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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides data on some of the major changes in, and major issues around, the 

Australian public housing system over recent decades. The public housing sector has gone 

through major transformations in recent decades. Its original broad roles encompassing 

working family affordability, urban renewal, economic development, and decentralisation have 

narrowed in focus to serve as a housing safety net for high needs households. Changes in 

funding levels, in eligibility and allocations policy and asset management strategies have been 

major contributors to the recasting of the role of public housing, along with a paradigm shift in 

public policy from broad universalistic models of service delivery to highly targeted welfare 

models. These changes have major implications for what, where, and how much social 

housing is built and for the socio-economic attributes of tenants. The changes have, among 

other things, also put on the policy agenda issues of the potential role of public housing in 

accentuating employment problems for tenants, accentuating social disadvantage and the 

viability of the public housing system. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data, notably census data and the Survey of Income 

and Housing (SIH) can provide rich data that can help get a better understanding of what has 

happened to public housing and what might be the implications of changes in this tenure. This 

paper uses the release of the 2011 ABS census results and other recent ABS data sets to 

address the research questions of: 

Ą What have been the major changes in public housing supply over the past 30 years (1981ï
2011), and how have these played out geographically? 

Ą What have been the major changes in the attributes of tenants (income, household type, 
employment status, age, etc.) over the past 30 years? 

Ą What does the census data tell us about the need for public and or social housing? 

The 30-year period has been chosen as it marks the transition from one model of public 

housing, that is a more universalistic model, to a welfare delivery model. For much of the 

analysis census data was customised to include a number of demographic and dwelling 

characteristics by tenure for each of the three census years, for Australia and for the six state 

capitals. The focus is on capital cities in part because this is where most Australians live, but 

also because it is easier to make comparisons between cities than for entire states where there 

can be marked variations in economic and socio-demographic developmentðfor example 

mining areas in Western Australia and Queensland, the coastal development of Victoria, New 

South Wales and Queensland, or the rural decline in parts of Tasmania, Victoria and South 

Australia. Capital citiesðwith certain qualificationsðtend to be subject to similar economic and 

demographic drivers. Moreover, few AHURI, or other housing studies, have documented 

housing changes at the metropolitan level, more often than not confining analysis to Australia 

as a whole or just a few jurisdictions. 

The paper is about public housing only. Social housing, which sweeps up all forms of not-for-

profit housing, both public and community managed, is not the focus of this study as 

community-managed stock in earlier census periods was so small as not to need an identifier 

in the Census and therefore was not separately recorded. It is therefore buried in the óother 

rentalô category which is mainly private rental. The growth of community housing mainly 

occurred in the 2000s and particularly in the latter part of that decade, either by transfer of 

stock to the community sector or by new growth. Much of this new growth related to the 

stimulus package post the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC). Where relevant, the implications 

of this growth for public housing will be noted. 

Chapter 2 of the report reviews the policy and market context that shaped public housing 

provision and tenant attributes over the study period. This is broken into two subsectionsðone 

concerned with the external or indirect factors potentially shaping the supply and tenure 
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attributes of public housing, and the other at the internal or direct shaping of public housing, 

such as targeting. The sum of the effect of all these identified changes was a perfect storm 

whereby public housing was hit by a wave of challenges that pushed, or required, a range of 

adaptive responses. 

Chapter 3 looks at broad trends, both nationally and by capital city. The first, and most obvious 

one, is the relative decline in the role of public housing, indeed social housing generally. Given 

the policy and financial context during the last three decades it would have been surprising if 

the public housing sector had sustained its relative share of tenure in Australia and even its 

absolute numbers over this period. In fact there was growth in both share and numbers to 1996 

but declined thereafter. Some of this was made up by growth in the community sector, but 

while factoring this in, there was still absolute decline with the proportion of social housing of all 

stock falling to 4.8 per cent from 5.2 per cent in 1996. 

Turning to dwelling type, a surprising finding over the 30-year period of analysis was that there 

was only a slight decrease in the percentage of detached dwellings in public housing and an 

actual increase between 1996 and 2011. This runs counter to the broader housing market 

trend to more multi-unit housing. However, there was considerable re-profiling of stock to 

smaller bed-roomed dwellings, but with major variations across metropolitan cities with 

Melbourne having relatively little change and Brisbane substantial change. 

In Chapter 4 of the report, the analysis switches to changes in the spatial distribution of public 

housing in the various cities The first general observation is about the geographical spread of 

public housing across Australian cities. It is much more dispersed than in the USA or UK and 

this may be a reason why spatial disadvantage in Australia tends to be much less of a problem 

than in those two countries. Related to this is the fact that the bulk of the Australian stock is not 

high-rise which, by the nature of the building form, requires concentration. 

The spatial analysis over the 30 years looks at where public housing stock numbers have 

increased and decreased within the urban areas. The most interesting finding here is that there 

is no national pattern. In some cities, stock decline is in outer areas; in other cities, in the more 

inner areas; all of which suggests that the geography of asset strategies are driven more by 

local housing market imperatives than by any national drivers. 

Looking at tenant attributes (Chapter 5) the major trends were fairly obvious, such as the 

ageing of the tenant profile. But in terms of household type, the significant change, reflecting 

targeting was the growth in lone-person households from around 8 per cent of tenants to over 

40 per cent. This trend has meant that the displacement of families as couples with children 

has fallen sharply and even the early growth in sole parents had stabilised by 2011. 

Given the dominance of three-bedroom stock in public housing and the benefit of hindsight, the 

trend to singles raises the question of whether targeting in the public sector was the most 

appropriate strategy to deal with the housing needs of smaller family types, particularly singles. 

As the needs analysis in the report showed, many families still had óaffordableô housing needs 

over these years and would have been eligible for public housing if affordability and 

appropriateness had been the key allocation criteria, rather than greatest need. It could be 

argued that singles may have been better accommodated in the private rental sector where 

there was already a substantial existing stock of studio, one-bedroom and two-bedroom 

apartments leaving public housing for families. This might have required appropriate support 

arrangements, changes to security of tenure and a restructuring of CRA with higher payments. 

But such a strategy may have produced a better long-term outcome than diverting hundreds of 

millions of dollars to public housing stock re-profiling. 

Another major trend is that of tenant mobility. Between 1996 and 2011 the rate of mobility in 

public housing has almost halved, although there are variations across the capital cities. The 

difference between cities hints at public housingôs relationship to the wider housing market with 

mobility rates lowest in cities with the poorest private rental affordability and lowest vacancy 
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rates, such as Sydney. This suggests that any policy reforms to transition public tenants out of 

the sector will be constrained by the problems in the low end of the private rental sector. 

The sub-section on labour market participation reveals two broad trends. Public housing 

workforce participation has worsened considerably since 1981. However, it shared its decline 

with the low-income end of the private rental market suggesting that many of the problems of 

accessing the labour market for public tenants are ones faced by low skilled households 

generally. But, and this appears particularly the case for female public tenants, there are 

factors operative over and above the nature of the labour market. Targeting would also appear 

to have affected the overall labour market participation rates of the public housing system by 

taking in larger proportions of households who demonstrate weak workforce participation, for 

example singles and those with less than year 10 education. Given targeting and its 

constrained financial environment, the public housing system's ability to get better workforce 

participation outcomes seems limited. The major, and not surprising finding from the household 

income data, is the sharp contraction in median household income. 

How do stock levels compare with need? In Chapter 6, the Victorian Department of Human 

Services' (DHS) eligibility criteria are applied to Australia as a whole and indicates that, on the 

most conservative assumptions, in 2011 there should have been an additional 158 593 social 

housing dwellings. This, when added to existing stock numbers (366 000), would have taken 

the social housing stock to around 524 000 dwellings or 6.6 per cent of stock if a 50 per cent 

affordability benchmark for eligibility was used. And around 630 000 dwellings and 8.2 per cent 

of all stock if a 30 per cent benchmark was used! That public housing, or more generally social 

housing, was falling well short of need would be less problematic if the private sector was 

showing evidence of better performance at the low cost end of the market, but as recent 

AHURI research has shown (Hulse et al. 2014) the opposite holds. 

