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Councils of Social Service Network 

c/- Australian Council of Social Service 

Locked Bag 4777 

Strawberry Hills NSW 2012 

21 August 2015 

Infrastructure Australia 

GPO Box 5417 

Sydney NSW 2001 

sent via email: ATA@infrastructure.gov.au 

 

Dear Infrastructure Australia, 

RE: Australian Infrastructure Audit 

The Australian Council of Social Service and the state and territory network of Councils of Social Service 

appreciate the opportunity to make this joint submission to the Australian Infrastructure Audit.  

As the Audit’s Executive Summary notes, the process so far is aimed at taking a strategic approach to 

assessing our nation’s infrastructure needs and “provides the foundation for an open and robust 

conversation about how we are going to plan and pay for the infrastructure we need and the most 

efficient ways to use the infrastructure we have.” We are pleased to see this emphasis on a strategic 

approach. We agree that a strong and consistent pipeline of well-planned infrastructure projects has the 

potential to benefit all, including the low-income and disadvantaged communities and individuals for 

whom we advocate. We also agree with the Audit’s identification of a need for better infrastructure 

planning, including the collection and analysis of data, benchmarking, the integration of planning 

processes, and sharing of data to support the development and prioritisation of projects. 

While Australia’s cities have important infrastructure needs, because regional and remote communities 

often face unique challenges such as transport and locational disadvantage, their infrastructure 

discussion and priorities need to be considered. We believe that the Infrastructure Audit should give 

equal attention to the needs of Australians living regional and remote communities as their urban 

counterparts.  

We note Findings 38 and 39 of the Audit, which support the need for public policy settings to ensure 

infrastructure programs deliver benefits to disadvantaged communities and individuals on low incomes: 

38. Dealing equitably with the affordability of infrastructure services is an important 

consideration, as a matter of social policy. Unless affordability concerns are addressed, the 
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necessary shift to greater application of user charging will struggle to gain community and 

political support. 

39. Households with incomes in the lowest 20 per cent are the most exposed to the monetary 

costs of inefficient economic infrastructure. Public policy settings need to assist Australians on 

low incomes to access the infrastructure services they need, in an equitable manner. 

We argue, however, that up to this point the conversation around infrastructure has been limited in its 

discussion of the key area of social and community infrastructure.  We welcome the Audit’s 

identification of access to transport as a critical social equity consideration, particularly for the outer 

suburbs of Australia’s cities and for regional and remote Australia, which (as the Audit notes) generally 

have an undersupply of transport services (especially public transport) and of local employment options. 

However, we do not feel that the Audit goes far enough in addressing the need for other forms of social 

and community infrastructure, judicious investment in which can deliver both social and economic 

outcomes.  

Affordable housing 

We have particular concerns in relation to affordable housing, especially in centres of employment such 

as the capital cities. Australia has a demonstrated shortfall of rental dwellings which are both affordable 

and available to the lowest income households; this was estimated by the National Supply Council in 

2012 as over 539,000 dwellings, a figure that has almost certainly risen as Sydney and Melbourne house 

prices have soared. Over the last decade, many low-income Australians have been forced into a choice 

between housing stress (over 30% of income spent on housing) and lengthy and expensive commutes to 

employment; many now face both of these financial and personal stressors at once.  

This issue demands attention from an economic as well as a social perspective. Apart from the personal 

toll and the emissions implications, the result is bad for local economies: loss of productivity (time spent 

commuting rather than otherwise employed) and the concentration of spending in a few large areas 

(rent/mortgages, transport costs) rather than spread more broadly, affecting the viability of local 

business.  A lack of secure affordable housing options close to employment centres also discourages 

labour mobility among people currently not employed or on the lowest wages. Eventually, this situation 

will lead to the key worker shortages that have faced other countries for decades.  

Given these considerations, it is surprising that the Audit does not address social and affordable housing 

as an infrastructure issue, let alone an infrastructure priority, given that up to this point the Federal and 

state governments have had a primary decision-making and funding role and responsibility. If housing 

continues to be viewed by governments as a welfare issue, rather than an infrastructure issue, the 

current problems in the Australian housing market will continue to impede economic activity, 

participation and productivity.  
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Notably, some European countries have historically viewed social housing as a key component of 

national infrastructure. The Netherlands, for example, has 35% of all housing in a broad social or 

affordable band within a broader infrastructure strategy. 

Public and active transport 

We also argue that the Audit does not go far enough in its discussion of public transport infrastructure, 

which we believe should be the highest national transport infrastructure priority. The provision of good 

public transport infrastructure plays a productivity role: allowing people affordable and fast access to a 

wide range of employment, educational and service destinations improves their ability to find jobs and 

increases their skills, health and social connections. 

We advocate investment by the Australian Government in infrastructure that increases the coverage 

and capacity of public transport systems that can be used more often and more easily by more people, 

including children and young people, older people, people with disability, people on low incomes and 

those experiencing other forms of disadvantage. These should be combined with complementary local 

infrastructure improvements such as measures to give priority to street-level public transport (e.g. bus 

and tram segregation and traffic light priority measures), modifications to existing infrastructure to help 

public transport systems meet progress targets in the Disability Standards for Access to Public Transport, 

and improvements in pedestrian infrastructure to expand local access. 

