learnt in the aftermath of Tracy, in particular for housing provision, 

such as the need to adhere to a much more stringent building regulatory framework in an 

attempt to reduce the impact of severe weather (Ling 2011). Post Tracy, the capital’s physical 

landscape was so rapidly reconstructed that by June 1978 Darwin had a population base 

similar in size to pre-cyclone levels—approximately 47 000 (De La Rue 2014).  

In the late 1970s, the Northern Territory’s population reached just over 100 000 (Donovan 

1984) with Darwin being the most populous urban centre, followed by Alice Springs with over 

16 000 residents (Heppell & Wigley 1981). Meanwhile, the mining town of Nhulunbuy (about 

1000km east of Darwin) in Gove Peninsula had around 3500 residents, while towns like 

Katherine (about 300km south of Darwin) and Tennant Creek (about 1000km south of 

Darwin) had 3100 and 2200 people respectively. Given the vast distances between urban 

centres and towns throughout the NT, delivering public housing incurs a very high cost.  

The Commonwealth established the Department of the Northern Territory, a forerunner to 

the Territory Government, in the mid-70s (Donovan 1984). Boosted by large amounts of 

government capital investment in the Northern Territory, together with growth of the mining, 

fishing and tourism sectors, the Northern Territory’s capital steered towards being 

economically viable, containing features of urban fabric and services similar to other 

comparably sized cities in Australia (De La Rue 2014).  

Following the post-Cyclone Tracy redevelopment efforts, the 1970s and early ’80s saw the 

introduction of various territory-wide initiatives directly impacting government-funded 

housing provision interventions (Day 2012; Ling 2011; Whitehead 2007; De La Rue 2014; 

Donovan 1984). This epoch witnessed the creation of an array of departments and agencies 

in parallel with multiple government prerogatives, policies, and programmes. These included: 

• Rescinding the idea of ‘assimilation’ and the uptake of an Aboriginal ‘self-

determination’ or ‘self-management’ philosophy (Ling 2011; Donovan 1984);  

• Department of Aboriginal Affairs established in 1972 (Donovan 1984); 

• The early 1970s marking the beginning of the ‘Aboriginal Homelands movement’—

initiated by Indigenous populations returning to ancestral lands (Blanchard 1987); 

• The Commonwealth establishing the Department of the Northern Territory in 1972—

the forerunner to the Northern Territory Government (Ling 2011; Horne 2007); 
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• The Commonwealth also establishing the 1973 Aboriginal Land Rights Commission, 

which worked towards recognition of Aboriginal land rights in NT (PACNT 2016); 

• The Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 (ALRA) with its associated 

Commonwealth statutory authorities, such as Land Councils, et cetera (Horne 2007); 

• Granting of land via special purpose and Crown lease to Aboriginal groups, instigating 

Indigenous Organisations and Aboriginal Councils (Heppell & Wigley 1981); 

• The transition, on 1 July 1978, of the Northern Territory into ‘self-government’ (De La 

Rue 2014); 

• The creation of the Aboriginal Development Commission, 1 July 1980 (Ling 2011).  

After 109 years since permanent English settlement in the Northern Territory (De La Rue 

2014), the Northern Territory became self-governing—a culmination of many years of 

campaign by the Northern Territory Administrators. For the very first time, the Northern 

Territory Government had independence, control, and responsibility over its own finances. It 

was the start of a new era (De La Rue 2014). 

Being a Territory, however, the Commonwealth and the Governor-General retained powers, 

but by and large, since 1978, the Northern Territory has functioned in a state-like manner 

with the ability to legislate and operate similar to other Australian jurisdictions (Ling 2011). 

Through self-government, the Northern Territory’s commensurate legislative powers covered 

areas such as housing, health, education, while it held direct control over land use and 

planning, development, public works, and related infrastructure provisions. The 

Commonwealth retained powers and responsibilities regarding specific subject matters, such 

as Aboriginal rights, uranium mining, and national parks (Ling 2011).  

Of the various responsibilities retained by the Commonwealth at this time, it is those powers 

relating to Indigenous Affairs that are relevant to this research, in particular the provision of 

housing in ‘Indigenous communities’—refer Aboriginal housing timeline in Figure 28. This 

portfolio included urban fringe settlements, or ‘Town Camps’, and various other discrete 

Aboriginal communities, referred to as Homelands (Donovan 1984). Through the evolving 

national ideology, especially through the 1970s, the concept of Aboriginal ‘self-

determination’ or ‘self-management’ became increasingly part of policy lexicon, 

incrementally influencing government policy (Donovan 1984).  
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These policies continue to weigh in on Aboriginal housing provision and shadow government-

funded housing delivery initiatives. One of the key Commonwealth policies and legislations, 

apart from the 1967 Referendum9, is the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 

197610. This Act was introduces in 1976 in order to establish Commonwealth statutory 

authorities, such as Land Councils in the Northern Territory, all set up as instruments to 

further Indigenous land rights aspirations and Aboriginal control—all of which interlinked 

with Aboriginal housing provision and management discourse.  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Chan et al. 2010. 

  Australian Aboriginal housing timeline—early to late 20th century  

Since the 1970s, Northern Territory housing has been delivered through both Commonwealth 

and the Northern Territory Government initiatives with significant investments in delivering 

remote Indigenous community housing (Whitehead 2007).  

 

9 1967 Referendum was enacted, a mechanism through which Commonwealth both; (i) assumed responsibility of 
Aboriginal affairs nationally, similar to what Commonwealth was already undertaking in NT, and (ii) allowed the 
Indigenous people for the first time be formally included in the Australian census (Ling 2011). 
 
10 The Act allows Aboriginal Land Trusts to have inalienable freehold title to traditional land in the NT Aboriginal 
Land reserves, and other vacant Crown land—it provides various Land Councils the ability to administer land, and 
for the payment of royalties in return for resource extraction on Aboriginal land, see Donovan (1984). 
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However, many critics (Habibis et al. 2016; Crabtree et al. 2015:2012; Minnery et al. 2000; 

Sanders 1993) argue that government efforts have almost always fallen short of actual 

Aboriginal housing needs. Suffice to say, since the Northern Territory become a body politic 

under the Commonwealth, government-funded housing have been provided in two ways: 

• The Northern Territory Government overseeing housing supply and management—

via the conventional public housing model—in mainly urban and regional centres,  

• Commonwealth assumed responsibilities for all Aboriginal housing provision in and 

around urban centres, such as Town Camps, remote Aboriginal communities and 

various Indigenous Homelands11 across the Northern Territory. 

These two distinct streams are similar to other states. Historically, the Commonwealth has 

funded all Aboriginal housing (Sanders 2005). Since the 1970s, the Commonwealth instigated 

a community housing rental program with capital funding through Commonwealth 

agencies—and to a much lesser extent, the states and territories—for Aboriginal housing via 

grants as opposed to loans (Sanders 1993). These dwellings were vested to Indigenous 

community organisations. This meant that, in essence, housing became community-owned, 

was constructed on Aboriginal land with or without secure land tenure, and funded through 

grants that required no repayment (Minnery et al. 2000). 

The ongoing Commonwealth funds to expand and manage Aboriginal housing had a mixed 

degree of jurisdictional support (Sanders 2005). According to Sanders (1993), most STHAs 

concerned themselves with the urban and regional housing remit, and became adverse to 

Aboriginal community housing involvement, while the Commonwealth took responsibility for 

remote and very remote Indigenous housing (Crabtree et al. 2012). During the 1970s and 80s, 

many NT Aboriginal organisations, similar to other states, proliferated to manage housing, as 

part of the push towards self-determination (NT Shelter 2016).  

After the 1970s, Aboriginal housing was managed predominantly by Indigenous community 

councils, albeit in varying capacity, form, and scale. These entities acted as Indigenous 

Community Housing Organisations in remote communities and Town Camps around urban 

centres (Crabtree et al. 2015; Habibis et al. 2016). There are 43 Town Camps in the NT, with 

Alice Springs having the largest number with 18 in total (discussed later in this section).  

 

11 Homelands constitute small-decentralised communities established by Aboriginal people of close kin on land 
that is of social, cultural, and economic significance, refer 1987 Back to Country Report (Blanchard 1987). 
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The reason for such large numbers of Town Camps in Alice Springs is due to a large-scale 

building program between 1978 and 1981, when 84 dwellings were built. This, however, was 

the exception rather than the norm; historically Town Camp housing has been incrementally 

provided (CAT 2013; Coughlan 1991), as I discuss later in this chapter (PACNT 2016). 

According to the dwelling census in 1976 and 1981, as shown in Table 9, the number of all 

dwellings across the Territory increased over 20 per cent, from 23,270 to 29,563 (ABS 1983).  

Table 9:  Number of dwellings across Australia from the 1976 and 1981 census 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: ABS 1983. 

This particular period saw four significant shifts within government-funded housing policy. 

Firstly, the Northern Territory Housing Commission, established in 1959, broadened its 

functions after 1 July 1978 (ABS 1981). The Commission was broadened in order to provide 

infrastructure for employees of the NT Government and relevant statutory agencies, such as  

residential housing, offices, industrial and other lodging needs (ABS 1981).   

Secondly, the 1978 CSHA, while continuing to focus on providing housing for those most in 

need, marked a national shift in housing policy as it removed the core principle of economic 

rents for public housing tenants, as outlined in the White Paper Issues Paper 2. This in 

essence reviewed the roles of governments in housing as well as homelessness 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2014).  

This shift charged STHAs to set rents linked to market rates, and in so doing aligning them 

with the government’s transition, via rental rebates, from direct housing supply to tenant 

assistance. Their idea was to make tenants able to afford private rental housing and move out 

of public housing, as well as help increase STHAs’ rental revenue in order to operate the 

system (Commonwealth of Australia 2014).  

  `  `  
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However, as Yates (2013) outlines, this measure of targeting households based on need 

resulted in the almost total restructure of the tenant profile. Increasing numbers of low-

income tenants became eligible for the rental rebate, and by 1990 almost 85 per cent were in 

this boat, underscoring the failure of the expected STHA income gains (Yates 2013). 

The third policy shift was the first of its kind. In 1979, the Commonwealth-Northern Territory 

Housing Agreement (ABS 1983) established a ‘new formal housing deal’ between the 

Commonwealth and the Northern Territory Government. This foreshadowed the 1981 CSHA 

agreement, which included the establishment of the Aboriginal Rental Housing Program to 

address national Indigenous housing needs by supplementing CSHA base funding (FaCSIA 

2006; ABS 1982). With the Commonwealth continuing to provide Aboriginal housing, in 1981 

the Northern Territory was finally grafted into the 1981 CSHA; the Commonwealth 

guaranteed a minimum level of funding of $200 million each year over 5 years ending in June 

1986—refer ABS Year Book 1982 (ABS 1982). 

The 1981 CSHA channelled funding to the Northern Territory through the Commonwealth’s 

Department of Housing and Constructions for housing and related purposes (Blanchard 

1987). As in the case of Commonwealth providing funds for Aboriginal housing, the new NT 

housing funds came in the form of loans and grants, subject to the terms and conditions of 

the 1981 CSHA (ABS 1983). The Commonwealth added additional requirements for states and 

territories to match CSHA advances, and from the 1980s, CSHAs commenced prioritising 

housing for specific groups such as pensioners, Indigenous Australians, et cetera (McIntosh & 

Phillips 2001). 

The fourth shift in policy was the Northern Territory Loans Scheme and the Sales Schemes 

introduction in October 1979 (ABS 1983). Via the loans scheme—a maximum of $50 000 or 

95 per cent of house/land value relative to 1982 property prices—the Northern Territory 

Government provided finance to alter, modify, build and purchase new dwellings on a 

variable escalating interest rate apportioned to income levels (see ABS 1983 Year Book for 

detailed discussions on this).  

Through the Sales Schemes, the Northern Territory Housing Commission dwellings were 

offered up for sale (ABS 1980). The Sales Scheme was based on dwelling sales on a cash basis, 

or on terms requiring a minimum deposit of 5 per cent of the total house price with a 

maximum repayment period of 45 years at interest rates of either 5.75 per cent, or 9 per 

cent, subject to means testing (ABS 1981).  
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The Sales Scheme was twofold in nature (ABS 1980). Firstly, through the General Public Sales 

Scheme, tenants residing in public housing for a minimum of two years were eligible to 

purchase dwellings. And secondly, under the Staff Sales Scheme, public servants residing in 

the Northern Territory Housing Commission dwellings up to a period of 2 years could 

purchase their property (ABS 1981). The ABS 1982 Year Book provides commentary on this 

significant policy shift where for the first time the Northern Territory enters into CSHA:  

On 11 March 1980 the Commonwealth and the Northern Territory formally entered into an 

agreement for the provision of rental housing assistance and home purchase assistance 

during the two financial years commencing on 1 July 1979. The principles and objectives 

established under the 1978 Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement are written into the 

Northern Territory Agreement and provisions made for policies and practices are 

substantially the same (ABS 1982, p.457). 

The ABS 1982 Year Book collates both private housing and government-funded housing data, 

tabulating for the first time the Northern Territory housing numbers alongside similar data 

from other states and territories (ABS 1982). The 1979-1980 ABS housing and construction 

data provides a platform to contrast NT housing data revealing a certain housing narrative for 

this period: (i) equal percentage of private and government housing approved for 

construction (highest percentage of government-funded housing construction across the 

country in this period); (ii) the Northern Territory constructing the smallest houses (in terms 

of average floor area size); but (ii) having the highest average dwelling capital value, including 

the highest average capital value per square metre.  

In this period, the Northern Territory had significantly higher building costs when compared 

to other Australian states (ABS 1982). This was possibly due to increases in construction 

material freight costs, building houses to post-Tracy cyclonic codes and standards, and higher 

skilled labour costs. After 30 June 1981, as noted earlier, the Northern Territory finally 

became a part of the 1981 CSHA national program (ABS 1982). As it entered into CSHA, the 

shift in Commonwealth ‘housing assistance’ policy saw a gradual expansion towards the 

rental assistance eligibility criteria, and overtime became so wide ranging that by 1990 almost 

everyone on income support became CRA eligible (Yates 2013).  

By the mid 90s, the CRA became the Commonwealth’s central housing assistance funding 

vehicle, with a converse retrenchment of the CSHA, despite programs such as the Aboriginal 

Rental Housing Program remaining prominent in targeting Indigenous housing need in rural 

and remote locations (Commonwealth of Australia 2014; FaCSIA 2006).  
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Throughout the 1980s and thereafter, the CSHA funding decrease was significant in the 

Territory, especially when almost 1 in 5 households at the time were residing in public rental 

housing, as shown in Figure 29. In the mid 1990s, financial pressures in delivering 

government-funded housing were compounded within the NT through the respective low 

level of private sector housing activity (ABS 1983), as well as the appropriation of high levels 

of expenditure and cost outlays when compared to other states (SCRGSSP 1997).  

 

 

 

 
Source: Report on Government Service Provision, SCRGSSP 1998. 

  Percentage of households residing in public rental housing in 1996  

Figure 30 shows the Northern Territory expenditure per public housing unit for the 1995-

1996 financial year as being well over $7500, more than double the national average over 

this period (SCRGSSP 1997). 

 

  

  

 

Source: Report on Government Service Provision, SCRGSSP 1997.  

 Government expenditure per public housing dwelling in 1995/96  

Similarly, per-person government expenditure on public housing in the Northern Territory 

differed from other jurisdictions (see Table 10). The 1995-96 financial year data reveals that 

the Northern Territory government-funded public housing was the highest in the country, 

which equated to around three times the national average (SCRGSSP 1998). Almost two 

decades since, contemporary Northern Territory public housing expenditure remains almost 

double the national average (SCRGSP 2018), with cost implications related to remoteness and 

the significant resources required to service a large geographic footprint. 
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Table 10:  Total government public housing expenditure per person, 1995/96 

 
 
 
 
 
Source: Report on Government Service Provision, SCRGSSP 1998. 

For the Northern Territory government-funded Indigenous housing in particular, the 1987 

Aboriginal Development Commission National Housing Needs Survey noted a shortage of 

almost 3500 houses for Indigenous people in rural and remote communities (NT Government 

2000). The 1990s witnessed a national shift in Aboriginal Affairs policy, starting in 1990 with 

the formation of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC), which 

subsumed the roles of predecessor bodies like the Department of Aboriginal Affairs and the 

Aboriginal Development Commission (Pratt & Bennett 2004). This epoch also marked the 

initiation of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) framework and a national 

commitment to improve outcomes for Indigenous people—the need to rationalise policy, 

programs and funding across all levels of governments (Porter 2009). 

Over the course of its 14-year term, ATSIC functioned as a national body having both 

representative and executive roles, conceived to allow Indigenous power over decision-

making and management of Indigenous Affairs (Pratt & Bennett 2004). ATSIC’s approach 

aligned with the Commonwealth’s 1992 National Housing Strategy, which affirmed stronger 

Indigenous involvement in Aboriginal housing (Habibis et al. 2013). Pratt and Bennett (2004) 

argue that, notwithstanding the fact that ATSIC personified strong steps toward self-

determination aspirations, its function was limited given that around 85 per cent of ATSIC 

funding was quarantined by the Commonwealth for specific programs such as the National 

Aboriginal Health Strategy, Community Development Employment Project scheme, and 

Community Housing and Infrastructure Program (Pratt & Bennett 2004).  

After the establishment of ATSIC, the Commonwealth and the Northern Territory 

Government signed a Bilateral Agreement, which specified the roles and responsibilities 

within remote Indigenous housing (NT Government 2000). For Porter (2009), this agreement 

helped establish the Indigenous Housing Authority in the Northern Territory, a government 

entity consisting of representative members from the Commonwealth, the Northern Territory 

Government and ATSIC, all tasked to formulate policy to distribute close to $38 million per 

annum of funds across the Northern Territory (Porter 2009; Hardy 2002).  
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The Indigenous Housing Authority became the only organisation in the NT responsible for the 

development of improved remote Indigenous housing, combined with the aim to leverage 

the provision of dwelling programs into positive social and economic outcomes for Aboriginal 

people (NT Government 2000). And all Commonwealth Indigenous housing funds alongside 

the Northern Territory Government’s contribution to Aboriginal housing were collated and 

routed through the Indigenous Housing Authority (Porter 2009; FaCSIA 2006; SCRGSP 2000).  

According to Porter (2009), government-funded housing provision in the NT continued in two 

distinct forms. The first, mainstream public housing was provided, owned, and managed by 

the Northern Territory Housing Commission who later changed its name to Territory Housing 

(the NT’s STHA) in 1998 (Ling 2011). Public rental housing was only made available in the 

Territory’s urban centres, but open to all residents, including the Aboriginal people living in 

towns (NT Government 2000). Unlike some other jurisdictions at the time, the Northern 

Territory did not have any state-owned and state-managed Indigenous housing (Porter 2009).  

The second pertains to NT Aboriginal dwellings, vested and managed by Indigenous 

organisations. Indigenous organisations provided housing in urban Aboriginal living areas, 

such as Town Camps, and remote to very remote communities (NT Government 2000). These 

Indigenous organisations collected rents and managed housing—tenancy, repairs, 

maintenance, waiting lists and the like—in communities with varying success, depending on 

the capacity and size of administrating bodies, socioeconomic circumstances of Aboriginal 

communities, and the prevailing cultural protocols and considerations (SCRGSP 2007). At the 

time of Indigenous Housing Authority, the NT had the highest proportion of households 

residing in community housing in Australia, a fact reflected in Figure 31 (SCRGSP 2000).  

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Report on Government Service Provision, SCRGSSP 2000. 

 Percentage of Australian households in community housing, 1996  
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In 1999, the Community Housing Infrastructure Needs Survey reported approximately 5900 

Indigenous community housing organisation managed dwellings in the Northern Territory—

this included Aboriginal dwellings in urban areas as well as rural and remote communities (NT 

Government 2000). With 7320 public housing dwellings owned by Territory Housing in urban 

centres, by the year 2000 government-funded housing in the Northern Territory was well 

over 13 000 dwellings (SCRGSSP 2000). 

The first decade of the 21st century brought monumental change for government-funded 

housing in the Northern Territory. The change was of such magnitude, scale, and approach 

that it has taken years to unfold, and to some extent reforms remain ongoing in terms of: (i) 

governmental housing structural arrangements, and delivery mechanisms, (ii) legislative 

changes to allow policy instrument functionality, and (iii) securing capital funding 

arrangements for longer-term government housing provision imperatives (Habibis et al. 2013; 

Porter 2009; FaCSIA 2006). I note here in this epoch, the Northern Territory public housing 

provision narrative continues to be significantly shaped by the Commonwealth’s Indigenous 

housing policy.  

A review of national remote Indigenous housing policies of this era by Habibis et al. (2013) 

highlights economic pressures placed on Indigenous organisations to ensure that rental 

income sustained housing provision. This era also saw increasing efforts by government to 

‘mainstream arrangements’ for Aboriginal tenants within remote Indigenous community 

housing provision settings. These policies centred around: (i) ensuring the compliance of 

Indigenous organisations to tenancy-related legislation and contractual mutual obligations 

(housing management, rent collection); (ii) accountability in areas of financial management, 

governance, and the use of best practice in housing procurement and allocation; and (iii) 

greater collaboration between governments, agencies, Indigenous communities, and 

Indigenous organisations (Habibis et al. 2013).  

Following the release of ATSIC’s review in May 2003, whose objective was to provide 

recommendations on how best to involve Indigenous peoples in developing Commonwealth 

Aboriginal policies and programs, then-Prime Minister John Howard announced the total 

abolishment of ATSIC in 2004 (Pratt & Bennett 2004). Minister Amanda Vanstone (2004), 

expressing the Commonwealth view, argued that the failure of ATSIC reflected the need to 

streamline programs, rather than continuing to have a separate Indigenous-specific 

organisation. This is a prime example of government views and the malignant nature of the 

state directly influencing housing.  
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Various commentators and observers, such as Michelle Grattan (2004), echoed Prime 

Minister Howard’s sentiments arguing the need for Indigenous people to have programs 

delivered in mainstream ways with direct government responsibility for all policy (Grattan 

2004). This Commonwealth policy change in 2004 reverted towards 1960s style governmental 

arrangements (Thompson 2004; Sanders 1990), and in doing, so terminally truncating three 

decades of Indigenous organisation activity in Aboriginal housing provision in the Northern 

Territory (Habibis et al. 2016; FaCSIA 2006). Following ATSIC’s abolition in 2004, all remote 

Indigenous housing governmental bilateral arrangements became invalid (Porter 2009).  

The end of ATSIC marked pivotal changes in remote Indigenous housing policy—from 

supporting Indigenous community self-governance to transitioning into government 

‘mainstreaming’ Aboriginal policy, programs and service delivery (Taylor 2006). In 2004, 

COAG agreed to a National Framework Principles for Service Delivery to Indigenous 

Australians (FaCSIA 2006). These principles stipulated sharing responsibility, harnessing 

mainstream economies of scale, streamlining service delivery, establishing transparency and 

accountability, and developing a learning framework with a focus on key areas (FaCSIA 2006). 

Acting upon these principles, the Commonwealth instigated: (i) the transition of Indigenous 

programs into mainstream departments, (ii) the National Indigenous Council as an advisory 

body, (iii) 29 Indigenous Coordination Centres, (iv) Shared Responsibility Agreements 

between government and communities, and (v) for the first time introducing contestability 

into community-based service delivery (see Roughley et al. (2007) and Taylor (2006) for 

discussions on government arrangements post 2004 to 2006).  

It should be noted here, for commentators and academics such as Porter (2009) and Altman 

(2009), the Commonwealth policy change:  

From a community to a public housing model occurred without public debate or Aboriginal 

consultation and without an evidence base that government housing agencies can do a better 

job of providing remote Aboriginal housing (Porter 2009, p.1).  

From 2004, all ATSIC programs and services transitioned into Commonwealth agencies; funds 

were administrated via eight major departments and various agencies (Roughely et al. 2007). 

In 2005, the Commonwealth made a series of announcements arguing reforms to Aboriginal 

land and, according to Terrill (2009), a move away from wholly communally owned 

Indigenous land and using Indigenous community dwellings as a way to transition into 

housing for Indigenous ownership.  
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The first of the Northern Territory Aboriginal land reforms was introduced in 2006 when the 

Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 was amended to allow the creation of 

‘township leasing’ or ‘section 19A leasing’ instruments (Terrill 2009)12. Township leasing is 

now part of the broader Northern Territory Aboriginal land reform narrative, attempting to 

facilitate individual economic freedom and home ownership, promote private market 

function, and assist Indigenous people into the mainstream economy (Terrill 2009; Pearson & 

Kostakidis-Lianos 2004). 

Terrill (2009) explains that on 17 September 2007 a number of new rules were established 

through a ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ (MoU) between the Commonwealth and the NT 

Government, marking a change in government housing delivery and land reform initiatives 

across the Northern Territory (Terrill 2009). Some observers, like Porter (2009), argue that the 

2007 MoU was the single most important document in respect to NT Aboriginal Affairs—and 

by extension to government-funded housing provision in the Northern Territory—since the 

1978 Self Government; although the significance of this MoU evaded much public attention 

(Porter 2009). The 2007 MoU set out ‘principles’ in three categorises: funding arrangements, 

delivery of program, and the eventual long-term responsibility of housing and infrastructure.  

Firstly, the MoU committed $793 million over 4 years of Commonwealth funds until 2011, out 

of which $547 million was appropriated for major capital works to allow for new remote 

housing, improve existing dwellings and upgrade infrastructure (FaHCSIA 2008). This 

unprecedented funding was based upon the idea that the Commonwealth will have no 

further responsibility for the delivery of remote Indigenous housing, and municipal and 

infrastructure services in the Northern Territory from 1 July 2008, and the Northern Territory 

Government will deliver services provision in Town Camps and Outstations.  

The 2007 MoU, as argued by commentators, became a vehicle for the Commonwealth to 

divest its functions within remote Northern Territory Indigenous housing and infrastructure 

provisions, attempting to formally conclude three decades of Indigenous service delivery. This 

started out in the 1970s under the policies of self-determination (Donovan 1984), continued 

with Commonwealth retention of Aboriginal Affairs responsibility during the Northern 

Territory Self Government (Sanders 2005; Donovan 1984), and in the mid-2000s was 

relinquished to the Northern Territory Government (Auditor-General for the NT 2010).  

 

12 For a detailed discussion on the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 and township leasing 
arrangements, refer ‘Office of Township Leasing’ (OTL 2016) and Terrill (2009). 
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The irony in all of this, according to Porter (2009), is that on the one hand the 

Commonwealth pulled out of delivery of Aboriginal housing and infrastructure services, but 

on the other, it became the landlord of the 73 Intervention communities through the initial 5-

year leases following the 2007 Northern Territory Emergency Response13. And, as the 

landlord, the MoU stipulated ongoing Commonwealth funding be granted to the Territory for 

services associated with remote Indigenous housing (Porter 2009).  

Another striking feature of the 2007 MoU was the animus policy towards other smaller 

Aboriginal communities and outstations, numbering in their hundreds, left out altogether, 

with no new housing funding allocation—although technically through the MoU, 

responsibility for outstations passed on to the Northern Territory Government on 1 July 2008 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2008).  