The overall conclusion of the report is that it is difficult not to see, following the changes in 

public housing over the last 30 years, a problematic future for public housing. These changes 

would appear to signal multiple problems: insufficient stock; increasingly targeted households 

representing both a social and financial problem for housing agencies; declining rates of 

turnover meaning more households are on the one hand unable to exit and on the other hand 

unable to enter; a stock which is poorly adapted to tenants needs, but in re-profiling the stock 

to meet such needs creates a risk of having inflexible stock in the future; and in some cities too 

much stock in outer areas where tenants are likely to suffer transport disadvantage. The 

current affairs programs of the populist media are too ready to frame stories of public housing 

management which imply incompetence or insensitivity. The reality is that the changes to the 

sector are so great, and the competing problems that have to be balanced so challenging, that 

it would not be surprising that social housing agencies and staff, including that of public 

housing have to make decisions that may be unpalatable or appear inappropriate. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This report provides data on some of the major changes in, and major issues around, the 

Australian public housing system over recent decades. The public housing sector has gone 

through major transformations in recent decades. Its original broad roles encompassing 

working family affordability, urban renewal, economic development, and decentralisation have 

narrowed in focus to serve as a housing safety net for high needs households. Changes in 

funding levels, in eligibility and allocations policy and asset management strategies have been 

major contributors to the recasting of the role of public housing, along with a paradigm shift in 

public policy from broad universalistic models of service delivery to highly targeted welfare 

models. These changes have major implications for what, where, and how much social 

housing is built and for the socio-economic attributes of tenants. The changes have, among 

other things, also put on the policy agenda issues of the potential role of public housing in 

accentuating employment problems for tenants. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data, notably census data and the Survey of Income 

and Housing (SIH) can provide rich data which can help get a better understanding of what has 

happened to public housing and what might be the implications of changes in this tenure. This 

paper uses the release of the 2011 ABS census results and other recent ABS data sets to 

address the research questions of: 

Ą What have been the major changes in public housing supply over the past 30 years (1981ï
2011), and how have these played out geographically? 

Ą What have been the major changes in the attributes of tenants (income, household type, 
employment status, age, etc.) over the past 30 years? 

Ą What does census data tell us about the need for public and or social housing? 

ABS census data can potentially provide valuable answers to questions about such issues, as 

well as to questions related to the appropriateness and effectiveness of the public housing 

system. 

Over the past decade, AHURI research has used ABS survey data, including that of the 

census, primarily as contextual data for wider studies, for example, into management issues 

around older people in public housing (McNelis 2007), or as part of broader modelling or 

statistical exercises (Yates et al. 2008; McDonald & Temple 2008; Wood et al. 2005), but not to 

draw out a data-based story on the changing nature of public housing in Australia. That is the 

objective of this report and as such it can be seen as a quantitative complement to the AHURI 

qualitative review of the past and future of public housing (Jacobs et al. 2010). 

ABS Census data is a complement to the information provided about social housing by the 

Productivity Commission in its Annual Report on Government Services (SCRGSP 2006ï2013) 

and by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfareôs Housing Assistance Overview (AIHW 

2005ï2009). Their data relies on performance reporting and client information from state 

housing authorities and community housing agencies, whereas census data is built up from 

observations provided by households occupying social housing. The two different types of data 

sources do not mesh perfectly as householdôs observations can differ from the documentation 

of official records. For example, the total number of households in social housing may not 

accord with the numbers provided by housing agencies as the occupants may not be fully 

aware of their own tenure status and may record private rental when they mean public, or 

public housing when they mean community-managed. Nevertheless, the differences are not so 

great that they weaken findings from the data. For example, in 2011 the census recorded 

314 000 public rental dwellings in Australia while the Productivity Commission reported 

331 000 such dwellings, of which at any one time around 2 per cent may be unoccupied. This 

suggests that the census is correctly capturing around 97 per cent of public sector dwellings. 

The census, however, has the advantage in that it records data that official sources either do 
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not collect or, if they do, are not published. It also covers a longer time period than much of the 

client and performance reporting data. 

The key data sources for this paper are therefore the 1981, 1996 and 2011 ABS Census of 

Population and Housing (óthe censusesô). This 30-year period has been chosen as it marks the 

transition from one model of public housing, that is a more universalistic model, to a welfare 

delivery model. For much of the analysis, census data was customised to include a number of 

demographic and dwelling characteristics by tenure for each of the three years, for Australia 

and for the six state capitals. Over three decades the boundaries of the capital cities have 

changed considerably so for comparison purposes the geography for the capital cities was 

made constant using the 2011 Greater Capital City Area boundaries (GCCA). The focus is on 

capital cities in part because this is where most Australians live, but also because it is easier to 

make comparisons between cities than for entire states where there can be marked variations 

in economic and socio-demographic developmentðfor example, mining areas in Western 

Australia and Queensland, the coastal development of Victoria, New South Wales and 

Queensland, or the rural decline in parts of Tasmania, Victoria and South Australia. Capital 

citiesðwith certain qualificationsðtend to be subject to similar economic and demographic 

drivers. Moreover, few AHURI or other housing studies have documented housing changes at 

the metropolitan level, more often than not confining analysis to Australia as a whole or just a 

few jurisdictions. Reinforcing the geographic theme, this study takes the analysis even deeper 

by looking at a number of case study estates in some detail. The objective is to identify the 

degree to which localised trends can vary from the national and metropolitan. 

In some parts of the report, census data is complimented by ABS Survey of Income and 

Housing (SIH) data The SIH has the advantage, of a broader range of questions enabling more 

nuanced analysis. However, unlike the census, the SIH data is derived from samples of the 

population (typically 8ï10 000 households), so that there is limited ability for any spatial 

analysis. The paper is about public housing only. Social housing, which sweeps up all forms of 

not-for-profit housing, both public and community-managed, is not the focus of this study as 

community-managed stock in earlier census periods was so small as not to need an identifier 

in the Census and therefore was not separately recorded. It is therefore buried in the óother 

rentalô category which is mainly private rental. The growth of community housing mainly 

occurred in the 2000s and particularly in the latter part of that decade, either by transfer of 

stock to the community sector or by new growth. Much of this new growth related to the 

stimulus package post the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC). Where relevant, the implications 

of this growth for public housing will be noted. 

Within the general framework of the broad questions about changes in public housing supply 

and tenure attributes, the paper addresses itself to a number of more specific questions: 

Ą How have these changes played out across different jurisdictions? 

Ą How appropriate has supply been to the level of need? 

Ą Are the changes in the attributes of tenants generally the same across jurisdictions or are 
there jurisdictional differences? 

Ą What do changes in the attributes of tenants tell us about the changing role of public 
housing? 

Ą What problems either for the public housing system or wider society are implied by these 
changes? 

Ą What does public housing eligibility criteria when applied to private rental affordability 
conditions tell us about the scale of housing need and therefore potential size of the social 
housing sector? 

The report is structured as follows. Chapter 2 summarises the contextual factors that have 

influenced public housing provision and consumption over the past 30 years. The overall 
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supply trends by tenure for Australia and the six state capital cities are set out in Chapter 3, 

followed by a mapping of the geography of public housing supply in each of the capital cities 

(Chapter 4). Chapter 5 is an analysis of the demographics of public housing tenants, including 

age, household type, income, mobility, and workforce participation while Chapter 6 looks at 

supply in relation to need. Finally, the implications of the identified trends for policy are 

reviewed. 
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2 POLICY AND MARKET CONTEXT 

This chapter considers the policy and market context that shaped public housing provision and 

tenant attributes over the study period. Other AHURI reports have documented the major 

contextual factors that have influenced housing provision and consumption over recent 

decades, particularly that of Jacobs et al. (2010), while an even longer term historical 

perspective can be found in Howe (1988), Hayward (1996) and Troy (2012) The major themes 

of such histories is that public housing at, and following its immediate post-war inception, had a 

much stronger and broader rationale than it has had for the last three decades; stronger 

because of the influence of policy, and the support of the Australian public which had clear 

recognition of its need, that is addressing the housing shortages of the depression and war 

years, provide affordable and appropriate homes of a standard not being provided at the low 

end of the market, and meet the needs of returning soldiers and families generally for such 

housing. Broader because to meet these needs it required public housing venturing into a 

range of urban and housing market issues such as slum renewal in the inner cities, developing 

and making greater awareness of the potential for new building materials and construction 

techniques, and locating new housing in areas that might assist decentralisation or 

development of manufacturing by attracting and providing a ready labour force. 

