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	Introduction

ACTCOSS acknowledges that modern day Canberra has been built on the traditional lands of the Ngunnawal people. We pay our respects to their elders and recognise the displacement and disadvantage they have suffered since European settlement. ACTCOSS celebrates the Ngunnawal’s living culture and valuable contribution to the ACT community. 

The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-for-profit community organisations, people living with disadvantage, and low-income citizens of the Territory.  ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS).

ACTCOSS’s objectives are representation of people living with disadvantage, the promotion of equitable social policy, and the development of a professional, cohesive and effective community sector.

The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers in the social welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and consumer groups and interested individuals.

ACTCOSS receives funding from the Community Services Program (CSP) which is funded by the ACT Government.




ACTCOSS Comment

On the Review of the Housing Assistance Act 1987 Issues Paper
ACTCOSS is pleased to be able to provide a brief comment on the Issues Paper and understands that further opportunities for public consultation will be provided by the Review team over the coming months. We look forward to seeing further information about the nature and purpose of the Review in the Discussion Paper and welcome the proposal to replicate the consultative model used in the development of the ACT Homelessness Strategy.
The Issues Paper presents a very informative overview of the current Act, identifies the key elements of a review and is persuasive in making a case for a potential redraft of the Act. We would like to offer a number of observations which we hope will be useful in the drafting of the Discussion Paper.
· Ensure a rights-based approach. 
ACTCOSS is concerned that any changes to the current legislation improve and do not diminish the rights and protections that are afforded to tenants and the users of social housing or the potential users of these services. 
· Human Rights and Service Review Commission

The Review should ensure compliance with the Human Rights Act 2004 and consistency in practice with the complaints mechanisms currently being established in the ACT.  

· Existing Debt Relief and Waiver Mechanisms

ACTCOSS favours an approach which allows flexible and meaningful responses to hardship or to changes in individual circumstances. We would anticipate that the Review will ensure that current mechanisms for dealing with hardship can be continued and potentially expanded as a means of confirming the “poverty proofing” capacity of the Act.
· Previous reviews and evaluations
ACTCOSS would welcome more information about the outcomes of previous national and ACT reviews that have relevance to this area of legislation. Potentially, there may be opportunities for the Review process to address some of these findings. 
A brief synopsis of relevant reviews would be valuable. For instance, the 2002 report, Community Housing in the ACT – Future Directions undertaken for the Department of Urban Services would contain useful background information for a discussion of the ACT housing context. Similarly, an indication of relevant issues from the report from the Affordable Housing Taskforce would be a valuable aid to community discussion. 
· Indigenous Housing Program

We would welcome close consideration of the implications of any review for the Indigenous Housing Program. ACTCOSS would look to ensure that programs and practices that impact favourably on Indigenous housing access are within the scope of the Act’s objectives. 
· Flexible definitions
ACTCOSS would request that the Review be mindful of the need for definitions which will not preclude innovative housing responses. We would welcome some indicators in the Discussion Paper of future trends in housing provision and potentially a brief overview of approaches that have been taken in comparable overseas jurisdictions and which might indicate the future shape of public housing. 
· Broader Policy Context

We would also like to reiterate our views about the interconnectedness between housing and other areas of social policy. Housing has important implications for the general health of a population with poor or stressful housing being associated with poor health outcomes. We also note the increasing financial (and other) pressure on people who are reliant on social security benefits and the important role that public housing must play in meeting the goal of affordable housing for all members of the community. Safe affordable housing is an essential foundation for community inclusion and for workforce participation and thus is an essential component of the social policy mix. 

ACTCOSS has been concerned for some time that strategies to deal with affordable housing are unable to meet the needs of all low-income residents. It is well recognised that there has been increasing pressure on public housing to accommodate those who are, or at high risk, of homelessness. It is also recognised that those who would otherwise benefit from public housing are likely to have to rely on high-cost private rental accommodation and can anticipate a long (potentially indefinite) wait. This trend has clear implications for the economics of public housing provision. 
However, we would like to emphasise the social benefits of public housing, and urge the review to consider other potential strategies which might address the need for lower cost rental accommodation. Potential strategies could include the expansion of public and community housing stock or the targeted provision of a rent relief scheme to those on the public housing waiting list. We would anticipate that the Review process would enable flexible policy responses in the future.
We thank the Review team for the opportunity to provide comment and look forward to seeing the Discussion Paper once completed and to contributing further to the discussion on this important issue. 

Ara Cresswell

Director

For any further information, please contact:

Sandra Lilburn

sandra@actcoss.org.au
Ph: 6202 7235
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