Secondly, the 2007 MoU set out arrangements for the ‘New Housing System for the Bush’ 

program (summarised in Table 11). Under the MoU, the Commonwealth provided over 4 

years of funding with the NT Government tasked to deliver and manage programs. Territory 

Housing was to own all newly built community housing with all existing Aboriginal housing 

transferring to Territory Housing—both new and existing collectively becoming remote public 

housing (PACNT 2016; Porter 2009). The MoU’s third principle ascribed the Northern Territory 

Government as the main responsible agent of remote Indigenous housing in the Territory 

(PACNT 2016). The 2007 MoU called for formalising long-term land leasing arrangements on 

Aboriginal land, and for these leases to be granted to governmental agencies—as opposed to 

Indigenous organisations—with Indigenous land-holding leases to be secured prior to further 

government investments in Indigenous housing (Terrill 2009).  

For Terrill (2009), this manifested the new ‘secure tenure policy’ directive ensuring 

government access to and control of Aboriginal land for which significant public monies are 

appropriated, for a minimum period of 40 years (Terrill 2009). In this way, secure tenure 

policy—in the form of long-term governmental control of land on which Aboriginal housing is 

built—became a significant condition attached to the Commonwealth’s housing commitment 

in the Northern Territory (PACNT 2016). 

 

13 The Northern Territory Emergency Response (NTER) or ‘Intervention’, was in direct response to the ‘Little 
Children are Scared’ Report—which the NTG commissioned in 2006, and released on 15 June 2007—attempting 
to address and ameliorate the welfare of Aboriginal children (Australian Human Rights Commission 2007). For the 
purpose of this study, the NTER is only referenced in light of its implications around government-funded housing 
in the NT. 
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This added to the financial pressures as the vast majority of Indigenous public housing 

allotments required leasing arrangements to be secured by Territory Housing. 

Table 11:  2007 MoU ‘Principles’ between Commonwealth and the NT Government 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Porter 2009. 

Almost a month after the September 2007 MoU, the then-Prime Minister announced a 

national election which resulted in a change of Federal Government and a new Ministry with 

a new Indigenous Affairs minister (Commonwealth of Australia 2008). On 20 December 2007, 

the new Commonwealth officials, through the COAG forum involving states and territories, 

agreed to improve the social and economic situations of Indigenous Australians. This was 

framed to establish ‘partnerships’ between all levels of government to work with Aboriginal 

communities to ‘close the gap’ on Indigenous disadvantage, with housing identified as one of 

the key elements to address (ANAO 2011).  

The outcome of the December 2007 COAG meeting was the formation of the National 

Indigenous Reform Agreement, which committed action to seven key areas referred to as the 

‘building blocks’ to counter Aboriginal disadvantage (COAG 2007). In line with COAG 

direction, observers such as Grey (2015) note the government lexicon changing to frame 

Indigenous disadvantage response as ‘Closing the Gap’.  
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The Commonwealth reframed the 2007 Intervention through the new national focus on 

‘Closing the Gap’ via the amelioration of Indigenous disadvantage in several key areas such as 

housing, health, education, employment and economic participation (Grey 2015; FaHCSIA 

2013; Copper 2011). Besides re-working the Intervention, the new Commonwealth 

administration determined to keep up the momentum in remote Indigenous housing and 

Aboriginal land reform, announcing the Strategic Indigenous Housing and Infrastructure 

Program in April 2008 (FaHCSIA 2008).  

This Commonwealth ‘landmark’ joint housing program with the Northern Territory 

Government became the largest single Indigenous remote housing investment of its time 

(Macklin et al. 2008)14. The Northern Territory Government was also charged to introduce 

and oversee the administration of new property and tenancy management arrangements, 

based on the Northern Territory’s Remote Public Housing Management Framework, and to 

undertake efforts to secure public housing leases in the larger Indigenous communities 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2008).  

Porter (2009) articulates this local government restructure being significant in two ways. 

Firstly, this signalled the demise of numerous Aboriginal community councils, as around 75 

per cent of Indigenous community housing organisations were intertwined with Indigenous 

councils. Secondly, all Aboriginal community housing repairs, maintenance and tenancy 

management functions shifted to the Northern Territory Government control. From the 

Commonwealth’s perspective, the 2008-2009 era moved towards achieving a large-scale 

nationwide investment, as a way to counter the GFC economic downturn (discussed earlier in 

Chapter 3).  

The Commonwealth instigated the $5.6 billion Social Housing Investment funding in order to 

deliver close to 20 000 social housing dwellings across the nation, as noted in Chapter 1. On 

top of other funding, the Northern Territory received their portion of Social Housing 

Investment capital, having delivered 530 social housing properties against a benchmark of 

418 dwellings, thus exceeding their target by about 27 per cent (KPMG 2012). Further to 

Social Housing Investment, within months of the Strategic Indigenous Housing and 

Infrastructure Program announcement, the Commonwealth agreed to replace CSHA with 

National Affordable Housing Agreement, effective from 1 January 2009 (AIHW 2010).  

 

14 For more discussions on the Strategic Indigenous Housing and Infrastructure Program, refer Davidson et al. 
(2011). 
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The National Affordable Housing Agreement offered $6.2 billion of housing assistance and 

was supported by the National Indigenous Reform Agreement setting out COAG framework 

for ‘Closing the Gap’ on long-term Indigenous disadvantage (COAG 2011). The National 

Indigenous Reform Agreement provided a set of Investment Principles in Remote 

Communities to guide a number of ‘National Partnership Agreements’, including the $5.5 

billion National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing (NPARIH) (The Allen 

Consulting Group 2013). 

NPARIH, a 10-year comprehensive national reform strategy, pivoted round the whole-of-

government approach, and was designed to address overcrowding, homelessness, poor 

housing conditions, severe dwelling shortages, and improve rental housing management in 

remote Indigenous communities (FaHCSIA 2013; COAG 2011). For the Northern Territory in 

particular, $1.7 billion out of the total $5.5 billion was allocated, since most of the pre-

existing housing programs and funding (FaHCSIA 2013) were subsumed into NPARIH (FaHCSIA 

2013; ANAO 2012; Auditor-General for the Northern Territory 2010).  

Table 12 shows NPARIH’s decade-long Commonwealth funding allocation for each state and 

territory, alongside jurisdictional program delivery targets (ANAO 2012).   

Table 12:  Commonwealth NPARIH funding by jurisdiction 2008/09 – 2017/18 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ANAO 2012 and FaHCSIA 2009. 
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NPARIH reformed Governmental responsibilities and established the Commonwealth as the 

major funder of remote Indigenous housing, while the Northern Territory Government was 

now the responsible agency for service delivery in line with a set of agreed objectives 

(FaHCSIA 2013). Both governments carried the momentum from previous initiatives, and 

agreed to underpin NPARIH investment with systemic reform of all existing remote 

Indigenous housing arrangements (FaHCSIA 2013). Alongside their housing remit, NPARIH 

included necessary housing-related infrastructure capital works such as power, water, and 

sewerage systems, as part of essential services upgrades (FaHCSIA 2013; ANAO 2012). 

According to FaHCSIA (2013), all NAPRIH works had to be:  

[s]ustainable and governments had to be able to control and effectively manage the assets 

over the long term. The houses had to be built to comply with Australian construction 

standards and the National Indigenous Housing Guide and managed to a public housing 

standard, to last up to 30 years rather than the average seven year life that had been the 

norm in many remote locations (FaHCSIA 2013, p.15).  

NPARIH subsumed the original Strategic Indigenous Housing and Infrastructure Program 

housing targets (Larkins 2012), and program objectives were revised to reflect increased 

NPARIH funding for remote Indigenous housing in the Northern Territory. Overall funding 

equated around $2 billion15 over ten years (ANAO 2012). The new NPARIH targets and 

objectives for the Territory are summarised below (PACNT 2016; Larkins 2012; ANAO 2012): 

• 1456 new remote houses and 415 rebuilds of existing dwellings,  

• 2915 refurbishments across 73 Aboriginal communities and Town Camps by 2018,  

• Introduce and implement public housing model for remote Indigenous housing, and 

• Establish long-term leases—at least 40 to 99-year duration—to ensure security of 

tenure for the continued construction and management of community housing stock.  

The Commonwealth through FaHCSIA contracted and authorised Territory Housing to deliver 

property and tenancy management services in Indigenous communities (FaHCSIA 2008). This 

was subject to leasing arrangements in accord with Territory Housing’s remote public housing 

services framework (Larkins 2012).  

 

15 Initial $1.7 billion Commonwealth NPARIH funds with additional $240 million funding contribution from the 
Northern Territory Government and a further $77 million from other Commonwealth sources (ANAO 2012).  
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Territory Housing developed a new ‘Remote Housing Policy’ with a graded tenancy agenda to 

deal with the varying quality and condition of remote Indigenous Housing in three categories: 

(i) impoverished, (ii) legacy, and (iii) remote public housing (Rosenman & Clunies-Ross 2011). 

Table 13 provides a brief summary of the Northern Territory’s remote rental framework and 

the new rental system for remote Indigenous community housing outlining the treatment of 

impoverished dwellings, legacy and refurbished houses and new NPARIH dwellings.  

At the core of this reform is the introduction of Tenancy Agreements as part of the Northern 

Territory Residential Tenancies Act (1999) and the Remote Rent Framework (The Allen 

Consulting Group 2013; ANAO 2012). Under NPARIH, the Northern Territory Government was 

tasked for both the capital works program and the ongoing management of remote 

Indigenous Housing (Bisset 2015). The policy directive towards mainstreaming remote 

Indigenous Housing from community control towards a conventional public housing model 

resulted in, amongst many things, a more-than-doubling of public housing properties—at the 

time Territory Housing managed 5392 mainstream public housing dwellings in the main 

Northern Territory urban centres (Habibis et al. 2016).  

Subsequently, Territory Housing took on remote Indigenous Housing (around 6000 dwellings) 

in 2008 (Porter 2009), which accounts for about 63 per cent of the Northern Territory 

Aboriginal adults in remote communities (FaCSIA 2007). Although caution has to be placed on 

the physical characteristics of remote Indigenous housing dwellings labelled a ‘house,’ with 

varying house types (from one room and living area type steel-clad dwellings built in the 70s 

to modern four bedroom concrete block dwellings) and in different structural conditions. 

Nevertheless it is clear that the Northern Territory post-2008 essentially doubled their overall 

public housing properties (FaHCSIA 2013), with both urban and remote dwellings numbering 

well over 11 000 properties (SCRGSP 2010). The total public housing stock included town 

camp dwellings (43 urban fringe Indigenous settlements in the Northern Territory) as these 

were incorporated into the overall scope of works for NPARIH (FaHCSIA 2013).  

Under NPARIH, the Alice Springs Transformation Plan had the largest town camp housing and 

infrastructure upgrade works package (FaHCSIA 2013). Commencing in 2009, this Plan 

contained over $150 million in funding, with the aim to integrate Town Camps into the wider 

Alice Springs municipality and provide the town camp residents with similar social and 

economic opportunities as other residents Alice Springs (Gounder 2017:2016).  
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Table 13:  NT remote housing rental framework post 2008 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Author based on The Allen Consulting Group 2013 and Larkins 2012. 
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Similar to other NPARIH projects, the Transformation Plan required security of land—in the 

form of long-term leases or Commonwealth land acquisition—prior to further government 

investments in Alice Springs Town Camps (Gounder 2016; FaHCSIA 2013). After protracted 

negotiations between the Commonwealth and individual Town Camp Housing Associations 

through Tangentyere Council16, with threats of the Commonwealth’s compulsory acquisition 

of all Alice Springs Town Camps in between, an agreement was finalised in December 2009.  

This agreement had all but one Town Camp (the Ilpeye-Ilpeye community) settle for the 40-

year town camp leasing arrangements in return for over $100 million in capital works funding 

for new housing and infrastructure upgrade (Gounder 2017; Crabtree et al. 2015; CAT 2013). 

Post-Alice Springs Town Camps subleases, and with the implementation of new NT public 

housing model, Tangentyere Council relinquished their housing remit. Town Camps housing is 

now under Territory Housing formal public housing arrangements (Crabtree et al. 2015). The 

NT public housing model has three facets (with each having a financial impact on the overall 

delivery of public housing): (i) an urban public housing model, (ii) a remote public housing 

model, and (iii) hybrid Town Camp models in Alice Springs and Tenant Creek (PACNT 2016). 

The NT urban public housing model includes public housing in all major urban centres, but 

excludes all Town Camp housing in the 43 Town Camps (Gounder 2017; PACNT 2016).  

In the NT, the remote public housing model applies to housing in Indigenous communities 

where secure tenure policy instruments are in place (PACNT 2016; ANAO 2012). A hybrid 

public housing model integrating elements of urban and remote public housing model exists 

only in Alice Springs and Tenant Creek Town Camps (PACNT 2016; ANAO 2012). For these 

Town Camps, Territory Housing is responsible for the 284 houses in Alice Springs and other 78 

houses in Tenant Creek. The remainder of Town Camps across the NT, with as many dwellings 

in varying condition, are not under direct NT Government control and only receive repairs 

and maintenance grant funding—similar to a community housing model (PACNT 2016). 

Research by Crabtree et al. (2015) in an attempt to compare, contrast and explain governance 

arrangements in Alice Springs Town Camp housing provision (both before signing the 40-year 

leases, and the complex arrangements put in place after) illustrates housing arrangements as 

outlined in Figures 32 and 33 respectively (PACNT 2016; Crabtree 2015).  

 

16 Tangentyere Council was formed as ‘Tunkatjira’ in 1974 to assist the Town Camp residents to access shelter, 
services, transport, firewood and the like (Tangentyere Council 2017). Foster et al. (2005) states Tangentyere 
Council was primarily established as a mechanism to provide housing services, existing organisations at the time 
were unable to do within Town Camps. 
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Source: Crabtree 2015 in PACNT 2016. 

  Alice Springs Town Camps management prior 40-year leases  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Crabtree 2015 in PACNT 2016. 

  Alice Springs Town Camps management through long-term leasing  
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The only place where the new Alice Springs Town Camp housing management model did not 

apply was in the Ilpeye-Ilpeye Town Camp community. Ilpeye-Ilpeye had earlier resigned as 

members of Tangentyere Council and decided not to enter into the 40-year lease 

arrangements unlike the rest of Alice Springs Town Camp in December 2009 (Crabtree et al. 

2015). Ilpeye-Ilpeye opted instead to have their land—at the time under the Northern 

Territory Government Crown Lease (Crabtree et al. 2015)—to be acquired by the 

Commonwealth under the special NTER provisions (PACNT 2016); 

The underlying tenure of Ilpeye-Ilpeye changed from community lease to freehold held by the 

Commonwealth. Any underlying native title was preserved, as were existing tenancy 

arrangements were preserved, with land leased to NTG [Government] while negotiations for 

a housing model were under way (CAT 2013, p.6).  

This Ilpeye-Ilpeye model is profoundly different to any approach undertaken to-date, as this 

process engaged Ilpeye-Ilpeye, the Northern Territory Government and the Commonwealth 

in a tripartite agreement to enable the Northern Territory Town Camp crown land leased 

under communal community ownership to be converted into freehold land (Terrill 2016). The 

change from the public housing model, where STHA relinquishes houses to an Indigenous 

organisation to own and provide Aboriginal housing, is discussed in detail in Chapter 6.  

According to Porter (2009), the overall impacts of mainstreaming public housing across the 

Territory put significant strain on all levels of government to ensure compliance to various 

legislations such as the Residential Tenancy Act, which require adherence to statutory 

legislations (Porter 2009). The challenge for Territory Housing was to ensure the newly 

transitioned remote Indigenous dwellings met commensurate levels of maintenance and 

upkeep under the Residential Tenancy Act (The Allen Consulting Group 2013; Larkins 2012; 

Rosenman & Clunies-Ross 2011).  

Larkin (2012) points out that in July 2010 Territory Housing introduced a Remote Public 

Housing Management Framework. The purpose of this was to help align remote housing 

services with the NT urban public housing model through: standardised housing tenancy 

agreements and documents; changed rental arrangements and a tenancy support programs; 

routine housing repairs and maintenance programs; allocation and waiting list policy based 

on need; and the creation of Housing Reference Groups unity to enable community 

involvement in housing decision-making. Through such steps the NT Government strived to 

achieve a ‘joined-up’ governmental approach to the delivery of public housing across NT.  
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The Allen Consulting Group (2013) report on Tenant’s Experience of the NPARIH Property and 

Tenancy Management Reforms reveals the importance of formalising the rights and 

obligations of tenants and landlords within the context of remote Indigenous public housing 

in the Northern Territory—an area recently introduced through NPARIH reforms post-2009. In 

parallel with the NPARIH rollout across the Northern Territory, with capital works in the 73 

communities and Town Camps, other Commonwealth policy interventions continued 

alongside government-funded housing provision (Australian Government 2012). The 2007 

NTER was abrogated in 2012 through Commonwealth Stronger Futures initiatives in which 

the Alice Springs Transformation Plan folded into the National Partnership on Stronger 

Futures in the Northern Territory (PACNT 2016).  

The Commonwealth’s Stronger Futures initiative injected another $230 million aimed at 

smaller Indigenous communities to assist and upgrade existing dwellings to be ‘safe and 

habitable’ and provide better amenities for residents (Australian Government 2012, p 28). 

NPARIH contained two review points: one at the mid-point of the program, and the other in 

2017, six months before NPARIH expiration in June 2018. The midway review in 2013 found 

the program to be on track to achieve intended outcomes: (i) to reduce significant 

overcrowding, (ii) to address poor housing conditions, and (iii) severe housing shortages 

(Commonwealth of Australia 2017a). By 2015, the Territory Housing public housing portfolio 

consisted of almost 5000 remote public housing dwellings and 5000 urban public housing 

stock (Clapman 2015).  

In April 2016, a newly elected Commonwealth Government replaced both NPARIH and SFNT: 

(i) NPARIH with the National Partnership on Remote Housing under Remote Housing Strategy 

(came into effect on 1 July 2016) and (ii) Stronger Futures was replaced by the Northern 

Territory Remote Aboriginal Investment to continue to address poor housing conditions of 

existing dwellings across the Northern Territory (Commonwealth of Australia 2017a).  

According to the Commonwealth, NPARIH at 30 June 2016 had delivered significant housing 

outcomes across Australia (DPMC 2018): 3233 new houses (of which 1190 were in the 

Northern Territory) and 7350 refurbishments; 291 Indigenous communities received NPARIH 

funding and capital works, around 98 per cent of NPARIH houses had tenancy agreements in 

place, 80 per cent of NPARIH works included houses with 3 or more bedrooms; Indigenous 

employment in the program was at 20 per cent or higher, and levels of overcrowding in 

remote areas reduced through NPARIH, from 48 per cent in 2008 to 38 per cent in 2014. 
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Table 14 collates a summary of jurisdictional performance against the key objectives of 

NPARIH, while Table 15 shows the order of average cost—in three categories: (i) new houses, 

(ii) rebuilds, and (iii) refurbishments—including all NPARIH capital works (Commonwealth of 

Australia 2017a).   

Table 14:  Jurisdictional performance against NPARIH key objectives 

  
 
 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Commonwealth of Australia 2017a. 

 

Table 15:  NPARIH order of cost by jurisdiction for housing capital works 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
Source: Commonwealth of Australia 2017a. 

*Achievement against Strategy targets 
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Of note is the way in which the cost for capital works, when averaged in each category over 

the 10-year life, exceeded the NPARIH set average costs in all jurisdictions. Although, in the 

Northern Territory, all costs were significantly higher than set averages (Commonwealth of 

Australia 2017a). The high costs in delivering remote public housing in the Northern Territory 

are discussed further in Chapters 5 and 6. 

The new rental framework was in place with all new remote public housing complete in 

communities under NPARIH, together with the implementation of property and tenancy 

management systems similar to urban public housing applied in Aboriginal communities 

(Nous Group 2017; The Allen Consulting Group 2013). Two independent reports, one 

undertaken in 2003 by Allen consulting and the other in 2017 by Nous Group (Nous Group 

2017; The Allen Consulting Group 2013), reviewed government-funded remote Indigenous 

housing programs with new rental frameworks and associated impacts on tenants, landlord, 

and on sustainability, in terms of: overall cost of remote Indigenous public housing delivery, 

rental incomes and the gap between revenue-cost shortfall, and need for ongoing 

government subsidy in the Northern Territory. 

Within these new remote housing rental frameworks, residents paid rent based on the total 

household income combined with the number of bedrooms. That being said, the rent 

quantum was capped at a maximum dwelling rate limit, which is based around the number of 

bedrooms and ranges from $90 to $150 per week per dwelling (The Allen Consulting Group 

2013; Larkins 2012).  

The 2017 Nous Group report reveals a significant and unavoidable ‘revenue-cost’ shortfall. 

This report claims that, on average, 84 per cent of remote public housing ongoing property 

and tenancy management costs are not covered by rental income—illustrated in Figure 34 

(Nous Group 2017). Key drivers of these higher costs included the extent of remoteness and 

the significantly higher costs incurred in emergency repair, with costs up to 5 times higher in 

very remote communities (Nous Group 2017).  

The NT has the largest number of remote to very remote Aboriginal communities (Habibis et 

al. 2016; Crabtree et 2015; ANAO 2011), with the largest percentage of remote Indigenous 

public housing ‘revenue-cost shortfall’ estimated to be almost 16 times more than 

mainstream public housing. Rental income from remote Indigenous housing meets, on 

average, 15 per cent of the total costs of service delivery with the rest requiring government 

subsidy, terminally fracturing any notion of being financially viable (Nous Group 2017).  
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The NT’s remote Indigenous public housing system status quo is such that the difference in 

the ‘revenue-cost’ shortfall is so great that even with a concerted approach to reduce cost 

(with better property and tenancy management strategies and increases to capped rental 

rate) the demand for significant ongoing government subsidy cannot be negated (Nous Group 

2017)—refer to discussions in Chapter 5 and the final conclusions in Chapter 6.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Nous Group 2017. 

  Remote Indigenous public housing revenue-cost shortfall  

The end of the Commonwealth’s national partnership on remote housing on 30 June 2018, 

brought an end to remote Indigenous public housing funding over the last decade, but also 

legacy Aboriginal housing policies, especially in the Northern Territory from the late 1960s to 

the time of writing this thesis. The Northern Territory Government public housing program 

has just over 12 500 government-funded dwellings (including remote Indigenous public 

housing), as outlined in Table 16. This is a slight increase from the 2016-2017 period with an 

addition of 13 urban and 88 remote public housing dwellings (DHCD 2018). The Northern 

Territory’s core public housing stock is now made up of: (i) 5120 Indigenous housing (remote 

public housing and town camps) and (ii) 4845 urban public dwellings).   

Table 16:  NT public housing overview as at 30 June 2018 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: DHCD 2018. 
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Currently, the Northern Territory Government Department of Local Government, Housing and 

Community Development (formerly the Department of Housing and Community 

Development) is responsible for property and tenancy management for all these properties. 

The Departmental 2017-18 annual report states that the Northern Territory’s urban public 

housing properties accommodate around 11 000 Territorians in the main centres, while the 

5032 remote Indigenous public housing assets house about 22 000 residents (DHCD 2018).  

Currently per capita, the Northern Territory has almost double the volume of public housing 

dwellings when compared with other jurisdictions—Darwin has 6.2 per cent of public housing 

contrasted with 3.2 per cent national average of other cities (NTDH 2016). Social housing 

across the Northern Territory is provided in three main categories (DHCD 2017b): Urban 

Public Housing, which also incorporates Social Head-lease dwellings, Remote Public Housing 

and Town Camp housing (in Alice Springs and Tenant Creek), and government-owned but 

community-managed dwellings. Firstly, it is important to note within the contemporary 

system, the wider community housing sector plays only a minor small role in social housing 

provision in the NT, when compared to other states and territories (DHCD 2018). Since 2015, 

the NT has completed the transfer of around 160 public housing dwellings to Venture 

Housing Company in an effort to develop the community housing sector (NTDH 2016).  

Secondly, the vast majority of public housing residents experience significant socio-economic 

disadvantages, receiving some form of government assistance coupled with the fact that 

almost half of public housing occupants are aged 25 and under (NTDH 2016). A third point to 

note is the number of Indigenous households occupying Northern Territory public housing 

and the level of overcrowding in remote public housing. Aboriginal families makeup well over 

50 per cent across the Northern Territory; and collectively this cohort represents almost a 

fifth of all Indigenous households living in public housing across Australia (DPMC 2018).  

The household distribution considerably differs between urban and remote public housing in 

the Northern Territory. The most notable distinction is between the makeup of single-

occupancy and family households. Within urban public housing, the most prominent tenant 

cohort is the single only household type (well over 40 per cent of residents), while in the 

remote settings this cohort makes up only 6 per cent (DHCD 2018). Conversely, within remote 

public housing, around 50 per cent of occupants are families sharing public housing dwelling, 

contrasted with about 10 per cent of their urban counterparts (DHCD 2018). Similarly, the 

majority of remote public housing tenants are aged between 17-45, about 60 per cent more 

than their urban counterparts.  
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Given the context and nature of government-funded housing provision within the Northern 

Territory, the Housing Department is currently adopting a number of strategies for social 

housing provision (DHCD 2017a). Key initiatives across urban public housing pertain to the 

continuation of the Social Housing Head-Leasing program—first announced in October 2015 

(NTDH 2016). The Department considers Head-Leasing as being innovative in assisting to 

deliver more public housing by using existing properties from the private sector.  

The Northern Territory Housing Department negotiates with a number of homeowners and 

developers to take head-leases over newly constructed properties for up to 9 years. In turn, it 

sublets those properties as public housing dwellings to eligible Territorians on the public 

housing waitlist (DHCD 2017a). 

The properties acquired under head-leasing is a way for the Housing Department to increase 

supply of new public housing properties without needing to purchase additional land and 

construct new dwellings. This approach reduces the cost of direct housing provision (NTDH 

2016), although it is only available with the urban and regional settings. Another key initiative 

within the urban public housing area is the roll out of a five-year long Urban Housing Strategy 

across the Northern Territory (DHCD 2017a). The Urban Housing Strategy commenced in July 

2016, focusing on investment, property renewal and rejuvenation of existing assets. 

The Urban Housing Strategy initiative is aiming to ensure: (i) properties are upgraded and 

retained as public housing; (ii) the selling off public housing dwellings to tenants and open 

market; and (iii) the demolition of existing dwellings on appropriate size allotments to 

redevelop and construct new properties. The Strategy also identifies the need to grow the 

Northern Territory’s community housing sector through collaboration and providing 

opportunities for the social housing industry (DHCD 2017a). A key pillar of the Strategy is to 

provide a public housing property asset lifecycle approach in planning, investment and 

broader management decisions (DHCD 2018).  

