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Executive summary

Key points

• Overcrowded, marginal housing and informal housing tenures  
may increase health risks associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, 
because of the difficulties of physical distancing and potential for 
the virus to spread.

• Reflecting the chronic shortage of affordable rental supply in Sydney, 
demand for, and supply of, share and informal accommodation has 
continued during the pandemic. There were 402 advertisements for 
rooms or granny flats via ‘Gumtree.com.au’ in May 2020 and 4,731 
share accommodation listings on the platform ‘Flatmates.com.au’ 
in April 2020. A further 2,923 people placed advertisements seeking 
accommodation via the Flatmates platform.

• People living in these informal tenures may face additional risks 
of contracting the virus because of the inability to social distance. 
They experience additional precarity because negotiated rental 
arrangements leave people more vulnerable to eviction and 
displacement, despite wider government efforts to protect  
tenants in the private rental market.

• Of people renting in share households during the 2016 Census, 
8,476 were healthcare workers, and 12,743 included occupants 
working in food or accommodation sectors. There were 1,514  
workers in healthcare or social assistance sectors living in  
crowded or severely overcrowded accommodation needing  
three or more additional bedrooms.
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Executive summary

• There is evidence of a link between falling demand for Airbnb style 
short-term rental accommodation during the pandemic, and an 
increase in long-term private rental housing availability in case  
study housing markets of Sydney and Hobart. This suggests that  
the loss of residential units to Airbnb-style platforms affected 
private rental housing supply and affordability pre-pandemic.

• Some lower income earners have reportedly been able to use 
additional income support during the pandemic period to  
move out of marginal or substandard rental accommodation.
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Executive summary

Key findings
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed underlying vulnerabilities in Australia’s housing system. Overcrowding, 
share accommodation, and precarious tenures are rising in the major cities and some regional areas where 
permanent rental supply has been drained by short-term tourism platforms. With inadequate housing increasing 
the risk of disease transmission and other health impacts under the pandemic, it is critical to better understand 
these informal and largely unregulated sectors of the housing system.

This is the Final Report of an AHURI Scoping Project which examines these issues, focussing on the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on the linked housing forms of marginal, informal and short-term rental (STR) 
accommodation. The aims of the Scoping Project were: to establish any health and housing risks of marginal  
and informal housing revealed or exacerbated during COVID-19; investigate any potential changes to the  
demand and supply of informal housing due to the pandemic; determine the change to demand and supply  
of informal short-term tourism rentals during COVID-19 and, finally, the related positive or negative affect  
on housing supply of these changes.

Through an initial literature review, building inspector interviews and interviews with health and housing professionals, 
the project finds that residents of ‘informal’ and marginal tenures—particularly those living in substandard or 
overcrowded rental accommodation—may face additional health risks in the context of COVID-19. These risks are 
largely because of the need to share bedrooms and facilities such as bathrooms and kitchens. Informal tenures 
include share households and other negotiated rental arrangements, which are often associated with fewer tenancy 
protections and a higher risk of eviction or displacement.

Exact comparisons between the numbers of people living in informal and marginal accommodation before the 
COVID-19 pandemic and at the time of the pandemic are unclear due to the difficulty in obtaining data on those 
in marginal and informal housing circumstances. However, drawing on data collected from Flatmates.com.
au and Gumtree.com.au, key platforms used by those offering and seeking share accommodation, this project 
found that demand for, and supply of, share and informal accommodation has continued during the pandemic 
despite widespread disruptions to rental markets through the pause of international migration. In Sydney, where 
affordability pressures have forced increasing numbers of lower income earners to share or seek other informal 
rental options, there were 402 advertisements for rooms or granny flats via ‘Gumtree.com.au’ in May 2020; and 
4,731 share accommodation listings on the platform ‘Flatmates.com.au’ in April 2020. A further 2,923 people 
placed advertisements seeking accommodation via the Flatmates platform.

Additional risk factors beyond housing circumstances to those living in informal and marginal housing were 
investigated by looking at demographic characteristics of those in multi-family and group households, and in 
marginal housing circumstances in Sydney from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2016 Census data. 
Around 142,600 people were renting in group households in 2016 (ABS 2016). Of these, many were working in 
public-facing roles, potentially putting them at higher risk of contracting or transmitting the virus; 8,476 were 
healthcare workers, and 12,743 included occupants working in food or accommodation sectors. There were  
1,514 workers in healthcare or social assistance sectors living in crowded or severely crowded accommodation 
needing three or more additional bedrooms.

Through interview data, it was revealed that government and non-government action during the COVID-19 
pandemic has improved the housing circumstances of people living in marginal accommodation. In particular, 
increased income support during the pandemic period, as well as some government programs targeting people 
experiencing homelessness, have reportedly enabled some lower income groups to improve their housing 
circumstances, exiting marginal or informal accommodation.
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Executive summary

This project also investigated the change in demand and supply of informal STR accommodation by analysing the 
change in Airbnb property listings. There has been growing concern that housing pressures in high demand capital 
city markets have been exacerbated by the rise of Airbnb-style STR platforms, which enable residential units to 
be advertised for tourist accommodation. Examining the impacts of falling demand for tourist accommodation 
in Sydney and Hobart, this project found evidence that returning residential units back to the permanent rental 
market was associated with higher vacancy rates and reduced rents. These impacts are apparent even controlling 
for wider demand-side changes. However, this increased overall permanent rental supply has not yet addressed 
the underlying need for affordable rental units.

In tight regional markets such as Shoalhaven on the NSW South Coast, already impacted by the 2019–20 
bushfires, rental availability remains severely restricted. By contrast, the quantity of STR accommodation in 
Shoalhaven is equivalent to around 20 per cent of the housing stock. There may be some potential to use vacant 
STR accommodation as a source of emergency housing, but this has not demonstrably occurred in the context  
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Policy development options
The difficulties of monitoring and regulating marginal and informal sources of accommodation mean that policy 
interventions must address underlying drivers of supply and demand. Given that dependence on substandard 
and informal housing reflects affordability pressures, adequate income support, such as that provided with the 
increased JobKeeper and JobSeeker payments, is a primary policy priority.

Expanding the supply of affordable rental housing (for instance, through social housing construction or 
headleasing) is a critical strategy for reducing dependence on informal and potentially substandard rental options. 
Existing NSW government planning policies intended to increase the supply of low-cost and affordable rental 
accommodation, such as through new boarding house and secondary dwelling developments, should be more 
effectively targeted to lower income earners and offered at affordable rents.

There are particular difficulties in addressing the needs of international students and temporary migrants who 
currently lack access to government income support, and who may have experienced loss of employment due to 
the pandemic as well. To avoid the risk of disease spreading in overcrowded or substandard accommodation used 
by these groups, such as occurred in Singapore’s migrant dormitories, governments and education providers need 
to play a stronger role in ensuring that adequate housing is available for students and temporary visa holders.

Tenant advice and advocacy services play a crucial role in assisting residents of marginal and informal accommodation 
and adequate resourcing for this sector remains critical. Providing clear advice and information about residential 
tenancy rights and alternative housing options, is also critical for international students and temporary visa holders.

Overall, the emergency housing system established for rough sleepers and certain boarding house residents 
should be expanded to ensure suitable accommodation for anybody living in inadequate circumstances during 
the pandemic period.

Building on actions already demonstrated in the public health response to the pandemic in Australia (for instance, 
the use of hotel accommodation for returning travellers and homeless persons), the study concludes that STR 
accommodation that is not currently used might provide a resource to serve priority groups awaiting emergency 
housing assistance.

When demand for tourist accommodation resumes in Sydney and Hobart, it is likely that pressure on permanent 
rental housing will also increase. For this reason, it is important that state governments enable local authorities to 
implement appropriate local regulations to preserve permanent rental housing supply.

Preventing short-term renting of permanent residences in high demand local housing markets, and/or a permit 
system for STR units that caps the number of permits at a proportion of the existing rental market, would help 
preserve rental supply. These approaches would have the advantage of better regulating and monitoring tourism 
within residential housing and neighbourhoods as well.
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Executive summary

The study
This project builds on recent research efforts by members of the research team who have assembled unique data 
sets relating to Australia’s marginal, informal and unregulated rental markets. Still poorly understood, this sector 
includes share houses, room and share room rentals, and informal lodging arrangements serving lower income 
earners (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019), as well as Airbnb-style STR platforms (Gurran and Phibbs 2017; Gurran, Zhang et 
al. 2020).

Using three locations (Sydney, Hobart and the NSW South Coast) as case studies, all affected by severe rental 
housing pressures prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the project asked:

1. What particular impacts and risks arising from COVID-19 emerge within Australia’s informal rental housing 
market, and what are the implications for understanding potential health risks within this largely unregulated 
sector of the housing system?

2. Are there indicators of changing patterns of supply and demand within informal rental markets, reflecting 
wider economic and or population trends precipitated by COVID-19?

3. How have short-term and residential tourism accommodation intersected with rental housing markets pre- and 
post-COVID-19, and how could this sector support greater housing supply flexibility during emergency periods?

The project used a mixed methods approach to investigate the impact of COVID-19 on marginal and informal 
rental housing markets and their occupants. Existing sources of information available to the research team in 
the light of the COVID-19 pandemic were investigated, as well as new qualitative and quantitative datasets. Our 
empirical focus to understand risks in the marginal and informal housing market was on Sydney, as Australia’s 
largest city, and which has experienced a growing shortage of affordable rental housing supply. We also examined 
rental trends in two other markets: the South Coast region of NSW, and Hobart in Tasmania, both of which have 
experienced significant rental pressures in the period leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic.

The outcomes of this research enhance understandings of Australia’s rental housing market and in particular 
health risks around disease spread and containment within informal and share rental sectors and provide a set  
of research and policy priorities for further development.
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1. Research background

• This project scoped the ways in which overcrowding, share 
accommodation, and precarious rental tenures may exacerbate 
public health and housing risks associated with the COVID-19 
pandemic.

• A variety of quantitative and qualitative data sources were used to 
understand the nature of marginal and informal housing practices, 
particularly in the rental sector, prior to and in the early months of 
the pandemic.

• The scoping project focussed primarily on Sydney as Australia’s 
largest city with chronic housing affordability pressures.

• The project also examined rental market patterns in Hobart, 
Tasmania, where the rise of short-term rental Airbnb-style platforms 
were contributing to rental supply shortages prior to the pandemic; 
and Shoalhaven on the NSW South Coast, recently affected by the 
2019–20 summer bushfires.
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1. Research background  

1.1 Why this research was conducted
Adequate housing is essential in managing the risk of disease transmission and this is particularly so in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic. However, a chronic shortage of affordable and available rental housing  
means that many Australians are not adequately housed, relying instead on informal, marginal, and/or 
overcrowded accommodation. It is critical to better understand these informal and largely unregulated sectors  
of the rental housing market and their implications for effectively responding to the health risks associated with 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In this context, this study asks:

1. What particular impacts and risks arising from COVID-19 emerge within Australia’s informal rental housing 
market, and what are the implications for understanding potential health risks within this largely unregulated 
sector of the housing system?

2. Are there indicators of changing patterns of supply and demand within informal rental markets, reflecting 
wider economic and/or population trends precipitated by COVID-19?

3. How have short-term and residential tourism accommodation intersected with rental housing markets pre- 
and post-COVID-19 and how could this sector support greater housing supply flexibility during emergency 
periods?

This first section of the report sets out the policy context, reviews key concepts associated with marginal, informal 
and STR housing, and describes the research methods for the study.

1.2 Policy context
The COVID-19 pandemic has increased the demand for safe and secure housing in Australia. ‘Staying home’ and 
physical distancing are primary measures for controlling the spread of disease, with exposed or infected people, 
as well as residents returning from overseas all needing access to appropriate accommodation (Department of 
Health 2020). However, for occupants of marginal and informal rental dwellings, ‘staying home’ can be challenging 
and can put them at risk.

1.2.1 Housing stress and vulnerability in the private rental market

Public health risks are exacerbated by pre-existing problems in Australia’s housing system, particularly the long-
term shortage of rental housing that is affordable and available for lower income groups in major employment 
centres (Baker, Mason et al. 2014; Hulse, Reynolds et al. 2019 ). An overall policy emphasis on increasing new 
housing supply across the market has not improved the availability of accommodation for lower income renters, 
particularly in the major cities.

Rather, people occupying the bottom end of the private rental housing market have been faced with rental 
increases, with the indexing of income support payments, especially Newstart,1 not keeping up with housing 
and other living costs. While the age pension has doubled in real terms since 2000, Newstart has barely budged 
(Deloitte 2018). The Productivity Commission (2019) has also shown how the maximum Commonwealth Rent 
Assistance (CRA) payment amount has not kept pace with the rise in rents, which has outpaced inflation, putting 
further pressure on vulnerable renters. Consequently, many lower income households have been forced into 
housing stress and/or substandard and informal forms of accommodation or tenure (Parkinson, James et al. 2018).

Meanwhile, over the last few years there has been a diversion of potential permanent rental housing into Airbnb-
style short-term rental (STR) accommodation that has likely exacerbated affordability problems in high-demand 
housing markets (Gurran and Phibbs 2017). However, despite potential impacts on rental availability compared to 
international jurisdictions, Australian governments have appeared reluctant to impose restrictions on the use of 
residential units for tourism purposes (Gurran, Zhang et al. 2018).

