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Everybody needs a home to call 
their own. Everybody agrees 

that the current housing market, 
shaped by planning, taxation and 
relatively high average incomes 
in the ACT, is not delivering 
affordable, accessible homes with 
security of tenure for thousands 
of people. This journal presents 
diverse experiences of the housing 
market in the ACT, provides a 
platform for advocates to articulate 
their expectations and invites more 
people to join the chorus of calls 
for substantial government action 
on this vital issue.

Talking about housing issues can 
generate feelings of despair. Why is 
it so hard to get substantial action 
on a problem that touches so 
many people, has such widespread 
recognition and devastating 
impacts in people’s lives? Decision-
makers, public commentators 
and voters have all agreed that 
undersupply of affordable housing, 
growth in the number of people 
who seek emergency housing, the 
length of time people experience 
homelessness and unjust tenancy 

laws all need to be addressed. Why 
are the investments so small and 
reforms so slow?

However, reading the articles in 
this journal could instead generate 
feelings of hope. People who have 
been homeless have shared their 
stories of survival. Advocates have 
presented clear advice on the 
practical actions that could make 
things better. New campaigners are 
taking action and inviting others 
to join them. Service providers are 
sharing what they know works.

The people of Canberra, business 
leaders, community activists and 
peak bodies have all been part of 
a long campaign to get housing 
affordability and homelessness 
onto the political agenda. Ministers 
are listening. Hopefully the insights 
and guidance provided in this 
journal will help all the people who 
want everyone to have a home to 
call their own to keep our collective 
campaign strong and effective.

Housing futures
By Susan Helyar, Director, ACT Council of 
Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS)
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My older sister owns a house. Whenever I visit, I’m 
struck by how nice it is to own a home. She and 

her husband have made upgrades. They’ve started 
a garden. When they recently had a son, they could 
readily make modifications to make the house safer 
and more comfortable for their baby. 

I have this yearning too – to be able to make a place 
my own. To have a home, to make it an expression of 
who I am, to put down roots in a community. 

It’s not uncommon for people like me, who rent, 
to harbour such desires. In our current system, 
you’d be mad to want to be a renter forever. 
But is it ownership that renters are after? Or just 
decent homes? 

Governments are promoting 
homeownership 
In response to a housing affordability crisis, 
governments are trying to make it easier for first 
home buyers (FHBers) to enter the market. For 
example, the Federal Government is allowing FHBers 
to tap into their super. In its latest budget, the ACT 
Government scrapped stamp duty for FHBers. 

Perhaps these measures make sense. There are 
many benefits to homeownership. Homeowners are 
happier, for one.1 Living on a pension is a lot easier 
if you’re not also paying rent. But who do these 
measures actually benefit? 

Government responses benefit the least 
needy renters 
A lot of people are locked out of homeownership. 
Yet when governments subsidise FHBers, they are 
providing support to the least vulnerable people in 
this community. 

People who are helped into homeownership by 
such policy responses are what we might call 
‘marginal’ home buyers. As a consequence of these 
policies, they go from not being able to buy – thus, 
presumably, renting – to becoming homeowners. 
They escape. 

But what about all the renters for whom 
homeownership is just a fantasy? The people who 
miss out on FHBer benefits are the ones most in 

need of policy support. This is a diverse community, 
and it’s hard to generalise about their situation. But 
we do know that they are trapped in the private 
rental market – possibly for life. Currently that means 
a lack of control over their home; the ever-present 
risk of eviction; and very likely having to endure 
an energy-deficient ‘glorified tent’ that harms their 
health or drives up their power bills. 

With more people locked out of homeownership, 
more people are locked into the private rental 
market. It’s not enough to help a lucky few to escape. 
Instead, we should be embedding the benefits of 
homeownership in the rental market itself. 

Making renting a genuine alternative to 
homeownership 
This isn’t too different from what the Grattan 
Institute suggested in their 2018 report on housing 
affordability.2 ‘Housing affordability’ doesn’t just mean 
making ownership cheaper. It also means improving 
housing outcomes more generally. This can – and 
must – include improving outcomes for people 
who rent. 