For remote public housing across Northern Territory, the Housing Department is delivering 

government’s 10-year commitment with a $1.1 billion Remote Housing Investment (a 

strategy from 2017 until 2027) which provides funding for: (i) additional or improved living 

spaces to existing dwellings through the ‘Room to Breathe’ program; (ii) new remote public 

housing under HomeBuild NT; and (iii) increasing government employee housing and 

accommodation for local recruits (DHCD 2017a).  
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In addition to Remote Housing Investment and associated programs, the Northern Territory 

Government is committing an additional $44.5 million over two years to further develop 

serviced residential land in remote Aboriginal communities. This funding aims to address 

existing civil infrastructure capacity issues and upgrade essential infrastructure—water, 

electrical and sewerage systems—to support construction and sustain additional dwellings in 

remote communities (DHCD 2017a).  

The Northern Territory Housing Department continues to address infrastructure constraints17 

while continuing to deliver new houses and upgrades under the Commonwealth national 

partnership on remote housing strategies (Commonwealth of Australia 2017b). Additionally, 

the Northern Territory Housing Department contributes to the cost of maintaining municipal 

and essential services, beyond providing repairs and housing maintenance in over 400 

homelands and outstations, including 43 Town Camps across the Northern Territory (DHCD 

2018).  

For homelands, the Housing Department is upgrading electricity supply infrastructure and 

switching to hybrid solar systems attempting to reduce electricity costs and minimise 

environmental impact—currently, expensive diesel-powered generators are used to supply 

power to most of these remote locales (DHCD 2017a).  

Considering the financial implication of servicing and providing the various types of 

government-funded housing in the Northern Territory, the average net recurrent cost per 

public housing over the past few years—excluding the cost of capital—is over $15 000 per 

dwelling per annum with additional cost increases through repairs and maintenance for 

remote Indigenous public housing (SCRGSP 2018; NTDH 2016). It is the highest in the country. 

In contrast, the national average is around $9300 per public housing dwelling (SCRGSP 2018).  

The Northern Territory public housing residents that identify spending more than 30 per cent 

of their gross income on rent, at 30 June 2016 was around 3.5 per cent—some five-times the 

national average (SCRGSP 2018). Similarly, over the past five years, public housing tenants in 

the Northern Territory who were spending more than 30 per cent of their gross income on 

rent, on average is over nine times higher than the national average—as shown in Table 17 

(SCRGSP 2018).    

 

17 Thus adding to the cost of delivering public housing in Indigenous communities as much of the exiting essential 
infrastructure such as water, power and sewer reticulation services are at or near capacity. 
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Table 17:  Australian public housing tenants paying rent above 30 per cent of income 

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: SCRGSP 2018. 

In addition to the high number of low-income public housing occupants paying more than 30 

per cent of their income for rent in the Territory, public housing tenants, especially those in 

remote public housing, are very likely to experience significantly high levels of overcrowding 

when compared to urban or other public housing residents across Australia (ABS 2017).  

The 2016 Australian census data reflects the very high percentage of Indigenous households 

in the Northern Territory residing in overcrowded circumstances, shown in Figure 35 (ABS 

2017). This is on top of the Northern Territory recording the highest cost of government-

funded housing provision across the country. This is not surprising given several factors: (i) 

the significant high levels of overcrowding; (ii) the costs incurred to conduct repairs and 

maintenance; and (iii) the relatively high number of public housing per capita—more remote 

than urban public housing dwellings—located in some of the most remote to very remote 

places in Australia (SCRGSP 2018; ABS 2017).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: ABS 2017. 

  Percentage of overcrowded Indigenous households in 2016  
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All of these elements coalesce to put significant strain on resources in providing public 

housing to people most in need across the Northern Territory. The recent inclusion of remote 

Indigenous community dwellings as public rental housing has added to financial duress in 

providing public housing, as many Aboriginal communities are located hundreds of 

kilometres from key service centres. I discuss this further in Chapter 6. 

This is an important factor for STHAs financial structuring, which is often quantified as the 

accepted years of reasonable asset life, and has an impact on the overall resource allocation, 

planning and investment decisions. In this context, the estimated useful life for Northern 

Territory public housing assets are set in accordance with the Northern Territory Treasurer’s 

Direction: 30 years for remote and 50 years for urban public housing. Additional costs are 

also incurred in holding long-term land leases on Aboriginal land for government-funded 

housing, either for employee housing, or any other type of accommodation for government 

purposes (DHCD 2018). 

These financial and resource pressures are clearly evident in successive Territory Housing 

Department’s financial reports with revenue shortfalls and net deficits. The last three annual 

reports reveal net operating deficits of over $140 million on average in each respective 

financial year (DHCD 2018; 2017a; NTDH 2016).  

The last financial year (2017-18) reveals the Housing Department receiving around $515 

million in revenue, however the operating costs are reported to be around $693 million, 

resulting with an operating deficit of $168 million—a substantial increase on the budgeted 

deficit of $114 million by the Department (DHCD 2018). The year-on-year operating deficits 

compounds service delivery challenges and continues to add to the financial duress faced in 

providing public housing across the Northern Territory.  
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4.3 Case study conclusion and research findings agenda  

This chapter outlined Tasmanian and Northern Territory case studies, focusing on the 

respective STHAs historical and contemporary policies and practices under significant 

financial duress in delivering public housing. Justification for selecting these two vignettes is 

established within the jurisdictional narratives.  

This study builds on previous research by Hall and Berry (2007:2004) articulating respective 

case study STHAs facing severe financial operating challenges arising mainly from previous 

decades of targeting tenants, and the continued failure of governments from both levels to 

supply adequate numbers of new public housing (Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013). 

Hall and Berry (2007:2004) discuss the significant deterioration of STHA’s financial position, 

both in Tasmania and the NT from 2000/01 to 2005/06, and project further financial duress 

to remain if status quo continued. Now more than a decade since Hall and Berry’s analysis, 

evidence from this research reveals a further escalation in public housing cost pressures, with 

Tasmania’s public housing costing around $8800 per dwelling per annum, while for the 

Northern Territory, the cost per property is around $15 000 per annum, the highest in 

Australia.  

Apart from financial duress, through case study appraisal, respective STHAs reveals: unique 

sets of challenges (in terms of legacy policies), similar resourcing pressures, but they also 

interestingly evidence diametrically opposing policies and strategy responses.  

Differences in respective case study STHAs approaches are evidenced based on unique public 

housing systems, above and beyond the geographic and demographic service footprints—the 

Northern Territory being almost 20-times the geographic size of Tasmania, but with less than 

half of Tasmania’s population. This impacts the Northern Territory’s ability to self-generate 

sufficient resources for service provision.  

The main factors contributing to the ongoing STHA financial duress in the Northern Territory 

appear to be around legacy stock issues with having properties over 40 years old, significant 

Indigenous population increases, very high rates of crowding, and high occupant numbers in 

remote public housing dwellings, as well as the very high cost of housing service provision in 

remote Aboriginal communities.  
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The Northern Territory has: (i) the highest proportion of the Indigenous population in 

Australia, about 26 per cent (ABS 2016); (ii) the largest remote Indigenous population (ANAO 

2012); and (iii) the highest number of remote Indigenous communities in Australia (Habibis et 

al. 2016). Crabtree et al. (2015) point out that over 70 per cent of Aboriginal households in 

the Northern Territory rent, and almost all of these are public housing tenants.  

For Tasmania, STHAs’ financial problems can be attributed to legacy issues around old 

predominately three bedroom stock built post WWII, continued old CSHA loan repayment 

obligations, high demand for affordable housing with rising property prices, and insufficient 

Commonwealth funding to cover operational costs. Tasmania’s main public housing policy 

and strategy is to transfer substantial percentage of assets to the community housing sector 

with 35 per cent of public dwellings transferred to-date, the largest initiative of its kind in 

Australia.  

The Northern Territory, on the other hand, has conversely transitioned Aboriginal community 

houses into remote public housing, adding in excess of 50 per cent more rental dwellings to 

their existing mainstream public housing numbers over the last decade. The Northern 

Territory is undertaking property renewal developments, head-leasing private dwellings to 

rent out as public housing, and has recently announced a new $1.1 billion decade-long 

housing program aimed to increase supply and reduce overcrowding within remote public 

housing.  

This case study chapter leads into the next Research Findings and Thematic Analysis chapter, 

Chapter 5, which commences by outlining methods used to analyse research data corpus 

prior to covering thematic lines of inquiry and appraising one-on-one interviews of key 

government interviewees. The key findings from the case studies and interviews follow onto 

final research conclusions in Chapter 6.  
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5 Research findings using thematic Analysis  

This research adopts an applied qualitative research approach to explore STHAs’ 

contemporary practice under financial duress in managing their public housing dwellings, 

including response strategies such as public housing transfers to non-government providers.  

The early chapters of this thesis have examined contemporary Australian public housing 

provision, and explored the overarching systems of government-funded housing schemes. 

Chapter 3 reviewed the sociological literature within public housing policy and practice 

framed by historical and current government-funded public housing supply as well as 

Commonwealth rent assistance subsidy settings. Case study methods have helped to ground 

this research through in-depth analysis of public housing both Tasmania and the Northern 

Territory, each sharing similarities although with different polices and strategies in place, as 

discussed in Chapter 4. 

This chapter now draws on a thematic analysis approach to analyse research findings (Clarke 

& Braun 2013; Cohen et al. 2007; Kohlbacher 2006). Thematic analysis assists in evaluating 

primary research data acquired via both the case studies and structure semi-structured 

interviews. The case studies, interview findings and research analysis are coalesced to inform 

overall research findings in this chapter. I commence here by outlining the philosophy of 

research data analysis, and the theoretical rationale adopted to analyse research data corpus. 

I do this in order to outline the framework I have used to present study findings.  

The thematic data interweaves case study vignettes, government documents, academic 

literature, and other secondary sources (Marvasti 2004). Research findings are structured via 

three distinct thematic threads: 

• Financial problems within public housing provision, 

• Strategies in response to financial duress, and 

• Australian public housing futures. 

This chapter concludes by consolidating themes from the research data corpus, condensing 

findings into meaningful evidence, in order to provide evidence-based research commentary 

to better understand contemporary STHAs dealings in managing public housing at a time of 

tight budgetary constraints.   
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In recent years there has been significant growth in qualitative research across the social 

sciences and other areas such as psychology and health science, including the adoption of 

various methods to analyse qualitative research data (Madill & Gough 2008; Atkinson et al. 

2001). In this context, it is important to re-trace research data analysis fundamentals within 

social research genera, and in doing so express what research outcomes are and are not, 

through the following dictum:  

Data is not information, information is not knowledge, and knowledge is not wisdom (Evans 

& Gruba 2002, p.103).  

The findings from case studies coupled with semi-structured one-on-one interviews, housing 

sector documents, and academic literature all combine to form research raw data. Burnard et 

al. (2008) point out that for a qualitative research such as this, data analysis begins during the 

initial data collection phase, and remains ongoing, and even modified during the course of 

the study. This has been the case in this research exercise, as data collection activity was 

iterative and continuous—from initial desktop surveys to the final writing stages of this 

thesis.  

5.1 Philosophy of research data analysis – data analysis framework  

This research attempts to find and theorise those broad assumptions, structures, and 

meanings ‘underpinning what is actually articulated’ within the data corpus (Braun & Clarke 

2006, p.13). Traditional qualitative research consists of three primary sources of data, 

namely: interviews, observations, and documents (Merriam 2002:1998). Two of these 

primary sources of data—interviews and academic and policy literature—are used in this 

research. Ritchie and Lewis (2003) describe qualitative data analysis as a continuous and 

iterative process, consisting of two key characteristics; the first component of the analysis 

process is to manage data, and the second involves making sense of evidence. That said, it is 

difficult to strictly segregate the two stages within the life of research and analysis process.  

Importantly, these two activities operate simultaneously during research analysis:  

Making sense of the data relies, in part, on the method or tool that is used to order and 

categorise data, but it is more dependent on the analyst and the rigour, clarity and creativity 

of her or his conceptual thinking. Therefore, any guidance about how to move through the 

analytic hierarchy must not only focus on the tools used, but also on the conceptual and 

intellectual processes engaged in by the analyst (Ritchie & Lewis 2003, p.219-220).  
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Two important distinctions are made here by Ritchie and Lewis. Firstly, the analyst or 

researcher plays an active part in capturing, collating, and organising data based upon the 

researcher’s bias in relation to their professional background, relevant research experiences 

and type of the theoretical and procedural position taken in the study (Kelly 2016; Cohen et 

al. 2007; Ritchie & Lewis 2003). I am critically aware of my biases—both explicitly and 

implicitly in ‘applying a way of seeing’ (Marvasti 2004, p.84)—channelled into this research. I 

have worked to cross reference literature and review multiple scholars in this field to ensure 

my biases are balanced and contained. 

The second point Ritchie and Lewis (2003) make concerns the method or tool engaged to 

order and categorise research data, both primary and secondary. Kelly (2016) points out that 

qualitative researchers often have predispositions to use certain tools and lists for qualitative 

research methods and more broadly research methodology. Kelly also goes on to indicate 

that once a particular analytical method is elected, the selection in itself negates the pursuit 

of others (Kelly 2016). 

The ‘analytic hierarchy’ espoused by Ritchie and Lewis (2003, p. 219-220) refers to the 

process through which research findings are built from original data sets in three stages. This 

process beings with: (i) data management where raw data is reviewed, sorted and 

synthesised, followed by (ii) descriptive accounts through which the researcher makes use of 

ordered data to identify key dimensions, review the range and diversity of information and 

develop themes, and (iii) explanatory accounts where explanations are built about why 

evidence(s) take the form they do and how they are presented (Ritchie & Lewis 2003). 

For Grbich (2007), however, almost all qualitative analyses consist of two phases; the first 

being the initial data analysis and the second, post data collection analysis. The initial or 

preliminary data analysis is described as an ongoing process where the researcher remains 

engaged with the data aiming to gain deep understanding—all the while actively resisting 

premature explanations and interpretations (Grbich 2007). The post-data-collection analysis 

includes data reduction and the development of major analytical themes through arising key 

issues clustered together in research finding themes (Grbich 2007). 

According to Biggerstaff (2012) and Boyle (1994), the qualitative analytical themes-based 

approach (Thematic Analysis) has evolved as a ‘catch-all term’, however this approach is 

useful in order to help guide the development of interview questions, to summarise data and, 

finally, to categorise themes in research findings (Biggerstaff 2012, p.188).  
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Adopting the approaches of Boyle (1994) and Grbich (2007), my Thematic Analysis continues 

as an ongoing process with major analytical themes taken from literature and followed 

through within case studies and is continued in interviews, following broad thematic lines of 

inquiry. Braun and Clarke (2013) state that Thematic Analysis suits a wide range of research 

interests, topics, and theoretical perspectives, as it provides an opportunity to be used as a 

basic qualitative data analysis method with four key inherent characteristics: 

• Works with a wide range of research questions, 

• Can be used to analyse different types of data,  

• Works with both large or small data sets, and 

• Can be applied to produce data-driven or theory driven analyses. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) summarise the advantages of using constructionist or ‘critical’ 

Thematic Analysis as outlined in Table 18. Approaches similar to Thematic Analysis advocated 

by US researchers, such as Boyatzis (1998) and Guest et al. (2012), have similar features to 

Thematic Analysis, but Braun and Clarke (2006) clearly articulate the advantages of Thematic 

Analysis for its multiple facets and accessibility to early researchers as a simple, straight 

forward and uncomplicated method for qualitative data analysis.    

Table 18:  Advantages of Thematic Analysis 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Braun and Clarke 2006.  
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Another perspective put forward by Huberman and Miles (1994) is using a procedural 

mechanism, which incorporates three basic steps: data summarisation, data presentation, 

and drawing or verifying conclusions, as outlined in Figure 36.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Author based on Huberman and Miles 1994. 

  Thematic Analysis Model  

Marvasti (2004) acknowledges that these steps are not mutually exclusive and form 

interrelated parts that do not occur in clearly distinct and progressive stages. Coffey and 

Atkinson (1999) note the cyclical nature of the analytic process:  

Analysis should not be seen as a distinct stage of research; rather, it is a reflexive activity that 

should inform data collection, writing, further data collection, and so forth. Analysis is not, 

then, the last phase of the research process. It should be seen as part of the research design 

and of the data collection (Coffey & Atkinson 1999, p.6).  

Within this context, Thematic Analysis is considered to be consistent with this research 

rationale (refer Chapter 1) and approach (as outlined in Chapter 2). As discussed earlier, a 

Thematic Analysis approach provides multiple advantages in social research. I use it as the 

qualitative data analysis method in this research. In keeping with the procedural mechanism 

of Huberman and Miles (1994), following the iterative data collection phase, the next stages 

of this study include data reduction as well as data presentation.  
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For Huberman and Miles (1994), data presentation has input from both data collection and 

data reduction activities—an area in qualitative research arguably meaning different things to 

different people through various display techniques, from verbatim quotations, figures, 

tabulating, and the like (Yin 2010; Corden & Sainsbury 2006; Gibbs 2002; Huberman & Miles 

1994).  

Marshall and Rossman (2011), in their research exploring what constitutes good qualitative 

analysis, report that some examiner’s value and prefer visual presentation, above and beyond 

the traditional verbatim quotations. This suggests that visual presentation provides significant 

illustrative evidence that the researcher has done the necessary ‘cognitive work’ (Marshall & 

Rossman 2011, p.7). According to Verdinelli and Scagnoli (2013), qualitative research papers 

use visual displays for diverse purposes:  

[s]uch as for the representation of emerging theories, models or conceptual frameworks; 

presentation of themes and categories; highlighting of content; display of demographic 

information or sampling procedures; contrasting or comparing of data sets; and 

demonstration of the flow or pathways of participants’ experiences, among other uses 

(Verdinelli & Scagnoli 2013, p.376).  

Verdinelli and Scagnoli (2013) echo Onwuegbuzie and Dickson’s (2008) support for greater 

use of visual display in qualitative research, arguing that they are underutilised and even 

underdeveloped—a stark contrast to the modern digital age transition to more visual forms 

of communication (Verdinelli & Scagnoli 2013). For Tufte (2001), the proliferation of online 

academic materials and other digital publications is increasing the use of visual aids as the 

most economical conduit for information. Regardless of whether we are talking about digital 

or paper publications, there is a need to match the type of qualitative data to the most suited 

visual aid, outlining the best forms of data representation suited for types of qualitative data 

collection such as quotations, conceptual models, taxonomies, simple tables, and matrices.  

The proceeding sections have used verbatim quotations and elements of taxonomies and 

conceptual models in presenting the three main themes emanating through the main 

research question. Appendix 6 displays a tabulated summary of interviewee responses to 

provide an overview of perspectives during the interview discussions. The summary outline 

leads into research data corpus thematic analysis, adopting thematic threads within stated 

Thematic Analysis framework. 



- 139 - 

5.2 Key research informant interview summary  

In the beginning, this research hypothesised that STHAs under financial duress are 

implementing various response policies and strategies, although contemporary practices 

significantly differ between jurisdictions in managing public housing, such as public housing 

transfers to non-government providers. To explore my research objectives, I conducted one-

on-one semi-structured interviews with 14 senior government bureaucrats, with the 

resulting discussions based around set research questions. The 12 open-ended queries were 

presented in three groups comprising 4 questions. Appendix 1 outlines the main research 

questions used in this study.  

An overview of interviewee responses is tabulated in Appendix 6 to provide a summary of 

findings in a manner that can be easily digested. Data represented this way also provides an 

accessible format to compare and contrast different research findings and perspectives of 

key informants from different jurisdictions on similar issues. This section frames the three 

main thematic lines of inquiry, while the following presents an analysis of the individual 

themes. The three main thematic lines of inquiry correspond with the three strands of 

interview questions.  

Group one questions ascertain the nature and types of financial problems faced by STHAs in 

managing their public housing. Group two queries various government policies and strategies 

implemented, or currently being planned, such as public housing transfers to non-

government providers, in response to financial and resource constraints.  

The final group questions investigate future thinking regarding public and social housing 

provision in Australia—within the context of, but not limited to: funding provision, old and 

declining housing stock, residual high/special needs tenants, and the growing community 

housing sector. This is on top of innovative strategies for remedying the terminal decline of 

public housing while offering insights to increase exponentially the supply of much-need 

affordable housing across the nation.  

The interviews encouraged key informants to avoid using default government rhetoric or rely 

on formulaic responses to probing questions. All interviewees were requested to provide 

candid responses, and as far as possible provide their own personal views about viability of 

Australian public housing.  
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As far as I could perceive, all interviewee responses were candid; while showing sensitivity to 

jurisdictional Government-funded housing challenges, almost all responses reflected 

personal reflections on contemporary financial duress in providing public housing, both at the 

state level and the national level. The challenge for me, however, has revolved around 

sensitivities in presenting research data in order to preserve anonymity and confidentiality, 

especially when quoting interviewees directly. These aspects of anonymity and confidentiality 

are addressed in two ways (Jacobs et al. 2010). Firstly, it is paramount to attribute all direct 

quotations in a manner that provides the context and relevant information while also 

protecting anonymity of the interviewee. 

Secondly, in presenting verbatim quotations, this study has veered away from conventional 

practices of identifying individual details, or even bureaucratic titles, opting instead to credit 

direct quotations to jurisdictional agency (Jacobs et al. 2010) or simply Interviewee number. 

With high regard given to anonymity and confidentiality, in line with the nature of the open-

ended questions asked, it was envisaged key informants could openly engage in wide-ranging 

discussions and deliberations on public housing policy matters above and beyond the 

immediate daily workings within agencies. 

In this regard, the 14 interviews produced an average of 20 pages of discussions and 

deliberations each; these provided a large amount of data (see Appendix 5) elevating the 

need to categorise interview findings within the research data corpus. By adopting a method 

of Thematic Analysis that follows three distinct thematic threads—financial problems within 

public housing provision; strategies in response to financial problems; and Australian public 

housing futures—the interview findings interweave and form part of the overall research 

findings. 

These three themes are addressed in the following sections, and expanded upon in Chapter 

6. As mentioned earlier, Appendix 6 presents the interview findings summary of seven 

interviewees as a sample snapshot of the 14 interviews conducted, thus providing a thematic 

overview for the reader. The following section focuses primarily on a detailed analysis of 

STHAs’ contemporary practice in managing public housing, and is less focused on describing 

data corpus per se. This research engages with literature prior to analysis (Braun & Clarke 

2006), not only in the earlier stages of this study, but as an iterative ongoing process 

throughout the four-year duration of this thesis and reflects the dynamic nature of housing 

policy and discourse in Australia.  
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While the literature relevant to housing in Australia is immense—making it impractical to 

include and analyse all of it—it is worth noting that there are fundamentals that remain 

across it, fundamentals that speak to key underlying and structural challenges. These include 

(Wood et al. 2018; Pawson et al. 2016:2013; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Jacobs et al. 2010; Hall 

& Berry 2007:2004): 

• Long-term shortage of funds and substantial ongoing investments after the 

unprecedented post-WWII injection, meaning public housing supply funds have 

declined significantly over time and been exacerbated by continuing new housing 

funding 

• Greater client targeting towards those with special, high, and complex needs has 

raised wider issues beyond declining rentals, from a whole-of-government 

perspective, to challenges at a community renewal, new development, and realigning 

existing public housing dwellings to suit tenant profile. 

The above challenges are intertwined with and incorporated into the following research 

findings and thematic analysis section. Interviewee 4 states: 

What we have done is, we’ve had a public housing system that’s effectively the same for 70 

years, which was for working income families, but everything’s changed, the whole funding 

system’s changed, the targeting has changed, but the system itself hasn’t!  

 

5.3 Theme 1 – Financial problems within public housing provision 

The theme of ongoing financial constraints STHAs face in providing public housing across 

Australia is well established in literature (Wood et al. 2018; Pawson et al. 2016; Pawson & 

Milligan et al. 2013; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Yates 2013; Troy 2012; Jacobs et al. 2013:2010; 

Yates & Milligan et al. 2007; Hayward 1996). Research by Hall and Berry (2007:2006:2004) 

remains influential, evidencing government targeting policies from the mid-1990s directly 

impacting STHA’s rental incomes, gradual housing supply funding decline, and the converse 

increase for demand-side housing assistance propelling STHA operating deficits.  

The research interviewees for this study were encouraged to reflect on past public housing 

policy and provision, and how direct government housing financial investments are reflected 

through STHAs’ contemporary practice under financial duress in managing their public 

housing.  
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Common responses highlight the absence of any ongoing maintenance-funding regimes built 

into the public housing system in the first instance. According to Interviewee 2, the majority 

of public housing built post-WWII had an expected life span of a few decades—around 30 to 

50 years—but lacked any form of sustained maintenance funding allocations to suit:  

People keep referring to public housing as the model that’s broken, it’s not public housing per 

se, it’s previous government’s investment in housing to address, you know, housing need that 

requires below-market response. I think it’s important to make that point because the 

governments will be making the same decisions now about what they do in future and they 

need to make sure they don’t repeat the same mistakes by doing upfront investment in 

housing construction or in housing redevelopment but not providing sufficient support either 

through rents or subsidies, that allow assets to be maintained appropriately and recycled at 

the appropriate time.  

Above and beyond the lack of specific funding allocation from the outset for ongoing upkeep 

of public housing for its expected lifecycle, a large number of study respondents pointed out 

the decades of decline in supply-side funding for public housing has left the system in its 

current form—broken and financially unsustainable. Interviewee 2 states: 

I mean the CSHA and the replacement NAHA itself has actually declined in nominal terms and 

obviously then in real terms as well, and the rental income has certainly declined in real 

terms, over the last 20 to 30 years.  

The financial problems faced by STHAs through the decline of Commonwealth direct housing 

supply funding coalesced with declines in rental income through changing tenant profile, 

especially from the mid-90s, with the requirements of the then-CSHA to target those with 

‘special’ and ‘high’ needs for the duration of their accommodation requirements (refer 

Chapter 3). Interviewee 1 points out that targeting ‘needs based tenants’ has shifted the 

original intent of public housing: 

What we have seen over the last 30 to 40 years in public housing has moved from being 

accommodation provided for predominately workers where in those years during the 60s and 

70s, around 85 to 95 per cent of residents had as their primary income wages; to a system 

now that is essentially housing people who are on benefits. So, in fact we have got the 

inverse of that now, where around 90 per cent of our tenants have benefits as their primary 

income source. What means obviously when you’ve got an income-based rental model, is 

that the incomes have over time declined; obviously as people are more and more on fixed 

income and benefits.  
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This issue of STHA declining rental income base is clearly described as a long gradual process 

over time, and according to Interviewee 1:  

As a general statement, each client that goes out of the door and is replaced by a new one, 

typically the new client coming is paying us a bit less, certainly on average across the 

portfolio. The new client coming in the door is paying us a bit less than the client going out 

the door. That’s a challenge for the Authority…if you have the same asset base there, but 

with increasing client complexity and service need, and a slightly declining revenue base, 

that’s a challenge.  

The above views highlight the service strain put on STHAs to not only provide affordable 

housing to society’s most in need, but also to provide tenancy support to a system becoming 

further residualised. Strategies that were once effective are proving less successful. 

Interviewee 4, for instance, discusses cross-subsidy: 

And one other area that I haven’t mentioned is cross-subsidy, so in terms of how housing 

providers can cross subsidise by charging different client groups different amount of rent, and 

I guess the main issue that public housing is facing today is because it’s very tightly targeted 

to those most in need, who are also the poorest in our community, that the cross 

subsidisation which has been the feature of public housing for many decades is no longer 

apparent!  

