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About People with Disability Australia
People with Disability Australia (PWDA) is a leading disability rights, advocacy and representative organisation of and for all people with disability. We are the only national, cross-disability organisation - we represent the interests of people with all kinds of disability. We are a non-profit, non-government organisation.
PWDA’s primary membership is made up of people with disability and organisations primarily constituted by people with disability. PWDA also has a large associate membership of other individuals and organisations committed to the disability rights movement.

We have a vision of a socially just, accessible, and inclusive community, in which the human rights, citizenship, contribution, potential and diversity of all people with disability are recognised, respected and celebrated.  PWDA was founded in 1981, the International Year of Disabled Persons, to provide people with disability with a voice of our own.

Introduction 
PWDA welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the NSW Family and Community Services (FACS) Discussion Paper: Social Housing in NSW. 

As a NSW peak disability organisation PWDA has provided input on behalf of our members to the recent federal and NSW parliamentary inquiries into social and affordable housing including: 

· The NSW Legislative Assembly Public Accounts Committee Inquiry into Tenancy Management in NSW Social Housing, August 2014;

· The NSW Legislative Council Select Committee on Social, Public and Affordable Housing, March 2014; and 
· The Senate Economics References Committee Inquiry into Affordable Housing, April 2014
. 
We have also provided oral input to the consultation process on this Discussion Paper through the public forum held in Sydney and in the Sutherland Shire. 
The NSW Legislative Council Select Committee Report provides robust recommendations to the NSW Government for priority action on social, public and affordable housing in NSW. PWDA strongly endorses the reports’ findings and urges the Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) to use the report as a foundation for reform. 
Key Recommendations 

· The Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) provide adequate and dedicated resources to their Disability Inclusion Action Plan in order to achieve the full and timely implementation of the NSW Disability Inclusion Plan.
· The NSW Government identify strategies and targets to improve access to accessible and affordable housing for people with disability within the NSW Disability Inclusion Plan. 
· The NSW Government widen the purpose for which Restart NSW Fund monies can be spent to include infrastructure investment in affordable housing. 
· The Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) implement the recommendations of the October 2013 report by the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) Skating on Thin Ice, to ensure that support is provided to people with psychosocial disability who are at risk of homelessness.

· Housing NSW invest in innovative wrap around services, which support people with disability to maintain tenancies, such as the Housing and Support Initiative (HASI). Investigate the potential for these services to be extended to tenants in the private rental market.
· Housing NSW implement strategies to make the private rental market more viable for people with disability including; brokerage and head-leasing arrangements; abolishing ‘no-cause’ evictions; extending the available tenure on housing from the current most common tenancy agreement of 6 months; providing a range of different kinds of leases with varying responsibilities on the person living in the property.
· NSW Government deliver full and timely implementation of the findings of the 2014 Report of the NSW Legislative Council Select Committee on Social, Public and Affordable Housing
. 
· NSW Government commitment in the NSW Disability Inclusion Plan to achieve the 2020 targets agreed to in the National Dialogue on Universal Housing Design.
This submission continues by addressing the 3 Pillars as laid out in the Discussion Paper with reference to the needs and experiences of people with disability.  
Pillar 1: A Social housing system that provides opportunity and pathways for client independence
The Discussion Paper proposes that with the right opportunities, many people can gain independence and transition out of long-term social housing to the private rental market, leaving the social housing system for those most vulnerable. 

We welcome the commitment in the Discussion Paper to address the underlying issues that contribute to people needing social housing assistance such as education, health and employment. As the Discussion Paper notes, approximately 35%
 of social housing clients are people with disability. The reasons for this are multi-faceted and result from complex systemic social and economic barriers, which are elaborated upon throughout this submission. 
Key opportunities and barriers to achieving an independence focused social housing system in NSW include: 
· Development, resourcing and implementation of the NSW Disability Inclusion Plan 
The NSW Government is currently developing the NSW Disability Inclusion Plan (DIP) as the cross-Government mechanism through which NSW will implement the National Disability Strategy (NDS). All Government agencies and local councils will be tasked with the development of Disability Inclusion Action Plans (DIAPs) which will put in place strategies to address barriers to inclusion for people with disability in NSW, including in the areas of housing and living in the community. 

If resourced sufficiently, these multilevel, cross government plans have the potential to significantly address the systemic barriers people with disability face
. Strategies and targets to improve access to accessible and affordable housing for people with disability should be identified within the DIP, and key deliverables included within DIAPs for implementation by local Government and relevant agencies. 
· Choice and control under the National Disabilty Insurance Scheme 