These early years, that is 1940 to the mid-1970s, were characterised by a national confidence 

in the reforming capacity and role of government generally, although it waxed and waned a 

little with changes between Liberal and Labor governments. In Australiaand in most developed 

countries, direct housing provision, that is public housing, was seen to be the key plank of low 

to moderate income housing policy (Harloe 1995) although Australia never took to public 

housing with quite the same enthusiasm as the UK or Northern Europe. Nevertheless, by 1981 

the public housing system in Australia had grown from almost zero to 204 000 dwelling (5% of 

stock) by 1976 (ABS 1976). The bulk of this stock was detached or semi-detached dwellings 

because: 

1. Allocations in these early decades were mainly to families for which the detached house 
was considered the most appropriate dwelling form. 

2. There was a view that public housing should by and large fit with the existing urban form 
(Victorian and NSW high rise were exceptions). 

3. Land costs in urban areas were not the barrier to detached housing construction that they 
are today. 

The following section covering the years 1981 to 2011 provides a brief summary of the major 

housing and housing-related policy and program changes that have implications for the 

patterns of change observed in the subsequent analysis, as well those that have occurred in 

the wider housing market. The focus of the study is on public housing as while we now use the 

term social housing, which embraces both public and community provided not-for-profit 

housing, the data (and story) is about public housing. This is because the study period is a 30-

year one and for the bulk of those 30 years community housing was not an important player in 

the social housing domain. Keeping the analysis to public housing means consistency of data 

over the time period. 

The chapter is broken into two parts. Section 2.1 is concerned with what might be called macro 

or exogenous changes that had indirect implications for the public housing system and those 

with direct or endogenous impacts. 

2.1 Indirect impacts on public housing 

2.1.1 Globalisation 

Since the time of European settlement, Australia has been a globalised society and economy, 

in which the export and import of trade goods and services and the migration of people have 
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been the key to national growth (Wiseman 1998). Prior to the 1970s this was a specific form of 

globalisation, mainly linked to the US, Britain and Europe. These were all relatively high wage 

economies which both needed our mineral and agricultural exports and provided little 

competitive threat to our relatively protected manufacturing industry. On the back of this form of 

globalisation Australia experienced a long economic boom from 1945 to the mid-1970s, with 

full employment, steady increases in real income, and reducing income inequality. Public 

housing in this era had a broad role including, attracting and housing a workforce for expanding 

industries, particularly manufacturing, and providing affordable housing for lower income 

employed households generally. In this era the bulk of public housing families had at least one 

employed household member. 

For various reasons this stable world began to change in the 1970s and slowly globalisation 

came to mean participation in a full global world, not just a subset of it. Certain industries, 

notably manufacturing, became less competitive and went into slow decline, with an associated 

loss of employment. Other areas such as financial services, which are important in a globalised 

economy, grew along with the workforce, but the workforce skills and knowledge required were 

of a different form to that of manufacturing. These two industries also had different locational 

needs: financial and related professional services could locate vertically in the high rise of the 

CBD and the inner city, while manufacturing, which required extensive land, tended to be in the 

suburbs, including the more outer ones. Greater integration into the world economy has meant 

that the Australian economy is more subject to the whims of that economy: while employment 

was stable during the long boom, since the 1970s employment and growth have been strong 

overall but with major periods of downturn in employment, and with the latter never returning to 

the levels of the pre-1970s period. They were, however, much higher in the 2000s and 2010s 

than in the 1980s and early 1990s. 

Related to Globalisation, but with its own drivers, has been the remaking of the nature of the 

skills and knowledge required in the workplace. Reich (1991) argued that jobs could be 

increasingly divided into three broad categoriesðjobs that involved the manipulation of 

information (either numerical or textual), those that were meeting the needs of consumers for 

services, and those requiring routine, often repetitive, skills such as occur in traditional 

manufacturing, construction and transport industries. Reich labelled the workers in these three 

types of jobs as ósymbolic analystsô, óin-person service workersô, and óroutine production service 

workersô respectively. There have been many other categorisations of the emergent skills of 

the last three or four decades, but they are variations on a theme and with similar conclusions. 

Symbolic-analysts require high levels of education, in-person service workers need a 

combination of knowledge and social skills, while routine production service workers may be 

unskilled or semi-skilled. However, more and more employment is in the first two categories, so 

those who, for whatever reason, have trouble accessing higher levels of education, and have 

limited skills, are less likely to succeed in the labour market. 

These changes progressively undermined the employment capacity of areas where public 

housing was often located, that is near manufacturing, but also weakened the employment 

opportunities of public tenants generally as many did not have the skills for the employment in 

the newly emergent industries most notably the symbolic analyst type roles. 

2.1.2 Policy philosophy 

Closely related to globalisation, and partly a driver of it, was the emergence of a stronger ethos 

of market liberalism as an approach to economic management and governance. This left 

economic activity and direction more to the market and reduced the role of government through 

policies that included the phasing out of industry protection, deregulation, privatisation, 

contracting out, and taxation reduction. Australia was one of the more enthusiastic nations to 

implement such an approach (Henderson 1995). It created new business opportunities, such 

as the growth of financial services following financial deregulation. But it has also meant a 

number of other changes, both intended and unintended. These include greater workforce 
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insecurity as employment tenure was replaced by contracts, greater casualisation of the 

workforce, and the loss or reduction of certain types of public sector jobs as government 

funding for them shrank or they were privatised. One of the major impacts of all the reforms 

and restructuring in the wake of market liberalism has been an increase in income inequality, 

and poverty with Australia higher than the OECD average for both these variables (OECD 

2014). 

Market liberalism set in train a raft of social and economic changes to which public housing had 

to adapt. For example, with higher unemployment, a more casualised workforce and major 

industry restructuring, was it appropriate for public housing to have the role of providing 

housing for employed, lower paid workers in manufacturing industriesðthe latter being an 

industry sector that went into slow contraction as a result of deregulatory reform? And with 

homelessness beginning to widen and deepen, was it appropriate that such groups not be 

eligible for public housing. Similarly, following on from financial deregulation, greater access to 

finance for home purchase and a resurgent private rental sector, was there the same need for 

a broad-based public housing system? 

Market liberalism was paralleled in this era by emergent social liberalism espousing the greater 

freedom of individuals or households to make their own decisions and to carry the 

responsibility for those decisions, and to be less controlled by government or by historical 

social mores or values. This had many manifestations, but in terms of implications for public 

housing these included moves toward deinstitutionalisation and greater gender equality. As 

part of the latter there was greater tolerance of, and provision of income support for, single 

parents. Both affected reform of public housing eligibility and allocation policy. 

Consistent with the emergent economic and social management philosophy of economic 

rationalism or market liberalism, direct housing provision thus fell out of favour in the 1980s. 

There was the belief that indirect assistance through demand-side funding, for example 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA), was a more effective form of housing assistance than 

direct housing subsidy (Hulse 2007). Moreover, public housing agencies should remake their 

roles in such a way to focus less on moderate income families, industry support and the other 

broad set of policy goals, to one of housing those who were struggling the most in the new 

economic environment. 

2.1.3 Restructured cities and housing markets 

Beginning in the late 1960s, but not gathering real pace until the 1980s, was a restructuring of 

Australian housing markets and associated with this of city form itself. 

In the early post-war decades that saw the emergence of public housing, Australian inner city 

areas were characterised by a relatively high percentage of affordable rental stock, much of it 

because of its poor condition (Kendig 1979). By the 2000s, these areas had morphed into 

higher income rental and ownership locations (Dodson 2012, pp.20ï24) much of it as a result 

of gentrification. 