The feature of rental income cross-subsidisation is not achieving previous gains as the vast 

majority of public housing tenants have their primary income by way of fixed government 

support and benefits, resulting in less rent per property. The decline of rental incomes is 

further exacerbated, as Interviewee 10 outlines: 

With the move to smaller households, where for example, two thirds of our tenancies are 

single people households, so it can often be a single person on either a pension, or a disability 

support pension, or some other benefit. So we are in a position where that revenue 

generation that comes from rents is being eroded if you like, by the changing of the 

demography we have.  

Research interviewees agree that the two most common sources of STHAs’ income are: (i) 

governmental funding, and (ii) rental incomes (actual rents are limited by government rental 

policies generally to limit rent to no more than 25 per cent of income).  
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From STHAs’ revenue point of view, both income sources are declining in real terms; the 

former mainly through funding from NAHA and its predecessor CSHA, and the latter in rental 

revenue as a proportion of the total rent intake.  

Conversely, from an expenditure point of view, operational costs and general STHAs 

outgoings continue to see growth, which exceed Consumer Price Index, as outlined by 

Interviewee 2: 

So the cost structure of housing is such that whilst the revenue is flat, the expenditure side is 

exceeding, it’s exceeding inflation. The housing market is a key determinant of the cost 

structure of delivering and maintaining assets. The public provider is operating within that 

industry. In can be easily forgotten that social and public housing are subsets to the broader 

housing markets, and therefore, public housing is exposed to any wider movement in the cost 

structure of the private housing market.  

The points raised in above comments is important, especially those that highlight STHAs’ 

costs being linked to the broader housing and labour market. Housing Agency cost burdens, 

such as salary costs, costs associated with workforce and the general supply of services—

within business systems and external maintenance systems—are intertwined within general 

housing related cost increases through inflation pressures.  

Another aspect of public housing costs is the issue of deep subsidies provided to tenants in 

the form of rental rebates (rebates are different across jurisdictions, which means that the 

resulting STHAs revenue gap varies across the country)—these rebates are from respective 

jurisdictional governments directly (without Commonwealth CRA) as public housing tenants 

are currently not eligible for this rental assistance instrument. 

Interviewee 1 describes this deep client rental subsidy by STHAs as:  

In our case…we have 95 per cent of tenants receiving a rental rebate; that is, they can’t afford 

the market rent whilst paying no more that 25 per cent of their income in rent; so there is a 

very significant subsidy that’s provided to the vast majority of our tenants. Our rental subsidy 

equates to over $13 000 per annum per household, which is a significant contribution in 

forgone rent to low-income households that are in public housing.  

Interviewee 10 explains the need for deep subsides to reflect the contemporary tenant 

demographics and socio-economic profiles within their jurisdiction:  
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As I said before, because of the nature of our clients, both in terms of their income and 

needs, we offer services that provide deep subsidies. Our costs recorded into the Report of 

Government Services is approximately $8800 per property per annum; that is our cost per 

property. Even under NAHA, we receive on a gross basis, equivalent of less than $4000 per 

property, probably about $3500. On a net basis, it’s a bit over $1500 per property. So we, our 

compensation, if you like, for the subsidy we provide is not even close to what the level that 

subsidy is! 

In addition to governments providing significant rental subsidies to tenants through rental 

rebates, STHAs are also dealing with increasing costs arising from legacy issues of an aging 

public housing portfolio under their fold. Some of the main challenges confronting STHAs 

relate to the age of their property base and its configuration—for one informant within their 

jurisdiction, most public housing dwellings are three-bedroom properties and more than two 

thirds of their tenants are single person households.  

This portfolio misalignment, when added to an aging public housing portfolio, carries heavy 

cost burdens, described by Interviewee 9 as:  

So in addition to all of that, you’ve got a situation where you’ve got assets that can vary 

significantly in age; the average age of our portfolio is over 30 years old and we’ve got 

significant multi-unit holdings, which are over 50 years old! Both the maintenance 

expenditure on these assets is growing but the cost of redevelopment or replacement is also 

very significant, so, from a viability perspective, you’ve got problems both from the revenue 

and expenditure side.  

Similarly, Interviewee 14 confirms the impact of not being able to generate enough revenue 

to appropriately implement cyclical asset management strategies across their portfolio. And 

while planned maintenance work exists, these tend to be reactive as opposed pre-emptive. 

The same interviewee acknowledges a significant gap between projected lifecycle costs 

verses actual costs:  

We obviously prioritise our responsive maintenance. We do some planned maintenance and 

approximately 30 to 40 per cent of our maintenance budget goes into what we call planned 

maintenance. But, we would be spending probably on average $10 to $15 million dollars less 

per annum then we would want to, that’s across a budget this year of $21 million dollars in 

maintenance. 
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STHAs tend not to be abreast with cyclical maintenance because of their revenue problems. 

Apart from asset maintenance costs, acquiring new properties also puts significantly high cost 

pressures on STHAs, as outlined by Interviewee 1:  

I guess the issue is that the asset costs are the biggest part of your business, whether it be the 

cost of acquiring land or doing new construction or indeed whether you are purchasing 

properties from the private market, so those costs are a very significant component. 

Essentially, the less revenue you have, the less assets you can maintain or secure through 

building or purchasing…so we actually, in some cases, you don’t want more homes because it 

actually adds to your deficits!  

Some jurisdictions are also contending with another substantial financial challenge: legacy 

Commonwealth debt. Interviewee 10 captures their legacy debt challenge:  

Under the old CSHA arrangements, which predate NAHA, all states and territories have 

accrued debt. Victoria has paid theirs. Other states have still got it. It averaged around $181 

million, which is relatively small in comparison to some other states, but for us it’s a fairly big 

number. Certainly, they’re required to keep servicing that at the expense of other direct 

service delivery is an issue. We’re paying out about $15 million or nearly $16 million in 

repayments, principal and interest repayments on that debt. And in our scale of our business 

here, that’s a fairly sizable payment. 

Another respondent from the same jurisdiction conveys this legacy cost in another way in an 

attempt to highlight the impact of debt servicing on net residual funds. In simple terms, after 

deducting repayment amounts for legacy debt, actual housing funds reaching the ground is 

decreased by more than 50 per cent, as shown in the Tasmanian example by Interviewee 1:  

Now in terms of the NAHA, we receive around $28.3 million dollars in funding. Of that money, 

that money is used to actually run social housing portfolio and services as well as our 

homelessness services.  

And once we receive that money, each year we are paying back to the Australian Government 

approximately $16 million dollars through our interest and principal payments under the old 

CSHA debt. So the net funding we receive is really within that, just over $12 million! 

Above and beyond STHAs’ revenue and expenditure challenges, interlaced with legacy debt 

obligations, jurisdictions like the NT, due to its uniqueness, incur additional costs of running 

public housing within a very large geographical footprint with acute demographic and social 

needs.  
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Over half of the Northern Territory’s public housing tenants reside in remote to very remote 

Aboriginal communities spread right across the Northern Territory mainland, and surrounding 

coastlines. Huge resourcing needs are accentuated with severe overcrowding and escalating 

population base. Key Northern Territory informants repeatedly underscored their responses 

within their unique NT context, emphasising the size and scale of public housing provision in 

the Northern Territory—15 per cent of all housing in the NT is public housing, almost four 

times the national average. Interviewee 9 commenced discussions by outlining challenges:  

So challenges…we obviously have big challenges up here to do with remoteness and the 

ability to actually raise revenue in the Northern Territory! In the urban areas a lot of the stock 

that we have for public housing was actually handed over with self-government in about 

1978; it consisted mainly of three-bedroom dwellings and some four-bedrooms in the major 

centres. So we have issues at the moment in terms of ageing of that stock, the rents, I think 

over 90 per cent of our tenants are actually on Centrelink benefits, which probably means 

that our public housing is well targeted! Funding is always a problem, as I said before the 

Territory doesn’t have a big capacity to raise funding, so we rely a lot on the Commonwealth 

and the arrangements under the GST for revenue. 

The uniqueness of the Northern Territory is also reflected in how public housing in the 

Territory is funded, where all the urban public housing—just below half of all public housing 

in the NT—is funded through the Northern Territory Government. More than half of all NT 

public housing, deemed ‘remote public housing’, is currently Commonwealth-funded. This 

dual funding arrangement creates its own sets of challenges, as articulated by Interviewee 5:  

So we do have two streams of funding which also complicates delivery of service and it means 

that those monies can’t be used in either area. They have to stay within the bucket or stream 

of delivery. There are some of our communities that do not fall within remote housing even 

though they are remote, places like Elliott and Kalkarindji.  

So they are purely NT funded, so that causes discrepancy or community angst because a 

community such as Daguragu which is 10 kilometres away gets money from the Federal 

Government but Kalkarindji doesn’t, so it creates this disparity in what works are being 

delivered! 

Two issues stem out of these comments. One is the remoteness aspect of service delivery in 

the Northern Territory, which remains a major feature of its current public housing system 

footprint, and the other is the significant reliance on Commonwealth public housing funding 

for 73 remote communities.  
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All the Northern Territory informants express deep concern with the 10-year NPARIH drawing 

to a close on 30 June 2018 without a clear direction for the future. Interviewee 8 likens NT 

remote public housing to inherent increases in cost burden placed on their housing agency:  

The remoteness adds to that, yes, so everything we do is more expansive than mainstream 

and we’re providing a service that’s significantly discounted from the mainstream.  

Another Northern Territory respondent, discussing the high costs associated with ageing of 

stock, outlines specific cost differences that occur between urban and remote public housing 

maintenance components for similar work:  

One issue we face is the age of stock, so what comes with that is significantly higher costs for 

maintenance. General maintenance but also failing of plumbing and major costs of 

replacement of bathrooms, kitchens. They can cost us, depending on where it is, in urban 

environment between $15 000 to $20 000 for bathroom and kitchen each. In remote housing 

it can easily cost nearly double that because of just the complexity of getting that service 

delivery! 

In keeping with the significant cost disparity between urban and remote public housing, 

Interviewee 7 describes the notion of ‘the tyranny of distance’ and how this greatly inflates 

costs of public housing service delivery in the Northern Territory:  

Certainly, now we have from Alice Springs, communities that are 650 kilometres drive to get 

to repair…the cost of delivery for the same service in Alice Springs you might be paying ten-

fold because of the travel and delivery just to get materials. To get a cubic metre of concrete 

in remote communities is $2000 when it’s like $450 in Alice Springs. So the building cost is 

just sky high! 

I infer from such comments that many remote to very remote public housing conveys large 

operational and maintenance costs, as many of these communities, apart from driving great 

distances, can be alternatively accessed by expensive small aircrafts or with the use of barges 

or ferries—especially communities based on surrounding Islands off the Territory coastline.  

High access cost and the very high expenditure to provide building and construction materials 

aside, the tropical weather of the Northern Territory also affects funding and housing delivery 

cycles. Most often, the Commonwealth funding cycle follows the financial year; it is a pattern 

that does not necessarily match tropical weather patterns, especially the wet season, which 

occur from November to April in the North, as Interviewee 8 explains:  
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In terms of construction programs, you know we really only have six months of a year to get 

out to build something; the wet season comes and access to a lot of places is closed off. With 

National Partnership Agreement on Remote Indigenous Housing funding we only have one 

more dry season to spend the money, because we are fast running out of time. 

The same interviewee went on to describe construction programs aimed at increasing 

housing supply in communities often have to navigate existing infrastructure constraints, 

often lacking adequate capacity to support additional housing in remote communities:  

The thing I forgot to talk about is infrastructure…across the Territory, as far as big building 

program is concerned, we’ve only got 70 serviced lots left...70 serviced lots available and we 

have got over 300 houses to build! So there is a massive requirement for infrastructure: 

power, water, sewer and some communities are running out of potable water! 

The issue of existing civil infrastructure limitations is a common concern expressed by all the 

Northern Territory interviewees. As Interviewee 14 articulates, essential infrastructure in 

most communities is near or at capacity, with most services in poor physical condition and in 

dire need of upgrade:  

Existing services really is a difficult issue certainly. With our current remote development 

there is a number of communities that have been identified for new builds, but until we can 

secure a serviced block to do that or even get the assessment of whether the current water 

and power supplies are sufficient to include the expansion of houses. And obviously 

whenever there is a development, the service agency, whether that’s Power and Water 

Authority remote or even in the urban environment, they often require investment into their 

infrastructure from our program. So that then takes away money from the nitty gritty of 

building houses. 

These perspectives suggest that even though capital funding is appropriated for new public 

housing, part of the investment goes into providing essential infrastructure upgrades to 

support additional houses; total housing funds are therefore split to cover the cost of these 

other auxiliary services. In addition to upgrading services from housing funds, the current 

NPARIH build type specifications are quite high, as explained by Interviewee 6:  

But the thing with buildings is that you know, it’s very capital-intensive to build the dwellings 

and then you expect them to have a reasonable life, when you’re in remote areas I think we 

said that we’re building for 30 plus years. And up here we have got climatic things, like 

cyclones and so higher building standards. 
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In addition to expenditure problems, the Northern Territory also has revenue challenges 

related to its small population, which means it has a more limited capacity to raise adequate 

revenue. There are differences in the way urban and remote public housing tenancy 

management systems operate directly impacting rental collection; in turn reduced rental 

intake diminishes STHAs’ net revenue. Interviewee 7 describes the difference between urban 

and remote tenancies:  

So normally in an urban environment, you have a head tenant and a sub tenant, so a couple, 

whereas in remote you might have six or seven tenants all equally…if one of them leaves, you 

have to be on the spot to go and re-calculate the rent and distribute it amongst the remaining 

six people or whatever, so those sorts of things are not working and our system’s struggling 

to support remote tenancies. 

The same Northern Territory interviewee expands further difficulties, in terms of capturing 

required rents:  

So we have got some issues around rent collection. The collection in remote tenancies is only 

about two thirds of the rent that we should be collecting, and there’s something going on in 

the Commonwealth arena with, I think it’s compulsory deductions from Centrelink, which we 

are quite strongly supporting. At the moment we can sign on an agreement with the tenant 

and they can walk out the door and into Centrelink and cancel that agreement almost before 

we get any rent. 

Interviewee 5 brings up similar sentiments regarding reduced rent collection, and its flow-on 

effects to the Housing agency:  

Some of the issues we face are that anyone on Centrelink benefits has the option to cancel 

their payment anytime. So that immediately puts them into financial difficulty with us, but it 

also means that we don’t have an income.  

So for us to close the gap between what rent we charge and what rent we receive is difficult, 

because as soon as they become financially struggling, it makes it very hard to ever catch up 

on what they owe. So then we’re carrying large amounts of debt. That impacts because 

money that we receive in rent assists funding our existing maintenance programmes, paying 

in the rates and any other bills that we have to pay as a normal landlord. 

The vast majority of the Northern Territory public housing tenants are in receipt of some 

form of government support and Interviewee 9 articulates the huge disparity in existing 

rental incomes, and as a result, large amounts of rental subsidy required:  
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It is a real challenge…because we are dealing with socio-economic issues and challenges, it’s 

public housing so that means the majority of our clients are either very low income tenants or 

on Centrelink or other benefits or some people have no income, they’re entitled to rebated 

rent, so their rent is discounted. So they might be living in a house that’s $380 a week in rent 

on the market rent, but only have to pay something like $85 a week, depending on their 

income assessment. So there is a huge disparity. If we were a private housing organization, 

we’d be getting $380 instead of $80 to $85. So there’s a huge disparity. 

Following from above comments, the same respondent goes on to further explain that some 

of the income challenges are in part a direct outcome of current government policy:  

The other thing that the Department is obviously considering is the rents that we charge 

because it’s calculated on a percentage basis of income. I think we are the only jurisdiction 

that charges the least or the lowest percentage of income. I know New South Wales certainly 

charges approximately 30 per cent of the person’s income. So, whether that’s Centrelink or 

so much a fortnight. Ours is at roughly 22 – 25 per cent depending on what sort of income 

they’re getting. So we already have a drop even comparable to other states and our costs to 

deliver are probably higher because if you look at the stats.  

As seen in various interviewee responses, the theme of STHAs facing ongoing financial duress 

in providing government-funded housing is clearly evident, and even more nuanced in some 

jurisdictions, such as the Northern Territory. The Northern Territory, with its unique sets of 

challenges mostly attributed to having a relatively small population base, limited ability to 

raise funding, a large geographical area placing resource challenges in servicing remote to 

very remote communities, and a dual-pronged public housing system which is relatively large 

in size when compared to other jurisdictions, intensify STHAs’ financial pressures in providing 

public housing.  

Taking into consideration the very high percentage of tenants on government benefits, the 

high number of ‘special’ need tenants, and the significantly high number of Indigenous 

tenants in remote to very remote communities, these factors create a supersized amalgam of 

public housing challenges in the Northern Territory like none other in Australia. 

One important consideration for all respondents is the notion of persisting financial 

problems, and a deep sense that an unchanged status quo in government-funded housing 

will lead to catastrophic outcomes for those in most need. Interviewee 1 underscores this 

point by stating:  
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In essence what it does, it just means that we would continue to cannibalise our provision of 

housing by selling off our portfolio, in order to look after what we have got and in some point 

you’re down to zero, or effectively down to a much lower provision of what we have…and 

there’s people then that aren’t getting assisted that would today as well, so it’s not a great 

picture unless there is a change to the way that the system works! 

Following this theme of financial problems, the next theme logically interlinks around the 

notion of response policies and strategies adopted by governments and respective STHAs in 

an attempt to address deep financial and resource challenges at hand. 

 

5.4 Theme 2 – Strategies in response to financial duress  

Across Australia, STHAs are implementing strategies to be more effective with public housing 

provision in an era of tight budgetary perimeters. Within this context there is a plethora of 

Australian literature outlining contemporary public housing predicament; including root 

causes (refer Pawson et al. 2016; Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013; Groenhart & Burke 2014; 

Troy 2012; Jacobs et al. 2013:2010; Hall & Berry 2007:2006:2004).  

Writers, commentators and academics point out the notion of a governmental ‘ideological 

disposition’ along with a number of drivers within social, economic, environmental and 

political hegemonies (refer discussions in Chapter 3) influencing formulation of government 

housing policy, strategic direction, and program implementation (Wood et al. 2018; Pawson 

et al. 2016; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Eslake 2013; Troy 2012; Jacobs et al. 2013:2010; Hall & 

Berry 2007:2006:2004; Hayward 1996; Kemeny 1983).  

Interviewees for this research followed a number of thematic lines of inquiry in exploring 

STHAs contemporary strategic and policy initiatives. A number of queries probed key 

government informants to consider: What are the main STHA policy responses to counter 

financial pressures? What are some of the key strategies in place or being implemented? And 

are there viable alternatives, such as a full scale public housing property transfers to non-

government housing providers?  

The mixed nature of interviewee responses evidences different approaches being 

implemented across the country. In cases where there are similarities, the funding and scale 

of housing provision intensity differs from one jurisdiction to another, partly due to 

population differences, housing need and STHA geographic service footprints.  
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One of the main policy responses adopted by STHAs recently is the public housing stock 

transfer initiatives or vesting of government housing assets to the non-government or 

community housing organisations. This section appraises public housing transfers to non-

government providers recognising there remains strong and fundamental differences in 

thought and practice around public property transfer policy response, as articulated by 

Interviewee 2:  

I guess stock transfers are a valid policy option, but they’re not a solution to ageing assets or 

tenants not paying sufficient rent to fund the operations of the housing provider, whether it 

be government or community! And I think it’s often presented as a solution to that issue, but 

I think there is an increasing awareness that in fact it won’t solve the issue. 

A similar critic from a different jurisdiction articulates one of the main reasons behind public 

housing transfers to non-government providers is to allow tenants to be eligible to access 

Commonwealth Rental Assistance (CRA); an additional stream of funding into community 

housing sector flowing into public housing properties. Currently, public housing tenants are 

not eligible for CRA, as outlined by Interviewee 4:  

States and territories have entertained transfer of management to the CHS with the view that 

at least they can get an additional income stream, the CRA stream...but I still think, if you 

think about the gap between what they need to make their businesses viable, I don’t think 

CRA on its own which averages $50 dollars per week per tenant per household and some GST 

savings are really enough of a big bang, they are better than our system but they are not ‘the 

could be’ answer!  

There is a realisation that public housing transfers to non-government providers’ may not be 

the ‘panacea’ for STHAs facing financial duress. However, jurisdictions like Tasmania recently 

achieved significant public housing property management transfers to the non-government 

housing sector. Interviewee 10, reflecting on the scale of the Tasmanian stock transfer 

experience, states:  

The main thing we have looked at and done is being able to outsource management of 4000 

properties. I mean we have 13 000 properties in total in our portfolio, 4000 are managed by 

not-for-profit organisations, which is around 35 per cent of the portfolio. So we did that 

through the Better Housing Futures arrangements.  
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Another Tasmanian respondent, Interviewee 1, provides the rationale behind Tasmania’s 

relatively large stock transfer program, which was at the time the largest public housing 

transfer of its kind in Australia:  

The Commonwealth and the state ministers all agreed back in 2009 that up to 35 per cent 

should be social housing stock by December 2014…so we progressed that, we’re in fact I think 

the first state to hit our target on that. Some states still haven’t got to their 35 per cent. We 

transferred management responsibility of that stock only, not title…because there’s a lot of 

nervousness about what it means in terms of those concerns of government giving away the 

public assets sort of stuff, there’s a lot of debate politically around it. 

The Tasmanian housing property transfer experience appears to be conducted around a 

trifold aspiration. Firstly, but not the primary reason, STHAs can step back from direct 

management and asset control for the duration of head-lease on all stock transfer properties. 

The new provider has obligations of not only collecting rents, but also ensuring all property 

outgoings are managed such as rates, maintenance, insurance, et cetera. Accessing CRA 

funding is the second but the prime reason for public housing transfers to non-government 

providers in Tasmania, as it provides funds into the social housing sector. In Tasmania’s case, 

the financial benefit is seen in terms of community housing providers having tenants eligible 

to claim CRA, and this extra funding injection benefits the whole social housing system. It is a 

point underscored by Interviewee 1:  

We initially modelled, and we estimated that there would be around $54 million of CRA 

brought in over a 10-year period. That money will really go basically into maintenance, 

dealing with the maintenance backlog, for that portfolio was estimated to be around $40 

million as well as general maintenance and new supply. So there’s probably a $15 million or 

so benefit by virtue of that. 

The same interviewee points out non-government providers do not have legacy debts 

attached to them—unlike STHAs with the old CSHA loans—and therefore able to manage 

their portfolio without relatively large debt-related restrictions and constraints. For non-

government housing providers, apart from receiving CRA, they may also be eligible to receive 

tax incentives and benefits, in operating as registered not-for-profit organisations.  
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For STHAs, referencing the particularities of the Tasmanian property transfer experience, 

Interviewee 10 provides a more reflective view on how the large-scale property management 

transfers were framed around phases; initial transfers commenced in March 2013 with all of 

the 4000 property management transfers complete by July 2014:  

We had a trial cohort in the south of the state for only 500 units of stock…obviously, we had a 

few teething problems but it worked quite well. We then pursued that model by saying, our 

future stock transfers we chose to do on a, like a suburb-based approach, because what we 

found by doing it on a suburb base it gives us much more control, gives the organisation 

better definition and control so they know that they’ve got all units of stock in a certain 

suburb and now under their control. It’s not saying one property is with them and the 

property next door might be with Housing sort of thing. I think that’s been fairly successful. 

The third Tasmanian aspiration around public housing property transfers concerns the ability 

of non-government housing providers to leverage off vested properties to supply new social 

housing dwellings. This aspiration was built into Tasmania’s Better Housing Futures property 

management transfer program.  

Better Housing Futures housing organisations could nominate up to 20 properties—including 

vacant land allotments—a year to redevelop with the aim to deliver new stock subject to the 

state assessing the ability of the Provider to do so. For Interviewee 10, there hasn’t been a 

huge take up of that side yet, even though the program has been in place now for a number 

of years. The same Tasmanian interviewee claims the stock transfer model so far is proving 

successful, however, there are elevated concerns regarding the growth of new social housing 

supply:  

The only thing I’ll throw in there probably, we’re not quite hitting the mark in terms of the 

original expectations around the growth capacity of the model. It always was a model that 

had growth over a longer period, so there’s a 10-year agreement for each of these 

organisations, the initial forecast projections for the required growth under there…most of 

them got that growth in the back end towards the latter half of 10 years and that growth is 

only at a fairly moderate level.  

The Better Housing Futures model consists of a 10-year leasing arrangement with some 

options to extend; this is considered sufficient in lieu of title transfers (Housing Tasmania 

2015a). In Tasmania, title transfers are not seen as obstacles per se. Some argue that without 

property titles, the community housing sector cannot effectively leverage off assets to 

provide new supply. Interviewee 13 states:  
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There’s a lot of political nervousness around title transfer, in other jurisdictions as well as 

here. I think that’s just not going to go away. With long-term leases, you have a supply of cash 

flows for the long period, then it is not different to ownership really, from a funding 

perspective. 

Another Tasmanian informant, Interviewee 1, discussed the way in which Better Housing 

Futures reflects on the ‘limitations’ of new social housing being brought into the system 

through public housing property transfer initiative:  

We have had some increases in supply relating to BHF but not substantial amounts you will 

see over 10 years being regularly increasing. So often with community housing providers, 

there might be the initial increase in supply because they might be leveraging off assets or 

something like that, but then they reach a ceiling whereby there are unable to fund to get any 

more finance. The cash flow is the issue in social housing! 

The same interviewee goes on to express:  

Look we are about to do some pilots of title transfer, and it should lead to some additional 

stock, but it will also start with that and then flat-line pretty much to be a small increase 

beyond the first say 2 to 3 years…And I think if you look at other jurisdictions, what happened 

there was essentially fairly soon the community housing sector reached a saturation point 

where they could not then follow up with more supply, because they got that initial burst, but 

that was it.  

So the model while it is a sustainable management model potentially, it is not a sustainable 

model, if you’re looking at and defining sustainability as ‘ability to increase supply to meet 

growing demand’. 

These comments reference other jurisdictions in the past initiating small-scale public housing 

property title transfers to non-government housing providers, like Victoria did more than a 

decade ago—although in small numbers and scale, but sufficient in size to drive new supply.  

In 2005, the Victorian Government placed regulations for this sector with a commitment to 

nurture and grow the model. There were some initial successes, but over the past few years 

there was a lack of growth without adequate investment; the sector exists in a stifled 

environment (Pawson et al. 2016).   
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Conversely, successive Northern Territory Governments are attempting to nurture the 

community housing sector—within the urban setting—through providing ‘seed transfers’ of 

public housing properties to help grow the sector. One of the Northern Territory respondents, 

Interviewee 8, comments on this budding non-government housing sector:  

Only relatively recently a community housing company has been established and it’s had a 

significant investment to kickstart it, and there is a decision in the last budget to look to 

transfer another 150 houses to the community housing sector. So there’s a statement of 

intent to grow the community housing sector. At the moment it’s not of a size that’s viable 

and that’s a problem until we can get a viable size in that sector. So indications are you’ve got 

to have a portfolio of at least 500 to 1000 properties to make it viable. 