1  Now JobSeeker.
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1. Research background  

1.2.2 The short-term rental (STR) sector

Travel restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic have had the effect of reducing demand for STR 
accommodation, in some cases requiring people to remain in their principle place of residence. However, with 
platforms such as Airbnb refusing to share data with authorities (Gurran and Phibbs 2017), it is difficult to monitor 
compliance with these restrictions. For instance, unlike hotel and motel accommodation, local authorities do 
not have access to registers with addresses or contact details of Airbnb-style properties. Further, regional 
communities have expressed concern that, despite travel bans, the availability of STR accommodation as 
advertised on platforms such as Airbnb, may attract visitors from outside the local area, who could in turn  
bring risk of new infections and/or place pressure on strained local health infrastructure (Foley 2020). These  
may include visitors seeking to relocate during lockdown periods for remote working.

There are also concerns about the health and safety risks arising from other types of platform-enabled STRs, 
such as hosted room rentals (when the resident of the home offers a room, or shared room, to fee paying guests) 
(Gurran and Phibbs 2017). The difficulties of regulating this sector imply key risks in relation to the COVID-19 
pandemic, with limited information about the location or occupancy of Airbnb-style STR stock (Gurran and 
Sadowski 2019).

At the same time, the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic followed the 2019–20 bushfires, which were devastating 
for bushfire-affected areas. Regional areas, including the NSW South Coast, have been particularly affected. The 
sudden and protracted fall in demand for residential tourist accommodation represents a latent supply of empty 
homes at a time in which the need for housing remains acute.

1.2.3 Rental protections and emergency accommodation

The broad public health risks presented by the COVID-19 pandemic have drawn attention to the conditions 
in the private rental housing market, and the vulnerability of renters affected by income losses. Following the 
announcement of a national ‘moratorium’ on residential evictions, the states and territories enacted their 
own provisions to operationalise certain rental protections during the first three months of the pandemic. In 
NSW these protections included a 60-day grace period in relation to arrears (now expired) for those financially 
impacted by COVID-19, requirements that tenants in financial difficulty be afforded mandatory negotiation with 
their landlord, and an extension on the notice period for evictions (NSW Fair Trading 2020).

There have also been programs to assist residents of boarding houses and rough sleepers with hotel 
accommodation, in some cases leading to permanent housing, as discussed further in this Report.

Internationally, there have been reports that STR platforms have been used as a resource for lower income 
earners of healthcare workers through social media platforms (Thompson 2020; Zakalik 2020). A similar 
approach to using residential tourism stock for those affected by the bushfires was operationalised in NSW (NSW 
Communities and Justice 2020), but it is not clear whether such approaches have been used or might serve those 
on priority housing waiting lists or medical workers needing appropriate sources of accommodation in the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.3 Key concepts
In this study, we use the terms ‘marginal’ and ‘informal’ housing to describe housing practices that may be 
associated with increased health risks in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Residents of this accommodation 
range from people living in share households through to people living in forms of homelessness (including 
inadequate and/or severely crowded housing), even if they do not necessarily identify themselves as homeless. 
Our particular focus in this study is on marginal and informal housing arrangements within the private rental 
sector, because of the dual vulnerabilities around inadequate housing and insecure tenure.

STR accommodation in the context of this study refers to dwellings that are used for tourism rather than 
residential purposes.
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1. Research background  

1.3.1 Marginal housing and homelessness

‘Marginal housing’ describes rental accommodation that relies on shared facilities, and/or offers limited tenancy 
rights. This accommodation—for instance, boarding/rooming houses, and rental accommodation in residential/
caravan parks—is also used by people who meet Australia’s statistical definition of homelessness.

‘A person is homeless if they do not have suitable accommodation alternatives and their current living 
arrangement:

• is in a dwelling that is inadequate

• has no tenure, or if their initial tenure is short and not extendable, or

• does not allow them to have control of, and access to space for social relations (ABS 2012a: 8).

This definition of homelessness includes people living in ‘improvised dwellings, tents or sleeping out’—i.e., ‘rough 
sleepers’, those staying temporarily with other households, living in boarding houses or other temporary lodging, 
living in ‘severely’ crowded conditions, and those living in supported accommodation for the homeless.

There are Census data limitations in terms of quantifying and understanding marginal housing arrangements. 
Boarding houses may be counted differently (as private/non-private) by the ABS Census depending on whether 
individual units have separate postal addresses. Similarly, secondary dwelling units (e.g. ‘granny flats’ and 
subdivided homes) are also inconsistently reported.

Caravans are considered to be a form of marginal housing because of the generally lower levels of tenure security 
associated with residential parks, even for van owners who lease a site. In many cases, manufactured homes have 
replaced traditional caravans as a form of lower cost home ownership and offer higher residential amenity through 
private facilities. Manufactured homes in owner occupation are not a specific focus for this study.

1.3.2 Informal housing

There is a wider and evolving literature on informality in housing markets whereby informality is understood to mean 
accommodation or tenures that violate ‘formal’ building or rental tenancy legislation and/or that offers residents 
lower levels of protection under those laws (Harris 2018; Gurran, Pill et al. 2020). Some forms of homelessness—
such as improvised dwellings—may fall within this description. Other forms of accommodation—such as share 
homes—would only be considered a form of homelessness if the accommodation is overcrowded or if the share 
arrangement is akin to a room rental/boarding house situation (i.e. Individual rooms or share rooms rented 
separately). Either way, the arrangements by which share accommodation is occupied (sharing facilities with  
non-related adults) and rented (often without a formal contract) are consistent with understandings of informality.

Some forms of housing which are considered in the international literature to be informal have been encouraged 
by Australian governments as a low-cost rental housing option. For instance, secondary dwellings (‘granny flats’) 
are permitted under NSW planning law and seen to be a form of ‘affordable rental housing’ (Gurran, Milligan et al. 
2017). This self-contained accommodation type is likely to raise few additional concerns in relation to the risk of 
disease spread in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, provided that secondary dwellings comply with planning 
and construction code requirements. NSW planning law also permits new ‘boarding house’ developments, which 
comprise small studio-style units, as a form of ‘affordable rental housing’, although the policy does not set rental 
or eligibility requirements. Again, these self-contained studio type apartments are unlikely to raise public health 
concerns in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, as the accommodation is designed to meet contemporary 
planning controls and construction standards.
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However, a recent review of new boarding house developments in inner Sydney found that many were not 
affordable to those on lower incomes (Troy, Van den Nouwelant et al. 2018). Consequently, traditional boarding 
house accommodation—rooms in residential houses with shared facilities—continues to play an important role 
in the market (Gurran, Maalsen et al. forthcoming). Similarly, a scoping study of the informal housing market 
in Sydney has found that where new secondary dwellings are offered on the private rental market, they are 
often more expensive, while unauthorised secondary dwellings which do not meet planning or building code 
requirements are also comprising a significant component of low-cost rental supply (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019; 
Gurran, Maalsen et al. forthcoming). These issues are discussed further in the following chapter.

1.3.3 Health and housing risks in marginal and informal rental housing

The relationship between crowding, pre-existing vulnerabilities, and increased risk of infection during the 
pandemic highlights an enduring connection between living conditions and health. As a recent commentary 
in The Lancet noted, ‘While COVID-19 has been termed a great equaliser, necessitating physical distancing 
measures across the globe, it is increasingly demonstrable that social inequalities in health are profoundly,  
and unevenly, impacting COVID-19 morbidity and mortality’ (Abrams and Szefler 2020).

These vulnerabilities are particularly acute in the less regulated private rental sector. The research evidence on 
health and housing emphasises key risk factors related to marginal and informal housing. In general, these risks 
may arise in relation to characteristics of the dwelling itself; characteristics of the household; or the nature of the 
rental arrangement.

Overcrowding

A key housing concern is overcrowding. Household crowding is a condition where the number of occupants 
exceeds the capacity of the dwelling space available, whether measured as rooms, bedrooms or floor area, 
resulting in adverse physical and mental health outcomes. Crowding is a result of a mismatch between the 
dwelling and the household (WHO 2018).

In their recently released guidelines on Health and Housing, the WHO demonstrate that crowding has an adverse 
effect on physical and mental health. In particular, the Guidelines indicate that there was strong evidence to show 
that a reduction in crowding would reduce the risk of infectious diseases.

With specific reference to suspected or actual cases of coronavirus within the household, separation is a key concern 
(WHO 2018). Recent research has highlighted that the odds of COVID-19 infection increase in neighbourhoods with 
higher incidence of household crowding (Emeruwa, Ona et al. 2020).

Shared facilities

Even when not technically overcrowded, accommodation in which residents share facilities—such as bathrooms, 
kitchens, laundries, recreational rooms, and even lifts or stairwells—may increase the risk of disease transmission 
through contaminated surfaces (Victorian Government 2020b; WHO 2020).

People who are marginally housed in boarding houses, hostels for the homeless, improvised dwellings, or residential 
caravan parks may be at particular risk due to larger numbers of people sharing facilities.

Inadequate standards

Housing that is poorly maintained or does not comply with building code standards poses particular risks to 
occupants (NSW Health 2010). Informally rented accommodation is sometimes provided in dwellings that violate 
health and safety standards. This issue has emerged in the context of Australia’s affordable rental shortage, 
particularly in Sydney (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019).
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Risks associated with substandard dwellings such as secondary units not meeting contemporary building  
or planning requirements may include:

• damp and mould due to a lack of damp proofing (which non-residential structures such as garages and  
sheds are not required to include)

• inadequate storm water and sewerage provisions

• hazards from non-residential building materials or inadequate electrical work; lack of smoke detectors

• increased fire risk due to inadequate separation between structures and between property boundaries 
(Gurran, Pill et al. 2019).

More broadly, there is growing awareness of poor dwelling standards in the private rental sector, particularly  
at the lower end of the market (Chisholm, Howden-Chapman et al. 2018; Baker, Lester et al. 2019).

Precarity

Marginal and informal housing is characterised by precarious forms of tenure (Goodman, Nelson et al. 2013; 
Gurran, Pill et al. 2019). Many residents of share housing are not named tenants on residential leases, and many 
people who rent directly from their landlord via informal negotiated arrangement may also lack a written contract. 
In most Australian states, residents of boarding houses are covered by separate rental legislation for ‘boarders’ 
and ‘lodgers’, often with a shorter period of tenure than standard residential leases provide.

Risks arising from the nature of informal rental arrangements relate to the increased insecurity associated with 
negotiated agreements made directly between landlords and tenants, or between members of group/share 
households (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019). Informal housing occupants are also at high risk of being pushed into primary 
homelessness (or rough sleeping) if forced out of their housing, or if it becomes uninhabitable.

In the specific context of the COVID-19 pandemic, there have been reports of international students and migrants 
being evicted from share houses, resorting to rough sleeping and facing housing discrimination due to fears of 
virus transmission (Bell 2020; Gallagher, Doherty et al. 2020).

Collectively, the research evidence points to serious health risks associated with marginal and informal rental 
accommodation. These risks, which arise from overcrowding, shared facilities, inadequate standards and 
precarity, indicate potential for the spread of contagious disease. The need to reduce social activity during the 
pandemic period, with the implication of more time spent at home, may also increase risks of mental stress and 
social conflict for residents of overcrowded, share, and inadequate rental accommodation.

1.3.4 Health and housing risks during COVID-19

The science into the risks of COVID-19 exposure is evolving rapidly, and so the direct links between poor housing 
and increased risk of contracting or having a more severe incidence of COVID-19 are yet to be systematically 
explained.

However, emerging research indicates that housing quality affects incidence of COVID-19. Preliminary research 
into 3,141 US counties suggests that with every 5 per cent increase in the percentage of households with poor 
housing conditions, such as overcrowding, incomplete kitchen facilities, or incomplete plumbing facilities 
(characteristics of marginal and informal housing), there was a 50 per cent higher risk of COVID-19 (Ahmad,  
Erqou et al. 2020).

People who are rough sleeping have also been found to be particularly vulnerable to COVID-19. In March 2020, 
Boston developed and implemented a citywide COVID-19 care model for those experiencing homelessness, 
and found 429 of 1,297 (33%) of tested people during the first 6 weeks of operation were positive to COVID-19 
(Baggett, Racine et al. 2020).
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There are two concerns with homeless populations and COVID-19 from a health perspective (Gaeta, De Las 
Nueces et al. 2020):

• many with the virus can be asymptomatic and unknowingly spread the virus—this poses grave risks for those 
in crowded settings such as homeless shelters

• homeless people are at greater risk of other health issues that put them at risk of severe COVID-19, such as 
chronic heart and lung disease (Snyder and Eisner 2004; Baggett, Liauw et al. 2018; Baggett, Lewis et al. 2020)

Healthcare workers are also at greater risk of contracting COVID-19. A prospective, observational cohort study in 
the UK and the US compared the general community and healthcare workers for reporting a positive COVID-19 test 
(Ng, Poon et al. 2020). Healthcare workers had at least a three-fold risk of contracting COVID-19. Even adequate 
availability of personal protective equipment did not completely reduce the risk of those healthcare workers caring 
for patients with COVID-19. This is of concern as it indicates the increased risk that healthcare workers and their 
housemates or family members face because of their ongoing professional exposure to the virus.

1.4 Research methods
The project used a mixed methods approach to investigate the impact of COVID-19 on marginal and informal 
rental housing markets and their occupants. Existing sources of information available to the research team 
in the light of the COVID-19 pandemic were investigated, as well as new qualitative and quantitative data sets 
(summarised in Table 1). Our empirical focus to understand risks in the marginal and informal housing market  
was on Sydney, NSW, as Australia’s largest city, and which has experienced a growing shortage of affordable 
rental housing supply (Hulse, Reynolds et al. 2019). We also examined rental trends in two other markets;  
the South Coast region of NSW, and Hobart in Tasmania, both of which have experienced significant rental 
pressure in the period leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 1: Overview of research methods

Research question Data sources and method

RQ1—What particular impacts and risks arising from 
COVID-19 arise within Australia’s informal rental housing 
market, and what are the implications for understanding 
potential health risks within this largely unregulated sector 
of the housing system?