This is arguably a more targeted and fairer response 
than measures promoting ownership. It’s also a lot 
cheaper to abolish unfair evictions than it is to dish 
out grants to FHBers. We can see from countries 
in Europe, such as Germany, that strong rights for 
renters can go hand-in-hand with a sustainable 
private rental sector, even one populated by small-
scale landlords. 

What would this look like? 
What would it take to make renting more like 
homeownership? At Better Renting, we think of 
it in terms of stability, affordability, and liveability. 
Stability means giving renters more control over 
how their lease ends by eliminating eviction without 
grounds and moving towards open-ended leases. 
Suddenly, people who rent get security and can 
think longer-term about their home and being part 
of their community. 

Affordability is a tricky one, and it isn’t necessarily 
as simple as regulating rents. But it certainly looks 
like limiting the frequency of rent increases (as 

People who rent deserve homes
By Joel Dignam, Director, Better Renting
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the ACT has done) and perhaps putting the onus 
on the landlord to justify any rent increase above 
CPI. It also wouldn’t hurt to increase the supply of 
housing: it stands to reason that more supply will 
reduce rental competition and help to slow rent 
increases. More public housing couldn’t hurt here, 
and many academics argue that loosening planning 
restrictions makes housing supply more responsive to 
increased demand.3

Liveability is what homeowners can achieve because 
they have agency: they can adapt their home to suit 
them, instead of the other way around. This could 
mean ensuring that rental properties meet minimum 
standards, and giving renters a positive right to make 
minor modifications and keep pets. Suddenly, your 
rental property begins to feel more like your home. 

This idea is, literally, a foreign concept. Rather than 
dismiss this idea as unrealistic, we should look to 
countries like France, Germany, and Sweden. In these 
countries, people who rent aren’t desperately trying 
to get a foot on the property ladder. They don’t need 
to. They don’t need to because their quality of life isn’t 
dependent upon their form of tenure. These examples 
show that improving rights for renters is not the end of 
the private rental sector. It’s just the end of the sector 
as we know it. It’s the start of a better, fairer system.

Decent homes 
I can imagine a future in which, like my sister, I’m 
lucky enough to own a home. I’ll put in ceiling 
insulation. I’ll plant fruit trees. If the bathroom 
exhaust fan isn’t working, I’ll replace it. I’ll make my 
home work for me.

But this just doesn’t sit right with me. Renters worse 
off than me don’t have this option. So the only 
decent response to the housing affordability crisis is 
to think of them and what will make their lives better.

If we want to improve housing outcomes, we 
should stop trying to turn renters into owners. 
Instead, we should be turning rental properties into 
homes. Governments should be making sure that – 
whether you rent or own – you can live in a home 
that is stable, affordable, and liveable. It’s what all 
Australians deserve. 

 
See page 13 for footnotes.

Better Renting:  
betterrenting.org.au

The ACT Government 
emphasises housing 

affordability as a key policy 
priority. It is only right that a 
government should do this. 

People With Disabilities ACT 
(PWD ACT) has actively 
participated in the intensive 
program of community 
consultations leading up to the 
development and announcement 
of the government’s affordable 
housing initiatives. PWD ACT 
has welcomed and supported 
these initiatives. 

PWD ACT members have told 
us at our housing morning tea 
held in April 2018 that housing 
affordability is a real issue for 
them. We know this from the 
anecdotal evidence of our 
members and the local and 
national research. An example 
is a recent housing snapshot 
taken by an ACT welfare 
organisation which indicated 
that at the time of the snapshot, 
there was no rental property 
which was both affordable 
and accessible. 

Housing must be accessible  
as well as affordable
By Robert Altamore, Executive Officer, People With Disabilities ACT

National research repeatedly 
shows that social measures 
relating to housing affordability 
such as education, employment 
and income are measures in 
which people with disabilities 
experience disproportionate 
social disadvantage.

In our participation in the ACT 
Government consultations 
around affordable housing, 
PWD ACT has had one simple 
message. It is not enough that 
housing is affordable; housing 
must be accessible. An affordable 

https://www.betterrenting.org.au
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One of the best ways to learn about housing insecurity 
is to talk to people who have been homeless. So, let’s do 
that by chatting with K. K is a 52-year-old trans woman 
who has lived in the ACT for just over 2 years. For over 12 
months of that time, she has experienced homelessness 
and housing insecurity.