The process of higher income households moving into older areas traditionally occupied by 

lower income working class households began in the inner areas of Australian cities in the 

1970s and accelerated in subsequent decades. This had a number of indirect implications for 

public housing. First, it meant that the three-decade old role of public housing in slum or urban 

renewal had no more relevance; as an asset management strategy this had affectively ceased 

by the 1980s. Second it meant that many of the older housing estates, including the Sydney 

and Melbourne high rise, were now located in areas of social advantage not disadvantage. 

This potentially created a new set of management and policy issues for public housing 

including greater community opposition to public housing estates, and increased waiting lists 

as surrounding gentrified housing became more expensive. Third, and whether cause or affect, 

gentrification was related to (although far from the only factor), the closure of much of the 

traditional industry (light manufacturing) in the inner city areas. Over the three decades such 
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closure created brownfield sites that in many cases were appropriate for small infill public 

housing developments. The latter, as noted in the previous paragraph, was facilitated by 

deregulation of planning systems that enabled more multi-unit development. 

The same period also saw a change in dwelling type. With the exception of a major multi-unit 

apartment boom in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Australian cities have historically 

developed around the detached house (Burke & Hulse 2010, pp.823ï24). This is less so in 

2011, with much more multi-unit development and with a considerable amount of this 

development in high and medium rise rather than the low rise (one to three stories) of earlier 

decades. This is a function of market forces, as developers and builders respond to the market 

signals created by restructuring locational preferences in housing markets. Such trends are 

also shaped by new metropolitan planning strategies that encourage and facilitate this form of 

development as a way of slowing urban sprawl and its associated costs of infrastructure 

provision (Dodson 2012, pp.25ï27). This process was also important in the reshaping of land 

values and required that public housing agencies in more inner urban areas move toward 

higher density building forms and away from the detached house which Australian public 

housing agencies (unlike their equivalents in the USA, UK or Europe) have historically provided 

in large numbers. 

More generally, the greater availability of mortgages and more relaxed lending condition 

following financial deregulation set in train a process of greater housing demand which among 

other factors contributed to a worsening of housing affordability in the 1990s and 2000s. In 

turn, this reduced home purchase among younger households and placed stress on the private 

rental sector. 

2.1.4 Poorly performing low cost private rental sector 

Successive AHURI and other studies (Yates et al. 2004; Wulff et al. 2001, 2009,& 2011; Hulse 

et al. 2014) have documented the growing inability over recent decades for the private rental 

sector to provide supply increases at the lower end of the market despite the growing demand 

for rental accommodation. For the lowest Quintile of private rental stock in 2011 there was a 

national shortage of 187 000 dwellings, with the biggest shortages being in Sydney, Melbourne 

and Brisbane (Hulse et al. 2014). At a time of huge increases in private investment in the 

private rental sector this may seem paradoxical, but much of it appears to be caused by tax 

incentives (negative gearing) which encourages investment at the higher value end of the 

market (Wood & Forbes 2001). The effect has been to create intense competition between 

tenants at the low end of the market, with very low vacancy rates and increasing rents. 

One result of the tight rental market, particularly at the low end, is the reduced ability of public 

housing tenants to exit into the private sector. For example, as the Victorian Department of 

Human Services (VDHS) rental report showed in December 2010, only 10 per cent of available 

rentals were affordable for DHS public housing client groups, the bulk of such rentals being 

three and fourbedroom properties on the urban fringe. For the inner city, 0.6 per cent of 

properties were affordable, and for singles and childless couples who required a one or two-

bedroom property (these being the largest proportions of public tenants) only 3 per cent of all 

such properties in Melbourne were affordable (see Table 8 in VDHS 2010, p.17). Equivalent 

research in Sydney found that of 12 164 properties available for private rent in Greater Sydney 

for the weekend of 5ï6 April 2014, only 33 properties (less than 1%) were affordable and 

appropriate for benefit-dependent households (King 2014). 

2.1.5 Deinstitutionalisation 

Deinstitutionalisationðthe policy of moving severely mentally ill individuals out of large state 

institutions into the communityðwas one of the major social reforms of the 1980s. This shift 

was predicated on the idea that those discharged from institutions would be provided with 

housing and services funded through the sale of the institutions. From the outset, however, the 

sale of institutions did not produce enough to fund the community sector to provide the level of 
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housing and services required, and it was only a short time before many of those who 

otherwise may have found themselves in institutions or who should have been in community 

organisations were applying for and being allocated public housing. More than 20 years later 

the process of deinstitutionalisation is well behind us and the language now is more 

appropriately non-institutionalisation. 

2.1.6 Demographic and social change 

Australia experienced marked demographic changes over the last three decades. Some were 

shared with other developed countries such as the ageing of the population, smaller household 

size, and greater diversity of household types. Others, such as the very high rate of migration 

and the greater mix of countries from which migration is sourced, are more characteristically 

Australian. Parallel with, and in some cases contributing to them, were a range of social 

changes. These included greater social acceptance of divorce and changes to the legal 

relationships making divorce much easier, greater willingness of women to report (and escape 

from) domestic violence, changes to the income support system so that financially vulnerable 

households of all types could get some support in independent living, and greater tolerance of 

migrants from countries outside the UK and Europe, the source of most migration prior to the 

1970s. 

Many of these changes has important implications for public housing given that in the period up 

to the 1980s most tenants were nuclear families and applicants and tenants had to 

demonstrate capacity for independent living, that is the ability to pay a cost rent. These factors 

meant that in the decades up to the 1980s the poorest and most vulnerable households were 

not eligible for, or resident in, public housing including many migrants, the aged and singles 

(Jones 1972, ch.4). But the growth in non-nuclear family types, many female-headed; the 

housing needs of more and more migrants; and worsening economic opportunity for many 

unskilled and semi-skilled individuals, put greater pressure on the public housing system to 

make appropriate policy, product, and organisational responses. 

2.2 Direct impacts on public housing 

2.2.1 Funding 

Flowing from the adoption of the market liberal philosophy there has been a steady contraction 

in funding for social (including public) housing from the 1980s onwards. 

The major lever for the funding of social housing up until 2008 was the Commonwealth State 

Housing Agreement (CSHA). This saw, at each negotiation, a weakening of the funding base 

for social housing supply but at the same time initiated program reforms and performance 

measurements which unintentionally ramped up the cost of delivery of social housing, 

particularly for public housing which had less of a history of managing complex need 

households. The major factor here was the requirement of greater targeting which reduced 

average incomes and rent per household and in many cases, because of the complex needs of 

households, increased tenancy and asset management costs. 

Figure 1 below, which shows finances allocated for public housing through the Commonwealth 

State Housing Agreement (CSHA) from 1981 to 2008, charts this decline and shows a 

particularly sharp contraction after the election of the Howard Government in 1996. 

Data on funding levels since 2008 is not comparable to the preceding period because the 

Labor governmentôs National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) encompassed a number 

of other programs, such as homelessness, making it difficult to identify the actual amounts 

allocated to social housing. As a result of the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) this period also saw 

a large amount of the economic stimulus funding channelled into social housing. In 2009ï2010 

the combined net effect of these changes was to increase social housing spending back to pre-

1980s levels, albeit only for a short time. This is captured in the line at the top right corner of 
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Figure 1. However most of the changes revealed by the census data analysed for this report 

would have been driven by the pre-GFC funding environment. 

Figure 1: Commonwealth expenditure on housing, 1981ï2011, constant 2011 dollars 

 

Source: Advisory Council for Inter-Government Relations 1985, SCRGSP 2006ï2013 

One way of addressing the non-comparability of the financial data as represented in Figure 1 is 

to use public sector commencements as these only show trends in actual dwelling provision 

and do not reflect service provision such as homelessness programs. This trend (see Figure 2) 

mirrors to a great extent the expenditure patterns of 1981ï2008 but shows the spike in 

commencements as a result of the stimulus package. It then suggests, quite vividly, that 

funding for dwellings as distinct from services had by 2011 returned to the low levels prior to 

the Global Financial Crisis and this has meant minimal new provision. 