Further to above, Interviewee 9 provides insights into public housing property transfer’s slow 

growth prospective—although in its early phases in the Northern Territory—to supply new 

social housing:  

We actually transferred some assets and things to a community housing body, but we’re not 

seeing great results from that yet. What we would hope is that they would leverage off that 

and you know supply more dwellings. So that is not happening yet…the key to the whole 

thing is that the community sector is able to leverage through a long-term leasing. But if you 

are thinking short-term lease then it doesn’t do anything except transfer the rooms from one 

provider on the other…so you have to leverage and build more! 

Besides public housing transfers to non-government providers being one of the main policy 

responses adopted by STHAs in response to financial pressures, the issue of agency 

administration efficacy as a factor was raised by interviewees. Governments regularly 

appraise public housing agencies in an attempt to enhance productivity and efficiency. 

Interviewee 4 depicts this policy within their jurisdiction:  

I guess, from a Treasury perspective, so Treasury probably like every other Treasury in 

Australia, is constantly looking at our business for inefficiencies, to say, are there any aspects 

of the business that is inefficient and how can you manage them. So there is this constant 

pressure on efficiency reviews; are you spending the money the most effective way and is it 

the cheapest way? 

As this respondent points out, the majority of the fixes tend to be very small remedies but fail 

to deal with the major structural problem of funding—these efficacy efforts are just forms of 

little periphery tweaking without resolving core issues.  
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In a similar fashion, another policy response generally discussed in revenue raising efforts, is 

rent setting. The same informant outlines rent setting policy within their jurisdiction:  

So while the policy in rent setting, I think in every state and territory, is that rents tenants pay 

up to 25 per cent for their income in rent, it’s a pretty good benchmark. It’s probably lower 

than what is normally experienced in the private market! Low-income tenants in the private 

market, might be paying 40, 50, 60 per cent of their income in rent. We’ve that got 25 per 

cent income rent setting, however, in practice people can pay a lot less than 25 per cent. 

Although 25 per cent income formula for rents is a common threshold for STHAs to base 

rental incomes, it is not constantly applied across all public housing properties. Depending on 

the income status of tenants, rents can be as low as 17 per cent of income if tenants are 

getting Commonwealth family tax payment or sometimes rental income is not considered at 

all. So as a policy response, in terms of rent setting equalisation, Interviewee 12 reflects:  

We try and equalise the amount of money people pay at 25 per cent by treating all the 

income as the same. Not concessional treating any of income. But that’s minor, it is not a lot 

of money, but it is tinkering with a bit of the income. 

A fourth area of policy response attempting to address financial constraints pertains to STHAs 

attempting to overhaul asset management systems and associated planning structures, to 

ensure activities are based around management best practice in order to achieve cost 

reductions. Tasmania provides a good example of this practice, according to Interviewee 10:  

We are working through a process at the moment across our whole portfolio through analysis 

determining effectively on a property-by-property basis what the future of those properties 

would be, and by that we may identify properties that should be just retained in terms of the 

current status. Some properties that would suit redevelopment, either into the short or long 

term, and other properties that would be more suitable for sale, etc. 

That allows us to identify properties as they may become vacant that could be sold, allows us 

to plan some capital investment programs, etc. But importantly as well as it allows us to make 

then decisions on the portfolio, I suppose as you assumingly get the best use of the funding 

we have, so we’re not going in and upgrading a home and then in two years later, for 

example, selling it, et cetera. 
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Within the Northern Territory’s context, apart from transferring a small pool of public housing 

properties to support and nurture the non-government housing sector, there are other key 

policy responses adopted by Territory Housing in an attempt to address financial duress in 

delivering government-funded housing.  

The exceptional circumstances in the Northern Territory—having an urban public housing 

system in parallel with a remote housing system—results in the need for different policies 

and strategies in different settings, all out of a very limited resource pool. The Northern 

Territory’s limited funding capacity has direct correlation to the Northern Territory’s 

economy, but also the fact that, the Northern Territory experiences difficulties in raising 

sufficient revenue from a relatively small population base. There is significant reliance on 

Commonwealth capital investment to sustain the Northern Territory’s ongoing self-

management ability. 

The Northern Territory urban public housing system operates within a relatively small-scale 

environment with slightly less than 5000 dwellings—the vast majority of these located within 

the Darwin region. The Northern Territory Housing Agency has adopted policies responding 

to financial constraints attempting to seek creative ways to develop innovative housing 

supply opportunities. Interviewee 8 expounds on seeking alternative propositions as:  

The old model, which was, you own the assets and you let people into the houses and then 

you renovate them, and care for them, is not the only way to deliver housing services, and 

the Territory, like other jurisdictions, is actively involved in other ways of delivering housing 

services, whether it is additional subsidy to provide affordable rental accommodation or 

we’re now leasing properties from the private sector and putting them into public housing. 

These comments infer alternatives in providing urban public housing for the most in need, 

and outlines one of the two main ways recently adopted by Territory Housing. The first 

initiative is the Social Housing Head Leasing (NTDH 2016). Social Housing Head Leasing 

private sector dwellings are leased by the Northern Territory Government to provide public 

housing—an alternative to building new urban public housing, resulting in very few new 

urban public housing dwellings built for some time, as explained by Interviewee 9:  

We’ve only built 100 new houses in the urban context…we’ve only built 100 new houses in 

the last 10 years!  

Under the Head Leasing initiative, the Northern Territory Government acquires houses built 

by the private sector on a long-term lease-holding basis, paying market rent for those houses.  
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Territory Housing opens the Social Housing Head Leasing dwellings as public housing, where 

rents are set commensurate to public housing rental framework threshold. The Northern 

Territory Government provides recurrent funding to pay for the difference between market 

rent and rental income received per Social Housing Head Leasing dwelling. 

Interviewee 14 describes the way Social Housing Head Leasing capitalised on an opportunity 

in the local private housing market:  

There is the social housing head leasing initiative, which is a fairly new…where it was 

recognised that there was an over-supply of housing in some areas and it was an opportunity 

for the Department to gain assets without the infrastructure outlay. So it is head leasing 

where we would head lease it off the owner or a private developer, for however many years… 

originally it went out for six within option of three. I think that was the first model that has 

started working. 

The same respondent further articulates:  

So the initial round was a new build, had to be built, an order to be built, but now they are 

including existing dwellings. So that gives the market and private investors an opportunity. 

The department pays market rent and then we only on-charge the normal, assist rental for a 

public housing tenant, so we are covering the balance. So that’s one model that has started...  

I think the new social housing head leasing initiative that’s coming out is going to be a slightly 

different contract. Probably longer head lease. Longer initial lease, because obviously one 

way that it’s cheaper to rent 100 buildings than build 10 in that sense! 

The second Northern Territory policy response in addressing financial duress within urban 

public housing settings, relates to seeking partnerships with the private sector through the 

process of asset renewal. Interviewee 8 provides insights on this approach: 

We’ve got properties that have commercial value that we can develop in partnership with the 

property sector and get a return, a replacement from, provided the market is buoyant… the 

process of asset renewal and using the property portfolio we already have to leverage, to 

redevelop, so we can, for example, sell off a single lot dwellings… 

And with the revenue we gain from that we can afford to demolish property next door and on 

it build, which was probably a three-bedroom lot, and build a two-bedroom or one-bedroom 

apartment. So, we can use our existing stock to fund the renewal process. 

 



- 161 - 

Similarly, Interviewee 9 discusses the Northern Territory asset-renewal policy:  

We have had consultants come in last year and prepare a strategy, which is largely urban-

based, but it involves selling off quite a bit of stock, moving more and more to leased 

properties, so that we have the right sort of properties. 

Moving from urban to remote Northern Territory public housing, and in considering recent 

government policy and strategy responses within remote Indigenous community housing 

offer insights into government-funded housing provision rationale. Historically, the 

Commonwealth has played a central role in establishing Aboriginal community housing. A 

sense of duality of responsibility for Indigenous housing is recognised by both levels of 

government, an aspect highlighted by Interviewee 6:  

In the remote sector, I guess there’s a very significant sense of responsibility felt both at the 

Territory and Commonwealth Government level to be resolving critical social issues and 

housing’s seen in the heart of those! So, to that extent there’s a significant amount of 

funding, a significant focus on remote community housing that takes away some of the 

financial pressures, there’s still an expectation we can build more for less! 

Similarly, Interviewee 5 summaries the recent transition of Aboriginal community houses 

within mainstream public housing framework, in conjunction with injecting unprecedented 

investments in constructing new Aboriginal housing stock across 73 selected remote 

communities within the last decade:  

As you are aware, we have had the Intervention back into 2007, and that brought a big 

amount of stock from remote communities into public housing arena. So there was at one 

point turn funding allocated for a $1.8 billion program over 10 years…that NPARIH expires in 

the middle of 2018. But in spite of having spent the best part of that, we’ve got lots of issues 

of overcrowding in remote areas and they continue…you know we need to spend that 

amount again really! 

This same interviewee explains with the last change of the Northern Territory Government in 

2016, a new Remote Housing Program is in place:  

So, at the moment Remote Housing is all funded by Commonwealth, until now. With the new 

Territory Government, they have committed to tip in quite a bit of money, around $100 

million a year, but we’re still hoping that the Commonwealth will match that going forward, 

so that we can actually meet the demand. 
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Interviewee 14 describes the most recent Northern Territory Government funding and 

program devised for remote Indigenous housing:  

They are looking at a 10-year plan, $1 billion over 10 years, so $100 million a year over the 

next 10 years. That’s on the horizon, of course, in government for 10 years because it can 

always change. That’s NT funded so it’s not clear obviously how that would be funded exactly 

or how we’re going to achieve that. But that’s including…that’s in remote on top of what’s 

already been invested through the Federal Government. That’s looking at the expansion of 

houses that are already existing by putting in granny flats or extra rooms or building new 

property as well. 

These comments refer to the Northern Territory Government’s commitment announced in 

2017 to invest $1.1 billion over a 10-year period to improve housing in remote Aboriginal 

communities. This program aspires local participation to deliver building works, promote 

local economic development opportunities and develop local skills to construct and manage 

Aboriginal community housing.  

The $1.1 billion investment has four components (discussed in Chapter 4): (i) $500 million for 

new remote housing (HomeBuild NT); (ii) $200 million for more living spaces to existing 

houses (Room to Breathe); (iii) $200 million for government employee housing, including 

housing for local recruits; and (iv) $200 million for additional repairs and maintenance (DHCD 

2017a). 

This latest Northern Territory housing initiative is over-and-above the Commonwealth’s 

housing and infrastructure upgrades in remote housing over the last decade—an exogenous 

driver of change in the area of land tenure or landholding system reforms instigated around 

the 2007 Intervention and still underway in the Northern Territory. As discussed earlier 

within NT case study, the Commonwealth pursued land tenure reforms in the form of ‘secure 

tenure’ policy pertaining to securing formal landholding agreements prior further 

government capital investment in housing and infrastructure—a policy currently applied by 

both levels of government across the Territory. 

This land reform policy response is still proving controversial, however, as both governments 

insist all buildings in Indigenous communities require some form of secure tenure—land 

leasing or similar land holding scheme—to clarify on-going responsibility and ownership of all 

community assets.  
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The Commonwealth’s funding investments, following the Northern Territory Intervention, 

requires security of tenure, either in the form of a 40-year or 99-year-leasing mechanism 

preceding any new public housing and infrastructure upgrade capital works. Some Indigenous 

communities signed township leases for 99 years with the Commonwealth, in return for new 

public housing; while others, like most of the Alice Springs Town Camps, signed 40-year 

leases in order to receive new government-funded dwellings and infrastructure upgrades. 

One out of the 18 Town Camps in Alice Springs, the Ilpeye-Ilpeye community, opted out of 

the 40-year leasing arrangements and unlike the rest, commenced direct negotiations with 

the Commonwealth regarding land tenure reform of their Town Camp land. Ilpeye-Ilpeye’s 

approach revolved around the premise of attaining direct control of their own Town Camp 

land, and public housing within their community—as shown in Figure 54. The 

Commonwealth, the Northern Territory Government and the Ilpeye-Ilpeye Aboriginal 

Corporation (IIAC) made a tripartite agreement to transition their Town Camp community 

land into freehold, and transfer outright ownership to IIAC after land subdivision and 

infrastructure upgrades cognisant to Alice Springs residential suburban standards.  

The existing public housing within Ilpeye-Ilpeye could also be transitioned to IIAC following 

completion of land subdivision. The Commonwealth pursed this policy as a pilot project, to 

allow a radical shift from government-driven land and government-funded housing issues 

towards Town Camp communities being able to pursue long-held inspirations of having self-

management, home ownership and economic development opportunities, in addition to 

receiving municipal services, as enjoyed by other non-Town Camp residents of Alice Springs.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Gounder 2017. 

  Potential Ilpeye-Ilpeye housing management structure 
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The Ilpeye-Ilpeye pilot project remains the only pilot project of its kind in the Northern 

Territory. Ilpeye-Ilpeye is the first Town Camp out of the total 43 in the Northern Territory to 

undergo a full subdivision process under the formal Northern Territory planning legislation, 

allowing the transition to become a formal suburban residential estate in Alice Springs. Being 

the first Town Camp to undergo such processes—almost all of this pilot project’s endeavour 

unprecedented—long delays to obtain statutory approvals and sign-offs has prolonged 

completion of all necessary works and the final handover of Ilpeye-Ilpeye land to IIAC. When 

complete, the Ilpeye-Ilpeye estate will be fully under community control. 

The Northern Territory’s ‘rent to buy’ scheme is envisaged where public housing tenants in 

Ilpeye-Ilpeye may have the chance to purchase their houses and IIAC may purchase all 

community dwellings from the Northern Territory Government, completely moving away 

from the existing NT Aboriginal public housing model towards a Land Trust type structure18. 

The theme of particular strategies and responses practiced by STHAs in response to financial 

pressures vary between jurisdictions, and even within jurisdictions like the Northern Territory, 

operating two forms of public housing (urban and remote) concurrently, including a hybrid 

for urban Indigenous town camps—a recent feature of the Northern Territory public housing 

system. The next and final theme appraised in this study references the first two and 

deliberates the future of public housing in Australia. This third thematic analysis discourse 

considers what forms of government-funded housing policy and provision, if any, might 

materialise to influence short, medium and long-term public housing trajectory in Australia. 

 

5.5 Theme 3 – Australian public housing futures  

This section builds upon the two preceding thematic analysis and appraises the future of 

public housing provision, including social housing strategic trajectory in this country. The 

Thematic analysis in this section references historic public housing post-WWII within the 

contemporary government-funded housing policies and practice narrative. Key research 

questions explored with research interviewees relate to: alternative models available to 

enhance public and social housing; inclusion of lessons learnt from previous experiences; 

adoptable learning from comparable overseas examples; and questions of the 

Commonwealth playing a key lead role in direct provision of social and affordable housing. 
 

18  See Crabtree et al. (2015) for discussion on Community Land Trust. 
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All research interviewees offered their perspectives on the future of public housing provision 

with most forecasting governments transitioning out to reduce their role as a direct housing 

providers, but only limiting their functions—as described by one respondent—to cater only 

for the really hard ‘top-end’ clients (discussed later in this section). Study informants perceive 

prospects of a subsidy-based mixed model for future housing service delivery involving 

multiple providers active in the low-income housing provision, with governments to only 

cater for the really ‘high end’ needs tenants—those with special, high, and complex needs.   

Across almost all interviewee responses, the most common issue raised, regardless of what 

the eventual housing service delivery model would be, pertains to a clear and sustained long-

term funding source. The subsidy to fill the rent gap is crucial within future social housing 

systems; if governments continue investing in this type of housing need, as part of a social 

policy to assist ‘housing-vulnerable’ in our society, housing is upheld as a basic human right 

for all citizens, regardless of their ability to access suitable dwelling.  

Some respondents, following the future of public housing provision line of inquiry, reflected 

on the social welfare dogma of government-funded housing provision as being one of the 

core pillars of the social safety net for the most vulnerable, who otherwise, may not able to 

access other forms of housing. Interviewee 4, noting housing as a social service, remarks:  

It’s really a social welfare response, and as a social welfare response, it should be funded 

adequately just like anything else…so, one is the operating model, the financial operating 

model, the public housing does not need to stack up! However, governments and treasuries 

have often viewed public housing authorities as self-funding almost, or as businesses that 

should more or less break even.  

Similarly, other respondents such as Interviewee 13 highlighted the lack of resources to 

support contemporary public housing systems, even though it provides housing for many 

who lack the means to adequately satisfy their housing needs within the broader housing 

market:  

I think the primary one is the recognition that public housing is a subsidised service, it’s a 

social service, there’s not sufficient money in the system to support it. The fact that it exists is 

because people can’t afford housing at the market rate, so there is a need for it to be 

supported financially. There’s nothing about the system that is self-perpetuating, even the 

private sector, community housing models, are relying on Commonwealth rent assistance… 

so somewhere within the mechanism is a subsidy arrangement. 
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These comments resonate the idea that the function of the government is to respond with 

housing support for their citizens who cannot afford it on their own accord, and who are 

mostly left outside what the private housing market offers. Notwithstanding the fact that 

contemporary governments under the neoliberal hegemony remain of the view that markets 

are best placed to provide market-based solutions, with states opting to provide resources 

and support to the non-government sector to offer low-cost housing alternatives, including 

assistance to investors to purchase housing to offer as rentals within the private rental 

markets.  

The states and their line agencies are not benign or benevolent actors (Jacobs 2015) but 

rather active agents supporting private direct or indirect housing provision by maintaining 

sophisticated systems to advance profitmaking within a capitalist economy to ensure 

economic and revenue growth. A good example is the Investor State paradigm (Redden 

2019), which became active within the post-WWII affordable housing capital investments, 

but really gained momentum from the 1970s onwards (Harvey 2005), when governments 

made a concerted shift to assemble around free markets and propelled policies and practices 

to advance neoliberalism instruments (Jessop 2016) via the redistribution of resources from 

the needy for wealth creation. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the housing market often fails to provide for the affordable end of 

the housing spectrum—the low- or no-income earners—a group with limited resources to 

pursue other forms of housing (Troy 2012; Commonwealth of Australia Industry Commission 

1993). Market shortcomings in providing low-income housing, or specialist housing solutions 

(disability cliental, as an example), are based on the sheer reluctance of most private 

investors to invest in these types of housing. For Farnsworth (2015), ‘economics’ plays a 

defining role, as the housing market at this particular end has a fairly low rate of return for 

the cost outlay. 

Interviewee 3 points out how successive governments and the different levels of government 

impact, and to some extent even exacerbate, public housing problems:  

So there has been different cuts at how housing would be funded…you will hear, like the Hon. 

Minister Christian Porter reiterated all the billions that they’ve been spending but they don’t 

see growth in social housing…so the problem with the Commonwealth–State relations in this 

space is that you will have different levels of government and sometime from different 

political parties with very different views about the role of public housing and how it should 

be funded. 
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Other informants, such as Interviewee 12, purport the need for a more concerted effort in 

reflecting and advertising the multifaceted positive outcomes that public housing, and 

affordable housing more generally, offers to society as whole. For this respondent, housing 

should be seen as an enabler in society; appropriate affordable housing is the bedrock on 

which to propagate social and economic outcomes for people in many key areas such as 

health, education, occupation, economic and productivity outcomes (MacLennan, Ong & 

Wood 2015).  

Interviewee 11 considers a better representation and advertising of housing and its ability to 

‘value add’ and generate other spin-off outcomes, above and beyond attempting to achieve 

other whole-of-government objectives:  

I think the first parts are really around the issues about getting a more sustainable funding 

basis upon which we can work. And look, maybe some of the issues there is that we’ve got to 

better sell what the outcomes we offer are. I mean, it’s well and good to sit here and say well 

give us more money, but maybe we’ve got to sell more and link more between the provision 

of housing and offering a safety net, or linking it to productivity, or linking it to better health 

outcomes and education outcomes. 

The positive outcomes of public housing are often overlooked, according to Interviewee 2:  

Public housing provision has been an instrumental part of our social policy in this country 

since the post-war period and has produced a range of incredibly positive outcomes and 

success stories as well as created some significant challenges at times. 

Conversely, pessimism and negative perceptions of public housing abound across 

jurisdictions, and with it an increasing stigma associated with public housing (Pawson & 

Milligan et al. 2013; Jacobs et al. 2010). As Interviewee 7 reiterates:  

At the moment public housing is thought of as being a second-class function and public 

housing tenants are thought of as being second class…nobody wants them as neighbours. No 

property developer wants them in their property development as well, so that’s a difficulty 

for us, both in terms of dealing with the outside, the property industry, but also in terms of 

securing redevelopment opportunities on our own land. 

We go for Town Planning approval and we have a lot of objections because of who we are, 

not because of what we are trying to do! 
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These comments highlight the transition, indeed transformation, public housing requires, 

from being viewed as a second-rate tenure to an alternative form of housing. But with better 

security of tenure than what’s afforded in private rental sector, public housing remains as a 

secure form of supported housing system, and continues to be an instrumental part of social 

policy in this nation. Interviewee 13 expresses an analogous view:  

So I think we are still in that transition process, and the question is that the policy settings 

have changed, the consumer base of public housing has changed, and now, there needs to be 

support to allow the portfolio, the asset portfolio to change and adapt to meet the new 

requirements. The policy expectations around public housing have changed but the ability to 

realign the asset portfolio to meet those changing requirements hasn’t been there. 

This same informant argues that public housing is a very long-term business, and more 

importantly, an expansive business, and therefore requires a ‘longer term’ thinking horizon. 

They go on to trace the post-war public housing context, which at the time was engineered 

towards low-income working families and overwhelmingly resulted in the development and 

construction of mainly three-bedroom dwellings, while much effort was put towards 

encouraging home ownership (Kemeny 1983; Hayward 1996; Troy 2012), as discussed in 

Chapters 3 and 4.  

Conversely, according to Interviewee 3, contemporary public housing system is now very 

heavily welfare focused, although, in the scheme of things, this orientation is a relatively 

recent phenomenon. The informant goes further to provide the rationale behind the making 

of the welfare-centric public housing model and states that this really only accelerated from 

the mid-90s. It was a transition attributed to the CSHA requirements of the time, focusing its 

efforts to target those having the most need—offering support and assistance for the 

duration of that need. Revisiting public housing as being a very long-term business, and 

indeed, as a social venture, this interviewee comments:  

So, I guess, even this cycle that we are in around the welfare focus and tighter targeting of 

public housing is a relatively…it’s only a chapter in the whole post-war history of housing 

provision in Australia.  

And it is not inconceivable to look ahead and say that in our housing market, that we’ve got 

some significant problems with the functioning of the housing market in the inability to 

provide affordable housing to people across the income spectrum. 
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A word of caution is espoused by Interviewee 7, who suggests that regardless of the form 

government-funded or supported housing provision transitions going forward, lessons from 

past mistakes need to be learnt, and importantly, not repeated:  

So, the issue I guess, I would say is a broader one of, the whole cycle of social housing from 

the post-war period, and essentially what we really facing is a problem that’s been several 

decades in the making, but it’s been highly predictable!  

Which is, post-war housing construction, and then the high levels of investment in housing 

construction in the 50s, 60s, and 70s have invariably created an issue now where the housing 

stock that’s now currently in use is between 30 and 50 years of age. That is a legacy issue of 

those earlier housing extension policy decisions, which have not necessarily allowed for 

sufficient asset management or asset, whole of life asset costing that would have at this 

allowed for those housing to be replaced from existing revenue. 

Interviewee 2 underscores this perspective, offering views regarding the basis for the ongoing 

demise of public housing by asserting that STHAs’ funds are absorbed in efforts to keep its 

business afloat, resulting with insufficient capital to adequately maintain properties through 

best practice asset management protocols, let alone any significant capacity to add new 

supply. They state:  

I think, that’s essentially one of the key issues and it’s a very very big problem because the 

dollars involved in the unfunded maintenance liability of the STHAs are very very large, and 

the dollars involved in investing in new housing supply are very very large, but essentially that 

problem is not going to go away, and it’s going to need to be dealt through a range of 

different strategies! 

The future ‘range of different strategies’ for any housing provision formulae, regardless of 

being however innovative, should reference past systems, and seriously consider future 

affordable housing needs. Any future model of public and social housing provision and rental 

residential housing development requires long-term asset lifecycle planning, adequate 

investment with sustained recurrent funding to ensure long-term viability. Interviewee 14 

remarks:  

So, the decisions we are making today on redevelopments, on how we form communities, 

and the typologies that we use are going to be decisions that last 30 to 40 years and we need 

to make sure that we get them right!  
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We now turn our attention towards the structure and future of public housing systems in the 

context of historic and current strategy trajectories, and the contemporary unravelling of 

Australian social housing policies, practice and programs. In this regard, Interviewee 6 

expresses cautious optimism:  

The hope that what we will get is very, a sort of dynamic, I think mixed market that emerges 

crossing public, not-for-profits, and potentially for-profit provision which enables both the 

redevelopment of stock, the creation of new housing supply, but most importantly, the 

provision of a wide range of housing products and services to meet the different needs of 

housing cohorts.  

Interviewee 3 similarly conveys the idea that it is quintessential in any form of future 

government-funded or state-subsidised housing, the approach must deliberately create links 

with the broader property market, as well as local housing markets:  

That’s going to need to be linked to local housing markets, and the responses, across the 

country in different housing markets, will need to appropriately vary. 

Some informants underscore the ongoing need for the Government’s active role in subsidised 

housing or housing assistance, albeit in a noticeably reduced scale and size. Interviewee 10 

sums up the prospect of continued government activity within social housing:  

Often these issues get presented is ‘either or solutions’, either public housing or the 

community sector...I would have thought the public providers will continue to have a role; 

quite a significant role, in the social housing sector over the next decade.  

The question then follows: What should that be? What should be the overall mix of the 

housing providers that are operating in order to provide housing products and services to the 

people that need them? 

From other research respondents, three fundamental reasons can be distilled from 

responses, which substantiate the need for ongoing government activity. Each reason in turn 

dictates the form, type, and scale of government-led intervention within housing provision 

for those who are not serviced by other housing options. The first reason, articulated by 

Interviewee 3, considers policy:  

An obvious ongoing role for government is to make sure that at the end of the day the key 

policy question is: How to make sure that there is affordable, appropriate, and accessible 

housing supply for those that need it. 
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The second reason, a large number of the interviewees profess, is supporting the need for 

continued government housing presence, described by Interviewee 1:  

But one of the most important and ongoing roles of the government will be the ability to 

make sensible interventions in the housing market to sometimes act as counter cyclical force, 

so to make housing investments at times when markets are less buoyant and to withdraw 

potentially when markets are fully functioning! 

The third reason builds on the first two explanations and suggests that the government 

functions as a minimalist provider geared towards taking on tenants expressing very high 

levels of need. Interviewee 4 explains:  

I think the issue of public sector role is certainly the question of whether they will be a 

residual provider, that is, to only provide housing to those people who cannot access an 

alternative option, and who require the most level of subsidy and support! 