• ABS 2016 data on marginal and informal housing types and 
demographics in Sydney

• Review of data series on low-cost rental, informal, and share 
housing advertisements

• Review of research evidence on housing and health risks

• Analysis of existing and new interview data with building 
compliance officers, public health experts and homelessness 
service providers 

RQ2—Are there indicators of changing patterns of supply 
and demand within informal rental markets, reflecting 
wider economic and/or population trends precipitated by 
COVID-19?

• Analysis of changes in the low-cost rental and share housing 
sector (Sydney)

RQ3—How have short-term and residential tourism 
accommodation intersected with rental housing markets 
pre- and post-COVID-19 and how could this sector support 
greater housing supply flexibility during emergency 
periods? 

• Analysis of rental market trends in three housing markets 
(Sydney (NSW), Hobart (TAS), Shoalhaven (NSW) in relation to 
STR sector; using: rental bonds data pre- and post-pandemic

• Airbnb listings data pre- and post-pandemic (Inside Airbnb.com)

• Rents/Vacancy rates

• Policy documents

• Expert advice

Source: The Authors.



AHURI Final Report No. 348  Marginal housing during COVID-19 13

1. Research background  

1.4.1 Understanding risks in marginal and informal housing, and change during COVID-19

A first step was to draw on existing Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Census 2016 data to establish baseline 
information about the range of informal and marginal housing types in Sydney, as well as the demographic 
characteristics of occupants. We focussed particularly on forms of homelessness (including overcrowding) and 
marginal accommodation, as well as rental households living in share arrangements (group households and multi-
family households). We also sought to understand any additional potential risk factors affecting people living in 
rental or share accommodation, such as risks associated with their employment, age or Australian residency status. 
To this end, we included in this analysis ABS census data on the numbers of people working in particular sectors of 
employment likely to require ongoing contact with members of the public or to be affected by COVID-19 restrictions.

Examining risks in informal and low-cost housing markets

There are a growing number of ways in which people offer and seek rental housing, including share accommodation. 
Online platforms allow individuals to advertise residential accommodation directly, bypassing the real estate agents 
who have traditionally managed private rental properties on behalf of landlords and subject to formal regulatory 
requirements (set out in NSW residential tenancy legislation). Four primary types of rental platform can be identified:

• Residential real estate platforms, usually advertising properties for sale or rent via a real estate agent  
(e.g. Realestate.com.au; Domain.com.au).

• Generic ‘peer-to-peer’ (as opposed to ‘business to consumer’) platforms which offer rental accommodation  
of various types, often but not solely, by the owner/landlord (e.g. Gumtree.com.au; Craigslist).

• Peer-to-peer share accommodation platforms in which people advertise or seek vacancies in share homes 
(e.g. Flatmates.com.au).

• Peer-to-peer STR accommodation (e.g. Airbnb.com).

Each of these platforms offer potential insights into aspects of the housing market. Of interest for this project is 
the potential to understand the nature of low-cost rental accommodation and the share/informal housing sector. 
To this end, we have drawn on several datasets collated by members of the research team as part of wider work 
on the informal housing market, including:

• Low-cost Realestate.com.au listings for Sydney (September 2019 and April 2020), focussing on low-cost 
listings (=<$325 per week); allowing us to examine the quantity and type of accommodation offered at the 
lower cost end of the private real estate market, and potential changes following the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Gumtree.com.au rental listings (May 2020) used as an additional source of data on the private rental sector, 
focussing on listings under $325 per week.

• Flatmates.com.au listings, including listings placed by those offering and those seeking share accommodation; 
allowing us to examine the state of Sydney’s rental market in relation to the wider enumerated group household 
population (2016 Census) and in the period prior to 2019 and following 2020 of the COVID-19 pandemic.

• Airbnb listings provided by InsideAirbnb.com, an independent web scraping repository of Airbnb listings used 
in numerous studies of Airbnb housing market impact (Cox 2016).

Spatial analysis on the scale and distribution of shared housing vacancies in Sydney was conducted using the 
data sets, as well as descriptive statistics on change of listings pre- and post-pandemic. This included a manual 
review of the textual and photographic data accompanying advertisements placed on Realestate.com.au and 
Gumtree.com.au, to aid in classifying the different accommodation types listed.
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The larger datasets from Flatmates.com.au were analysed in a quantitative way to establish baseline descriptive 
data (numbers of listings, median occupants per household per listing, median number of bedrooms in each 
listed share property), asking rents and location (at the suburb level). We also examined the listings text using 
the search tool to identify references to ‘COVID’, ‘virus’ or ‘pandemic’. This provided a basis for analysing 
in a qualitative way how the pandemic may have impacted households offering or persons seeking share 
accommodation via the Flatmates.com.au platform.

An existing data set comprising building compliance officer interview data (described in Gurran, Pill et al. 2019)  
was also analysed for this project. Approximately 11 audio hours of transcribed interview and focus group data  
was accessed for this project, in which participants described health and safety risks associated with substandard 
dwelling units breaching planning or codes. This data was used to inform the manual review of the textual and 
photographic data accompanying the Flatmates.com.au, Realestate.com.au and Gumtree.com.au advertisements, 
to establish any potential health risks related to COVID-19, and potential changes in the standard of housing in 
listings over time.

1.4.2 STRs and permanent rental supply in Sydney, Hobart and Shoalhaven

One of the key questions considered in this study related to the intersections between short-term and permanent 
rental sectors in high demand markets such as Sydney and Hobart, where the sudden drop of tourism demand 
presented an important opportunity to examine these relationships. Recognising the potential role of STR-style 
accommodation as emergency relief housing (e.g. the NSW South Coast), the study also explored any examples 
of this utilisation in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic.

To investigate rental market intersections, the state of STR markets and private rental markets were compared 
with pre-pandemic time periods for the three case study sites; Sydney, Hobart (a city with a proportionally high 
number of STRs in addition to its affordable housing shortage), and Shoalhaven on the NSW South Coast. 
Shoalhaven has long had a high second/holiday home stock (Gurran, Zhang et al. 2018) and was particularly 
affected by the 2019–20 bushfires.

This aspect of the analysis used time series Airbnb listings for Sydney, Hobart, and the NSW South Coast (2017–
20), drawing on InsideAirbnb.com data, to analyse listings trends in relation to rental vacancies and rates. Part of 
these analytical methods have been demonstrated in previous research by the team (e.g. Gurran and Phibbs 2017; 
Gurran, Pill et al. 2019; Gurran, Zhang et al. 2020).

Further details about the research methods used for this aspect of the analysis is contained in Chapter 3.

1.4.3 Interview data

Interview data from two sources was used in this study. To explore the potential use of STR stock for 
accommodating populations in need, such as marginally-housed populations or healthcare workers, as well 
as wider concerns around the conditions of people living in informal or marginal housing, interviews with nine 
Australian homelessness service providers and health professionals were conducted. These interviewees were 
identified through the public health and housing networks of team members. Interviews were semi-structured, 
conducted by telephone, and were recorded and transcribed for analysis.

Additionally, as noted above, existing (anonymised) interview transcript data available to the research team provided 
a reference point in examining low-cost rental housing advertisements and the range of potential health concerns 
associated with particular types of substandard accommodation.

All interviewees participated on an anonymous basis, consistent with the University of Sydney ethics protocols 
for this work. In presenting results in this report, we have taken care to ensure that individual participants are not 
identified. Table 2 shows the codes used to refer to interviewee classifications.
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These interviews were then coded for challenges identifying those most in need of accommodation, the challenges 
and benefits related to providing accommodation for different groups in need during the pandemic, and the 
suitability of different housing types for this purpose. The interview data helped to inform the recommendations  
for providing emergency accommodation, and the benefits or risks of using STRs as emergency accommodation.

Table 2: Interview data and coding

Profession No. of interviews Code in report

Homelessness service/accommodation providers 6 HS

Health experts/public health experts 3 HE

Building inspectors (existing interview data) 11 BI

Source: The Authors.

1.5 Research limitations
It is important to note limitations with the data presented in this report.

First, Census data used to provide contextual information about homelessness, overcrowding, marginal housing, 
group households and multi-family households in rental accommodation, dates from 2016, and itself suffers from 
limitations due to the difficulties of enumerating vulnerable groups and their accommodation (ABS 2012a).

Second, data from online real estate platforms, including Realestate.com.au, Gumtree.com.au, and Flatmates.
com.au, are not comprehensive, because of the many different ways—both online and via traditional avenues 
—in which people offer and seek rental housing. The lack of baseline data on relatively new sources of information 
about housing also makes it difficult to assess reliability. These issues pertain to urban data generated by online 
platforms more widely (Kitchin 2017). Overall, data about the informal housing market, including the STR sector, 
is difficult to obtain because unauthorised or unregulated rental practices are ‘invisible’ within the fabric of the 
existing housing stock, or deliberately concealed (Gurran, Pill et al. 2020).

We note limitations with our interview data as well, given that the project involved only a limited number of 
interviewees, and did not seek specific perspectives and experiences of those living in informal housing provision.

Finally, the statements on the health risks attributed to various dwelling types described in the report are based 
on documents published by health agencies outlining potential COVID-19 risks and the existing literature on the 
relationship between housing and health in relation to infectious diseases. As the research evidence in this area 
evolves, stronger conclusions about particular housing types and disease transmission risks can be made based 
on confirmed COVID-19 cases (incidence) and more accurate understandings of prevalence.

To address these limitations, we triangulate multiple sources of data, and are guided by the advice of public health 
experts on the research team. Nevertheless, the study has raised many issues that demand further and deeper 
research and policy attention that were beyond our capacity to fully explore in the context of this scoping report. 
We identify priorities for further research in the concluding chapter.

1.6 Structure of this report
From this first chapter, the next section of the report brings together available census and other data sources 
to describe marginal and informal housing practices and their occupants in Sydney. The chapter also draws on 
available research evidence on health risks in relation to housing, to highlight potential risks associated with 
particular housing circumstances, in the context of COVID-19. In addition to the potential health risks associated 
with disease transmission in overcrowded or inadequate housing, we also note risks associated with insecure or 
precarious tenures during the pandemic period.
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Chapter 3 looks more closely at the private rental market and in particular the intersections between short-term 
and permanent rental supply, in the context of changed demand. We identify potential policy implications in 
relation to the current and future use and regulation of residential tourist accommodation.

The final chapter summarises the findings of this scoping project, highlighting research and policy priorities for 
addressing risks in marginal and informal housing markets during the COVID-19 pandemic and for long-term  
post-pandemic recovery.
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informal housing sector and 
the risks during COVID-19

• This chapter draws on available census and other data sources to 
describe marginal and informal housing practices in Sydney, as well 
as available research evidence on health risks relevant to specific 
housing circumstances.

• Supply of, and demand for, share accommodation has continued 
during the pandemic period. In April 2020, there were 4,732 listings for 
vacancies in share homes, and 2,923 people placed advertisements 
on Flatmates.com.au seeking accommodation in Sydney.

• Of Sydney’s enumerated homeless population, 58,173 people were 
estimated to be living in improvised, marginal, or crowded housing 
circumstances on Census night in 2016.

• Of these people, 1,876 were employed in healthcare and social 
assistance sectors. There were 8,476 and 3,592 healthcare and 
social assistance sector workers renting in share or multi-family 
households in August 2016.
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This chapter presents a variety of information sources about Sydney’s informal housing market. This includes 
data from online real estate and share housing platforms, which provide insights into the geography and nature 
of low-cost and informal dwellings stock and rental arrangements. The chapter also compiles available ABS 
Census 2016 data on people living in marginal housing and forms of homelessness, as well as share and multi-
family households. Interview data from building compliance officers is also presented to highlight key health 
risks in informal housing types found in the real estate and share housing platforms, as well as interview data 
from homelessness service providers and health experts on the particular risks to those in marginal and informal 
housing circumstances during the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.1 Marginal and informal rental housing markets in Sydney
In the following sections, we provide data on the composition of low-cost rental housing supply, and the informal 
housing market in Sydney. As noted above, earlier scoping research by members of the team has revealed that 
marginal and informal housing types are advertised via online platforms, including secondary dwelling units, 
boarding houses, and forms of share accommodation (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019). Mainstream real estate platforms 
such as ‘Realestate.com.au’ include rental listings managed by real estate agents. Increasingly this includes forms 
of share housing rented through real estate agents as room rentals and/or boarding house style accommodation. 
Other platforms, such as ‘Gumtree.com.au’ are often used by individuals offering rental accommodation directly, 
including, but not limited to share housing. Members of share households appear more likely to use platforms 
such as ‘Flatmates.com.au’ and ‘Gumtree.com.au’ to advertise vacancies or to seek accommodation for 
themselves in share accommodation (Zhang and Gurran 2020).

The following sections include an analysis of rental and share housing advertisements listed on the real estate 
platform ‘Realestate.com.au’; ‘Gumtree.com.au’ and ‘Flatmates.com.au’, drawing on unique data sets compiled 
by members of the research team as part of wider investigations into Sydney’s informal and share housing market 
(Gurran, Pill et al. 2019; Zhang and Gurran 2020; Gurran, Maalsen et al. forthcoming).