 

 13 

Figure 2: Public sector dwelling commencements, annual, Australia, 1970ï2011 

 

Source: ABS 2011, Dwelling Unit Commencements, Australia, Preliminary, Australian Bureau of Statistics, Canberra 

The funding environment is not uniform across states and territories. First, the CSHA funds 

were provided on a jurisdictional per capita basis and not on the level of need or number of 

social housing units in each of the jurisdictions. Thus, states with higher shares of social 

housing, and therefore with more associated costs, got no financial recognition for this; and 

vice versa for states with small proportions of social housing stock. Moreover, the debt levels 

that state housing authorities hold differed, with some over this period having no debt and 

others, for example South Australia, with quite substantial debt. Prior to 1989, the CSHA 

allowed states to borrow and some, such as South Australia, did so to meet what they believed 

was the social housing need. The ability to repay these loans was hampered by the 

aforementioned targeting (also see below) which reduced rental income, as well as by the 

overall contraction in CSHA funding and by rising costs. For more on public housing finances 

see Hall and Berry (2007). 

2.2.2 Targeting 

One of the most influential policy and program changes from the pre-1980s era was targeting. 

Prior to that eligibility and allocations was broadly open to any low to moderate-income working 

family who demonstrated capacity to pay a cost rent. The targeting process occurs in three 

ways: by narrowing the eligibility criteria for social housing (primary allocation), by creating 

allocation mechanisms to choose from the wait list those in greatest need (secondary 

allocation), and by creating rent systemsðnotably market rents for higher income 

householdsðthat encourage exit of such households. Over the 30-year period each public 

housing jurisdiction has evolved, at different times and in various forms, primary and secondary 

allocation systems which have had major impacts on who applies for social housing and who 

gets in (Hulse & Burke 2005). Overlaid on allocations system reform in the early 1990s was a 

shift from cost rents to a combination of a household rent and market rents (a private rental 

equivalent) such that there was little incentive for higher income households to remain in public 

housing given, in some cases due to age, its inferior quality (McNelis & Burke 2004). 

Community providers, who for much of this era were too small to matter to any real degree, 

had their own allocations system and were typically less targeted in part because of a need to 

be financially sustainable. Since the late 2000s these agencies have moved to, or have been 
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required to emulate, the public housing system as part of a common wait list. However, a 

percentage of community provider applicants are not chosen from the highest need segments, 

again for reasons of financial sustainability. 

The most visible measure of targeting is the proportion of public tenants who pay a rebated 

household rent. A rebated rent is one where the household pays a fixed proportion (for most of 

the study period 20 to 25%) of a designated income rather than a cost or market rent. As 

Figure 3 below shows, in the early 1980s only around 60 per cent of tenants were on a rebated 

rent, but as targeting cut in it peaked at 90 per cent in 1996ï97 and has hovered slightly below 

this level ever since. What Figure 3 suggests is that the most focused targeting occurred in the 

decade between the mid-1980s and mid-1990s, not during the 2000s, the period when there 

has been the most discussion of its implications and when the various jurisdictions introduced 

the tightest secondary allocations systems. The ósuccessfulô targeting of the earlier period 

would therefore appear to have been a function of tighter eligibility (primary allocation) and the 

exit of higher income households rather than of more focused secondary allocation which 

came somewhat later in most jurisdictions. 

Figure 3: Proportion of public tenants paying rebated rents, Australia, 1984/85ï2007/08 

 

Sources: AIHW 1994, 1997 and DFHCS&IA 1996ï2008 

2.2.3 Community housing growth 

As observed earlier, the community sector was of little importance in Australia for the first 40 

years of social housing history. It only emerged on any scale following the Local Government 

and Community Housing Program (LGCHP) of 1984 and slowly built momentum. This occurred 

at different rates and forms across jurisdictions through the 1990s. The 2000s saw more rapid 

growth fuelled by recognition that the ability to access Commonwealth rent assistance, not pay 

GST and borrow on the open finance market (all not available to public housing) could 

leverage more new development for a given dollar than if the money was spent on public 

housing. This precipitated money being diverted from the CSHA and later the National 

Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) for new growth and, in some jurisdictions, for transfer 

of stock. Particularly in the last decade changes in the supply of public housing are thus 

directly related to supply increases in the community sector. 
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2.2.4 Estate renewal and social mix 

By the 1990s it was clear that a number of the public housing estates built in the early era of 

growth were demonstrating a range of problems. These included the condition of dwellings, 

especially on older estates where there were problems relating to out-dated fittings, inadequate 

maintenance and poor design. In some cases, initial construction quality may have been poor, 

in part due to failures of some of the innovative building material and construction technologies 

trialled in the early decades of public housing. Overlaying these issues was awareness that 

some estates were concentrating disadvantage with costs (e.g. anti-social behaviour, poor 

employment and educational participation) to residents and host communities (Spiller Gibbins 

Swan 2000). This raised issues of how much should be spent on dwellings which were 

decades old and whether they should be demolished, sold off or upgraded. 

Reinforcing the need for, and belief in, estate renewal was the transfer of the policy concept of 

social mix from the USA and UK (Arthurson 2010, 2012). This was the belief that greater mix of 

tenure and/or socio-economic composition (it has never been clearly specified in the Australian 

context) could reduce the problems associated with estates made up largely of public housing. 

Despite funding constraints, the mid-1990s onwards saw a range of estate renewal programs 

with the form and scale differing across states and territories most with some form of social mix 

objective (Atkinson 2008). Perhaps most common was the reduction of public housing density 

by selling off stock into the private market and using revenue to upgrade remaining public 

stock. 

Putting together all the threads of change over the last 30 years it would not be surprising 

therefore that public housing would be required, or forced, to take a different trajectory in terms 

of where and what it was building and who it was housing. Arguably most of the policy, 

program, and organisational changes taken by the public housing agencies in response to the 

various drivers were incremental and without consideration of the long-term outcomes of the 

system. Thus, whether the changes to housing supply and tenants that have occurred over the 

last three decades have been in the best interests of the public housing system, tenants or 

lower income households generally is contestable. In some cases alternative policy choices 

may have yielded better outcomes. 
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3 OVERALL PUBLIC HOUSING SUPPLY 

This chapter looks at the major trends in public housing (and social housing) supply by capital 

city focusing on: overall level of supply compared to all private housing, supply relative to 

housing need, and changes in dwelling tenure and size as housing agencies adapt stock to 

new circumstances. 

In the absence of an adequate supply of low end private market, the supply of public housing, 

indeed social housing, is crucial in ensuring one of the key platforms of any society; a housing 

social safety net, that is adequate shelter which is affordable and appropriate. The size and 

form of social housing supply is fundamental to keeping households out of poverty, given 

housing is the largest call on the budget of low-income households. It is also a key to 

minimising homelessness and ensuring households with attributes that are not met by market-

provided housing (e.g. those with disabilities or household of unusual size) can find appropriate 

housing. It can be a trampoline by which those who have experienced trauma or other forms of 

disadvantage can bounce back, by providing them with a stable environment in which to 

improve educational and employment opportunities. While the first 40 years of social housing 

might be seen as a period of optimism and achievement in these terms, the last 30 have been 

years of challenge and to some extent failure. 

3.1 Tenure 

To examine 30 years of public rental supply in the context of the Australian housing sector, the 

census data for 1981, 1996 and 2011 has been divided into three rental categoriesðópublic 

rentalô, ócommunity rentalô and ósocial housing' representing an aggregation of the other two. 

óAll tenuresô is social housing plus owned, purchasing, private rental, other or not stated. The 

census data from 1981 and 1996 did not have a ócommunityô or ónot-for-profitô tenure category. 

This is somewhat problematic as it excludes community housing from the social housing rental 

tenure. This will underestimate the size of the social housing sector before 2001 although prior 

to that period the community sector was relatively small as there had been few transfers to this 

sector. 