Certainly in this regard, the Commonwealth’s role is called to the fore, to lead policy and 

planning for innovative housing financing models, specialised housing needs and within the 

context of Indigenous community housing needs, through national frameworks similar to that 

of NPARIH (discussed in Chapters 3 and 4). Within these examples, the Commonwealth steers 

policy and provides funding, while the states and territories facilitate and implement policies, 

tailoring delivery to suit both local and sub-local contexts. Some respondents indicate this 

approach should be applied not only to specialised housing, but also more broadly across the 

social and affordable housing sector.  

The majority of interviewees commented on the vertical fiscal imbalance, where the 

Commonwealth raises money and funds jurisdictions to manage housing service delivery. 

Almost all respondents view the Commonwealth’s function is to ‘set the scene’ for the roles 

of the public, community, and private housing sector in the provision of social and affordable 

housing, notwithstanding the jurisdictional and localised variations in housing markets across 

the country. 

The ways in which the Commonwealth may lead future affordable housing delivery models 

and provide policy assurances, as put forward by one interviewee, is through adopting 

mechanisms similar to previous initiatives, such as the National Rental Affordability Scheme 

and, importantly, possibly implementing a ‘National Housing strategy’—similar to Canada’s 

first ever $40 billion National Housing Strategy announced and adopted in 2017.  
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Another area justifying the necessary lead role of the Commonwealth in the provision of 

affordable housing, is through models such as Bond Financing, which the Commonwealth 

announced late in 2017 through their design of the National Housing Finance and Investment 

Corporation—refer discussions in Chapter 3. Interviewee 12, when queried regarding the 

Commonwealth’s ongoing presence and engagement in housing, comments:  

Does the Commonwealth lead? Look yes. There is always debate within the space about 

which or what roles between the Commonwealth or the states. And you know, lots of argy-

bargy there in those jurisdiction responsibilities. I think it’s appropriate for the 

Commonwealth to play typically in things like we talked about that Bond Financing model… 

That’s one where you really need a consensus approach across the states for something like 

that to work, because of both the scale issues and just a construct of how that might work in 

the marketplace, means that probably wouldn’t ever happen if it were left to individual states 

to pursue.  

Lessons from overseas, and compatible model perspectives, apart from a national style 

housing approach, as recently taken up by Canada, the US model of Low Income Tax Credits is 

seen by research informants to have some merit within the Australian context. Through the 

Low Income Tax Credits model, organisations, developers, institutions, and other key actors 

are eligible for tax credits, which they can then use to supply new affordable housing 

properties. However, Interviewee 4 recommends caution with the American model:  

And there have been issues, as I understand America, about quality of provision. The 

governments have issues in regulating and controlling quality provisions, so you have quite a 

lot of slum residences in the American model, which are probably not appropriate outcomes 

for people who are in otherwise difficult circumstances. 

In referencing Low Income Tax Credits, despite its regulatory and quality of housing issues, 

the model itself for some interviewees has clear merit, as the scheme, unlike most currently 

on offer in Australia, focuses primarily on new affordable housing supply. The Low Income Tax 

Credits has been compared with a similar affordable housing supply approach, already 

undertaken previously in Australia, as Interviewee 3 describes:  

I think the low-income tax credits is a good concept, and its kind of what the National Rental 

Affordability Scheme was, effectively that was a tax credit system like that.  

 



- 173 - 

The same respondent continues to emphasise the benefits of a tax credit type model with 

prime objectives revolving around new affordable housing supply: 

So I would like to see a tax credit model available nationally. I thought that was a really good 

supply-side initiative…The National Rental Affordability Scheme was a really good example of 

the supply-side initiative, that actually built around 25–30,000 dwellings. I mean that’s more 

then we have ever done before, that’s a really good example! 

Notwithstanding the achievements and benefits of a model such as the National Rental 

Affordability Scheme, Interviewee 9 believes this scheme could have achieved much more if 

the scope was broadened, explaining: 

The National Rental Affordability Scheme was a lost opportunity in a lot of ways… that was 

our opportunity to enable the Community Housing Sector leverage in order to look at 

alternative ways they could provide more housing. We opened it up and got everybody 

participating in it, and then not necessarily the housing getting to the people who really 

needed it the most… 

So the Community Housing Sector could have leveraged the transfers and combined it with 

the National Rental Affordability Scheme and actually housed more people off the public 

housing waiting list. That wasn’t really maximised in my view. 

Similarly, Interviewee 4, lamenting the loss of broader gains, goes further to push for a similar 

apparatus that the Commonwealth may consider for future affordable housing supply-side 

interventions: 

Things like the National Rental Affordability Scheme are good vehicles that you can involve 

more than just the community housing sector, the private sector as well, but it’s almost trying 

to bring the concept into the community housing sector together and still enable that to 

be…the underlying thing obviously is affordable housing! That sort of 30 per cent income or 

80 per cent of market rent, and then there needs to be some sort of a program of supply that 

allows…the National Rental Affordability Scheme obviously did allow that to happen, so I 

think they should relook at that…And that’s a way of enhancing alternative models to 

providing public and social housing, definitely. 

An alternative overseas model touted to be compatible here by some study informants is the 

New Zealand experience of using a national subsidy model, called the Income Related Rental 

Subsidy.  
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Interviewee 10 concedes there are differences in governance structure between New Zealand 

and Australia, although the structural mechanisms within this approach can be easily adapted 

and applied. The same the respondent goes onto provide insights on Income Related Rental 

Subsidy initiative:  

In New Zealand you don’t have federal, state and territory governments, and you don’t have 

that constant struggle between the two levels of government either...they do have the 

Income Related Rental Subsidy, so the Social Welfare Department doesn’t run public housing 

and it does not own the assets and it doesn’t run the public housing business… 

All it does is fund businesses, so it funds Housing New Zealand Corporation, which is the 

public housing entity, and other community housing operators, that difference between 

income rent and market rent...and that sets up a whole series of market signals that 

businesses can start responding to.  

These perspectives on New Zealand’s model present an alternative to the traditional public 

housing provision in Australia. Interviewee 4 flips this model around, taking the ‘bridging’ 

payment that the New Zealand Government makes—the difference between income and 

market rent—and explains:  

I actually think what we haven’t done is acknowledged that there is a ‘community service 

obligation’ or a ‘community service payment’ required from the government to make this 

business run…and that ‘community service payment’ is really the difference between the rent 

that you want people to pay, whether it’s 25 or 30 per cent or anything else, and market rent 

for a property.  

If we had a direct funding streams that paid the difference between those two, and then if 

that funding was made available to both the public housing sector, and the community 

housing sector alike, I think you’ve got a much stronger model for growth in housing! 

The above is very similar to an alternative proposal by Interviewee 1:  

I think the alternative models will probably be the ones that would look at direct subsidy 

being fully transparent, and then fully funded or compensated by whether be it by the state 

or the Commonwealth or both…this gives us a model that I believe would be, to use that 

word ‘sustainable’, in terms of being able to look after what we have got, and also providing 

for opportunity for some growth in that model. 
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Apart from direct probable overseas models retrofitted for the Australia context, a majority 

of the research informants view Australian housing policies, structural planning, and practices 

as being heavily swayed by outside influences. Many senior professionals engaged within 

both the public and private sector in this country come from overseas. These professional 

immigrants previously held senior housing related academic or professional positions in their 

former home countries. 

This same cohort and is now involved in key housing research, policy, and practice within 

Australia, and no doubt exert influence on Australian housing deliberations based on their 

past experiences. Interviewee 10 raises this nuanced issue:  

I think we’re heavily influenced, I think social housing policy in Australia, from what I’ve seen, 

is extremely influenced by overseas. A lot of our reforms have pretty much directly mirrored 

reforms in other jurisdictions…a lot of stuff picked up from the UK. But, certainly a lot of our 

reform agenda is really fully subsequently what happened in other places in the world. I think 

the UK one too is really heavily influenced by some of the policy makers and determinants 

who have moved here. 

The same interviewee goes on to suggest that many housing interventions in this country can 

be linked back to overseas thinking with methods retrofitted to suit within jurisdictions; 

failing at times to fully appreciate and even consider cultural differences in housing norms 

between countries, including even English speaking nations. Interviewee 12 advances similar 

thoughts:  

There are a lot of people who have come from the UK. A couple of people have come from 

New Zealand, who have come here and there are largely bringing with them their experience 

of models that have been either put on the ground or different approaches have been put on 

the ground in those other jurisdictions. 

That’s okay. I think sometimes some of that work doesn’t necessarily always recognise the 

sort of cultural differences in places. Something that has worked in a high-density 

environment in London or in the UK, or… 

It’s a very different world. How people live and how they operate and their expectations 

around services are very different here, I think, than some of those places…culturally there 

are a lot of differences. I think perhaps that’s been a little problematic in some of the stuff 

they’ve tried to implement here. 
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Moving towards a more drastic approach into the future—apart from the private sector being 

intrinsically involved in public/social housing provision—some interviewee’s cite the Defence 

Housing Model as an alternative indirect way for governments to be involved without directly 

owning properties and carrying assets, relieving pressures for upfront capital investments and 

cash flows. Interviewee 8 describes this type of model as a hybrid setup—one which 

straddles the public interest and commercial viability:  

There’s a lot of commentary out there about how people look to different models for 

government monies, almost the Defence Model. Defence housing is operated commercially, 

on a commercial basis, but it is driven by the Government’s agenda of public housing. 

Referencing the Defence model, Interviewee 4 comments:  

I was also quite impressed with a Defence Housing Authority model, which…you know there 

is a really good market-led initiative where they come up with the package that the 

individuals can invest.  

And I have often thought wouldn’t it be great if we can somehow package something up, but 

based on our part of the market, and support it by state and territory funds with some 

guarantees to delimit the risk to investors, or focused it on trying to get some of the big 

institutional investors in the place.  

Interviewee 11, considering the Defence housing approach, substantiates the government’s 

ongoing role within this housing delivery hybrid method:  

And within that context, it is certainly conceivable that the government may have a role in 

the future. You may look at a model like Defence Housing Australia for example; there is no 

question in that context that a government provider can perform a business-like function 

which provides housing for defence force personnel, but operates effectively. 

Summing up the array of possibilities for public housing futures in this country, the current 

government trajectory moves it away from being a direct housing provider, as reflected in the 

declining trend of public housing construction commencements over the last 40 years 

(Jericho 2018), see Figure 38.  

 

 

 



- 177 - 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Jericho 2018. 

 Past 20 years of public housing construction numbers 

As discussed earlier, in part this reflects the notion of governments acting within the Investor 

State paradigm diverting resources to the private sector and allowing the housing market to 

provide market-based solutions in response to the need for affordable housing. 

Interviewee 1 describes this contemporary trend as:   

A general move to both untying core funds is the push towards governments being a 

procurer, not a provider of services. That supports the general move towards outsourcing, 

direct service provision and governments having a more quality review sort of role. I think it’s 

really evident across both tiers of government here at the moment! 

The same interviewee draws attention to the fact that various jurisdictional governments are 

currently exploring innovative public and social housing options, and alternative ways to 

provide affordable housing to the most vulnerable in our society: 

You have obviously got a range of outsourcing models, they can be from full stock transfer, 

totally outsourced, to a mixed model, back through to just outsourcing of management 

arrangements. Any number of those things on that spectrum, really. So I think there are 

possibilities and they are being well tested around the place now at varying levels! 
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5.6 Research findings and thematic analysis conclusion  

This chapter has outlined my research findings via three thematic threads. A matrix table in 

Appendix 6 presents a summary of interviewee views on key research questions, providing 

an overview of the structure, main response outputs and different public housing 

perspectives across jurisdictions. It is evident from interviewee responses that STHAs 

continue to face significant financial challenges in delivering pubic housing, with a bleak 

outlook for the future if the status quo remains.  

Key themes gleaned from interviewees pertain to: (i) genuine concerns regarding the level of 

direct government involvement within public/social, indeed, the affordable housing sector; 

(ii) the private housing market’s inability to adequately deliver dwellings commensurate to 

housing demand at the low end of the housing spectrum; and (iii) STHAs’ policies and 

strategies as a response to financial duress in managing their public housing properties, such 

as public housing transfers to non-government providers, is reportedly proving not to be the 

touted ‘panacea’, or a direct solution for the current precarious nature of the public housing 

system described to be on life-support. Interviewee responses reveal public housing transfers 

to non-government providers as a strategy in its current form being problematic. I discuss this 

further, in the context of STHAs policy and strategy discourse, in Chapter 6.  

The final chapter of this thesis, Chapter 6, is structured in two segments. The first part, 

Discussions, commences by citing the limitations of scope, structure and adopted methods of 

this research endeavour. The main discussions interweave the historic public provision 

narrative with contemporary practices of transitioning into the broader social housing phase 

and interlinking with affordable housing futures. Despite this, legacy and structural 

challenges remain significant considerations in public housing, even among those being 

repositioned as social housing.  

The study provides further insights and commentary on current public housing climate, with 

research implications and its contribution outlined to better understand how contemporary 

STHAs are managing public housing at a time of tight budgetary constraints. The second part 

of Chapter 6 forms thesis conclusions, collating evidence from all three thematic analysis 

strands from case studies and interviews and outlining key research findings, which, as I 

explain, have the potential to inform government-funded housing policy and practice across 

Australia and abroad.  
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6 Discussions and Conclusion 

This research has explored STHAs’ contemporary practice under financial duress in managing 

their public housing dwellings, including response policies and strategies, such as public 

housing transfers to non-government providers.  

Chapter 1 provided an overall context of contemporary Australian public housing. Chapter 2 

outlined research framework, followed by a Chapter 3 literature review, critically appraising 

both historic as well as current STHAs public housing policy and practice across Australia.  

Chapter 4 used Tasmania and the Northern Territory as case studies allowing specific STHA 

in-depth analysis—investigating respective jurisdictional public housing policies, practices 

and strategies. Adopting the thematic analysis framework, Chapter 5 outlined interviewee 

responses helping to answer main lines of research inquiry.  

This chapter considers empirical study findings before stating research conclusions. 

Discussions form the first part of this chapter, commencing with study limitations. Here I 

offer my single researcher’s ‘experience’ and perspective in PhD research undertaking, 

specific methods peculiarities and perimeters that studies of this nature face. The discussions 

interweave historic public housing provision with contemporary practices, assembling 

themes in three strands: 

• Financial viability of government-funded housing systems,  

• Affordable and adequate housing as enablers, and 

• Government-funded housing futures.  

The following section attempts to posit a ‘forward gaze’ of Australian public housing future 

directions prior stating study contributions and commentary. The final part of this chapter, 

Conclusions, incorporates thematic strands from literature, data corpus and empirical 

findings from case studies and research interviews to draw key research conclusions.  

This concluding section collates evidence to provide insights and commentary that will help 

us better understand contemporary STHAs practice at a time of tight budgetary constraints.  



- 180 - 

6.1 Research limitations 

Any academic undertaking pursuant to this type of PhD dissertation has limitations—

challenges in areas such as adhering to research objectives, capturing sufficient scope, using 

appropriate research methods, and conducting study activities within constraints of time, 

quality, and budget (discussed in Chapter 1). Limitations manifest differently within different 

research undertakings, and as I have discovered first-hand, some events are beyond a 

researcher’s control. I portray my three key limitations in this research endeavour as: 

internal, research genre, and external. 

Firstly, limitations naturally arise from ‘internal’ or from ‘researchers standpoint’. I am an 

early career researcher, or in my case, ‘an apprentice academic researcher’ tasked with 

conducting social research requiring individual research practice within a tight timeframe. 

The ‘know how’ and ‘best practice’ in research although available for reference, lived hands-

on research experience that comes with many years of research practice is simply not there 

yet for me. The experience from this study provides a start to collate, internalise and build an 

intellectual ‘research warehouse’ I can access and draw upon going forward in my career.   

The second limitation pertains to ‘research genre’. Given the nature of this research, I 

critically reviewed the literature through a ‘sociological lens’. This same area of housing 

research can equally be approached from other viewpoints, such as finance and economics, 

early colonial and settler viewpoints, historical archaeology of government policy, or even 

from a technical stance, exploring build materials and construction types. Various academic 

perspectives with different lenses provide particular insights into specific areas, highlighting 

different aspects of ‘housing’ and ‘home’ within Housing Studies. 

Finally, ‘external’ limitations directly shape research activities and outcomes. There were a 

number of external factors impacting the research; some of the key ones included: (i) 

difficulties in procuring interviewees (due to constant staff turnover and availability of senior 

government housing executives); (ii) limitations of relying on sourced data and respective 

deficiencies, such as published ABS and Productivity Commission Housing reports, et cetera; 

and (iii) the limitations arising from using only two case studies in order to extrapolate 

general findings within the broader housing policy arena.  
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6.2 Discussions  

Evidence from this study suggests almost all STHAs across Australia are under considerable 

financial duress despite being heavily subsidised. Findings from case studies confirm public 

housing subsidies are ‘an amalgam of funds and resources’ provided by both tiers of 

government, Commonwealth and states. Interviewee 1 argues ‘either all public housing 

providers are grossly incompetent, or the existing structural setup of the public housing 

system is not working’, the latter aligning with study evidence.   

This research differs from other studies on this subject in that it analyses public housing 

transfers to non-government providers, which have hitherto been seen as a valid policy 

option and a key STHAs response strategy. The study builds on Australian housing literature in 

providing further evidence that such transfers are not the ‘panacea’ they’ve been claimed to 

be, and public housing stock transfer policy and practice in its current form remains 

problematic in three main ways. 

Firstly, property transfers are not a solution to key legacy issues. Rental income limitations, 

rapidly aging assets with increasing backlogs of asset repairs and maintenance, and tenants 

not paying sufficient rent to fund housing operations all contribute to increasing legacy cost 

conundrums. Evidence shows heightened awareness that public housing transfers to non-

government providers may offer huge liabilities: an aged asset base with escalating cost 

structures requiring possible rent increases alongside CRA funding. Simply changing 

landlords, CRA benefits aside, does not change fundamental issues.  

The second challenge originates from CRA and stock transfer policy limitations in generating a 

new supply of dwellings and growing the sector to meet demand. The Tasmanian property 

transfer experience reveals only some increase in supply relating to the Better Housing 

Futures initiative. These increases have not been substantial and are unlikely to show 

sustained growth over the next decade. As one Tasmanian interviewee comments, while the 

community housing sector might increase supply through leveraging off assets, they soon 

reach a ‘ceiling point’ or ‘saturation point’ and are thereafter unable to deliver any further 

new supply. For some interviewees, while it may be a ‘sustainable management model’, 

property transfers is not a ‘sustainable growth model’. By sustainable, we mean, as one 

respondent defines it, ‘the ability to look after existing [housing] while increasing supply to 

meet growing demand’.  
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Thirdly, public housing transfers to non-government providers is perceived essentially as a 

one-off policy option—STHAs have only limited suitable public housing to transfer at any 

given point in time. This study reveals that property transfers provide only a one-off benefit, 

with limited growth ability, resulting in a policy that remains below optimal.  

Interviewee 2 points out that the CRA loses overall value in terms of its purchasing power in 

the private housing rental housing market—cautioning against an over-reliance on CRA to 

help keep the social housing businesses financially afloat. 

6.2.1 Financial viability of government-funded housing systems 

The 1943 Commonwealth Housing Commission report set the ‘benchmark principles’ of 

rental rebates, and public housing rent levels set at around 20 per cent of family income. This 

was later deemed an apt quantum as ‘economic rent’ and incorporated in the original 1945 

CSHA (Troy 2012).  

This notion of ‘economic rent’ preceded from the state of Victoria through the slum abolition 

investigation work of Barnett and Burt (1942), where 6.5 per cent of the total dwelling build 

cost was deemed appropriate as ‘an annual economic rent’ sum for households on basic 

wage, which such families could afford—equating to around 22 per cent of basic wage 

income (Burke & Ralston 2003).  

According to Burke and Ralston (2003), through the post-WWII period the rent to income 

ratio was structured from 15 to 25 per cent, depending on income and family size, where 

higher income earners would pay the full economic or cost rent of about 25 per cent of 

income (although different STHAs adopted individualised methods best suited to their 

context in setting rents and structuring rental rebates). Conversely, lower income tenants 

would pay somewhere between 15 to 20 per cent (Burke & Ralston 2003).  

According to Troy (2012), the 1945 CSHA set public housing rent levels as a function of the 

historic dwelling construction cost; a feature arguably proving significantly problematic within 

the public housing financial management framework (discussed later in this section). Early 

public housing rents were set to allow sufficient money left over for day to day living, or ‘a 

residual rent model’ in contrast to the contemporary ‘a rent first system’. The rent first 

principle is a key element of conventional rental affordability benchmarks (Burke & Ralston 

2003). 
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The current affordable housing sector uses the rent first principle with tenants paying around 

70 to 75 per cent of market or economic rate, with government subsidy through CRA to cover 

the difference—a sharp contrast to current multi-government subsidy arrangements in place 

for public housing residence, as illustrated in Figure 39. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Author. 

  Contrasting current rental subsidy setup amid rental tenure types  

The question of the sustainability and viability of contemporary public housing manifests 

within ‘subsidy levels’ provided by current government interventions in bridging the gaping 

chasm between rental rate and the sum required (an ‘economic rate’) to cover operational 

and cyclic property maintenance costs or ‘cost rent’. The subsidy itself may vary across 

jurisdictions in terms of amount and nature, as some may be only capital (money) or through 

STHAs’ foregone revenue or a combination of subsidies, with governments providing 

measured subsidies depending on the kinds of financial duress being experienced and nature 

of response policy and strategies being implemented to address the shortfall.  

Current government public housing demand-side assistance is twofold, as shown in Figure 39, 

illustrating the overall public housing rental threshold contrasting private rental with the 

affordable housing sector. Firstly, government assistance is provided in the form of 

Commonwealth social welfare benefits to almost all public housing tenants—the primary 

source of income of the vast majority public housing occupants—of which at least 20 to 30 

per cent is directed towards rental payment.  
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The second government subsidy is in the form of direct assistance from jurisdictional 

governments to bridge the gap between the tenant rental amount and market rent. It is 

important to note here that 25 to 30 per cent of income-based rent is not the same as paying 

70 to 75 per cent of market rent (as in the case in the affordable housing sector) instead of 

meeting full private market rents.  

In this way, evidence from this research is consistent with findings by Martin, Pawson and 

Nouwelant (2016), who show that all jurisdictional public housing systems across the country 

are entirely subsidised—from rental incomes to operational and recurrent expenditure—

through funds by both levels of government (Martin et al. 2016). One NT Government 

interviewee, as a case in point, notes that affordable housing in NT typically has a 30 per cent 

subsidy, aligning with the CRA benchmark, but in sharp contrast to the NT public housing 

system (consisting both urban and remote housing), where government subsidy is around 60 

to 65 per cent.  

Australian public housing stems from affordable housing beginnings, housing geared for low-

income working families with a rent to income ratio structured to enable 15 to 25 per cent of 

tenant’s basic working wage be paid as rents. Conversely now, as reiterated by this research, 

governments are currently wholly subsidising the public housing system, as the vast majority 

of public housing tenants have government benefits as their primary income. Given the very 

large percentage of subsidy required to deliver public housing across all states and territories, 

jurisdictional governments with their STHAs operate under significant financial duress in 

extremely tight budgetary conditions to provide government-funded housing—some not able 

to fully cover costs, let alone remedy legacy issues of old properties and meet increasing 

demand.  

Notions of viability and sustainability—as described in this section—does not apply to 

contemporary government-funded housing provision, as both public and social housing are 

profoundly reliant on government subsidy and unable to ‘pay for itself’. The former requires, 

but does not get, sufficient ongoing funding to meet the deep operational subsidy it provides 

to keep the public housing system afloat. While the latter relies on government assistance in 

the form of CRA to ensure community housing businesses remain functional without having 

to resort to increasing rents to remain buoyant. Evidence gleaned through this research 

suggests, similar to Burke and Ralston (2003) and Pawson et al. (2016), that significant 

structural public housing systematic reforms is crucial in order to alter the current declining 

trajectory.  
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Since public and social housing represents around 4 per cent out of the total 30 per cent of 

the rental housing market, a focused attention on affordable housing policy and strategy is 

vital. Affordable housing acts as an ‘enabler’ for better housing outcomes for low-income 

earners and households struggling to maintain accommodation within private rental. 

According to one interviewee, there may be at least 5 to 6-times more low-income groups in 

the private rental housing market than there are in public housing, who may be paying much 

higher rents (possibly 50 to 60 per cent of their income) on top of being without secure rental 

tenure and possibly discriminated against by virtue of being seen as a greater risk. The most 

recent data shows almost 190 000 households on social housing waiting lists (AIHW 2018)—

the plight of low-income households in private rental housing is not going to change any time 

soon. 

6.2.2 Affordable and adequate housing as enablers  

Regardless of the public policies, strategies, and initiatives of various jurisdictions, the one 

thing commonly accepted by all research interviewees is their acceptance of the 1948 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights where adequate housing is recognised as part of a 

citizen’s basic right. This acceptance existed prior to the 1948 declaration, as the 1944 CHC 

report declared that housing of a good standard is not only a need but a fundamental right in 

Australia (Troy 2012). Beyond this universal acceptance of adequate dwelling as part of basic 

human rights, almost all interviewees accepted housing as an ‘enabler’ in society.  

The notion of housing as ‘enabler’ is reflected in both the Social Investment State and the 

Investor State paradigm; the former focusing on the social welfare ethos while the later 

through the lens of individual wealth creation from capital investments. Evidence from this 

research highlights nuances between jurisdictional approaches on public housing, but all 

respondents agree on the merits of adequate and affordable housing given the broader 

benefits stemming from appropriate housing for all. This discourse in housing adequacy 

extends to the level of access to enable better civic participation.  

Research findings reveal some STHAs redeveloping properties to better align with tenant 

needs and enhancing linkages between dwelling location, service centres and employment 

opportunities. The positive benefits of having adequate housing and tenants accessing 

services can be equally reversed to reveal the social and economical ills of not having 

adequate housing—through either being unaffordable, overcrowding, or poorly located.  
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The 2014 Steering Committee for the Review of Government Service Provision report, similar 

to previous reports on key Indigenous disadvantages, sees housing conditions as a common 

denominator to concern areas such as education, health, justice, et cetera (SCRGSP 2014).  

The same report suggests reducing Indigenous residential overcrowding has positive 

outcomes in education and training, healthy lives, home environment, safe and supportive 

communities, including key target areas: (i) reading, writing and numeracy; (ii) disability and 

chronic diseases; and (iii) family and community violence. Governmental strategic priority 

areas pertain to appropriate housing and the negative impacts of overcrowding residents, 

especially in remote Indigenous communities. Reduced overcrowding correlates to improved 

wellbeing and living conditions (Nous Group 2017; The Allen Consulting Group 2013).  

This notion of housing outcomes interlinked with broader social benefits is reflected within 

government initiatives seeking to integrate various social imperatives through housing 

provision—a case in point is Commonwealth’s announcement in April 2018, committing $550 

million for five years to further support remote Indigenous housing in the NT. Similar to 

previous investments (refer NT case study, Chapter 4), this announcement maintains the 

rhetoric of government-funded Indigenous housing provision that will eventuate in Aboriginal 

control, Indigenous employment, and economic benefits for the NT Aboriginal communities.  