2.1.1 The composition of low-cost rental supply

Online rental advertisements provide unique insights into the nature of marginal, informal, and potentially 
substandard accommodation within Sydney’s rental market, because they often include photographs. Previous 
research by team members used these photographs, informed by the building compliance officer interview data, 
to categorise low-cost rental listings advertised on the platform Realestate.com.au in 2019 (Gurran, Maalsen et al. 
forthcoming). This work classified online real estate advertisements in five categories (Table 3).2

2 Note that the data was analysed sequentially (by geographic subregion) over the three-month period (July–September), so does not 
represent the total number of low-cost advertisements in Sydney over this time.
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Table 3: Weekly rent and composition of lower cost rental listings snapshot, Realestate.com.au, July–September 2019

Category Description
Number of 

listings
Median  

rent
% of listings 
under $300

Boarding houses/‘room 
rentals’

Rooms in residential properties; shared facilities only. May 
violate health and safety standards (room size, ventilation 
etc.). Must be registered if offering 5+ beds. 111 $255 39%

‘New boarding houses’ Complies with ARHSEPP requirements; self-contained 
(bathroom, kitchenette) 7 $255 2%

Secondary dwellings 
(compliant)

Self-contained accommodation, within primary residential 
home/site. Compliant secondary dwellings meet planning and 
building requirements. Limit of 1 secondary dwelling per site. 44 $260 15%

Secondary dwellings 
(non-compliant)

Breach planning/building requirements, e.g. improvised 
garage/ shed conversion; inadequate insulation, electricity, 
stormwater. Multiple secondary units on a single site breach 
planning/health and safety requirements. 69 $220 24%

Residential flats or 
dwelling houses

Conventional residential dwellings meeting planning/building 
requirements 54 $270 19%

Totals 285 $255 100%

Source: Derived from Gurran, Maalsen et al. forthcoming.

As shown in Table 3, the composition of lower cost (less than $300 per week) rental listings was dominated by 
informal or marginal accommodation in the form of boarding house or room rentals, or apparently substandard 
secondary dwellings. ‘New’ boarding house accommodation of the type permitted under the NSW Affordable 
Rental Housing policy amounted to only 7 listings over the period in which the 2019 research was carried out.  
This may mean that new boarding house units have been offered at rents above the $300 threshold, as found  
by previous research on the implementation of the Affordable Rental Housing State Environmental Planning 
Policy (ARHSEPP) (Troy, Van den Nouwelant et al. 2018).

Building inspectors interviewed as part of earlier research conducted by team members identified a number of 
wider health and safety risks concerns in relation to traditional boarding house and room rental accommodation, 
and in relation to non-compliant secondary dwellings (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019). These arise from the sharing of 
facilities in boarding house and room rental accommodation, and inadequate building standards in secondary  
or illegally modified dwellings that do not comply with planning and building codes.

We’ve got fully enclosed rooms, say bedrooms, with no external windows to provide light and 
ventilation and so on. (BI, 2018)

Boarding houses often use shared facilities, and for those in illegal or underregulated boarding houses with  
severe overcrowding, this can be a transmission concern:

I mean you can just see how vulnerable people are in those shared accommodation situations…if 
ever a case took off in a boarding house it would spread very quickly because of the shared facilities 
and the lack of oversight for that sector. It’s a very hidden sector. (HS, 2020)

Even things like in boarding houses it’s often a shared bathroom situation, so you don’t have access 
to your own bathroom which obviously with hand hygiene and everything that’s not ideal. They also 
generally have a shared kitchen facility so there’s a high risk of transmission if everyone is in the 
kitchen at the same time and preparing food and that type of thing. (HS, 2020)

Therefore, many low-cost Realestate.com.au listings would pose a COVID-19 risk.
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2.1.2 Informal rentals, room, and share rentals in Sydney

For this project, Sydney region rental listings on Gumtree.com.au were also analysed, for the period May 2020. 
Gumtree.com.au tends to include a higher proportion of informal rental listings offered directly by owners/
landlords, as well as share accommodation. Gumtree distinguishes between three types of residential rental 
listings: ‘properties for rent’; ‘room rentals’ and ‘share rentals’. As users self-categorise their listings, the data 
below should be regarded as indicative of the type of accommodation in this largely informal sector of the rental 
market, rather than comprehensive.

Gumtree.com.au rental listings

Of the 1,083 total rental listings on Gumtree.com.au advertised on 27 May 2020 for $350 or less; 419 were offered 
by their owners (associated with a more ‘informal’ rental arrangement) and at least 105 were secondary dwellings 
‘granny flats’, room rentals, or other informal accommodation types, including one caravan (Table 4). There were 
also 570 ‘room rentals’ advertised, of which 297 were for rooms offered under $350.

Table 4: Gumtree.com.au rental listings $350 or under; ‘share’ and ‘room’ rentals, May 2020

Description Number

‘Properties for rent’ under $350 786

‘Rooms’ for rent 570

Rent ‘by owner’ 419

‘Rooms’ for rent under $350 297

‘Other’ properties (e.g. ‘granny flats’) 105

Total ‘properties’ and ‘rooms’ for rent under $350 1,083

Source: Data compiled from Gumtree.com search, 27 May 2020 

‘Rooms’ for rent may include boarding house accommodation, which is required to be registered with the local 
council if accommodating five or more residents. Registered boarding houses are more likely to comply with 
public health requirements, and support workers are more easily able to identify and access residents needing 
assistance. However, not all boarding houses are registered as these regulations are difficult to enforce (Martin 
2015). Rooms for rent may also include share and dormitory style accommodation as described by Nasreen and 
Ruming (2019). Fig. 1 shows an example of a room share advertisement of a potentially illegal boarding house.

Figure 1: Example of a room share advertisement, showing 3 mattresses on the floor, Gumtree.com.au
Figure 1: Example of a room share advertisement, showing 3 mattresses on the floor, Gumtree.com.au 

Source: derived from Gumtree.com.au, 2020 

  

Source: derived from Gumtree.com.au, 2020.
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Share housing, Flatmates.com.au

Members of the research team have been compiling data on share listings advertised via the platform ‘Flatmates.
com.au’ since 2016. Point in time data (total advertisements listed on a single day) is available for December 2016, 
August 2018, 2019, and April 2020, for advertisements offering space in share homes (Table 5). Data on people 
seeking share accommodation is available for August 2019 and April 2020.

There was a decrease in listings for those seeking accommodation from the previous points in time to April 2020 
during the pandemic, which may be explained somewhat by the significant drop in net overseas migration (NOM)3 
during the pandemic (see Chapter 3 for greater detail), and a slight decrease in those offering accommodation 
from August 2019 and April 2020. However, the data was taken from different months in each year, and so these 
fluctuations could also be explained by seasonal variability. Additionally, Flatmates.com.au data represents only 
a small percentage of enumerated group households in Sydney in 2016 (Table 5) and identifying occupants of 
marginal and informal housing poses many challenges. Exact comparisons between the numbers of people living 
in informal and marginal accommodation before the COVID-19 pandemic and at the time of the pandemic cannot 
be determined from this data alone.

As shown in Table 5, share housing in Sydney is not necessarily low-cost. Although less expensive than self-contained 
rental units, the median rent for a room advertised via Flatmates.com.au was $275 per week in April 2020.

Table 5: Share housing demand and supply, Flatmates.com December 2016, August 2018, 2019, April 2020

  Dec 2016 Aug 2018 Aug 2019 April 2020

Seeking accommodation via Flatmates.com 5,729 na 4,105 2,923

Available Flatmate rooms/share rooms 3,391 5,925 6,523 4,732

Median rent weekly flatmate rooms/share rooms $260 $300 $270 $275

Flatmates listings as percentage of group household occupied dwellings (2016) 3.63%

Source: derived from Zhang and Gurran 2020, using data from Flatmates.com and ABS 2016 (Zhang and Gurran 2020).

Figure 2 shows where the Flatmates share advertisement listings were by Statistical Area Level 2 (SA2) during the 
pandemic, showing both property listings and listings by people seeking accommodation concentrated around 
the Inner City and Eastern Suburbs. Figure 3 shows the areas where property listings had more occupants living 
in the households than rooms during the pandemic, averaged over each SA2. This is a measure of overcrowding. 
The Inner City and Western Suburbs had the most areas where on average the number of household members 
exceeded the number of rooms.

Although not directly related to overcrowding and the spread of infection, there may be additional rental insecurity 
or mental stress for residents of share accommodation during the pandemic period. For those required to 
work or study at home, insufficient facilities, such as access to a full kitchen or bathroom, and privacy in share 
accommodation may make this difficult.

Further, for residents of share accommodation whose income circumstances change, overarching protections 
established for those in the private rental sector, including measures to prevent sudden eviction, may be more 
difficult to enforce in the absence of a formal residential tenancy lease.

3 The NOM is a mixture of permanent migrants and temporary migrants who come to Sydney to both work and study, with the balance 
being weighted heavily to temporary migrants.
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Figure 2: Flatmates share advertisements listings, Sydney April 2020 by SA2 (People offering space on top, 
locations where people were seeking share accommodation on bottom)

Figure 2: Flatmates share advertisements listings, Sydney April 2020 by SA2 (People offering space on top, locations 
where people were seeking share accommodation on bottom) 

 

Source: The authors, derived from Zhang and Gurran 2020 Source: The authors, derived from Zhang and Gurran 2020.
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Figure 3: Number of people over the number of bedrooms in Flatmates.com property listings in April 2020, 
averaged by SA2Figure 3: Number of people over the number of bedrooms in Flatmates.com property listings in April 2020, 

averaged by SA2 

 

Source: derived from Zhang & Gurran 2020   

  

Source: Derived from Zhang & Gurran 2020.

2.1.3 Reasons for seeking share and informal accommodation during COVID-19

As shown in Table 5, 2,923 people placed adds seeking share accommodation on Flatmates.com.au in April 2020. 
Of these, 96 advertisements directly referred to circumstances surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. Thirty-six 
people listed that they required properties due to circumstances related to the virus. These included people who 
had recently returned to Australia and needed a place to live:

Hey, I’ve just moved back to Australia from Japan (don’t worry, I’m Coronavirus free). (Flatmates 
‘person’ listing, April 2020)

Others made reference to changing employment circumstances due to the pandemic, such as international 
students lacking access to financial support:

Hello, I am an international student at Ultimo near the Sydney Central train station. I am in urgent 
and extreme need of a reasonable place, I have NO job, no friends, no family in Sydney. I am living  
a very difficult situation with the virus nowadays I am looking for long-term accommodation though  
I can accept also less time. Please HELP me as much as you can, I can contribute also with 
cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the house or apartment. (Flatmates ‘person’ listing, April 2020)

Others referenced a need to leave their accommodation because of the risks to other members of their household.

My older sister (31) is one of my current housemates and is immune compromised, leaving her 
highly susceptible to COVID. Although I am currently studying i still need to find a job, hopefully at a 
post office or supermarket. Therefore, living with her is too much of a risk I can currently undertake. 
(Flatmates ‘person’ listing, April 2020)



AHURI Final Report No. 348  Marginal housing during COVID-19 24

2. Sydney’s marginal and informal housing sector and the risks during COVID-19  

Some listings referred to their occupation as a potential reason that share households might be reluctant to 
accept them.

For those who think I might have COVID just because I’m a nurse, I can assure you that I don’t have 
COVID!!! :P (Flatmates ‘person’ listing, April 2020)

The difficulties of navigating the share housing market with dependent children have been exacerbated during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. One advertisement makes reference to a 12-year-old daughter, who was schooled at home 
during the ‘lockdown’ period. To allay potential concerns that the child would be disruptive during the daytime, the 
advertisement declares that she is able to go to work with her parent.

Hi, I am a happy sociable easy going kiwi with a mature and bubbly 12 year old who [is] currently 
working online with her studies but comes into work with me daily. (Flatmates ‘person’ listing, April 
2020)

2.2 Estimating numbers of those living in marginal and informal housing in 
Sydney
As noted above, many ‘marginal’ dwelling types and informal arrangements fit within statistical definitions 
of homelessness, along with crowding (where three extra bedrooms are required in a household) and severe 
crowding (where four or more extra bedrooms are required). These include people living in improvised dwellings, 
those renting rooms in boarding houses or other temporary lodgings, caravan parks, or in ‘crowded’ and ‘severely 
crowded’ dwellings (Table 6).

The ABS Census refers to crowding in relation to homelessness as well as broader housing circumstances. 
Crowding is measured with reference to the Canadian National Occupancy Standard (CNOS), which in general 
occurs when there are more than two people per bedroom (ABS 2012b).

The number of those considered to be homeless due to ‘severely crowded’ housing (requiring four or more 
additional bedrooms) or in ‘crowded’ marginal housing (requiring three additional bedrooms) grew significantly 
between the 2011–16 Census period, rising by 157 per cent.

Table 6: Number of people experiencing homelessness, or in improvised and marginal housing circumstances  
in Greater Sydney

Homelessness Operational Group No. of people

Persons living in improvised dwellings, tents, or sleeping out 1,315

Persons in supported accommodation for the homeless 3,980

Persons staying temporarily with other households 2,751

Persons living in boarding houses 5,763

Persons in other temporary lodgings 71

Persons living in ‘severely’ crowded dwellings 15,115

Persons living in other crowded dwellings 28,107

Persons in other improvised dwellings 534

Persons who are marginally housed in caravan parks 537

Total 58,173

Source: Tablebuilder, ABS (2018).
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2.2.1 Group households and overcrowding

Group households, while not necessarily overcrowded, have also grown as a household type in Sydney, again 
reflecting high housing costs and the shortage of affordable rental units (Parkinson, James et al. 2018). Group or 
‘share’ households are a type of informal rental arrangement, often involving negotiations around rent, occupancy, 
and financial contributions. As shown in Figure 4, most of the group households in Sydney are in the Inner City SA2s.