Table 1: Housing stock by type of tenure, Australia, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

Census 
Year 

Public 
rental 

Community 
housing 

Social housing 
(Column 2&3) 

All tenures Public rental 
% all 

Social housing 
% all 

1981 228,938 NA NA 4,668,906 4.9% NA 

1996 326,898 NA NA 6,281,817 5.2% NA 

2001 317,171 44,311 361,482 7,072,202 4.5% 5.1% 

2006 304,431 50,165 354,596 7,144,096 4.3% 5.0% 

2011 314,690 51,373 366,063 7,760,322 4.1% 4.8% 

Source: ABS, Census population and housing 1981, 1996, 2001, 2006 and 2011 

Given the policy and financial context during the last three decades, it would have been 

surprising if the public housing sector had sustained its relative share of tenure in Australia and 

even its absolute numbers over this period. Table 1 shows that, despite funding constraints, 

Australia had a real rise in public rental stock from 1981 to 1996, by almost 100 000 additional 

dwellings, or 43 per cent. This was a faster growth than that of the total national dwelling stock, 

which increased by 34 per cent, from 4.6 to 6.3 million dwellings. As a result, the proportion of 

public housing stock increased from 4.9 per cent in 1981 to 5.2 per cent in 1996. By contrast, 

the period from 1996 to 2011 saw a real decline in the number of public rental dwellings by 12 

000 properties and a relative decline to only 4.06 per cent of the national dwelling stock. Some 
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of this was made up by growth in the community sector but factoring this in there was still 

absolute decline with the proportion of social housing of all stock falling to 4.8 per cent. 

How this social stock is distributed across Australia varies significantly with Victoria and 

Queensland having the lowest percentages of social housing stock and the Northern Territory 

and South Australia the highest (see Figure 4 below). Appendix 2 shows the public housing 

data as outlined in Table 1 for each of the state capitals. 

Figure 4: Proportion of social housing stock of all dwelling stock, states and territories, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of Population and Housing, 2011. 

Jacobs et al. (2010) argue that if construction levels over the period subsequent to 1996 had 

matched those of the 1980s, the total public housing supply would be almost 200 000 dwellings 

higher. Significantly this estimate is not far from the National Housing Supply Councilôs (NHSC) 

estimate of the housing supply shortfall in Australia (National Housing Supply Council 2012). 

Hence, there is a strong argument for saying that this national shortfall is not one of market-

based housing but of not-for-profit housing such as public housing, which cannot and will not 

be supplied by the market, because there is a sizeable minority who are unable to afford 

market rents or prices. This would suggest an absolute shortage will always be with us, given 

limited new social housing construction. 

Figure 5: Public rental housing as percentage of total housing stock, capital cities and Australia, 

1981, 1996 and 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996 and 2011 
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Figure 6: Percentage change in public rental stock, capital cities and Australia, 1981ï1996 and 

1996ï2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

Appendix 2 provides details of change in stock both in absolute numbers and relative to other 

tenure types for each of the state capitals. But the overall story is captured by Figure 5 and 

Figure 6 which chart the scale of and changes in public housing for the six capital cities and 

Australia. 

As seen in Figure 5, Adelaide and Hobart have the largest proportions of social housing at any 

time period while Melbourne has the lowest. However, Figure 6 shows that it is Hobart and 

Adelaide which have also experienced the biggest relative falls in public housing and 

Melbourne has had the least. The declines in Adelaide and Hobart are not because of transfers 

to the community sector (neither had a big transfer program in this period). They were largely 

due to sales driven by financial pressures on the state housing agencies, rather than a lack of 

need for housing. In both cases, the absolute numbers of public housing units fell substantially 

between 1996 and 2011. Perth also had a sharp relative fall from 1981 but the context there is 

somewhat different. Despite an absolute increase in public housing stock in Perth over the two 

periods, the rate of increase was swamped by the growth in market provided housing such that 

public housing declined as a proportion of the total. 

In short, public housing supply in Australia over the last 30 years has failed to keep pace with 

that of private market housing with the result that, for Australia as a whole and for all capital 

cities, it has taken a smaller proportion of the stock. At a time of declining private market 

affordability and, most notably, a growing shortage of low-cost private rental stock, it is difficult 

to provide an adequate rationale for allowing this to occur other than (a) is was an unpredicted 

outcome of a succession of incremental changes or (b) it was a conscious decision to allow 

public housing supply to wither. 

3.2 Dwelling type 

To a large extent Australia has traced a unique and characteristic path in the way in which it 

has historically provided public housing. Whereas in other western countries (New Zealand 

excepted) public or community-managed housing has been predominantly in the form of multi-

unit apartments, many of them high-rise (Turkington et al. 2004), in Australia most public 

housing has tended to approximate the housing of the private sectorðthat is, detached houses 

and low-rise apartments. While there was some push through the CSHAs of the 1960s to 
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provide high-rise housing as a way of addressing slum clearance in inner-city areas (Troy 

2012) it was only Victoria and to a lesser extent New South Wales that took this up with any 

enthusiasm. Even then these developments were limited to the inner city (where the so-called 

slums were found) and did not replace detached housing but complemented it. 

To set the scene, Figure 7 below compares the 2011 stock attributes of public housing with 

that of other tenures. It shows that while not achieving the high levels of detached housing as 

occurred in the owner-occupied sector (85%) public housing nevertheless has 50 per cent 

detached housing and overall is very similar to the private rental sector. In principle, the 

similarity of stock to that of the private rental sector could mean that public rental is a 

competitor with it, as is the case in Northern Europe, and therefore has the ability to provide 

pressures against excessive rent increases by the private sector. In reality, the tight rationing of 

public housing, the small size of the sector and the fact that it charges market equivalent rents 

for moderate-income earners resident in public housing means that it does not offer an 

effective competitive sector to private rental. 

Figure 7: Dwelling structure by type of tenure, Australia, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

Table 2 below compares dwelling structures in public housing in 2011 with other types of 

tenure for the capital cities. This reflects, to greater or lesser degrees, the comment above 

about social housing as a mirror of the wider housing form. Thus Sydney has a much lower 

percentage of separate houses across all tenures and it is not surprising then that it also has 

the lowest proportion of social housing (37%) as detached housing. Hobart, with 92 per cent 

home owners living in detached housing, also has a much higher percentage of detached 

housing as public stock (60%). 
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Table 2: Dwelling structure by type of tenure, capital cities, 2011 

GCCA  Separate 
house 

Townhouse Flat, unit or 
apartment 

Other 

Brisbane 

Public rental 55% 15% 30% 0% 

Other rental 62% 14% 22% 1% 

Owned / Purch 90% 5% 5% 1% 

Sydney 

Public rental 37% 25% 38% 0% 

Other rental 36% 15% 48% 1% 

Owned / Purch 74% 11% 14% 0% 

Melbourne 

Public rental 38% 18% 44% 0% 

Other rental 49% 17% 33% 1% 

Owned / Purch 83% 9% 7% 0% 

Adelaide 

Public rental 40% 38% 22% 0% 

Other rental 59% 17% 23% 1% 

Owned / Purch 88% 7% 4% 0% 

Perth 

Public rental 44% 31% 25% 0% 

Other rental 63% 18% 19% 1% 

Owned / Purch 87% 8% 4% 0% 

Hobart 

Public rental 60% 14% 26% 0% 

Other rental 61% 13% 25% 1% 

Owned / Purch 92% 3% 4% 0% 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

Turning to changes over time, we find that comparing built form (or ódwelling structureô) in any 

detail over the three census periods is difficult, because the 1981 census recorded dwelling 

structure differently to the 1996 and 2011 census. It was not possible to establish concordance 

between the medium and higher density dwelling types of 1981 and the categories used in the 

later years. However, it was possible to amalgamate the different forms of non-detached 

housing into the one category of óattached dwellingô housing. Figure 8 below shows the result. 

While detached housing in the public sector is nowhere near the proportions of market 

housing, it is still of the order of 50 per cent, although it has fallen slightly since 1981. 
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Figure 8: Dwelling structure as a percentage of all public rental stock, Australia, 1981, 1996 and 

2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

Table 3 below compares dwelling structure for all public rental dwellings in the capital cities of 

Australia between 1996 and 2011. This reveals that in some cities there was a fall in the share 

of detached dwellings (Brisbane, Sydney and Hobart) while the others have increases. In 

Melbourne and Perth the increases were marginal. In a context where the private sector was 

constructing more multi-unit or attached housing and assuming that public housing should be 

even more driven to achieve the most efficient dwelling form in terms of land usage, the growth 

in detached housing is somewhat puzzling. One possible explanation could be that the lack of 

funding inhibited the ability of SHAs to engage in larger scale ventures of a multi-unit form, and 

that the quickest and cheapest way to build stock was to spot purchase newly built urban fringe 

housing (which is almost universally detached housing). 