Two things immediately resonate in this 2018 Commonwealth initiative of more than half a 

billion for Aboriginal housing in the NT. The first echoes the myriad of government policy 

interventions within Indigenous Affairs intertwined with Aboriginal housing. Will Sanders and 

Janet Hunt (2012) show competing principles in Indigenous Affairs—heavily influencing 

Aboriginal housing provision—from early last century to modern times, refer Figure 40.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Sanders & Hunt 2012. 

 Indigenous Affairs narrative influencing Aboriginal housing 
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The contemporary debate of difference and diversity, as seen in Figure 40 within Indigenous 

Affairs, in particular associations regarding Aboriginal land and Indigenous housing, is the 

recognition that Indigenous communities are not homogenous and require different 

approaches. A one-size-fits-all policy is unable to return the desired outcomes, both for 

communities and governments. Building on the notions of ‘equality’ and ‘choice’, the second 

contemporary Indigenous Affairs narrative involves the social construct around economic 

benefits of land reform and housing provision for Aboriginal people in many communities 

Especially in the last decade, Aboriginal government-funded housing provision is framed as a 

vehicle for economic prosperity, which in turn purportedly acts as a catalyst in improving 

social outcomes, through Indigenous employment in the development of community land 

and the delivery of new and refurbished community dwellings.  

The development of residential land, civil infrastructure and housing act as drivers for 

economic benefit opportunities for Aboriginal people, in particular starting up or 

strengthening local Aboriginal businesses. Indigenous housing and Aboriginal land reform 

remain an ongoing focus for governments navigating issues on Aboriginal control, self-

determination and Indigenous rights.  

Although adequate housing is well recognised as a basic human right for all citizens (Porter 

2015; Bourke & Hulse 2015; Troy 2012; Webb 2004; Hayward 1996), as far back as the 1940s 

Barnett and Burt (1942) argued that the private sector is unable to provide affordable 

housing for low-income families. The 1943 Commonwealth Housing Commission report 

argued the private housing market continues to fail in catering for the bottom-end of the 

housing continuum—low-income or the affordable housing end of the housing spectrum.  

One interviewee concedes the pressures that STHAs are currently under, to a large extent, are 

driven by the private rental housing market’s ‘inability to provide affordable housing to 

people across the income spectrum’. Literature explains this failure, as Ospina (1987) in Troy 

(2012, p.287) summarises ‘profit-orientated use of resources by the private sector fails to 

meet the housing need of low-income people’ (Troy 2012). However, within welfare capitalist 

regimes like Australia (Esping-Anderson 1990), governments do acknowledge private housing 

market supply being unable to meet demand (Porter 2015).  
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Recognising private market limitations, the 1993 Commonwealth Industry Commission report 

concluded that the public sector—as opposed to private market—is best placed to provide 

and more efficient in providing affordable housing (Troy 2012; Commonwealth of Australia 

Industry Commission 1993).  

For Interviewee 4, public housing should always be recognised as a subsidised service, a 

social service and it exists because people cannot afford housing at market rates, so there is a 

need for ongoing financial government support. This same respondent states that there is 

nothing about the whole of the housing system (public and private) that is self-perpetuating; 

government subsidy is prevalent in one form or another across the housing continuum, from 

tenant rental subsidy in non-government housing on one hand to homeowner concessions 

and tax incentives for housing investment on the other. 

Australia, similar to other developed countries, functions within capitalist economies, 

embodying social and corporate welfare regimes (Farnsworth 2015)—the latter underpins 

capitalist economic functions. For such countries, according to both Farnsworth (2015) and 

Hayward (1996), post-WWII Government-funded housing for low-income working families 

was a secondary consideration; the primary aim for governments was to foster industrial 

development and economic growth. This particular emphasis is described by Redden (2019) 

as the ‘Investor State’ ethos where profitmaking is the central focus in capitalist economies.  

Similarly, Poulantzas (1973) and Lindblom (1977) note that a government-sponsored 

‘corporate welfare state’ prioritises the needs of private organisations and vested interest 

groups above all else. Jacobs (2015) states that governments are naively accepted by many as 

benevolent constructs, but in reality remain active agents and have very successfully 

managed to maintain a holistic system advancing private profitmaking environments, through 

wealth-creation opportunities for home owners, investors, financiers and interest groups 

functioning within capitalist economy.  

In this way governments ensure their own economic and revenue growth. The differences 

remain stark, as Monbiot (2011) suggests, as capitalist economies embrace socialism for the 

wealthy. As discussed earlier, Monbiot’s (2011) views align with the Investor State rationale 

(Redden 2019) wherein governments shift public resources from the needy to advance the 

free market objective of profiteering and wealth creation within the neoliberalism paradigm 

(Jessop 2016). 
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Through the transfer of government resources, either directly or indirectly, to private actors 

and deliberately under-investing in affordable housing, governments ensure profitmaking 

within private housing sector (Jacobs 2015; Farnsworth 2013). Drawing upon the work of 

Kemeny (1983) in reflecting evidence of this study on current public housing dealings, 

deliberate under-investment in direct affordable housing supply over the decades has made 

this tenure unattractive while governments continually reinforce the private home ownership 

narrative as optimal.  

Within the Investor State paradigm, positing housing as an individual’s responsibility, 

government policies and practices effectively (Aalbers & Christophers 2014; Troy 2012): 

• Champion wealth-creation opportunities for the finance industry, developers, real 

estate agents, investors, landlords and home-owners,  

• Minimise action for government-led affordable housing supply and maximise revenue 

in the form of land tax, statutory fees, financial and income taxes, 

• Reduce housing-related essential infrastructure build costs—generally developed by 

non-government parties—and most importantly,  

• Satisfy the larger homeowner and home-purchaser electorate and housing market 

interest groups to protect property values—and strengthen house prices. 

For economists such as Saul Eslake (2013), keeping the affordable housing crisis status quo in 

Australia is political (Eslake 2013). It allows governments to maximise profiteering through 

championing the private housing market while it perpetuates the demise of public housing 

and limits affordable housing supply.  

According to one respondent, people refer to public housing as being a broken model, but in 

reality it’s not the public housing system per se, it is the governments continued lack of 

sufficient investment in types of affordable housing to address housing need that requires a 

below-market response.  

The range of different strategies described by research interviewees reveals that the 

perceived very high costs of upfront capital required for traditional forms of government 

public housing intervention is only that: a perception.  
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Recent research by Lawson et al. (2018) indicates that the traditional method of government 

intervention in providing public housing through upfront capital grants is in fact the cheapest 

over the long term when combined with efficient financing19.  

One NT responded describes the high order of upfront capital costs per dwelling by way of 

explaining that a conventional three-bedroom house costs around $450 000—even when 

built on government land—and rhetorically questions the number of dwellings respective 

STHAs will be able to rent off a private developer for that sum to provide as public housing. 

The implication here is that because of the need for an immediate ‘bang for buck’, STHAs are 

attempting to stretch existing funds to meet many needs whilst under significant financial 

duress. 

Similarly, Interviewee 4 suggesting costs of up to half-a-million dollars for a new dwelling, 

marks this as a very expensive exercise: ‘new public housing supply requires substantial 

upfront capital investments, and agencies need to be very sure in providing someone with 

that level of intervention, since every time that decision is in favour of one group, resources 

are withheld from someone else with equivalent levels of need’.  

The same interviewee mandates a whole-of-government approach for public, social and 

affordable housing, in recognising that treating public housing in isolation is not the solution. 

Interviewee 2 comments that the level of investments required for new affordable housing 

continues to persist and will not dissipate, but requires very large sums of funding and needs 

a range of different strategies to address the much required supply-side investments. Recent 

Australian housing research literature underscores this view, with an estimate of 727 300 

additional social housing dwellings required to meet housing needs for this particular 

segment over the next 20 years (Lawson et al. 2018). 

Evidence from this research aligns with other recent housing research, such as Rowley et al. 

(2017), in suggesting that a broader structural reform in Government-funded housing 

provision is required, rather than turning attention to only one part of the housing continuum 

such as public/social housing system in isolation. Similarly, Interviewee 12 stresses the point 

that because governments continue to make similar decisions and repeat mistakes, it is 

paramount for all actors to get overall housing policy, strategy and direction right from the 

outset while learning lessons from past experiences.  

 

19 Refer Social housing as infrastructure: an investment pathway by Lawson et al. (2018). 
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Any significant government action, or equally inaction, has the potential of creating a lasting 

impact, as Interviewee 2 reaffirms that government-funded housing provision is a long-term 

business, generally lasting around 30 to 50 years and thus deserves holistic policy, strategy 

and direction. 

6.2.3 Government-funded housing futures  

As a nation, Australia does not build enough dwellings for its growing population, and the 

solution (apart from affordable housing demand suddenly abating) is to dramatically increase 

housing supply (Lawson et al. 2018; AHURI 2017; DSS 2014). With significant population 

growth expected in the next 15 years in Australia, high housing demand is not foreseen to 

ease (ABS 2013). The national population is projected to be well over 30 million by 2030, 

requiring additional 200 000 new homes a year just to keep up with demand, let alone 

address other challenges, such as the housing affordability crisis (Porter 2015; DSS 2014a). 

The 2015 Australian Infrastructure Audit by Infrastructure Australia20 found that the four 

largest cities in the country alone would require 500 000 to 700 000 additional houses in the 

next 15 to 20 years (Infrastructure Australia 2016). According to this audit, Australia as a 

nation has tackled similar challenges before, by citing the mid-20th century population growth 

which was more rapid than the current situation—thus, arguing the need to plan in advance 

in order to prosper; as done post-WWII. Interestingly, however, Infrastructure Australia fails 

to postulate a housing strategy and remains silent on a possible housing supply framework, 

commensurate for such large-scale population increase projections. 

The irony here is that the projected escalation of housing need is within Infrastructure 

Australia’s current 15 year rolling audit term, and yet, the report evades any form of housing 

strategy narrative. Why? Is it because governments continue to uphold the notion that 

housing remains within the province of individuals (Troy 2012); with the private housing 

market best placed to provide solutions? Are there opportunities present within the current 

affordable housing crisis for governments to steer new affordable housing supply for its own 

capitalist interests (Rowley et al. 2017; Pawson et al. 2016); that is, opportunities for 

employment, economic, and productivity growth? I discuss this below. 

 

20 An agency responsible to strategically audit nationally significant infrastructure and develop 15 year rolling 
infrastructure plans that specify national and state level priorities—refer 2016 Australian Infrastructure Plan, 
http://infrastructureaustralia.gov.au/policy-publications/publications/files/Australian_Infrastructure_Plan.pdf 
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Evidence in this study supplements Rowley et al.’s (2017) view that governments supplying 

affordable housing is an obvious solution, but as many research respondents highlight, direct 

housing supply interventions are perceived as very expensive instruments, and governments 

across Australia are exploring and implementing ways to stretch out budgets to get the ‘best 

bang for their buck’ from limited available resources at their disposal.  

Interviewee 1 expresses the view that rather than lamenting the lack of government capital in 

housing, there is a need to actually promote the benefits of appropriate housing provision 

linking to better societal outcomes, such as better health, education, productivity, et cetera, 

thus flipping the narrative to suggest governments in the long run will be able to save 

enormous amounts of capital if upfront investment is allocated. 

By reframing and reconceptualising affordable housing investment with regard to (i) essential 

civil infrastructure (water, sewer and energy), (ii) social and community infrastructure, and 

importantly (iii) economic infrastructure (for economic growth and increases in productivity), 

there appears to be an opportunity to turn around the housing affordability crisis. Direct 

supply-side government investment in affordable housing counteracts market failure and the 

private market’s inability to supply sufficient affordable dwellings.  

At this juncture, it is helpful to draw on some recent critical literature portraying the need for 

governments to reframe affordable housing as critical infrastructure, similar to the post-WWII 

period (Lawson et al. 2018; Adamson 2016; Pradolin 2016; Budworth 2016; Holt 2015; 

Milligan et al. 2015:2013a:2013b; Fern 2014). 

Firstly, governments currently define ‘infrastructure’ as generally civil engineering structures 

built to facilitate movement of goods/people for business, and other social reasons 

(Infrastructure Australia 2016). It fails to include housing, and this is where I argue the 

problem lies—housing is fundamental to economic participation, making it a significant part 

of the national economy (Commonwealth of Australia 2014), but housing per se does not 

form part of the nations’ infrastructure agenda (ACOSS 2015).  

Housing is currently prescribed within social infrastructure remit, although in reality, housing 

is a hybrid, displaying characteristics of both economic and social infrastructure—aptly 

referred to at times as ‘critical’ infrastructure (Lawson et al. 2018; Adamson 2016; Pradolin 

2016; Budworth 2016; Holt 2015).  
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Secondly is the perceived disconnect between ‘housing’ and ‘infrastructure’. According to 

national Maclennan et al. (2015), benefits within economic growth, productivity increases21 

and social betterment imperatives are compromised due to policy segmentation to benefit 

infrastructure investment over housing.  

Thirdly, as Maclennan et al. (2015) point out, essential infrastructure such as urban transport, 

has been granted significant capital investments, as the bodies behind them sing the benefits 

that transportation infrastructure investments add to local and national economy—both 

within short and the longer term bases—through initial jobs growth and later growth linked 

to better mobility. Yet affordable housing is not perceived in the same vain, and therefore has 

not been able to garner similar investment status (Pradolin 2015).  

Successive governments, especially in the last few decades, appear to have failed to consider 

affordable housing as critical infrastructure, and work with the private sector in a commercial 

capacity to allocate capital and drive investment (Lawson et al. 2018; Pradolin 2015). Because 

affordable housing is outside of and sidelined from treasury, including national infrastructure 

policies, it fails to attract the financial backing from the private sector (Fern 2014). The work 

of Milligan et al. (2015:2013a:2013b) shows that affordable rental housing supply can be 

argued as an ‘infrastructure-styled’ investment—similar to transport infrastructure, like road 

and rail—that can offer an acceptable risk adjusted return from rental revenue.  

Recent research by Lawson et al. (2018) promotes the idea of social housing provision taking 

a more traditional infrastructure delivery approach, requiring ‘the funding of an investment 

pathway which supplies and maintains capital assets and services over time’ (Lawson et al. 

2018, p.2). The cost/benefit ratio clearly demonstrates investing in upfront in capital to drive 

affordable housing supply delivers multiple benefits both within the local and national scale, 

in terms of economic and social outcomes (ACOSS 2015).  

This is well documented, and a case in point is the KPMG Review Report (2012) on the 

Commonwealth’s Social Housing Initiative post-GFC—for every $1 of social housing 

construction activity around $1.30 was generated in economic benefits on top of direct, and 

indirect outcomes such as employment growth, increased industry spending, and turnover.   

 

21 Refer Making Connections: housing, productivity and economic development, by Maclennan, Ong, and Wood, 
Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, 2015 report No. 251, linkages between housing—productivity. 
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That said, significant increases in national affordable housing supply cannot be only through 

public/social housing provision—as public/social dwellings makeup only 4 per cent of the 

national housing stock—but as pointed out by almost all research interviewees, affordable 

housing requires holistic considerations within the housing continuum (Lawson et al. 2018; 

Holt 2015). All forms of housing provision within the housing continuum receive some form 

of government subsidy or investment via taxation benefits and exemptions—from 

homelessness services to social housing right through to the private rental market (for 

investors), and home ownership (Adamson 2016).  

Any direct affordable housing supply investment needs to consider other avenues within the 

armoury of housing solutions (Holt 2015). Importantly, governments are continually hailed as 

being best placed to lead upfront capital investment and leverage financing to increase 

affordable housing infrastructure supply (Lawson et al. 2018; Adamson 2016; ACOSS 2015; 

Troy 2012; Commonwealth of Australia Industry Commission 1993).  

When and why do governments display trenchant propensity at times to guide, indeed 

lead, particular areas in free markets, such as housing? As an exemplar of such government 

involvement, at this juncture I deploy Mazzucato and Penna’s (2014) explanation highlighting 

the very active role of public financial institutions, such as State Investment Banks, playing 

different roles within the economy, namely: (i) the market creation/shaping process, and (ii) 

‘market fixing’ roles of State Investment Banks.  

Governments from time to time do step in as seen in the recent years in areas where there is 

significant private-sector reluctance to get involved—for example in areas such as climate 

change (Mazzucato & Penna 2014). Interviewee 2 ascribes to this view, stating that 

governments have to and do play a counter cyclical role as a response to need when private 

markets are less buoyant or unwilling to intervene with appropriate solutions. This 

interviewee uses the post-GFC economic stimulus packages as an example of governments 

investing substantial capital in order to drive economic activity and deliver much need 

affordable housing within the last decade. 

As Polanyi (2001) suggests, governments have always played a key role in the economy, from 

the beginning of capitalism, in shaping and creating markets. They do so through four distinct 

functions: a) countercyclical role, b) capital developmental role, c) venture capitalist, and d) 

promotion of investments that help to address societal problems, or challenge-led role 

(Mazzucato & Penna 2014).  



- 195 - 

Almost all government State Investment Bank functions have a role within the affordable 

housing provision context, previously exemplified through government-led post-WWII 

provision of affordable housing infrastructure. In fact, the post-WWII reconstruction plan has 

its financial roots embedded in the creation of the first modern State Investment Banks—the 

International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (Mazzucato & Penna 2014). For 

Mazzucato and Penna (2014), the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

model became a springboard structure for many nations to establish their own ‘State 

Development Banks’, with a dual-pronged purpose.  

Firstly, to promote financial stability through a permanent flow of funding. Secondly, to 

counter and prevent deleterious speculative pro-cyclical private financial sector having the 

potential to derail the post-war economic recovery efforts (Mazzucato & Penna 2014). When 

the private sector retreats in times of crisis, such as war or financial disasters, governments 

step in with counter cyclic interventions through state roles, such as providing long-term 

funding and tackling other societal challenges (Perez 2002). 

Apart from an ever-increasing need to tackle other societal challenges like climate change, 

affordable housing is a national crisis requiring urgent action (Adamson 2016; Jacobs 2012). 

Lessons learnt from the 1930s Great Depression, mid-world wars, post-WWII and the current 

epoch, illustrates the private sector’s reluctance to provide affordable housing for low-

income families (Commonwealth of Australia Industry Commission 1993; Troy 2012; Burke & 

Hulse 2015).  

Post-WWII, government investment prioritisation of national critical infrastructure 

(Mazzucato & Wray 2015)—housing, transport, communication, ports, rail, and et cetera—

illustrates the power of these infrastructures to: support a healthy, vibrant society; promote 

long-term economic growth, increase exports and GDP; and increase employment and 

household income.  

Post-war development efforts were primarily government-funded with long-term 

arrangements, enabling finance to be less speculative and more committed to long-term 

goals—an example of ‘patience finance’ (Mazzucato 2013). Mazzucato (2013) articulates this 

type of finance—patient, long-term, committed finance—is increasingly hard to find in the 

private sector, but exactly the type of finance that is required for ‘mission-oriented’ directed 

spending outcomes such as affordable housing. In the post-war era, governments backed 

major societal and various economic initiatives through state resources (Block & Keller 2011).  
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Similarly in the post-war period, government-backed resources, finances, and institutions 

provided affordable housing—universally termed ‘public housing’—for low-income working 

families. It is governments who stepped into the void created by the private sector’s inability 

to provide sufficient affordable dwellings for low-income households (Troy 2012). In this 

context, research findings in this study support the notion that governments can take a 

strong lead to champion direct affordable housing supply-side provision once again. 

But how can governments lead affordable housing once again? A plethora of housing-

related research suggests multiple avenues available to address the affordable housing 

quagmire (Milligan et al. 2015:2013a). In the case of Australia, research interview findings 

reveal that the Commonwealth’s role is vital to lead affordable housing at a national scale.  

For commentators like Adamson (2016), a good starting point is by way of a long-term 

national housing framework or strategy—similar to the 2017 Canadian 10-year $40 billion 

National Housing Strategy.  

For most research interviewees, when considering a national strategy, governments do need 

to recognise various existing housing markets across jurisdictions, and so as to avoid a one-

size fits all approach, whilst being sensitive to public and private vested interests. Importantly, 

governments require a clear and coherent affordable housing plan, and set roles within the 

housing continuum—identifying particular cohorts for affordable housing, such as key service 

workers on low-incomes within cities (Pradolin 2016).  

There are a number of different government-led housing supply delivery models to consider, 

within the national and international context22. From one end of the spectrum, a fully 

commercialised business enterprise, similar to that of Defence Housing Australia23, right 

through to the other, where a central government housing and development institution 

provides public housing to almost the entire nation, and to various other models in-between. 

Defence Housing Australia’s mandate is to undertake businesslike activities, in line with 

Commonwealth polices, operating within sound commercial practices (Phibbs & Hanna 

2010).  
 

22 Refer Lawson et al. (2018) research analysis of investment pathways. 
 
23 In 1988, Defence Housing Australia (DHA) was established as the Commonwealth Government’s statutory 
authority to provide housing for Australian Defence Force members, and in 1992 DHA transitioned into a 
Government Business Enterprise to operate as a business with sound commercial practice but in line with 
Australian Government policies. 
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Defence Housing manages around 8000 dwellings with an estimated worth of $8 billion 

across Australia (DHA 2016). In Singapore, the Housing & Development Board24 (HDB)—

Singapore’s public housing authority—houses 80 per cent of the population, with more than 

1 million flats, in numerous towns and estates (HDB 2016).  

Both Defence Housing and the Housing & Development Board portray the armoury of 

housing provision and supply frameworks available to the Government, although extensive 

analysis of each is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

What is important to note here, without sounding too preachy, is that both these models 

showcase strong government lead, both in policy and practice for housing supply, propelled 

in a way that generates the intended housing outcome(s). As such, STHAs play a vital role 

within the national housing discourse—given various housing markets exists across the 

country and jurisdictions.  

Meaningful systemic reforms are only possible through a national level lead agency (a recent 

example of such action is captured through the Bond Aggregator model, announced by 

Commonwealth in 2017, as discussed in Chapter 3). As discussed earlier, recent research by 

Lawson et al. (2018) considering alternative funding and financing models for social and 

affordable housing requires strong government intervention and lead to steer direct capital 

investments on a long term basis with the delivery and maintenance of housing for the very-

low to low-income households. For Lawson et al. (2018), capital grant strategies partnered 

with efficient financing is the most feasible and cost effective option for government-funded 

social housing. 

The option of leaving social and affordable housing alone to the private housing market to 

resolve is shown through study evidence as having a long precedence of the market failing 

the lower end. This is not surprising, as the high demand end is where greatest investment 

returns and profits are made. For the majority of the respondents, there is a recognition of 

private market failure but there is also recognition of the very high order of costs involved for 

direct capital investment in the short to medium term.  

 

24 Established in 1960 in response to Singapore’s housing crisis, the Housing & Development Board (HDB) has 
been the nation’s public housing authority for over 50 years and has provided affordable public housing for 
generations of Singaporeans—now with more than 1 million flats, in 23 towns and 3 estates—for further 
information, refer http://www.hdb.gov.sg/cs/infoweb/about-us.  
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However, as the literature suggests, this approach is optimal in the long term, as it is the most 

cost efficient; that is, it is preferable over commercial and non-government financing 

supplemented by significant operational subsidy strategies in providing social and affordable 

housing. 

The profiteering ethos of the private housing market is evidenced in the literature and 

supported through research findings to have a firm hold in Australia. And given contemporary 

housing realities, current government-funded housing policy direction and jurisdictional 

public housing provision practice settings across the country, this unfortunately may remain 

well into the future. 

 

6.3 Forward gaze — Australian public housing policy 

Research evidence from this study supplements the literature pertaining to the demise of 

Australian public housing (Pawson et al. 2016; Pawson & Milligan et al. 2013; Groenhart & 

Burke 2014; Jacobs et al. 2010; Hall & Berry 2007:2004); a system described to be in a 

‘terminal state’ by some interviewees—emphasising that a whole of system reform is 

critically urgent and long overdue.  

With significant population growth predicted over the next 15 years, high affordable housing 

demand is likely to the continue across the country (Lawson et al. 2018; AHURI 2017; DSS 

2014a). From a systems perspective, there remains a strong case for the central government 

to play a lead role in future housing interventions, albeit recognising the interrelated nature 

of housing supply, variations across jurisdictions, and notwithstanding political, cultural and 

environmental underpinnings.  

Figure 41 illustrates the interconnected nature of pivotal elements requiring careful 

calibration within government-funded housing policy moving forward. Inside the sphere of 

public housing provision, governments, market, capital and citizens influence the formulation 

of housing policy, strategic direction, and implementation (Wood et al. 2018; Pawson et al. 

2016; Groenhart & Burke 2014; Eslake 2013; Troy 2012; Jacobs et al. 2013:2010; Hall & Berry 

2007:2006:2004; Hayward 1996; Kemeny 1983). Push and pull factors (referred earlier in 

Chapter 3) remain interlinked with the economic growth agenda across the political 

spectrum in this country. 
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Source: Author. 

 Interconnected functions impacting housing policy settings  

The current market liberal ethos and ‘Investor State’ government paradigm intersects in a 

number of ways with a litany of implications for public and social housing policy settings. 

There are two key notions I want to highlight: i) ‘supply’ of and ‘demand’ for housing, and ii) 

the ‘redistribution’ or the ‘upward distribution’ of resources by governments from the most 

in need to those with capital. The question is ‘how much will the government take itself out 

of the housing equation’ into the future? 

The results of the above dogma and practice, especially within government-funded housing 

policy, are leading localised and national government-funded housing trends. I argue that this 

is evidenced through a long gradual decline in decommodified housing provision, with the 

states actively promoting to non-government housing providers to play a more centralised 

role. Secondly, similar to other comparable countries, the neoliberal tenets in Australia are 

behind the rising inequality in society (Redden 2019; Springer 2016; Deeming 2014) with 

housing as one of the pivotal determinants, both in terms of equity and equality.  

The very-low to low-income earners, the elderly and people with disabilities are among the 

hardest hit, including those residing in regional, remote and very remote areas. Housing 

outcomes for these people is a testament to the fact that ‘equality’ and ‘equity’ are not the 

same thing (refer Figure 42). The challenges of living in regional and remote locations, with 

their lack of functioning markets and difficulties in accessing mainstream services, is 

pervasive and not easily overcome, but access to suitable and appropriate housing is a basic 

human right, and anything ‘other’, is suboptimal.  
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Source: Parliament of Tasmania 2016. 

 Notions of equality and equity framed within state housing provision 

The notions of morality, justice and fairness may not form core parts of the neoliberal 

paradigm. And the involvement of governments in providing housing to those most in need 

(may be limited or reserved for the most complex need cohort, or ‘those really hard top-end 

clients’ to quote one research respondent) is envisaged to remain as an ongoing feature in 

government-funded housing provision in Australia.  