A total of 76,795 group households were recorded in the 2016 Census (142,604 people). Of these, 52,694 people 
were living in group households that required one extra bedroom in Sydney on Census night, and 4,013 people 
were living in severely crowded group households. The majority (72%) of people living in group households are 
renters, of which an estimated 37,940 live in accommodation needing at least one extra bedroom, and around 
2,890 renters are in severely crowded group households.

2.2.2 Multi-family households and overcrowding

Multi-family households are at particular risk of being crowded. In contrast to traditional forms of extended family 
arrangements, ‘doubling up’—i.e. couples or parents with children who are combining with other households, is 
often called a form of hidden homelessness and a long-recognised strategy for coping with high housing costs in 
expensive cities (Vacha and Marin 1993). Homelessness service providers regard multi-family households to be at 
increased risk in the event of a COVID-19 infection:

Figure 4: Number of people in rented group households in Sydney by SA2Figure 4: Number of people in rented group households in Sydney by SA2 

 

Source: ABS 2016 (Derived from Tablebuilder) 

  

Source: ABS 2016 (Derived from Tablebuilder).

There is a high risk I think in some particular parts of our district and other districts as well. We 
know that in some locations there may well be two families living in the one apartment. (HS, 2020)

There were 90,928 people living in multi-family households that required one extra bedroom in Sydney on Census 
night, and 5,431 people living in multi-family households that were severely crowded. Focussing specifically on the 
rental sector, we estimate there to be around 20,913 people in rented multi-family households that required at 
least one extra bedroom, and around 1,250 renters live in multi-family households that are severely crowded.4

4 As 23 per cent of people living in multi-family households are renters
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2.3 Additional vulnerabilities of those living in marginal and informal 
housing in Sydney
Risks associated with inadequate housing may be compounded by an individual’s age, health status, or employment 
circumstances. The sections below consider these intersections, drawing on Census and interview data. As 
the ABS definition of homelessness covers the occupants in marginal and informal housing circumstances 
(discussed in the first chapter), we again use the ABS homelessness operational groups, as well as group 
household and multi-family data to identify the additional vulnerabilities to those in informal and marginal 
housing. Interview data from homelessness service providers and health experts was then used to support  
the main findings from the Census data.

2.3.1 Age

Age is a known risk factor in relation to the COVID-19 virus, with people over the age of 60 at greatest risk of adverse 
health outcomes if they become infected (NCDC 2020; Promislow 2020). People over the age of 60 who are also 
living in substandard housing therefore have multiple vulnerabilities.

The number of older people falling into homelessness has been rising in recent years, due to the shortage of 
affordable housing (Pawson, Parsell et al. 2018). In Sydney, 4,628 people over the age of 60 were estimated  
as homeless on Census night in 2016 (Table 7—60–69 and 70+ years).

Older people are also living in potentially precarious rental tenures, including share housing. In 2016, 6,454 people 
over the age of 60 were renting in a group household across Greater Sydney (Table 7—60–69 and 70+ years).

Residents of boarding houses can be relatively concentrated based on their age. Research by Chris Martin identified 
33 registered boarding houses in NSW where two-thirds or more of the residents were over the age of 60 (Martin 2019).

In interviews conducted for this study, homelessness outreach workers referred to this issue as a matter  
of particular concern.

Unfortunately…there are people who are over 65 living in boarding house accommodation. Also 
they’ve lived in that accommodation most of their lives. (HS, 2020)

Interviewees stressed the difficulties facing older residents who need to share bathroom facilities in boarding house 
accommodation. Over the COVID-19 pandemic period, shortages of cleaning and sanitary supplies have reportedly 
affected some boarding houses, with residents needing to obtain supplies for use in shared bathrooms themselves.
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Table 7: Number of people in homeless operational groups, group households and multi-family households in 
Greater Sydney by age

0–9 
years

10–19 
years

20–29 
years

30–39 
years

40–49 
years

50–59 
years

60–69 
years

70+ 
years

Homeless Operational Groups

Persons living in improvised dwellings, tents,  
or sleeping out 46 34 196 270 311 271 138 43

Persons in supported accommodation for  
the homeless 614 708 651 566 523 427 242 247

Persons staying temporarily with other households 187 161 800 562 375 329 238 100

Persons living in boarding houses 26 155 1,330 960 926 1,095 851 434

Persons in other temporary lodgings 0 3 3 21 16 12 14 5

Persons living in ‘severely’ crowded dwellings 1,637 2,026 5,982 2,505 1,302 929 472 270

Persons living in other crowded dwellings 3,712 4,297 10,240 41,63 2,520 1,878 823 483

Persons in other improvised dwellings 75 73 96 76 73 89 30 33

Persons who are marginally housed in caravan parks 19 27 39 41 91 100 106 114

Total 6,318 7,485 19,318 9,161 6,135 5,120 2,913 1,715

Source: ABS 2016 [Counting Persons, Estimating Homelessness].

Group Households

Total 138 5,633 80,558 31,925 10,323 7,588 4,394 2,060

Source: ABS 2016 [Counting Persons Place of Enumeration, Household Composition—Group Household, Tenure - Rent)].

Multi-family Households

Total 12,006 6,868 15,974 12,118 5,899 6,160 4,866 2,260

Source: ABS 2016 [Counting Persons Place of Enumeration, Household Composition—Multi-family Household, Tenure - Rent)].

For boarding house residents … [they] have to share the bathroom facilities—and were unable 
to buy basic hygiene supplies themselves. There was a real challenge for some of those older 
residents in boarding houses. (HS, 2020)

2.3.2 Occupation

For many Australians, preventing the spread of COVID-19 has meant a change to working practices, with many 
people required to undertake work or education from home. This presents challenges for people living in larger 
households or in dwellings poorly equipped with suitable space for work or study. However, others who work in 
roles that place them in close proximity to other workers or members of the public may face greater exposure  
to the virus. As discussed in Chapter 1, healthcare workers have an especially high risk of contracting COVID-19 
(Ng, Poon et al. 2020).

For those workers maintaining roles that require contact with others and who also happen to be living in marginal 
or overcrowded housing, this risk of exposure to the virus is then shared among their other household members 
where the ability to physically distance is impeded.

Table 8 shows the number of people that work in key industry sectors of employment that may put them at 
greater risk of exposure, who are also living in share, informal, and marginal housing arrangements. As shown, at 
the time of the 2016 Census, there were 463 healthcare and social assistance workers living in severely crowded 
housing. There were 8,476 health care and social assistance workers renting in group households, and 3,592 were 
renting in multi-family households in 2016.
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2.3.3 Overcrowding and Indigenous households

Issues associated with poor housing circumstances, such as overcrowding and inadequate access to facilities 
for clean water, have been linked to a number of poor health outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, such as childhood kidney disease, eye diseases and respiratory diseases (National Aboriginal Community 
Controlled Health Organisation and The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners 2018). Inadequate 
access to potable water and poor sanitation facilities can impact personal hygiene, and thereby impact the ability 
to prevent the spread of viruses through laundering and hand and face washing (World Health Organization 2018).

Booth and Carroll (2005) found that overcrowding is responsible for much of the health gap between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous populations. This was confirmed by Ali, Foster et al. (2018) and Foster and Hall (2019) whose 
work has separately probed the diverse connections between Indigenous housing conditions and a range of 
communicable diseases, including intestinal, skin, ear, eye and respiratory infections.

Foster and Hall take this further, to examine the evidence between these health issues and such factors as 
crowding, dwelling condition, health hardware, maintenance and repairs. This research shows that the most 
discernible improvements are found for conditions for which effective medical treatments exist, but over time 
there has been no major improvement in the proportion of households receiving maintenance and repairs or 
having access to functioning facilities for washing people and clothes.

This has implications for transmissible diseases like COVID-19. The proactive policy response established  
by Indigenous leaders to strictly limit movement in and out of remote communities have been highly effective 
containment measures but were needed precisely because of prior poor housing and high morbidity levels 
(Yashadhana, Pollard-Wharton et al. 2020). While the Indigenous community to date has been spared the brunt  
of COVID-19 infections, Aboriginal people in central Australia experienced five times higher rates of H1N1 influenza 
during the 2009 pandemic than the non-Indigenous population (Mousseau 2013). In the meantime, the Diné 
people of the Navajo nation have experienced 500 COVID-19 deaths to date, making theirs among the highest 
death rates on a per capita basis in the United States (Navajo Department of Health 2020).
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Table 8: Number of people in homeless operational groups, group households and multi-family households in 
Greater Sydney by industry of employment

 
Retail 
trade

Accommodation 
and food 
services

Transport, 
postal and 

warehousing

Administrative 
and support 

services

Education 
and 

training

Health care 
and social 

assistance Total

Homeless Operational Groups

Persons in supported 
accommodation for the 
homeless 41 48 17 29 21 84 244

Persons staying temporarily 
with other households 102 103 81 64 79 88 503

Persons living in boarding 
houses 154 322 128 133 81 144 961

Persons in other temporary 
lodgings 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Persons living in ‘severely’ 
crowded dwellings 806 1,374 374 399 158 463 3,576

Persons living in other 
crowded dwellings 1,291 2,359 641 703 324 1,051 6,377

Persons in other improvised 
dwellings 31 12 32 9 12 32 136

Persons who are marginally 
housed in caravan parks 5 11 11 7 4 12 48

Total 2,439 4,235 1,281 1,350 670 1,876 11,861

Source: ABS 2016 [[Counting Persons, Estimating Homelessness].

Group Households

Total  8,940 12,743 3,609 4,745 5,649 8,476 44,162

Source: ABS 2016 [Counting Persons Place of Enumeration, Household Composition—Group Household, Tenure—Rent)].

Multi-family Households

Total 3,078 3,279 1,948 1,538 951 3,592 14,386

Source: ABS 2016 [Counting Persons Place of Enumeration, Household Composition—Multi-family Household, Tenure—Rent)].

2.3.4 International students and temporary migrants

While not necessarily at increased risk of contracting COVID-19 or adverse health impacts of the virus, international 
students and migrants on temporary visas are at particular risk in relation to their housing circumstances. These 
groups are often over-represented within informal housing tenures because of additional barriers they face in 
accessing the private rental market without a rental history or local support networks (Gurran, Pill et al. 2019).

Interviews with health experts and homelessness service providers emphasised the vulnerability of international 
students and temporary migrants:

We’ve heard a lot of reports where there may be three times as many [international students] who 
are living in one place if there are beds. So, there are people sleeping shifts, things like that. So, 
that’s a hidden issue, I think, that relates to housing, some overcrowdedness which represents  
a future risk I think. (HE, 2020)
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2.4 Summary and policy implications
The data presented in this chapter provides insights into the population groups and housing practices likely to be 
associated with additional risks in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. These arise in relation to the condition 
and nature of accommodation in low-cost rental and informal housing markets, with overcrowded dwellings and 
dwellings without adequate facilities, associated with higher health risks.

Overall, the data presented in this chapter highlights the ways in which Sydney’s precarious rental market has 
exacerbated existing vulnerabilities experienced by lower income groups. Despite falling rental demand in Sydney 
due to international travel restrictions, there is evidence that many people are still seeking and offering share and 
informal accommodation.

Particular demographic groups, such as older people, are more susceptible to complications if infected by the 
COVID-19 virus, yet more than 10,000 people over the age of 60 are living in overcrowded conditions, or in share/
multi-family rental housing.

For some, ongoing difficulties around navigating the informal share housing market with dependent children have 
been exacerbated by the pandemic, and the disruption to work and practices. Working or studying from home is 
often difficult in share or informal accommodation.

In order to ensure that people are not forced to accept inappropriate housing conditions, ongoing access to 
adequate income support during the pandemic period is essential. Given that many older people and families with 
children who are living in overcrowded rental accommodation are likely to be eligible for and/or waiting for social 
housing, escalating priority applications, for instance, by headleasing private rental stock, is an important medium 
and longer term intervention.

The circumstances of international migrants is not well known, and many international migrants may be resorting 
to informal and marginal housing due to less access to government support and a lack of support networks. To 
avoid the risk of disease spreading in overcrowded or substandard accommodation used by these groups, such 
as occurred in Singapore’s migrant dormitories, governments and education providers need to play a stronger 
role in ensuring that adequate housing is available for students and temporary visa holders. Providing clear advice 
and information about residential tenancy rights and alternative housing options, is also critical for international 
students and temporary visa holders.

Of additional concern are the persons working in occupational groups, such as healthcare and social assistance, 
who are living in marginal and informal housing tenures. These workers have in some instances needed to source 
alternative accommodation because of household concerns relating to the risk of disease transmission. This is a 
current and future public health concern, given the risk of resurgences of COVID-19 or other future viruses. Long-
term strategies to accommodate essential workers adequately and safely are needed to manage these risks.

Private rental prices may go down in the foreseeable future due to lowered demand with job losses and reduced 
net overseas migration (NOM). However these reductions are still unlikely to make rentals affordable for the groups 
that occupy informal or marginal housing, particularly in unaffordable rental markets such Sydney. Those in informal 
and marginal rental space require direct intervention due to other barriers they face entering formal rental markets. 
Direct intervention such as actively expanding the supply of social housing through construction or headleasing, 
are critical strategies for reducing dependence on informal and potentially substandard rental options.
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• This chapter examines the rental market effect of falling demand  
for Airbnb-style STR accommodation.