In Adelaide, however, the increase was very large, rising from 28 per cent of public stock in 

1996 to 40 per cent in 2011. Adelaide had a major reduction in stock over this period, 

suggesting that the relative increase in detached housing is less a function of new construction 

or purchase but more a result of a sharp fall in numbers of attached dwellings, mostly through 

sales in the inner and middle ring suburbs (see Chapter 5). Table 3 provides some breakdown 

of the attached category of housing and shows that the big fall in multi-unit housing in Adelaide 

was in townhouses rather than flats and apartments. If an SHA is forced to sell stock, then 

townhouses are probably the best to dispose of as they are likely to have the highest 

marketability, given both their location and relatively recent construction. Apart from Adelaide, 

the city where there was the greatest change was Brisbane. There, dwelling stock became 

much higher density over the 1996ï2011 period, with a 9 percentage point reduction in the 

proportion of separate houses and an 8 percentage point increase in flats, from 22 to 30 per 

cent of the overall public rental supply. 
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Table 3: Dwelling structure as percentage of all public rental housing stock, capital cities, 1996 

and 2011 

GCCA  Separate 
house 

Townhouse Flat, unit or 
apartment 

Other 

Brisbane 
1996 64% 13% 22% 2% 

2011 55% 15% 30% 0% 

Sydney 
1996 38% 22% 38% 2% 

2011 37% 25% 38% 0% 

Melbourne 
1996 36% 16% 47% 2% 

2011 38% 18% 44% 0% 

Adelaide 
1996 28% 53% 19% 1% 

2011 40% 38% 22% 0% 

Perth 
1996 43% 35% 21% 1% 

2011 44% 31% 25% 0% 

Hobart 
1996 64% 15% 20% 1% 

2011 60% 14% 26% 0% 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

As we shall see later, when we look at the spatial distribution of public housing, much more of 

new supply for Brisbane is in the inner city compared to Melbourne or Sydney. Land costs are 

the greatest in the inner city and it may be that while in Brisbane these costs are high, they are 

not so high that they prevent multi-unit public housing construction. By contrast, in Melbourne 

and Sydney such costs are too high for most public housing multi-unit construction other than 

on existing public land or on brown field sites that are not attractive to developers, and theseð

for reasons of public opposition, management costs, financial outlays required, and lack of 

organisational capacityðconfront considerable hurdles. 

3.3 Dwelling size 

While there is not a fixed direct relationship between household size and dwelling form there is 

nevertheless some association between the two. A large family cannot fit into a small dwelling 

and one person does not need a four-bedroom home. The latter, however, does not mean that 

a single person household only needs a bedsit or one bedroom, as it may deny the expression 

of self through a need for space for hobbies or to have family members or friends stay over. 

The census does not record the total size of a dwelling in terms of number of rooms or the 

footprint in square metres (sqm). Therefore, the number of bedrooms, along with dwelling 

structure as set out above, provides the only measure of dwelling size over time. In the post-

war era, public housing: ówas invariably seen as family housingô, and typically had three 

bedrooms (Troy 2012), much of which, as noted above, was in the form of a detached dwelling. 

Allocations policy at that time required ófamily accommodationô, as the role of public housing 

was to house low-income working families rather than high needs households. In fact, the latter 

were largely excluded from public housing, and this exclusion in part was a catalyst for the 

growth of community housing as various interest groups emerged to cater for those who could 

not get into public housing. The demographic shifts, social change and tightened allocations 

policies over the last 30 years have greatly altered who is now presenting for public housing 

(Jacobs et al. 2010). For example, there is an increased incidence of much smaller 
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households, a trend discussed further in Section 4.2. These changes in tenant attributes raise 

the question of what changes there have been to dwelling size. 

Figure 9 below compares the number of bedrooms in Australiaôs public rental stock for 1981, 

1996 and 2011, and indicates a clear trend away from three-bedroom ófamily homesô, towards 

smaller dwellings: between 1981 and 2011 the percentage of three-bedroom dwellings fell from 

56 per cent to just over 40 per cent of total stock, while one-bedroom dwellings increased from 

13 per cent to 19 per cent. 

However, there are some variations across the six capitals with Melbourne having quite a large 

increase in the percentage of four or more bedroom dwellings (up from 2 to 8%) and 

conversely a slight reduction in one-bedroom dwellings. By contrast, there were large 

increases in one-bedroom dwellings in Perth (from 15 to 25%) and Brisbane (8 to 22%). 

Re-profiling of three-bedroom stock was relatively limited in Melbourne (dropping from 41 to 

35% of all stock) and Sydney (declining from 46 to 37%). But there were very major changes 

elsewhere, with the proportion in Brisbane for example falling by 25 per cent. These marked 

differences in property re-profiling are not easy to explain. Some of the changes might relate to 

shifts in household composition (see Chapter 4), particularly the larger number of large families 

(six or more members) in Sydney and Melbourne, but this is not a full explanation. Another 

explanation may be the greater barriers to building multi-unit public housing in Sydney and 

Melbourne referred to in Section 3.2. 

Figure 9: Number of bedrooms in public rental dwellings, Australia, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996, 2011 
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Table 4: Number of bedrooms in public rental dwellings, capital cities, 1981, 1996 and 2011 

GCCA  Bedsitter 1 2 3 4 5+ 

Brisbane 

1981 0% 8% 16% 68% 7% 0% 

1996 1% 19% 18% 54% 6% 0% 

2011 2% 22% 22% 43% 8% 1% 

Sydney 

1981 0% 19% 26% 46% 9% 0% 

1996 6% 18% 27% 41% 7% 0% 

2011 3% 21% 30% 37% 8% 1% 

Melbourne 

1981 0% 24% 31% 41% 2% 0% 

1996 6% 20% 29% 41% 4% 0% 

2011 2% 22% 32% 35% 6% 2% 

Adelaide 

1981 0% 11% 22% 62% 4% 0% 

1996 1% 12% 33% 50% 3% 0% 

2011 0% 13% 39% 42% 4% 1% 

Perth 

1981 0% 15% 31% 49% 4% 1% 

1996 2% 21% 28% 42% 6% 1% 

2011 1% 25% 32% 31% 8% 2% 

Hobart 

1981 0% 17% 16% 65% 1% 0% 

1996 2% 17% 23% 53% 3% 0% 

2011 1% 19% 30% 45% 4% 1% 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 1981, 1996, 2011 

It can be seen from Figure 10 below that in 2011 public rental housing was far more likely than 

private housing to have one bedroomðthe latter comprised nearly 20 per cent of public 

housing nationally, but less than 10 per cent of privately rented dwellings, and about 1 per cent 

of those privately owned. Figure 10 also shows that public and other rental stock included 

similar proportions of two-bedroom (around 30%) and three-bedroom dwellings (40%). Owner 

occupied dwellings tended to be larger, with over a third having four or more bedrooms. 