The Discussion Paper briefly mentions the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), and how this reform will shift the way that disability services and the social housing system intersect. 
The NDIS will provide choice and control to eligible people with disability in regards to where and how they wish to receive their disability support services. For some people, such as those whose options have been limited by the need to live close to block funded services, the NDIS will give them the freedom to consider their housing options for the first time.  In turn, this will increase the pressure on the public and private housing market to provide affordable and accessible housing. One of the intentions behind the NDIS is for choice and control in the receipt of disability services to open up choice and control in other areas of life. NDIS participants will have raised expectations of being able to move house, move suburb, town, city or even interstate and still have their needs support needs met. However, without improvements to accessible and affordable housing these opportunities will remain unrealisable for the majority of people with disability.
· Lack of capacity in the private rental market 
Although social housing should not be regarded as a preferred or final destination for many people with disability, the assumption that the private rental market has the capacity to meet the needs of many people with disability is erroneous. The systemic discrimination within the private rental system thus increases the pressure on public housing form people with disability. 
People with disability face discrimination in the private rental market by landlords and real estate agents. There is minimal accountability for real estate agents in the selection of new lessors, and given the high demand for rental properties, this is especially problematic if people with disability are understood as ‘risky’ tenants. For people with disability from non-English speaking backgrounds the problems with navigating the private rental market are exacerbated.
Moreover, the private rental market has a dearth of accessible houses, and anecdotal evidence suggests that many landlords are loath to make expensive amendments to properties for accessibility reasons because this is thought to harm future rental or sales opportunities. This short-sighted thinking leaves people with disability with fewer options. 
Many people with disability who have previously lived in institutions or boarding houses have no previous rental history and cannot meet the requirements of private rental agencies therefore limiting their options to live in the community. 
Finally, people with disability continue to face considerable limitations to economic security such as barriers to employment and the increased cost of disability such as doctors’ fees, reliance on private transport, and specialised aids and equipment. While the NDIS may mitigate some of these financial pressures the vast majority of people with disability in NSW (approximately 85-90%) will not meet the NDIS eligibility criteria for a support package and will continue to pay for their disability supports out of pocket. 
These economic factors contribute to rents within the private market being unaffordable to many, particularly in metropolitan areas.  
Pillar 2: A social housing system that is fair 
As the Discussion Paper states, 95% of social housing tenants depend on Centrelink benefits for their income. Of this, 25% of tenants receive the Disability Support Pension (DSP) as their main source of income, with another 10% of tenants with disability receiving other income support payments
. Compounded by the financial restraints mentioned above, people with disability cannot meet private market rents or maintain an adequate standard of living in many parts of NSW. 

A fair social housing system must acknowledge the reality of the situation that its clients are experiencing and aim to provide stable environments in which residents can thrive and build secure futures, for example:  
· The social housing system provides critical stability 

The Discussion Paper overlooks the importance of stability and security that social housing offers people with disability, and which cannot be guaranteed in the private rental market. A fair social housing system must recognise that ‘independence’ for many people with disability may be dependent on a stable tenancy in social housing over the long term. 
Currently, some people with disability are dis-incentivised to find employment through fear of losing their social housing tenancy should their income rise above a particular threshold. With private rental unaffordable, jeopardising housing security for the sake of what may be a low paid or insecure job is too risky.  With security of tenure and the right support services in place, people with disability may be able to better pursue opportunities for employment and financial independence where they arise.
· Sufficient wrap around services are required to assist people to maintain their tenancies 
All people have the right to live in secure, stable homes free from the threat of harm, and continued efforts need to be made to ensure that social housing is a safe place for all residents. However, some policies intended to protect residents may have perverse outcomes for some residents with disability, purely because they may not be provided with the support services they need to live in the community. 

In some cases, when people with psychosocial disability are not provided with the supports they require, they fall victim to policies designed to curb anti-social behaviour, and therefore risk losing their tenancy. The Housing and Support Initiative (HASI) has delivered many positive outcomes for people with psychosocial disability in terms of supporting them to maintain their tenancies and improve their life opportunities. 
Unfortunately demand has far outstripped the funding available for this initiative, yet the risk of homelessness is a key issue for people with psychosocial disability.  Ensuring the social housing system is flexible and responsive to the needs of people with psychosocial disability should be a priority.  It would be a valuable for Housing NSW to consider the October 2013 report by the Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) Skating on Thin Ice, and implement the recommendations to ensure that support is provided to people with psychosocial disability who are at risk of homelessness.

· Social housing needs to be located close to services 

Affordable housing for people with disability, whether in the private market, or in the public or social housing sector, is frequently poorly located. It is often outside metropolitan areas meaning that access to local services and employment opportunities is limited.
 Affordable housing must also be located in proximity to accessible public transport if it is to be appropriate for many people with disability. For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with disability, limitations on accessible and affordable housing may lead to the loss of access to Country which can have profound negative effects on wellbeing.   
Pillar 3: A social housing system that is sustainable  
A well-functioning social housing system is a sustainable one; yet with approximately 60,000 people currently on the social housing register, and an estimated 200,000
 people eligible but who have not yet applied, it is clear that current stock cannot meet demand. The problem is exacerbated for people with disability however, as the majority of available housing stock is not accessible and modifications to old social housing stock may be difficult to achieve or financially unviable. 