• Focussing on Sydney, Hobart, and the NSW South Coast, we find 
a marked easing of rental vacancy rates in Hobart, which appears 
linked to a release of short-term Airbnb-style units back to the  
long-term rental market.

• In Sydney rental vacancy rates have stabilised over the past 12 months,  
but median rents remain unaffordable for lower income earners. The 
release of some STR accommodation into the permanent rental and 
informal rental market has increased supply but not demonstrably at  
the affordable end of the market.

• In Shoalhaven on the NSW South Coast, permanent rental vacancy 
rates are at an all-time low but around 20% of the housing stock is 
available as residential tourist accommodation.

• There is little evidence of STRs being used to accommodate 
homeless populations and others in need of emergency 
accommodation during the pandemic.



AHURI Final Report No. 348  Marginal housing during COVID-19 32

3. Changes in the low-cost and STR markets  

This chapter looks at the change in rental markets in Sydney, Hobart and Shoalhaven, NSW during the COVID-19 
pandemic, focussing particularly on intersections with Airbnb-style STR accommodation. The first section of the 
chapter describes the state of housing markets in the three case study areas prior to the COVID-19 outbreak. 
The chapter then examines rental market changes drawing on available real estate data and data on Airbnb 
listings. In the final section, the chapter considers policy approaches to regulating and using residential tourist 
accommodation, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond and presents interview data from housing 
and public health experts on the use of STRs and hotels for emergency accommodation.

3.1 Housing markets before the COVID-19 outbreak
To understand the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the availability of low-cost rental housing, including 
intersections between informal and STR markets, we expanded our analysis from Sydney to include two additional 
regions. Hobart has had a very tight rental market for several years, likely exacerbated by rising conversion of 
permanent units to STR accommodation. Shoalhaven in the NSW South Coast has also experienced very tight 
rental pressures and rising rates of homelessness in recent years (Stubbs 2016). The area is a popular tourism 
destination, and a high proportion of its housing stock is comprised of residential holiday accommodation 
(Gurran, Zhang et al. 2018). Increasingly, this accommodation is being advertised via STR platforms such as 
Airbnb, and this has been associated with anecdotal reports of increased housing demand, particularly by 
investors (Gurran, Zhang et al. 2020).

By contrast to Hobart and Shoalhaven, the Sydney market had enjoyed a record construction boom in recent 
years and was experiencing high vacancy rates in the rental market in the 12 months before the pandemic. 
However, as noted above, there was an ongoing shortage of affordable rental supply in Sydney, as documented  
by Hulse, Reynolds et al. (2019).

3.1.1 Rental vacancy rates

The rental market vacancy rate, which reflects the number of vacant private rental properties at any point in 
time expressed as a percentage of the total private rental properties, is a good indicator of whether there is a 
balance between supply and demand in a market. A recent Reserve Bank discussion paper (Saunders and Tulip 
2019) suggested that for real rents not to increase (i.e. rents to only rise in line with inflation) the vacancy rate in 
a location needed to be at least 3 per cent.5 Similarly, Phibbs (2018) estimated the relationship between vacancy 
rates and rents using data from suburbs in Sydney, Melbourne and Hobart; and finding a linear relationship 
whereby increases in rents were a direct function of the vacancy rates. Very low vacancy rates (less than 1.5%) 
generated double digit nominal rent increases while vacancy rates more than 3 per cent produced stable or 
decreasing nominal rents (see below for more details).

Table 9 shows the vacancy rate in Sydney based on estimates from the NSW Real Estate Institute for the inner, 
middle and outer rings of Sydney. The table shows a steady trend of increasing vacancy rates in Sydney and 
reducing rents. This trend has helped to put downward pressure on rents with the NSW Government’s own  
Rent monitor showing that pre-pandemic rents in real terms have not risen since 2015 (FACS 2020).

5 See especially Saunders and Tulip (2019) Figure 10, page 18. 
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Table 9: Sydney vacancy rates and rental average 2017 to 2020 (pre COVID-19)

Region Feb 2017 Aug 2017 Feb 2018 Aug 2018 Feb 2019 Aug 2019 Feb 2020

Inner 1.7 1.9 1.8 2.9 2.9 3.4 2.8

Middle 1.8 2.3 2.5 3.1 3.6 3.9 3.9

Outer 2.2 1.8 2.3 3.1 3.1 3.5 3.5

Total 2.9 2.0 2,3 2.8 3.6 3.6 3.4

Rents for 2 BR dwelling*– $530 $550 $550 $540 $520 $525 $520

*March quarter results from rent report for Sydney for February, and September quarter for August (FACS 2020)

Source: NSW Real Estate Institute (2020) based on a survey of its members.

The increase in vacancy rates in Sydney was occurring despite the significant increase in population occurring in 
the city (Figure 5). Sydney has been growing at about 1.7 per cent per annum over the 5 years pre-pandemic. Much 
of Sydney’s growth comes from international migration, with the city losing internal population to other parts 
of Australia. For the period between December 2018 and December 2019, the city grew by about 87,000 people 
consisting of a natural increase (birth over deaths) of 39,000, with NOM of 74,000 (arrivals minus departures). This 
growth was counteracted by about net 26,000 people leaving Sydney for other parts of Australia (people arriving 
in Sydney minus people leaving Sydney).

Figure 5: Population growth, Sydney and Hobart in context
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The Hobart housing market in Tasmania is very different. First, it is much smaller with Greater Hobart having an 
estimated resident population of 236,000 persons at the end of 2019 (ABS 2020). Unlike Sydney, in recent years 
rents across Hobart have risen rapidly, reaching an annual rate of over 10 per cent at the end of 2019 (TUTAS 
2020b). Vacancy rates in Hobart are the lowest of all Australian capital cities with a sustained period of vacancy 
rates being less than 2 per cent. The Tasmanian Real Estate Institute (TREI) reveals that the rental vacancy rate 
has fallen from almost 5 per cent in 2013 to 1.8 per cent in the September quarter of 2019 and 2.1 per cent in the 
March quarter of 2020.6

6 Monthly vacancy rate measures are available from commercial data providers SQM, but they report a much smaller vacancy rate than 
the TREI, possibly because they only capture listings available from particular online real estate listings. They report a February 2020 
vacancy rate of 0.9 per cent and a March vacancy rate of 0.8 per cent.
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These low vacancy rates have been partly generated by a recent increase in population growth rates. In recent 
years, Hobart’s population growth rates have increased with the current rate being about 1.5 per cent a significant 
increase on its 2013–14 growth rate of 0.6 per cent. This change in growth rates saw Hobart grow by 1,200 persons 
between 2013 and 2014 while between December 2018 and December 2019 the population grew by 3,450. The 
reasons for this growth are different than Sydney, with a focus on both an increase in net internal migration (more 
people moving to Hobart than leaving Hobart from the rest of Tasmania and the mainland) and NOM, which makes 
up about half of Hobart’s growth. Unlike Sydney the vast majority of NOM is temporary migration largely composed 
of international students. There has been limited dwelling construction in response to this growth with limited new 
apartment buildings directed at investors and most of the construction being house and land packages for home 
ownership. The nature of this new construction has been part of the reason that vacancy rates in the Hobart rental 
market have been so low.

In Shoalhaven, NSW, the picture is different again. Annual population growth in the region between 2016–21 is 
estimated to be 0.9 per cent, driven entirely by net migration. The permanent rental market is very tight, with 
vacancy rates of 1.9 per cent in the major population and employment centre Nowra in 2019, although rents were 
stable (Table 10). By June 2020, the vacancy rate had fallen to 0.7 per cent and rents had risen by 2.7 per cent. It 
is likely that some of this increased rental demand was driven by displaced households affected by the summer 
2019–20 bushfires.

Table 10: Private rental market Shoalhaven/Nowra, June Quarter 2019 and 2020

  June Quarter 2019 June Quarter 2020

First Quartile weekly rent for new bonds ($) 320 335

Median weekly rent for new bonds ($) 370 380

New bonds lodged (no.) 719 717

Total bonds held (no.) 7,439 7,829

Annual change in median weekly rent 0.0% 2.7%

Vacancy rate 1.9% 0.7%

Number of vacant properties 81 31

Source: FACS (2020) and SQM (2020).

3.1.2 The STR market in Sydney, Hobart and Shoalhaven

At the same time that dwelling construction has been running at record levels in Sydney, high availability (greater 
than 60 days per annum) whole dwellings rented out on STR platforms have also been growing rapidly. In September 
2015 the Airbnb monitoring website, Inside Airbnb (2020), counted 4,829 of these dwellings. This number had risen 
to 10,023 by March 2019 and then to 11,007 by February 2020. Previous research (Gurran and Phibbs 2017) has 
shown that Airbnb listings in Sydney are focussed on the eastern side of the city in the major tourist areas and close 
to the major tourist beaches. The three LGAs with the highest concentration of Airbnb properties are Waverley (with 
Airbnb stock representing about 8% of the rental market,7 Northern Beaches (7%) and the City of Sydney (6%). The 
average for Sydney is about 2 per cent.

Similarly, there has been growth in the STR market in Hobart. However, the concentration of Airbnb in the rental 
market is much higher than in Sydney. Table 11 shows the total number of Airbnb listings in Hobart in February 
2020 and the number of dwellings expressed as a percentage of the rental market in the four central Hobart LGAs.

The average for the Greater Hobart Area is about 6 per cent. The Hobart housing market is the perfect storm for 
a Hobart renter. There has been limited new rental stock coming into the market, there is significant population 
growth made up largely of students looking for rental housing, and a significant amount of the rental stock has 
been directed into the STR market.

7 As measured by the total active number of rental bonds (FACS 2020).
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Table 11: High availability whole dwellings listed on Airbnb as a percentage of the total rental market by Hobart LGA

LGA Percentage of total rental market*

Glenorchy 2

Clarence 6

Hobart 12

Kingsborough 11

*Rental market estimates based on ABS 2016 Census data increased by 1.0% per annum.

Source: Airbnb data from Inside Airbnb (2020) and rental market estimates from ABS (2016)

In Shoalhaven, analysis in late 2017 identified 2,283 Airbnb listings comprising 4.2 per cent of the total housing stock 
(Gurran, Zhang et al. 2018). Of these, whole home listings frequently available (i.e. permanent holiday accommodation) 
amounted to the equivalent of 21.6 per cent of the rental stock. However, the study found no evidence of a structural 
change in the Shoalhaven housing market, where the majority of tourist accommodation is in the form of residential 
holiday rentals (with holiday homes amounting to more than 4.5 times the number of beds in formal hotel/motel 
accommodation). Further, the area has long been characterised by high seasonal vacancy rates, consistent with 
second home tourism markets (over 25% of the housing stock has been vacant on census night since 1996), while 
holiday home rental income is estimated to be considerably lower (71–90%) than the permanent market (Gurran, 
Zhang et al. 2018, using data from Inside Airbnb and NSW Rent and Sales Reports).

Analysis for Shoalhaven Council determined that the majority of STR accommodation was situated in locations 
unsuitable for permanent residents in housing stress (Stubbs 2016). However, in the context of a very tight rental 
market, exacerbated by the 2019–20 bushfires, the availability of STR stock may represent a potential source of 
accommodation for permanent residents experiencing housing stress in the Shoalhaven area.

3.2 Supply of STRs post-pandemic
The Airbnb tracking site was used to estimate the change in Airbnb listings that occurred after COVID-19 
restrictions emerged, in Sydney and Hobart (data on the Shoalhaven LGA is not available). Monthly estimates  
are shown in Table 12.

In both Sydney and Hobart there was a significant reduction in Airbnb listing for whole dwellings by hosts who 
were advertising high availability properties (greater than 60 days per annum). The high availability filter is used  
to remove home owners who might be renting out their dwelling when owner-occupiers take their annual holidays 
from the analysis.

Table 12: Changes in high availability whole dwelling Airbnb Listings 2020 Sydney and Hobart

Sydney* % change Hobart* % change

February 2020 11,007 1,275

March 2020 11,277 2% 1,319 3%

April 2020 9,699 -14% 1,032 -22%

May 2020 10,191 5% 1,122 9%

June 2020 9,696 -5% 1,097 -2%

Change March to June 1,581 -14% 222 -17%

* Some outlying LGAs are excluded.

Source: Airbnb data from Inside Airbnb (2020).

In Hobart between March and April listings decreased by 22 per cent while the equivalent figure was 14 per cent  
in Sydney. The difference may have been caused by the greater opportunities for short-term letting in Sydney with 
a continuing stream of international arrivals and a larger pool of temporary migrants in the employment market, 
but it is hard to be certain. The other issue might have been the lower vacancy rates in the Hobart market made  
it more likely that an Airbnb host could attract a long-term tenant.
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3.3 Understanding impacts of STRs on rental housing markets
Examining the research undertaken to estimate the impact of STRs on the broader housing markets reveals that 
three broad methods have been used.

The first is the simplest. We could call it the’ income-led investor model’. This model estimates the number of 
nights that properties are hosted on Airbnb and compares the potential revenue from Airbnb with the revenue 
from traditional long-term private rental. Where the Airbnb revenue for most of the urban market is less than  
the private rental market revenue, it assumes that Airbnb is not having an impact on the housing market. A  
recent study undertaken by the consulting firm SGS (2018) on behalf of Airbnb used this approach. However,  
this approach posits that the behaviour of rental investors is driven only by rental income. In current markets  
in Australia the rental income is a small proportion of the total return for rental investors.