These patterns were also reflected at a capital city level, although there were some 

differences. Compared with the national figures, Adelaide had a comparatively low proportion 

of one-bedroom dwellings across both public and private rental, and Brisbane a low proportion 

with two bedrooms (see Table 5). 
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Figure 10: Number of bedrooms in dwellings by type of tenure, Australia, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2011 

Table 5: Number of bedrooms in dwellings by type of tenure, capital cities, 2011 

GCCA  Bedsitter 1 2 3 4 5+ 

Brisbane 

Public rental 2% 22% 22% 43% 8% 1% 

Other rental 1% 7% 24% 40% 24% 4% 

Owned / Purch 0% 1% 10% 42% 36% 11% 

Sydney 

Public rental 3% 21% 30% 37% 8% 1% 

Other rental 2% 13% 41% 31% 10% 2% 

Owned / Purch 0% 2% 17% 40% 30% 10% 

Melbourne 

Public rental 2% 22% 32% 35% 6% 2% 

Other rental 1% 12% 34% 39% 11% 2% 

Owned / Purch 0% 2% 14% 49% 29% 6% 

Adelaide 

Public rental 0% 13% 39% 42% 4% 1% 

Other rental 1% 7% 32% 48% 10% 2% 

Owned / Purch 0% 1% 14% 56% 24% 4% 

Perth 

Public rental 1% 25% 32% 31% 8% 2% 

Other rental 1% 6% 21% 44% 25% 3% 

Owned / Purch 0% 1% 8% 37% 46% 8% 

Hobart 

Public rental 1% 19% 30% 45% 4% 1% 

Other rental 1% 12% 34% 40% 9% 3% 

Owned / Purch 0% 1% 16% 54% 22% 6% 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2011 
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There has been considerable re-profiling of the public housing stock to much smaller dwellings 

and at different rates in different cities. Overall the proportion of stock that is made up of bed 

sits and one-bedrooms has increased substantially. While on the surface a seemingly logical 

response to the growth in demand of smaller households (qualified by whether small 

households really want very small dwellings), it does raise longer term questions around asset 

management. Unlike larger dwellings, smaller ones are less flexible to changing housing needs 

and are more expensive to adapt to changing circumstances than a larger dwelling. Moreover, 

because they can largely only house singles, their capacity to generate an adequate rental 

income, given the attributes of the household rent formula, is limited. There is a risk that in 

years to come some of this new stock will be an asset management burden on public housing 

agencies. 
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4 INTRA URBAN SUPPLY GEOGRAPHY 

This chapter gives spatial representation to the changes in public housing stock for each of the 

six state capital cities using a methodology outlined by Groenhart (2013). Before that analysis 

there are a few general observations that can be made. The first concerns the geographical 

spread of public housing across the cities. In the USA and much of the UK public housing is 

spatially concentrated in large estates, most notably in the inner city, but in the UK also in 

selected fringe urban areas. This is one reason why spatial disadvantage in these countries 

tends to be much worse than in Australia. In these other countries, public housing concentrates 

poor households into very localised areas, which tends to produce an environment with high 

rates of social dysfunction, including vandalism, crime, and low rates of educational and 

employment participation (Husock 1997). For example, Bronzeville in Chicagoôs South Side 

had 4417 dwelling units on one high-rise estate (Robert Taylor Estate) which at its peak in the 

1970s housed 27 000 persons (Alladi 2002). Australia has never had estates of this size and 

certainly not in the form of high rise. 

The second general point to note is that the degree of spatial dispersion of public housing 

stock is variable across the cities, with Perth, Sydney, and Hobart having much lower 

proportions of public housing in inner and middle ring suburbs and much more on the fringe. By 

contrast, Melbourne has a much higher concentration in the inner and middle ring suburbs and 

much less on the urban fringe. Adelaide and Brisbane have a more even spread. The reasons 

for these patterns, given the longevity of bricks and mortar and the relatively small additions to 

stock in the last 20 years, are historical, tracing back to development decisions in the 1960s 

and 1970s. Broadly, they relate to differential land costs (Sydney inner city prices were much 

higher than elsewhere), the emphasis on inner city slum clearance (pursued more vigorously in 

Melbourne than elsewhere), different assumptions of industry and employment growth (it was 

assumed such growth would be on the fringes in Sydney), the low hanging fruit argument of 

building new housing where there was little public resistance (e.g. in the outer urban areas of 

Perth and Sydney), and local geography (Hobart and Sydney having more physically 

constrained environments) (see Neutze 1977; Howe 1988; Troy 2012). 

While not the focus of this paper, the following review of the location of public housing within 

the capital cities, and changes therein over time, does raise debates about where public 

(indeed social housing) should be located in the future. Significantly few of the strategic plans 

for our metropolitan cities make specific reference to public or social housing although arguably 

it is swept up in the often tokenistic discussions of affordable housing. There are major 

tensions in public asset management decisions about new build, sale, purchase or 

redevelopment. Financial drivers might suggest selling high value stock in the inner and middle 

ring suburbs or public private partnerships for estate redevelopment in such areas. But this 

may result in loss of stock in areas with the greatest public transport accessibility and 

employment opportunities. The same drivers might lead to new construction or purchase on 

the fringe where land is cheapest but this means locating low-income households in areas of 

spatial disadvantage, or where the private sector is concentrating low cost rental stock, with the 

risk of concentrations of poverty. At the time of writing, there is little evidence of an asset 

strategy dealing with this long-term issue. 
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Figure 11: Social housing as percentage of total housing stock, Adelaide, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2011; Scale 1:175 000 

Looking at the individual cities and starting with Adelaide (Figure 11), we note the broad spread 

of public housing across Adelaide, although with a weight to the northern suburbs and with a 

good proportion of the stock well located in relation to the CBD and the inner city. However, 

turning to Figure 12 and consistent with the high rate of forced sales in South Australia, there 

has been widespread loss of stock. The losses in the 10 years between 2001 and 2011 were 

from areas that had quite high concentrations of public stock (in some cases where the latter 

represented 20ï29% of total stock) and because they have been broadly spread still means 

(setting aside issues of absolute shortages of public stock) that there is still relatively good 

client choice in Adelaide. 
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Figure 12: Change in social housing stock numbers, Adelaide, 2001ï2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2001, 2011; Scale 1:175 000 

In Brisbane public housing, as it is in Adelaide, is fairly well dispersed (Figure 13 below) with 

only one area having a concentration in excess of 30 per cent of total stock. Figure 14 shows 

the changes in stock over the period 2001ï2011, revealing a pattern very different from other 

cities. The losses in stock occurred in more outer suburbs, while there were increases in the 

more inner areas, including locations proximate to the CBD. Linking this back to the much 

higher rates of growth in Brisbane of one and two-bedroom dwellings it would appear that, for 

whatever reason, the Queensland jurisdiction has been able to re-profile its stock to smaller 

and more centrally located dwellings more easily and effectively than other jurisdictions. 

Figure 13: Social housing as percentage of total housing stock, Brisbane, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2011; Scale 1:175 000 
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Figure 14: Change in social housing stock numbers, Brisbane, 2001ï2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2001, 2011; Scale 1:175 000 

Figure 15: Social housing as percentage of total housing stock, Hobart, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2011; Scale 1:175 000 

Hobartôs public housing is dispersed toward the outer edges of the city, with the highest 

concentration (Bridgewater) the furthest from central Hobart (Figure 15). Although 

Bridgewaterôs 19kms from the CBD is insignificant compared to the 42kms separating 

Campbelltown from the Sydney CBD, distance is a relative and in a small city such as Hobart 

(211 000 population) this is a remote location, not made any better by the absence of fixed line 

public transport. Other areas of public housing concentration in Hobart are more accessible. 

Figure 16 below which charts stock changes over time, shows that the more accessible areas 

appear to have been left out of any re-profiling of stock through sales or transfers. Re-profiling 

has instead occurred in the more outer locations, including Bridgewater. 
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Figure 16: Change in social housing stock numbers, Hobart, 2001ï2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2001, 2011; Scale 1:175 000 

Melbourneôs public housing is concentrated in the inner and middle ring suburbs of the 

metropolitan area, with a few outliers towards the edges of the city (Figure 17 below). The 

latter include Dandenong (south east) and Broadmeadows (north west), areas which 

historically were located adjacent to large scale and growing manufacturing estates and which, 

at least in the case of Dandenong, have gone into a decline since the 1970s. There are large 

swathes, notably to the east, where there is very little public housing at all, although there are 

spot purchased dwellings dotted across many suburbs that do not show up on the map. 

Melbourne does have a few areas with high concentrations of social housing, notably in the 

inner city where the high-rise estates are located, and in the middle ring suburbs to the north, 

including Heidelberg West, the estate originally built as the 1956 Olympic village site. 

Figure 17: Social housing as percentage of total housing stock, Melbourne, 2011 

 

Source: ABS, Census of population and housing, 2011); Scale 1:175 000 












































