Disappointingly, the principle of sustainability in the Discussion Paper is restricted in ambition, focusing on managing demand within the current funding envelope.  What is required, urgently, is a whole of government social housing strategy, coupled with significant investment, to increase the supply of affordable and accessible social and private housing in NSW.  
Key tenants of a sustainable social housing system must recognise that: 
· A significant increase in investment is needed to deliver affordable housing 
Whilst tax concessions and other federal arrangements such as negative gearing are major factors in the increasing costs of housing, strategies can be put in place at a state level to influence the supply of affordable homes for people with disability. Shelter NSW presents priorities in their NSW Election Platform, which PWDA endorses.
 In particular, we urge the Government to widen the purpose for which Restart NSW Fund monies can be spent to include infrastructure investment in affordable housing. 
As large residential institutions are closed down and the NSW Government looks to sell off assets to the non-Government sector, there is the opportunity for revenue to be leveraged to create appropriate housing for people with disability in the community. It is critical that the all profits are quarantined for the provision of accessible and affordable housing for people with disability as opposed to smaller institutional models such as group or cluster homes. Investment should be made in innovative housing solutions whereby people with disability receive the tailored supports they need to live independently in the community. 
· The private rental market needs to offer stability and security 
Based on feedback from our members, we know that housing stability is of paramount importance to people with disability, and the state Government could take immediate steps to make the private rental market a more viable long term option. Housing NSW could offer brokerage and head-leasing arrangements for people with disability who may want to move to the private rental market but who may lack rental history or have difficulty navigating the system. 
Abolishing ‘no-cause’ evictions would ensure that tenants’ ongoing housing security is not subject to the whim of speculator landlords. This would also support a slowing down of the speculative property market.  Extending the available tenure on housing from the current most common tenancy agreement of 6 months to 2-year, 5-year or even 10-year leases would provide certainty and stability for people with disability and enable them to invest both in the property itself and the local community.  Extending the available lease length and limiting rental price increases through regulation would go some way to make rental costs more affordable. 
Providing a range of different kinds of leases with varying responsibilities on the person living in the property may enhance the participation of people with disability in this market. Where services, parents or other supporters of a person with disability can co-sign this provides a guarantee for landlords where someone may be considered a risky client. 
· Investment in sustainable housing stock for future generations requires universal design
A sustainable housing system which meets the evolving needs of people with disability in NSW will require a significant growth in accessible private housing stock.  Current housing designs do not work for many: older people, people with disability and people with young families are restricted in their housing choices due to the unsuitability of available properties. Moreover, people with disability can be isolated because their friends and families homes are not accessible.  

It is dramatically cheaper to build universal design homes than it is to modify them later.
  The Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) estimate that if 20 per cent of new homes included universal housing design, the savings to the Australian health system would be $37 - $54.5 million per annum. 100 per cent adoption of universal housing design in new homes would deliver cost savings of $187 to $273 million per annum.
 
The National Dialogue for Universal Housing Design (National Dialogue)
 set aspirational targets for all new housing to provide specified minimum access requirements by 2020. Interim targets were also set and Liveable Housing Australia was established to monitor and implement these targets. 

However, a recent report by the Australia Network on Universal Housing Design (ANUHD) found that the housing industry as a whole has ‘failed to show signs of voluntary systemic transformation’, and that a generous estimate is that the current voluntary approach will achieve less that 5% of the National Dialogue 2020 target
. 

Residential construction legislation needs to be amended to make universal design and adaptability a compulsory part of new buildings. By introducing universal design requirements into housing regulation in Australia, the housing industry and Government would be building sustainable housing for the shifting needs of the NSW population for generations to come. If universal design features were incorporated into new buildings as a matter of course, accessible housing would no longer be considered an expensive on-cost but would deliver sustainable housing stock well into the future. 
Conclusion
A long-term vision for social housing system reform is urgently required and PWDA is encouraged that the NSW Government is taking steps to tackle this issue.  People with disability have diverse and changing needs and a holistic socio-economic approach is required to ensure that people with disability can enjoy their right to housing, an adequate standard of living and equal opportunity for social and economic participation. 
There is now a significant volume of evidence from multiple inquiries, which provide clear recommendations as to the direction that reform should take, not least the recommendations of the NSW Legislative Council Select Committee Report, which PWDA wholeheartedly endorse.  PWDA urges the NSW Government to embrace the opportunity for fundamental change and prioritise the needs of people with disability in developing an innovative, responsive, supportive and flexible social housing policy.  

The transformative reform underway in the provision of disability services and supports relies on the adequacy of mainstream supports such as housing for its success. Choice and control in disability support will only achieve greater social and economic participation of people with disability if barriers to housing, transport, employment and education are also addressed in parallel, and with the same vigour and urgency as the commitment to the NDIS. 
PWDA thanks the Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) for the opportunity to make this submission.  We would welcome any further consultation on the issues raised.
� These submission can be found here - � HYPERLINK "http://www.pwd.org.au/pwda-publications/submissions.html" �http://www.pwd.org.au/pwda-publications/submissions.html� and provide comprehensive recommendations to Government regarding the housing challenges for people with disability.
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Our vision is of a socially just, accessible and inclusive community, in which the human rights, 
citizenship, contribution and potential of people with disability are respected and celebrated.
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