The second method involves undertaking an econometric study of urban housing markets to measure the 
actual impact on rents using detailed models of the market with robust statistical techniques. We could call this 
the ‘housing market analysis model’. An example of this method is the work by Horn and Merante (2017) on the 
Boston rental market. They show that a one standard deviation increase in Airbnb listings is associated with an 
increase in asking rents of 0.4 per cent.

The final approach tries to examine the actual working of rental markets, focussed on the impact of changing  
the vacancy rate. We could call this the ‘vacancy rate model’. It is based on the hypothesis that STR platforms will 
have a significant impact on housing markets when they are able to move vacancy rates by a significant amount 
(e.g. by more than a decimal point).

For this study, we used the vacancy rate measure to examine the relationship between the short-term and 
permanent rental market. Changing demand in both short and long-term rental sectors in the context of the 
pandemic make this approach the most viable in the current circumstances. However, we also applied an 
econometric approach to consider potential impacts of changes in the supply of permanent/short-term units  
on rents. Due to data availability we focussed this analysis only on the Sydney and Hobart rental markets.

3.3.1 Sydney housing market impacts

The sudden contraction of Airbnb with COVID-19 provides an opportunity to examine the impact of the STR 
market on rents (the supply side) but is complicated by the simultaneous reduction in demand. This reduction in 
demand is generated by two factors—the reduction in population living in Sydney as a result of COVID-19 and the 
reduced incomes of the Sydney population as a result of increasing unemployment and reduced working hours.

In the case of Sydney, the reduced population in the city is generated by the smaller number of temporary and 
permanent migrants arriving in Sydney because of the pandemic. Some of these temporary migrants will be 
students but a significant proportion will be people on temporary working visas. It is estimated that Australian 
NOM will decrease by 30 per cent this financial year, so applying this figure to Sydney the population will shrink by 
about 22,000 persons. Assuming that about 65 per cent of NOM are looking to locate in the private rental market8 
and assuming a standard occupancy of about 2.8 persons per rental dwelling, that leads to a reduction in demand 
of about 5,100 dwellings. In addition, some people already in the rental market will move back in with parents and/
or friends as way of reducing expenses if their income drops.

8  Some will live with family and friends, while many students will live in special purpose student accommodation provided by Universities 
and private companies like Urbanest which are not part of the traditional private rental market.
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Both these decreases in demand can be estimated by examining how much the rental market has shrunk 
through tracking the number of active rental bonds in the market.9 However, how the reduction in purchasing 
power impacts rents is much harder to estimate, especially when the impact of the Australian Government’s 
JobKeeper and JobSeeker package is considered. It is clear that some tenants will have lost income as a result of 
the pandemic, in some cases all their income, but this may have been replaced or partially replaced by JobKeeper 
and JobSeeker payments. Some people on JobKeeper, especially people working part-time before the pandemic, 
might have had an increase in income. For those not in employment, the COVID-19 supplement or the two $750 
top ups for pensioners would have led to a significant increase in their income. This increase in income will have 
led to an increase in demand for private rental housing as people have moved from informal housing (e.g. share 
or boarding house style accommodation) into the private rental sector. At this stage, it is impossible to make a 
reasonable estimate of the size of this decrease in demand from renters due to a reduction in income. This might 
be clarified at a later date when better data on the impact of COVID-19 on renters’ incomes is available.

Table 13 shows a variety of rental market and Airbnb data for Sydney LGAs, focussing on LGAs where 50 or more 
whole dwelling units have been withdrawn from the tourist platform. The table shows that LGAs with high Airbnb 
penetration (largely in the inner city) also tend to have been areas with significant reduction in overall demand, 
resulting from population decreases from reduced NOM and other factors. Thus, it is difficult to fully attribute 
the significant correlation between the estimated change in the vacancy rate and the change in rents (0.69) to 
changes in STR markets in these areas. Further, in some cases this relationship is further confounded by other 
factors such as a surge in new supply (especially apartments which are more likely to be in inner LGAs) or a sharp 
reduction in demand generated by lower household incomes (again which are more likely to be in the inner ring 
because of the higher proportion of people working in hospitality).

Nevertheless, the data shows that the potential loss/gain of rental units due to tourism will have perceptible 
impacts on rental availability and costs in high demand cities such as Sydney. These appear most significant  
in high demand rental markets where there have also been higher decreases in Airbnb listings, such as the  
City of Sydney, North Sydney, and Northern Beaches LGAs.

There is evidence from our Flatmates.com.au data set that some Airbnb owners have listed their properties  
on the informal rental market. In addition to references to COVID-19 discussed in the previous chapter, 10 of  
the property listings in Flatmates.com.au stated that they were previous Airbnb listings, and one property  
owner/manager stated directly that they had transitioned their multiple Airbnb properties from the STR market 
due to COVID-19.

It was Airbnb but offering the entire flat to you just $550 per week until end of May.

Notably the intention of these owners appears to be to remove these properties from the informal rental market 
for a limited period of time only.

9  In NSW, bonds of tenants are lodged with the NSW Rental Bond Board. 
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Table 13: Examining rental markets and Airbnb interactions in selected Sydney LGAs

LGA

Change in 
rental bonds 

March to 
June Quarter

Change 
in median 

rents March 
to June 

Quarter

Airbnb 
density 
March

Decrease 
in Airbnb 

listings

Estimated 
addition to 

VR from 
reduction 
in Airbnb

Estimated 
addition to 

VR from 
demand 

reduction

Estimated 
Total 

addition 
to VR 

Estimated 
Potential 

Airbnb 
component of 

rent change

Bayside -2.1% -7% 1.4% 56 0.2% 2.1% 2.3% 10%

Cumberland -0.6% -2% 1.0% 76 0.3% 0.6% 0.9% 32%

Inner West -1.9% -4% 1.9% 81 0.3% 1.9% 2.2% 12%

North Sydney -1.8% -9% 2.8% 87 0.5% 1.8% 2.3% 22%

Northern Beaches 0.0% -4% 7.4% 127 0.5% 0.0% 0.5% 98%

Randwick -2.4% -7% 2.9% 52 0.2% 2.4% 2.6% 9%

Ryde -0.9% -6% 1.5% 60 0.4% 0.9% 1.2% 28%

Sydney -5.3% -9% 5.7% 715 1.2% 5.3% 6.5% 19%

Waverley -3.7% -9% 7.8% 64 0.5% 3.7% 4.1% 11%

Notes: VR = vacancy rate.

Source: Rental and Bond data from FACS (2020). Airbnb data from Inside Airbnb (2020).
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3.3.2 Hobart housing market impacts

Hobart provides a much more straightforward case study to examine the impact of a reduction in Airbnb listings 
for several reasons:

• The reduction in Airbnb listing was larger in Sydney and Airbnb has a larger presence in the Hobart housing market.

• The NOM stream is almost exclusively international students which makes the changes in NOM easier to 
estimate. Data from the University of Tasmania (UTAS 2020) indicates that the 2020 enrolments were almost 
identical to 2019 although about 15 per cent of the international students were studying on-line from their  
own country.10

• The amount of new housing supply directly entering the rental market is relatively low.

• The smaller size of the market makes the patterns in the market easier to identify.

• The reductions in purchasing power as a result of the pandemic is likely to be less than Sydney because of the 
larger proportion of Centrelink recipients and retired households in Hobart and the lower wages paid that are 
likely to be closer to the amounts provided by JobKeeper and the increased JobSeeker payments.

One question is whether all the listings removed from the Hobart Airbnb market ended up in the private rental 
market. While there was a lot of anecdotal evidence that this was occurring and was widely reported in the media 
by the Reserve Bank (2020) and by property consultants (see for example Bevan 2020; Chalmers 2020; Owen 
2020; Watson 2020), perhaps Airbnb owners removed their properties from the STR market and left them vacant. 
One way of examining this issue is to examine the changes in vacancies in Hobart over time. The property data 
company SQM tracks the changes in the number of rental vacancies in the Hobart market over time. The increase 
in vacancies of 204 properties in April 2020 reasonably closely matched the decrease in Airbnb listings of 287.  
The next month when Airbnb listings increased by 90, SQM vacancies decreased by 56. Given that we know 
that SQM does not capture all vacancies, it would appear that most of the change in listings are moving to the 
permanent rental market. However, since it would be reasonable to assume that some of the listings do not end 
up in the rental market, the conversion into rental market properties is assumed to be 70 per cent of the reduction 
in listings.11

Table 14 shows a variety of rental market and Airbnb data for Hobart LGAs. Note that since no estimates of total 
bonds were available in Hobart, the reductions in new bonds lodged in the June quarter was used. Data from 
2017–1812 was used to estimate the reduction in new bonds lodged between the March and June quarter for 
each of the council areas in a normal year. In 2020, the reduction in new bonds was larger than in previous years 
attributable to the reduction in the Hobart population resulting from reduced NOM. This change was estimated  
to be equivalent to a reduction in demand of about 125 dwellings. This reduction in demand was allocated across 
the four council areas based on the location of international students based on a University of Tasmania report 
(Lyth, Peterson et al. 2019) and the change in new bonds listings by Council area (TUTAS 2020a)13.

10 This is based on nationwide data provided by the Department of Education Skills and Employment (2020).
11 Note that a similar change wasn’t made for Sydney. The steep topography of Hobart means that many dwellings, especially in the 

Hobart LGA, are on sloping blocks and hence some Airbnb whole listings might be the lower story of a dwelling with the owner living 
above. In these circumstances, it may be less likely that owners will rent their Airbnb listing into the permanent rental market.

12 2019 was not included because of data issues associated with the introduction of a new online system.
13 If additional data becomes available, a better technique would be to use the ratio of total bonds in the March and June quarter. This 

method was used in the Sydney case study. The total drop in demand estimate seems reasonable since it approximates a 30 per cent 
drop in NOM assuming that 65 per cent of them stay in rental housing at an occupancy rate of 2.8.
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Table 14: Examining rental markets and Airbnb interactions in Hobart LGAs

LGA Glenorchy Clarence Hobart Kingborough Total

Private rental dwellings 2016 census* 4,804 3,726 6,397 2,434 17,361

Estimated number of Airbnb properties moving to the PRM 13 36 113 38 200

Airbnb Density March 2% 6% 12% 11%

Change in vacancy rate from reduction in Airbnb 0.3% 1.0% 1.8% 1.6% 1.1%

Change in vacancy rate from demand reduction** 0.2% 0.8% 0.8% 1.4% 0.7%

Change in median rents March to June Quarter# -2% -7% -9% -9%

Estimate from Phibbs (2018) -2 -7 -10 -9

Airbnb share of change 46% 55% 65% 65% 58%

Notes: * Inflated at 1% per annum to provide a 2020 estimate & VR is the Vacancy Rate. 
** Based on loss of demand for 125 dwellings. 
# Sourced from (TUTAS 2020b) 3-bedroom dwellings.

Source: Compiled by authors from listed data.

To test the assumptions in the table, the Phibbs (2018) model of rents and vacancy rates, was applied to the 
estimated changes in vacancy rates/rents. Results were close to the actual changes in overall rents but tended  
to overestimate the change in rents for the Hobart LGA. This might be because some of the ex-Airbnb listings  
did not end up in the rental market or because the reduction in demand from the reduction in NOM has been 
over-estimated.

The last column shows the estimate of the share of the rent decreases attributable to Airbnb. It is significantly 
higher than the Sydney estimates for two reasons—the greater penetration of Airbnb in Hobart and the larger 
reductions in Airbnb listings during the pandemic.14 The strong relationship between the rent changes and the 
Airbnb density in each LGA suggest that Airbnb on its own has a major impact on rents.15

However, what is clear is that relatively small changes in the availability of dwellings can have very significant 
impacts on rents. The mechanism has got nothing to do with Airbnb stock as a proportion of the total dwellings  
in an area as claimed by Nolan (2020). Rents will decrease if a change in supply can increase the vacancy rate.  
If the limiting of STR activity led to increased private rental stock, we would see a substantial reduction in rents  
in Hobart.

We have observed that even a modest reduction in Airbnb listings (about 17%) is associated with a significant 
reduction in rents. In rental markets it is clear that small changes in supply can make a significant difference for 
long-term renters. This analysis helps explain the great differences in Hobart rental increases and vacancy rates 
before and after Airbnb became a feature of Hobart real estate markets.

14 Note that if the table has overestimated the number of ex-Airbnb listings entering the rental market, then this percentage would  
be reduced.

15 Another potential weakness of the analysis in Table 14 might be that the estimates of the reduction in demand are not correct and  
a much larger proportion could be attributable to a reduction in demand rather than supply changes from Airbnb. This question could 
be resolved when better estimates of demand changes (e.g. total active bonds) become available or when ABS provides estimates of 
both household income and the estimated resident population of the Hobart LGAs.
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3.4 Using STR accommodation for priority housing during the pandemic
Some jurisdictions internationally have sought to introduce temporary or permanent changes to the regulatory 
framework surrounding STR accommodation to:

• manage the risks of unregulated visitor accommodation, particularly dormitory style accommodation, within 
residential buildings

• provide suitable accommodation for healthcare workers

• address unmet housing need, including accommodation for homeless people or those living in inadequate 
housing.

We discuss these points in turn below.

3.4.1 Managing the risks of unregulated visitor accommodation

There has long been concern about the health and safety risks of unregulated tourist accommodation within 
residential dwellings (Gurran, Zhang et al. 2020). These concerns have continued during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
For instance, in Australia, regional communities have expressed fear that, despite travel bans, second homes 
may draw visitors who could in turn bring risk of new infections and/or place pressure on strained local health 
infrastructure (Foley 2020).