Public transport infrastructure is not the only form of transport infrastructure in which Australia should 

be investing. Given the escalating costs of inactivity-related health issues, infrastructure that supports 

walking and cycling not only provides low-cost alternatives to private motor vehicle use, but also has the 

potential to reduce the burden on health budgets. We particularly note that active transport 

infrastructure, like public transport infrastructure, is often concentrated in the inner suburbs of our 

cities, whereas the population that stands to benefit most is often located beyond these areas.  

Health, education and community infrastructure 

Large productivity gains can be realised by focusing investment in areas and for people that currently 

have lower economic productivity. In particular, investment in social infrastructure such as educational, 

health and community service facilities in spatially concentrated areas of disadvantage can not only 

redress historical under-investment but can be used to leverage and attract private investment in these 

areas. The location of facilities should be targeted at low socio-economic areas which would derive the 

greatest benefits, enhance agglomeration effects, and strengthen existing or proposed public transport 

routes rather than requiring private vehicles or single-purpose public transport services to reach them. 
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Networked thinking  

Effective integration of social infrastructure into the economic infrastructure landscape will not occur 

without a networked approach that builds on synergies, avoids clashes and blank spots, and builds on 

and leads to better use of existing infrastructure. Affordable housing investment may not deliver 

effective returns if it is not linked with economic opportunities; by the same token, the productivity of 

economic investment may be lessened if workers cannot afford to live nearby due to a lack of affordable 

housing investment. Similarly, it is necessary to ensure networking between social infrastructure 

investments: the value of investment in schools, hospitals, and community facilities will be enhanced by 

complementary investment in public transport.  

Funding models 

The issue of how to fund social infrastructure is a complicated one. On the one hand, the social and 

economic return on social infrastructure investment and the positive multiplier effect for the economy 

of construction projects justify government investment in themselves. For example, a 2012 KPMG 

review of the Social Housing Initiative found that:  

For every $1 of construction activity, around $1.30 in total turnover is generated for the 

economy...This includes direct effects such as on employment, and industry turnover; and 

indirect effects, driven by additional spending from the construction industry, construction 

industry employees and business that supply the construction industry.  

Nevertheless, we concur with the Audit that there is a need to increase total public and private funding 

if Australia’s infrastructure needs, including social infrastructure, are to be met. User-pays approaches, 

however, are regressive.  

We note that the Councils of Social Service have long advocated for innovative funding models to 

support the development of social and community infrastructure, including through  

housing supply bonds or other incentives to institutional investment in affordable rental housing.1  
 

Sustainable procurement 

Promoting and supporting local enterprise in project selection and procurement can help communities 

experiencing economic disadvantage achieve more local circulation of money and strengthen linkages in 

their local economies. For local communities to have genuine opportunities to benefit financially from 

                                                           
1
 ACOSS, Community Housing Federation of Australia, Homelessness Australia, National Association of Tenants’ 

Organisations and National Shelter, An Affordable Housing Reform Agenda, 2015 at: http://www.acoss.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2015/06/Joint_housing_paper_March_2015_final.pdf.  

http://www.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Joint_housing_paper_March_2015_final.pdf
http://www.acoss.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Joint_housing_paper_March_2015_final.pdf
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investments in their own communities, sustainable procurement policies need to be applied to all 

infrastructure projects, economic as well as social/community, to ensure a level playing field for local 

community service organisations and small and medium enterprises to bid for contracts or subcontracts 

or participate in supply chains, including through consortia. 

Community involvement in social infrastructure planning  

Community buildings are sometimes planned and built without due consideration to whether they meet 

the needs of the community and whether the community can finance the management and on-going 

operation of the asset. Poorly timed, designed or placed developments put pressure on other levels of 

government or portfolios to provide services, and represent a missed opportunity for local economic 

development. The community sector is ideally positioned to partner with governments in ensuring that 

social and community infrastructure needs are identified and met.  

Conclusion 

A failure to link infrastructure spending to broader social goals will see Australia spending its limited 

funds on the wrong infrastructure in the wrong places, potentially exacerbating rather than alleviating 

existing needs. By the same token, well-chosen infrastructure investments now can help alleviate future 

disadvantage.  

The best and most useful social and economic infrastructure investments will be based on a networked 

approach, with deep consideration of broad social impacts and uses, and complementary investments 

that improve the return to each individual investment. Having well-accepted measures for establishing 

needs and outcomes will be critical to making a case. Involving the not-for-profit sector and broader civil 

society in selection and delivery of infrastructure will ensure more efficient operations, and assets that 

are rooted in community needs and aspirations. 

ACOSS and the combined state and territory Councils of Social Service advocate for an approach to 

Australia’s investment in infrastructure that includes: 

 A strategic vision that includes social as well as economic objectives. 

 A focus on social and community infrastructure (social housing, public transport, health 

facilities, educational infrastructure, community facilities) as well as economic infrastructure 

 A networked approach to infrastructure investment to maximise synergies between social and 

economic infrastructure investment.  

 Consultation, cost-benefit analyses, and social return on investment evaluations to determine 

community needs as well as sustainability. 

 New equitable funding models rather than reliance on regressive user-pays models. 

 Sustainable procurement that benefits disadvantaged communities.  
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 Partnering with the community sector to identify social and community needs, manage social 

infrastructure such as social housing, and access innovative sources of financing such as social 

impact bonds.  