Based on the evidence and analysis presented in this study, I outline a number of key 

challenges and opportunities—some intertwine and some remain complementary—that, at 

the time of writing, remain influential within the ‘forward gaze’ in the future of public 

housing policy directions. Key challenges and opportunities are: 

• High cost implications for government action or equally inaction in the provision of 

affordable housing,  

• Critical need for a national government-funded housing policy response, 

• High-risk exposure to non-government housing providers providing social housing 

being reliant on CRA to maintain businesses cash flow, 

• Unlikely shift of Australian housing ethos away from the ‘Great Australian Dream’ of 

owning a house, 

• Very high demand for affordable housing to persist well into the future, and 

• High expectations for governments to take direct action to meet demand 

Australian housing research and academic literature is seen to have influence in driving social 

and affordable housing outcomes. A case in point is the recent adoption by Commonwealth 

of the ‘Bond aggregator financing model’ which over the years has been heavily analysed in 

scholarship to have merit and highly applicable within the Australian context.  



- 201 - 

Recent academic endeavours continue to build the case for government direction action in 

providing capital investment to increase the supply of social and affordable housing 

supplemented by efficient financing instruments. Governments are expected to take direct 

action, as public perception of worsening generational housing affordability issues intensifies.  

This study supports existing literature in providing further evidence that public housing 

transfers are not the panacea for a terminal public housing system and governments are best 

placed to intervene with long term upfront direct capital investments to meet the increasing 

demand for social and affordable housing. 
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6.4 Research general contribution 

The primary objective of this research is to better understand contemporary STHAs practice 

at a time of tight budgetary constraints public housing provision, based on previous research:  

• Hall and Berry (2009:2007:2006:2004) in reviewing operating deficits in Australian 

public housing and exploring policy options for reversing the trend,  

• Jacobs et al. (2010) qualitative review of the past and future of public housing within 

the Australian context,  

• Groenhart and Burke (2014) quantitative review—complementing Jacobs et al. 

(2010)—using ABS data in reviewing public housing supply and consumption over 

three decades from 1981 to 2011, and 

• Pawson et al. (2016) recent public housing transfer experience in Australia, and its 

implications for the AHS.  

Unlike above, where research focus spans multiple jurisdictions across Australia, this study 

concentrates only on two select jurisdictions, Tasmania and the Northern Territory; narrowing 

research focus relating to historical and current respective STHAs practice under financial 

duress in managing their public housing. In particular, this study ascertains the drivers (both 

historic and contemporary) of STHAs financial duress and reviews key response policies and 

strategies—key policy responses vary between case studies appraised within research scope. 

This research evidences Tasmania’s key response being public housing property transfer 

policy, with almost 35 per cent of public housing property management transferred over to 

the community housing sector—the highest proportion of any state to-date in Australia. In 

contrast the NT having the highest costs of providing public housing across the country, has 

undertaken a diametrically opposite approach to Tasmania through transitioning the majority 

of Aboriginal community housing properties as mainstream ‘remote’ public housing.  

The converting of community housing to public housing in the Territory is through the take 

over of remote Aboriginal community dwellings as remote public housing, which now 

accounts for more than half of NT’s overall public housing portfolio. The research evidences 

Commonwealth and NT Government contemporary Aboriginal land and Indigenous housing 

policy narrative and new housing supply program implementation across the Territory.  
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This research contributes directly to the broader housing policy arena, in two ways. Firstly, 

findings in this study support and provides supplementary evidence in showing public 

housing transfers to non-government providers have significant limitations; as articulated 

through Tasmania’s stock transfer experience in three main ways: (i) property transfer policy 

does not directly address structural and systemic issues of public housing, (ii) the lack of real 

capability and capacity to grow the non-government housing sector through stock transfer to 

meet commensurate demand, and (iii) stock transfer remains limited to being a one-off 

option for governments.  

Secondly, evidence from this research captures within academic remit the innovative transfer 

of Aboriginal Town Camp land and public housing to the Ilpeye-Ilpeye community in Alice 

Springs.  For these community residents—some being native title owners of Alice Springs—

will for the first time hold freehold land title of their own land and community housing. This 

pilot initiative seeks to enable individual Town Camp Aboriginal community residents to self-

determine land for housing, social and economic outcomes. While undertaking this study, I 

wrote two articles on the Ilpeye-Ilpeye model—both published in the HousingWorks journal: 

• Gounder, S 2017, ‘More Tales from a Camp in Transition: Ilpeye-Ilpeye’, Housing 

Works—the Journal of the Australasian Housing Institute, vol. 12, no. 2 pp.27–30, and 

• Gounder, S 2016, ‘The Tale of a Town Camp in Transition: Ilpeye-Ilpeye’, Housing 

Works—the Journal of the Australasian Housing Institute, vol. 11, no. 1, pp.30–31.  

The above articles outline this innovative approach referencing contemporary Indigenous 

public housing policy and practice within NT Aboriginal Town Camps settings. These articles 

are the first published literature on the Ilpeye-Ilpeye model—the first out of 43 Town Camps 

communities in NT to implement such initiative—offering policy and practice on alternatives 

approaches for Aboriginal Town Camp land and Indigenous housing provision in Australia.  

This model allows for the first time, residents an opportunity to own their dwellings on their 

own Town Camp land; transitioning from being public housing tenants on their own land, to 

become home-owning residents—paving an alternative Indigenous housing pathway without 

governments as perpetual landlord (which has been the case historically) and in doing so, 

setting up precedence for the other 42 NT Town Camps to follow suit; if they choose to do so. 

Indigenous land and Aboriginal housing deliberations continue to be high on both sides of the 

political agenda, seeking to activate Aboriginal land to drive economic and social outcomes. 
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Although not so directly—but rather subtlety—through complementary activities for this 

study, by way of presenting in conferences and symposiums, I believe, I have been effective in 

influencing emerging research in Australia on the theme of ‘social housing as infrastructure’ 

discourse within housing studies literature. As a subsidiary task to this research endeavour, I 

presented (cited at the start of this thesis and listed below) at the 2016 Housing Theory 

Symposium in Hobart, with a few prominent Australian academics in attendance along with 

senior representatives from the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI): 

• Gounder, S 2016, ‘What goes around comes around — is housing part of this 

mantra?’ Paper presented at the Housing Theory Symposium themed ‘The Long 

View’, Hobart, Tasmania, Australia, 2-3 June 2016; refer Appendix 7. 

This particular presentation outlined discussions pertaining to built urban form almost always 

leaves out housing, despite housing making up to three quarters of the built environment 

(Maclennan, Ong & Wood 2015), due to housing currently framed as ‘social infrastructure’ 

unlike roads, rails, ports, et cetera, defined as ‘economic infrastructure’.  

I argue, immediately post WWII, governments framed housing as ‘critical infrastructure’ on 

par with ‘other’ civil infrastructure, now deemed ‘economic infrastructure’. And that there is 

a case for contemporary social/affordable housing provision be given the same mantle, and 

reframed as ‘critical infrastructure’; necessary to supply much needed affordable housing, 

alongside the economic and employment growth, such large scale investments can provide. 

This presentation in mid 2016 added further weight for additional research and scholarship in 

this area; culminating in this line of inquiry (Social housing as infrastructure) incorporated 

into AHURI 2017 National Housing Research Program agenda, as one of its five evidence-

based policy inquiry topics. Several research projects have been undertaken since 2017, with 

at least three completed at the time of writing: (i) Social housing as infrastructure: an 

investment pathway (Lawson et al. 2018), (ii) A conceptual analysis of social housing as 

infrastructure (Flanagan et al. 2019), and (iii) The business case for social housing as 

infrastructure (Denham et al. 2019). This literature builds a case for government involvement 

in the provision of affordable housing well into the future. 

This dissertation has been conducted in a professional manner, and research activities has 

strictly adhered to University of Tasmania policies and protocols, ensuring all conditions of 

the Ethics Approval (H0015042) granted on 30 June 2015 for this research has been fully met. 
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6.5 Conclusions  

Australia now has the lowest proportion of public housing households in thirty years; falling 

from a peak of 7 per cent in 1991 to 3.6 per cent in 2016 (ABS 2016). Conversely, over the 

last decade, this country witnessed an unprecedented growth in the community housing 

sector with a growth of 48 000 dwellings, or around 121 per cent growth, over the last 

decade to 2018 (AIHW 2019). Much of this is due to state initiatives, helping to expand the 

role of non-government housing providers, while attempting to relieve some pressure on 

existing public housing systems, functioning under significant financial duress due to 

recurrent operational losses and the gradual funding decline over previous decades.  

This research, using Tasmania and Northern Territory (NT) as case studies, has explored the 

practices of STHAs under financial duress in managing public housing. The objective has been 

to provide evidence and commentary to better understand contemporary STHAs dealings in 

managing public housing at a time of tight budgetary constraints. Subsidiary lines of inquiry 

through sub-research questions, as listed at the start of this study, have helped to refine key 

research pursuit, as follows: 

• Why has public housing been underfunded by successive Australian Governments? 

• To what extent is continued underfunding responsible for public housing failures? 

• Are STHAs adopting similar policy and strategies across Australia? 

• To what extent will STHAs policies sufficiently address the long term underfunding? 

• Are public housing transfer initiatives able to resolve STHAs financial tensions? 

• What policy lessons emerge from government-funded stock transfer arrangements? 

• What alternatives are there to the current public housing models? 

This section commences by outlining key responses to the above lines of inquiry prior to 

presenting final research conclusions. Encompassing research evidence and findings, I 

provide a brief ‘lessons learnt’ section concerning future government-funded housing policy. 

And finally, as a way to conclude this thesis, I offer recommendations for further lines of 

research in specific areas within the government’s housing remit, such as remote Indigenous 

public housing.  
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Public housing successively underfunded  

From the study analysis undertaken and the lines of evidence gleaned from research data 

corpus, contemporary financial challenges faced by STHAs are twofold (both linked to STHAs’ 

two main income streams): (i) overall rental income being insufficient to cover costs (both 

operational and maintenance) or ‘revenue-cost shortfall’, and (ii) reducing levels of recurrent 

Commonwealth ‘supply-side’ funding. Each in its own right has a litany of negative impacts on 

budgets, resourcing, service delivery and the ongoing management of public housing.  

In some jurisdictions, like the Northern Territory, financial challenges are exacerbated by 

having to service essentially two public housing systems: mainstream public housing and 

remote Indigenous housing. Evidence collated in this study reveals the revenue-cost shortfall 

per remote Indigenous housing dwelling is estimated to be almost 16 times more than that of 

mainstream public housing.  

Rental income of remote Indigenous housing only meets on average 15 per cent of the total 

costs of service delivery—the rest requires ongoing government subsidy, negating any 

notions of financial viability for such service. 

Continued underfunding contributing to public housing system failures 

Research respondents point out that the cyclic ‘short term’ nature of Commonwealth and 

state funding inevitably limits STHAs’ ability in ‘long term’ planning, resource allocation and 

program implementation. For some jurisdictions, legacy debts owed to the Commonwealth, 

and the associated ongoing repayments, generally in the tens of millions of dollars annually, is 

a huge impost on contemporary STHA resources. A case in point is Tasmania, repaid just over 

half of its Commonwealth funding, or around $16 million, annually in interest and principle 

repayments of the old CSHA debt up till as recently as September 2019.  

The changing nature of mainstream public housing tenant profiles has led to a phenomenon 

referred to as ‘under-occupancy’. Historically almost all public housing households were 

working low-income families, now however the majority are single or couples occupying 

dwellings designed to cater for nuclear families. This creates additional resource pressures in 

that STHAs need to actively work to provide the best housing option suited to housing need, 

but being limited in alternatives, as a very large percentage of public housing stock are three-

bedroom dwellings, with most tenants requiring only one or at best two bedrooms.  
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On the other hand, the Northern Territory remote Indigenous public housing faces significant 

levels of crowding, with a greater number of families occupying rental dwellings. There is a 

much higher and ‘unavoidable’ cost of tenancy and housing management service provision in 

remote to very remote Indigenous communities than in mainstream public housing. 

Alongside significant capital cost to supply new housing in Indigenous communities, there 

remains a large cost associated with providing supplementary civil infrastructure to sustain 

additional dwellings. Such infrastructure, including water, sewer and electricity is already 

functioning near or at capacity, with increasing recurrent demand for services. 

STHAs contemporary housing management practice differs across Australia  

An analysis of the case studies reveals both commonalities and marked differences in 

contemporary STHA policy and practice. The main similarities pertain to multiple strategies 

pursued in an attempt to increase available rental property numbers, with both agencies 

leveraging existing property portfolios.  

For example, within its mainstream public housing, the NT is redeveloping older detached 

mostly 3 dwellings on large allotments into multi dwelling residential developments with a 

mix of bedroom types—to achieve a net increase in stock numbers. Other common strategy 

is the concept of Head-Leasing where STHAs take on long-term leases on private rental stock 

and offer them as public or social housing. 

There are also stark differences in case study STHA policy and practices. In the last decade, 

Tasmania pursued large-scale public housing transfers, shifting management of properties to 

a number of community housing providers. In contrast, the NT transitioned the majority of 

remote Indigenous housing from community organisations to NT Housing as ‘remote public 

housing’ applying mainstream public housing legislation and frameworks, such as Residential 

Tenancy Act, to Aboriginal housing in most remote to very remote communities. 

In some Indigenous communities since 2008, NT Housing has acquired lease arrangements on 

Aboriginal land to secure community housing properties to rent out to Indigenous residents. 

The lease payments, collected by the Commonwealth through township and housing precinct 

leases on behalf of traditional landholders, add another level of administrative complexity 

unique to the NT, including additional costs in providing housing in Indigenous communities. 
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STHA’s policies and strategies aim to address long term underfunding  

In order to address operational deficits, some STHAs have undertaken public housing 

property sell-offs to address cash flow issues, such as Tasmania selling around 50 to 60 

properties a year to meet deficit. On the one hand, selling properties (‘cannibalising’ public 

housing assets, as Interviewee 1 describes it) increases revenue for the short term, but it also 

actually compounds pressures via a reduced stock footprint in the face of relentless high 

demand. The average age of portfolio properties also adds to resource problems, as the 

better properties are sold off leaving more properties that require repairs and maintenance. 

The key policy response by STHAs, however, is the transfer of public housing dwellings to the 

non-government or the community housing sector. Having said that, the vast majority have 

been property management transfers only. To enable property transfers to non-government 

providers, one of the key strategies in the last few decades has been to help build capacity 

and sophistication of the community housing sector. Some STHAs, such as NT recently, has 

provided ‘seed’ public housing property transfers to help grow and nurture the community 

housing sector, where others like Tasmania are well advanced for major stock transfer 2.0. 

Public housing property transfer initiative seek to resolve STHAs financial tensions 

As discussed earlier with respect to the Tasmanian case study, stock transfers as a valid policy 

option has been tested with an initial very small-scale transfer in 1998 of 120 empty public 

housing properties. The most recent large scale transfer initiative, as part of the Better 

Housing Futures, was completed by 2015 and witnessed around 4000 public housing 

dwellings transitioned to social housing, at the time accounting for almost 35 per cent of 

Tasmania’s public housing stock—the largest initiative of its kind in Australia at the time. 

Pawson et al. (2016) notes the Tasmanian Better Housing Futures is regarded as the fastest 

public housing stock transfer rollout conducted in Australia to-date. Under this initiative, 

property transfer transactions occurred in just under 30 months, from the initial 

commencement in early 2012, followed by the first pilot transfer in March 2013, with the 

remaining properties transferred by mid-2014 (Pawson et al. 2016). Tasmania, at the time of 

writing, is the only state in the country to have almost half—about 46 per cent—equating to 

around 6200 social housing properties managed by community housing providers. 
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Policy lessons emerge from government-funded stock transfer arrangements 

The Tasmanian case study offers some lessons for future large-scale endeavours. Public 

apprehensions around the transfer of public assets to the private sector saw the introduction 

of long-term property management leasing options (10 to 20 years). This model for property 

transfers has merit, adopting a staged approach allowing an initial trial cohort of a very tightly 

defined geographic population to test the sector and support systems.  

Once complete, with teething issues resolved, the next stages involved a suburb-based model 

of transition, offering a certain degree of control for both parties, a better definition of the 

service footprint for the incoming housing provider, and better serviceability opportunities. 

An approach proving successful in Tasmania with having all social housing properties located 

within a certain suburb transition together at the start as a soft transition point for tenants. 

Tasmania transferred management only, and not title of properties per se, as the importance 

of additional revenue through CRA and housing provider tax benefits helped control cash 

flow. This was deemed much more important with a secure 10 or 20-year management lease, 

rather than having outright property ownership. With a secure long-term lease, the housing 

provider could approach a financing institution if they have control over cash flow for 10, 20 

or even 99 years, and thus very similar in proposition to owning the asset.  

Another key lesson learnt from the Tasmanian vignette is the expectations around the growth 

capacity of the property transfer model. The adopted model factored growth over a long 

period, around the latter part of the initial 10-year management lease period, albeit growth 

only at a fairly moderate level—this modest expectation of growth is yet to be realised. 

Alternatives to the current public housing models 

While there is general consensus in the literature—a consensus supported by research 

evidence—the current public housing business is not viable due to problems both from the 

revenue and expenditure sides. Study findings suggest that a mixed-model of housing 

providers (in contrast to a centralised state provider) as a conglomerate of agencies, in a 

client-centred system based on need, albeit with strong government lead, is an alternative. 

The majority of the research respondents acknowledge the need for governments to remain 

actively involved (through setting national policy direction, capital funding provision and 

enabling state implementation) though instruments such as a National Housing Strategy.  
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The Commonwealth initiatives, such as the previous National Rental Affordability Scheme, 

and the recent establishment of the National Housing and Investment Corporation, is 

referenced by Interviewees in validating the need for the central government to set policy 

and guide national strategic housing supply direction, arguing that states and territories do 

not have the means, the size or scale, nor the necessary levers required on their own to lead 

such affordable housing supply-side interventions. 

From the research analysis undertaken and the lines of evidence gleaned from case studies, 

research interviewees and study data corpus, what conclusions can be drawn? 

Firstly, when considering the overall visions, policies and processes in place for public 

housing, Section 1.8 render Australian public housing provision problematic since its 

inception. Public housing policies from the first national housing agreement in 1945 aimed to 

provide working families affordable housing, with the majority going on to be home owners. 

Homeownership, as the optimal tenure, propelled the ‘Great Australian Dream’.  

The post-WWII era witnessed an unprecedented supply of public housing—almost 700 000 

new dwellings were complete within the first decade—however, from the evidence in this 

research, I posit that most were earmarked to be sold, and thus commensurate property and 

asset lifecycle costs appear not have been factored in from the outset.  

Evidence of the apparent lack of such cost allocations can be seen in the initial rent structures 

of public housing where individual tenant rent was based on a percentage amount 

appropriated for the cost of a dwelling on an annual basis. The rent setting was heavily 

skewed towards ensuring low-income households ‘had enough to live on’ after rent was 

taken out of their basic wage—on average around 22 per cent of the basic wage. In this way, 

there is very limited indication that the asset lifecycle costs ever factored in the initial rent 

calculations. 

This apparent lack of inbuilt property lifecycle funding may be explained in other ways, 

however. I argue that given homeownership was the goal, public housing—or ‘affordable 

housing’ as it was at the time—was not envisaged to be a government-funded housing 

system in perpetuity. By this rationale, empirical evidence suggests there was no real need for 

governments to fund asset lifecycle costs for properties ear-marked for eventual sale. Some 

of the best government-funded properties were sold off from late 1950s, which in part 

contributed to the high homeownership rates—above 70 per cent—from the 60s onwards. 
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However, the remanent public housing remained, and now many decades later, the 

proportionate unfunded property lifecycle costs, as articulated by one study respondent, has 

now ‘come home to roost’. Modern asset management best practice calls for significant 

capital injection for property maintenance, repairs, and asset recycling; a huge cost, 

exponentially increasing for governments and respective STHAs who are already under 

significant financial duress to manage their existing public housing portfolios. 

Secondly, the root causes of STHA contemporary financial duress, as discussed in Section 3.1, 

was traced through the literature, and I identified that major government policy shifts from 

1970s onwards accelerated the financial strains on the public housing systems nationwide. 

The two main policy shifts were: (i) Commonwealth funding transitioning from funding new 

housing supply to directly assisting tenants, through rental assistance in the form of CRA 

(conversely reducing annual public housing funding appropriations); and (ii) targeting tenants 

with ‘special’ and ‘high needs’ directly impacting STHA revenue, as more tenants relied on 

government benefits, with an overall reduction in the percentage of rent being paid 

commensurate to tenant income level. 

These shifts resulted in higher rent-paying tenants exiting the system, and being replaced by 

heavily subsidised occupants, resulting in the eventual viability demise of STHAs from the 

mid-1990s. This marked a transition from financial surpluses to deficits. The social construct 

of the major housing policy narrative through this perspective reveals much of current STHAs’ 

financial duress as a direct result of legacy public housing policies, spanning a number of 

decades, as seen within the research case studies in Chapter 4.  

I argue, through empirical research findings, that the vast majority of the costs associated in 

providing public housing is almost fully subsidised by governments, as shown in Figure 39. On 

one hand, states and territories subsidise their public housing in a number of ways, such as 

foregone rent, allowing STHAs to operate in deficits, and directly paying or offsetting the 

revenue-cost shortfall—the funding gap between rent received and cost to operate public 

housing.  

The majority of tenants’ rent comprises government benefit payments, in the form of welfare 

payments, and therefore the collective ‘government’ (Commonwealth, states and territories) 

subsidises almost the whole of the current public housing system in the country. 
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While housing subsidy is provided within all segments of the housing continuum, the level of 

subsidy is different according to housing type. As an example, governments provide subsidies 

for public housing (about 4 per cent of the rental stock), with CRA paid to social and private 

renters. While homebuyers and property investors enjoy incentives and taxation benefits. 

With the post-GFC Commonwealth economic stimulus increasing new housing supply 

through more affordable social and public housing, both case study STHAs in this research, 

similar to other jurisdictions, are adopting their housing policy and practice measures to 

address ongoing financial and resource constraints. One of the key policy responses is to 

grow the community housing industry by way of transferring public housing properties.  

Thirdly, the response policies and strategies adopted by STHAs in Tasmania and the Northern 

Territory bore some similarities to each other, but also significant differences. Importantly, 

the policy of public housing transfers to non-government providers, or the notion of ‘public 

housing repositioned as social housing’, is problematic in a number of ways. Research 

evidence in Section 5.4 built on recent housing literature, characterising property transfer 

policies (in their current iteration) as suboptimal. The structural challenges pertain to legacy 

stock issues, the ability of tenants paying rents, old and aging assets, and tenant profile 

asymmetry with available housing type. These challenges will continue to remain regardless 

who the landlord is—whether government or a community housing provider!  

Empirical research findings support the literature consensus that property transfers also 

present huge liabilities to non-government providers, possibly forcing some community 

housing providers to increase rents to manage portfolios and become increasingly reliant on 

CRA funding to operate and keep businesses afloat. Simply changing landlords from the 

government to a community housing provider—despite the CRA benefits and taxation 

benefits non-government providers enjoy—does not change fundamental structural issues 

current public housing systems face. STHAs property transfers avoid direct management cost 

pressures at state level, although the Commonwealth’s welfare safety net measures see a 

converse increase, as more people become eligible to access benefits, especially CRA. The 

recent Tasmanian experience is a case in point; where 4000 transferred property tenants are 

now CRA eligible, adding to Commonwealth’s funding remit.  

And finally, the study findings reveal limitations, both in terms of CRA shortcomings and the 

property transfer policy inadequacies in assisting to expand the community housing sector 

and generating much needed new social housing supply. This finding helps to build further 

evidence to support recent Australian housing literature. 
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Tasmanian interviewees’ state that public housing transfers achieve only a marginal increase 

in supply—increases over the 10 years have been minimal and not envisaged to increase 

regularly. Study findings suggest that community housing providers might increase supply 

through leveraging off assets initially but quickly reach a ‘ceiling point’ or ‘saturation point’ 

and are thus unable to deliver further new supply within existing confines. Most research 

interviewees argued that public housing transfers to non-government providers remains a 

one-off exercise, as there are only a certain amount of suitable public housing properties at a 

point in time to transfer, and once complete, alternatives require careful consideration. 

6.5.1 ‘Lessons Learnt’ — Government-funded housing policy deliberations 

Based on the research analysis, some key ‘lessons’ that may influence future deliberations on 

Government-funded housing policy and practice include: 

• Australian government-funded housing policy is highly charged within ideology, long-

held biases, historical assumptions regarding its function, and contemporary politics, 

• Public, social and affordable housing remains a part of the housing continuum, 

subject to similar ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ pressures as other forms of housing, all gain 

some form of government subsidy, operating within localised housing markets 

(except for some Indigenous communities where there is no private housing market), 

• STHAs operating under significant financial duress could implement housing policy 

and strategies based on pragmatic, locally suited responses,  

• While on the one hand, the public housing system is framed as part of essential 

government services, the other constructs government funded housing as public 

asset and housing provision social safety net, 

• The public housing system is in terminal decline due to being underfunded for over a 

decade, requiring urgent structural and funding reform to turn things around. 

This study portrays existing public housing problems as being so large that STHAs, states and 

territories are unlikely to succeed alone, regardless of how innovative their policies are. 

Research evidence point toward the need for a Commonwealth-sponsored agency to drive a 

National Housing Strategy, using an array of affordable housing providers, setting a mix of 

rent levels and offering long-term secure tenure for adequate and affordable housing. 



- 214 - 

6.6 Recommended Future Work  

This research, given its scope and limitations, provides opportunities for further research, to 

extend Australian housing literature and academic scholarship such as: 

• Hall and Berry (2007:2004) reviewing operating deficits in public housing to explore 

policy options to assist in reversing this trend,  

• Jacobs et al. (2010) qualitative review of Australian past and future of public housing,  

• Groenhart and Burke (2014) quantitative review complementing Jacobs et al. (2010) 

using ABS data appraising public housing supply and consumption over three decades 

from 1981 to 2011, and 

• Pawson et al. (2016) recent Australian public housing transfer experience and its 

implication for the affordable housing sector. 

While the above research projects cover multiple states, this dissertation intentionally limits 

its focus on only two jurisdictions—Tasmania and the Northern Territory—in exploring STHAs’ 

contemporary practices under financial duress in managing their public housing, including 

respective response policies and strategies. Future research opportunities remain in specific 

aspects of housing provision, besides appraising other jurisdiction’s respective STHA practice.  

In particular, further housing policy research may be possible to explore and appraise the 

Northern Territory Aboriginal housing and land tenure reform in retrenching Aboriginal 

community housing as public housing. This would be an approach running counter to current 

national housing policy narrative, in which public housing property transfers to the 

community housing sector are gaining momentum. A case in point being New South Wales, 

which at the time of writing has announced similar policy initiatives that what will result in 

the largest public housing property transfer program in this country. 

A second NT specific area of research may involve contemporary government-funded housing 

investments in remote housing—the $1.1 billion Remote Housing Investment. These new 

initiatives appear to target persistent overcrowding statistics in the Territory. Further research 

warrants investigating some of the most marginalised citizens who reside in locations where 

there are no real housing alternatives, housing markets, and hard to access support services. 

Such investigations would undoubtedly work towards change existing housing status quo. 
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