Airbnb has recently announced restrictions to bookings of 16 people or more, during the pandemic period  
(Airbnb 2020b). However, enforcing the restrictions on the actual use of properties that are managed entirely  
via online platforms is almost impossible without the regulation and assistance of local managing agencies and  
or authorities (Gurran and Sadowski 2019).

3.4.2 Accommodating healthcare workers

Some STR platforms have enabled property owners to offer discounted or free accommodation to healthcare 
workers wishing to isolate from their families or stay nearer their place of work.

For instance, Airbnb’s ‘Frontline Stays’ as part of the ‘OpenHomes’ platform, lets Airbnb hosts list their homes  
for free for healthcare workers (Airbnb 2020a). However, data on take-up internationally and within Australia, 
remains unavailable.

There have been grass roots approaches to offer residential tourist accommodation for healthcare workers. 
The platform ‘Find a Bed’, which was set up following the summer 2019– 20 bushfires was modified to include 
‘COVID-19 Stays’, targeting healthcare workers and others in need of accommodation. Similarly, ‘Adopt a 
Healthcare Worker’ Facebook Pages were set up in Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane to aid healthcare workers, 
including assistance with accommodation. In Victoria, hotel accommodation has been offered to healthcare 
workers that wish to self-isolate away from their usual household, for instance following exposure to a COVID-19 
positive patient (Victorian Government 2020a).

3.4.3 Addressing unmet housing needs

For many cities, the COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the need to properly regulate the STR accommodation 
sector to preserve permanent housing. Some, such as Lisbon and Portugal, have announced an intention to seize 
vacant STR properties as affordable housing for key workers (Medina 2020).

In Paris, it has been reported that property owners who have breached the city’s strict STR legislation have been 
offered the opportunity to have their fines waived if they transition their properties into the private rental market 
at reduced market rent, for a minimum of three years (Cosnard and Guillou 2020; Johnson 2020; Rizhlaine 2020).

However, there is little evidence that STR accommodation has been used for emergency accommodation in 
Australia. Rather, hotel accommodation has been offered to homeless people (particularly rough sleepers)  
during the pandemic period, including residents of boarding houses who test positive for COVID-19.
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In NSW, hotel accommodation for homeless groups has been offered in collaboration with non-government 
outreach organisations, initially for a 30-day period, with the potential for further extensions. Interviews with 
homelessness service providers provide insights into the efficacy of this approach which in many instances  
has led to a more permanent housing solution for participants.

An important finding is that initial assistance with accommodation, combined with increased welfare payments, 
has supported efforts to secure longer term housing:

The government input into actually trying to end homelessness has been commendable. … They’ve 
actually put some resources into trying to end homelessness and find pathways out for people who are 
doing it rough …. I mean the increase in welfare payments has been a really great benefit. (HS, 2020)

[Those in hotel accommodation are] taking the opportunity to move into better accommodation 
because they can afford it now with the increase in JobKeeper payments. So, they have made that 
jump from out of the sector to more self-contained private rental. (HS, 2020)

Pending changes to welfare payments present a risk in terms of sustaining these outcomes.

There are older men who have been living in shared facilities for a number of years who have taken 
the opportunity to move on, but now have anxiety about what’s going to happen come September 
[when JobKeeper and JobSeeker payments are reduced]. (HS, 2020)

Although STR accommodation might provide a suitable resource for households living in inadequate accommodation, 
such as parents with children, interviewees expressed limitations associated with accessing this stock. The 
availability of onsite staff in hotels and motels means that communication and management is easier for support 
staff and healthcare providers in these formal tourism settings.

3.5 Summary and policy implications
This chapter has examined rental market trends in Sydney, Hobart, and Shoalhaven, prior to and during the 
pandemic period. All three markets were characterised by rental affordability pressures prior to the pandemic, 
potentially exacerbated by the diversion of housing units to short-term Airbnb-style tourist accommodation.  
Our analysis found a marked easing of rental vacancy rates in Hobart, which appears to be linked to a release  
of STRs back to the long-term rental market in 2020. In Sydney, rental vacancy rates have stabilised over the  
past 12 months, and the release of additional STR stock seems to have contributed to rental reductions, although 
median rents remain unaffordable for lower income earners. In Shoalhaven, permanent rental vacancy rates are  
at an all-time low, but around 20 per cent of the housing stock is available as residential tourist accommodation.

The results of the analysis show that limiting the diversion of permanent housing units to the STR market would 
be an important strategy for addressing affordability in high demand markets such as Hobart and Sydney. One 
option might be to introduce a permit system, capping the number of permits at a proportion of the existing rental 
market (as measured by the Rental Bond Authority), and with a focus on priority housing market locations.

This approach might be phased in by refusing to issue any permits within a particular LGA (or suburb) once the 
threshold was reached. For example, if in the case of Greater Hobart, STR listings were distributed across the  
city to a maximum of 5 per cent, the benefits of tourism could be shared more evenly.

A permit system of registrations would also enable such housing to be properly regulated, with benefits in terms 
of health or natural emergency response.

Finally, there is little evidence to suggest that STR accommodation has been used as an emergency housing 
resource during the pandemic period in Australia. However, in very tight rental markets, such as the Shoalhaven 
LGA, there may be opportunities to use residential tourist stock as medium-term transitional accommodation  
for those with priority housing needs.
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Key points

• The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the inequalities in Australia’s 
housing system and exposed the significant health risks associated 
with inadequate accommodation. The chronic shortage of affordable 
rental housing in Australia means many lower income and vulnerable 
groups are dependent on overcrowded, marginal housing and 
informal housing tenures in which physical distancing is difficult  
or impossible, increasing potential for virus spread.

• Lower income renters living in marginal and informal housing 
are at further risk due to the vulnerability of their tenure. Finding 
appropriate accommodation during the pandemic period is more 
difficult for those with limited financial resources, although some 
people have been able to access more suitable housing because  
of increased income support.

• Falling demand for STR accommodation during the pandemic has 
improved overall rental availability in case study markets of Hobart and 
Sydney. These improvements should be encouraged by more effectively 
preventing the loss of residential units to tourist accommodation.

• Long-term increases in affordable rental housing are needed 
to address the underlying problems facing Australia’s lower 
income renters, particularly those who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness. Intermediate solutions such as increased income 
support for more appropriate housing, and assistance with 
accessing private rental units, should be further explored.
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This final section of the report draws together key findings in relation to the research questions and summarises 
priorities for policy development as well as further research.

4.1 How should residents of marginal and informal housing be assisted 
during the COVID-19 pandemic?
This Scoping Project has highlighted the potential health and related risks facing residents of marginal and informal 
housing, including forms of share accommodation, during the COVID-19 pandemic. Clear health risks arise in 
overcrowded accommodation or in housing that is substandard. There are also risks associated with the precarity of 
informal tenures during the pandemic period, notwithstanding efforts to extend rental protections to those without 
formal residential tenancy agreements. Finally, there are often particular difficulties faced by people seeking share 
accommodation and/or needing to work or study in share homes during government ‘stay home’ restrictions.

On the one hand it is clear through our data that there are large numbers of people living in housing that could be 
a health risk/housing risk to them and others during the pandemic, and potentially even greater numbers given 
the difficulty in enumerating these populations. On the other hand, due to these links between housing and public 
health revealed during the pandemic, there have been widespread government and non-government responses 
to directly and indirectly support people living in informal and marginal housing. The pandemic has prompted 
increases in JobSeeker and JobKeeper, eviction moratoriums, and hotel accommodation offered to rough 
sleepers and some people in marginal housing, which had positive short-term housing outcomes.

However, the difficulties of monitoring and regulating marginal and informal sources of accommodation makes 
it difficult to actively aid the occupants of these forms of housing in the long-term. For this reason and given that 
dependence on substandard and informal housing reflects affordability pressures, adequate ongoing income 
support and the provision of affordable rental housing is a primary policy priority.

There are particular difficulties in addressing the needs of international students and temporary migrants who 
currently lack access to government income support, and who may have experienced loss of employment due 
to the pandemic. To avoid the risk of disease spreading in overcrowded or substandard accommodation used by 
these groups, such as occurred in Singapore’s migrant dormitories, governments and education providers need 
to play a stronger role in ensuring that adequate housing is available for students and temporary visa holders.

Further, we found that there are many healthcare and other essential workers living in marginal and informal 
housing circumstances. This is an immediate concern during the pandemic, where frontline and public-facing 
workers are living in circumstances that may be substandard or overcrowded, increasing the risk of disease spread. 
This is also a long-term concern, due to the threat of the re-emergence of COVID-19, and other future pandemics.

Overall, the emergency housing system established for rough sleepers and certain boarding house residents, 
should be expanded to ensure suitable accommodation for anybody living in inadequate circumstances during 
the pandemic period, particularly essential workers exposed to the public and who cannot work from home, as  
a public health measure.
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4.2 How have informal and low-cost rental markets changed during 
COVID-19?
The chronic shortage of affordable rental housing meant that lower income earners have been increasingly 
dependent on marginal and informal housing in the pre-COVID-19 period. This Scoping Project has revealed 
that despite international travel restrictions and the reduction in NOM during the pandemic, there has been an 
ongoing demand for, and supply of, these housing types in Sydney. These range from accommodation supplied 
directly by a landlord (such as secondary dwellings or rooms within the landlord’s home) through to boarding 
house and share houses. NOM is likely to remain at low levels while Australia’s borders remain closed for the 
foreseeable future, however this drop in demand for rental housing may not be sufficient to affect rental supply 
and affordability in the long-term. Further, the significant reduction in JobSeeker payments from 25 September 
2020, and JobKeeper payments from 28 March 2021, will have a disruptive effect on rental markets, and in 
particular the informal rental sector.

Again, actively expanding the supply of affordable rental housing, for instance, through social housing construction 
or headleasing, is a critical strategy for reducing dependence on informal and potentially substandard rental options.

Existing NSW Government planning policies intended to increase the supply of low-cost and affordable rental 
accommodation, for instance, through new boarding house and secondary dwelling developments, have not 
demonstrably penetrated this sector of the market. Future policy efforts should ensure that schemes involving 
planning concessions or incentives for diverse rental accommodation are more effectively targeted to lower 
income earners and offered at affordable rents.

4.3 How have changes in demand for STR housing impacted rental vacancy 
rates and affordability? Could STR stock be used for emergency housing?
The reduced demand for tourist accommodation during the COVID-19 pandemic represented an ideal opportunity 
to examine the impacts of losses/gains from short-term Airbnb-style housing for permanent rental markets. 
Focussing specifically on the high demand rental markets of Sydney and Hobart, it is clear that the withdrawal of 
homes from the STR platform has contributed to an easing of vacancy rates in both cities, with  
flow on impacts for rents.

However, when demand for tourist accommodation resumes in Sydney and Hobart, it is likely that pressure on 
permanent rental housing will also increase. For this reason, it is important that state governments enable local 
authorities to implement appropriate local regulations to preserve permanent rental housing supply.

Prevention of short-term renting of permanent residences in high demand local housing markets, or a permit 
system for STR units, capping the number of permits at a proportion of the existing rental market, would provide 
options for housing market locations. These approaches would have the advantage of better regulating and 
monitoring tourism within residential accommodation.

In the NSW South Coast area of Shoalhaven, where tight rental market conditions have been exacerbated  
by the 2019–20 bushfires, STR accommodation equates to over 20 per cent of the housing stock. As noted, 
previous research has indicated that second home ownership has long been a feature of Shoalhaven, implying 
low interchangeability between short and long-term rental accommodation in this locality. Nevertheless, 
facilitated access to STR accommodation through holiday rental management firms may assist in providing 
emergency rental housing for priority groups in the Shoalhaven area.



AHURI Final Report No. 348  Marginal housing during COVID-19 46

4. Policy development opportunities  

4.4 Priorities for further research
This scoping study exposes a need for better data to inform efforts to assist people living in marginal, informal,  
or inadequate housing, and to improve conditions in the private rental sector. Further research is needed to:

• monitor changes in demand and supply of informal housing types offered in the private rental market and 
share housing sector

• examine the relationship between health risks and safety hazards in Australia’s rental housing stock

• examine the relationship between employment types and substandard or precarious rental housing stock

• develop appropriate strategies to improve standards and rental protections in informal accommodation types, 
and increase the supply of appropriate and affordable forms of lower cost rental housing types

• better understand the needs of international students and options for better serving them with adequate 
housing, information, and support, and

• monitor and regulate the STR sector, and intersections with the permanent housing market.

4.5 Final remarks
The requirement for all individuals in Australia to remain at home, or the next best equivalent, for their own health 
and that of the wider community, has revealed the disparities between who has access to ‘healthy’ housing and who 
does not, and also the inefficiencies and inadequacies in the current allocation of adequate rental housing. However, 
these inefficiencies are no longer solely a problem for individuals, but present health risks for the entire population.

In areas with high concentrations of STR Airbnb-style listings, even small reductions in the number of listings have 
generated benefits to the permanent rental market including significant reductions in rent. These benefits should 
be encouraged through stronger mechanisms to preserve permanent rental housing in high demand markets. At 
the same time, there may be opportunities to better use residential tourist accommodation during emergency 
periods. Better understanding and regulating the STR sector would support more flexible and efficient use of the 
entire housing stock.

Overall, adequate income support, along with long-term growth of social and affordable rental housing supply, will 
eliminate the need for vulnerable and lower income groups to accept unsuitable or unsafe accommodation. The 
health and economic outcomes arising from a safer and more equitable housing system will benefit us all.
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