M: When did you first start having issues 
with housing?

K: It began just as winter started last year. I had been 
living in a share house with another trans woman, 
then we moved to another share house, where we 
each sublet a room from another person. Our names 
weren’t on the lease. The person whose name was 
on the lease decided that she didn’t like me and gave 
me 24 hours’ notice to remove myself, my puppy and 
all my property from the premises. 

M: What happened then?

K: With that much notice, I ended up sleeping in 
my car. I remember those nights clearly. It was so 
stressful to try and find a safe place to be, in the 
middle of winter. The nights were hitting minus 
eight. And when you sleep in a car you have to leave 
one of the windows open or otherwise you can’t 

Housing insecurity – the lived 
experience of the LGBTIQ+ community
By Megan Jackson, Secretary, Diversity ACT Community Services

breathe. It’s just too enclosed. I was so worried about 
the puppy – he was only 4 or 5 months old. And I was 
worried about my own safety. And it was bitterly cold.

M: What was going on with work?

K: I had to take time off work – I couldn’t bring the 
dog in to work with me and I had to find some 
accommodation. 

M: And what happened next?

K: After about 5 days a friend of a friend offered 
me and the dog a space on her sofa bed. I was so 
grateful to be out of the cold, sleeping inside, sleeping 
safely. Being able to sleep behind a locked door and 
knowing that nobody could get in. And the house had 
a dog door, so the dog could toilet during the night. 
But this couldn’t be a long-term solution – this person 
who became my friend had two dogs of her own in 
a small townhouse. I was sleeping on the sofa bed in 
the spare room. While I was staying there, I applied to 
ACT Housing for priority assistance. 

M: And then?

K: Another friend of a friend – this time a friend of 
the person whose sofa bed I was sleeping on. And 

house is of no help if you can’t 
get through the front door, use 
the kitchen or bathroom, or host 
visitors in the lounge room.

The ACT Government is taking 
initiatives to increase the stock 
of accessible housing available 
to the community. But it can do 
more. Some of the things the ACT 
Government could do are:

• Make allocations from its 
Housing Innovations fund for 
initiatives which will increase 
the stock of accessible 
housing in the ACT

• Hold a roundtable on 
accessible housing to 

bring government, private 
developers and people 
with disabilities together 
to generate initiatives to 
promote housing accessibility 
in the ACT

• Take regulatory measures 
to promote the provision of 
accessible housing

• Having set the example, 
the ACT should take strong 
positions in Commonwealth 
state ministerial discussions in 
support of national regulatory 
measures to promote housing 
which is accessible, liveable 

and visitable in accordance 
with national guidelines.

PWD ACT took a housing policy 
to the 2016 ACT election. You can 
read this policy on our website: 
https://bit.ly/2wDX6Yb

People With Disabilities ACT: 
pwdact.org.au

https://bit.ly/2wDX6Yb
https://www.pwdact.org.au
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this time there was a room and I could bring in 
some of my property. Sleeping on my own bed – 
bliss! It’s amazing how having space for your own 
belongings improves your wellbeing. There was 
space for some of my clothes and jewellery and my 
computer, and the people I was living with became 
my friends. While I was living there, I had an interview 
with OneLink – the housing support people in the 
ACT Government. He took certified copies of my 
paperwork and my application form. 

M: So how long did you stay there?

K: I stayed in this house until early September, when 
I moved to Adelaide to start a new relationship. 
Unfortunately, that relationship didn’t work out and 
so I was back to my friend’s spare room in Canberra 
at the end of October until early December. I had 
to move again in December because my friend’s 
daughter needed to move home. I moved to Aranda 
in December, but again my name wasn’t on the 
lease. Things went pear shaped again, and I was 
sleeping in the loungeroom in a household of 3 
adults, and up to 4 children. 

M: And now?

K: I signed the lease for my current share house at 
the start of August and moved in there straight away.

M: For the first time in over 2 years, you are living in a 
house where your name is on the lease?

K: Yes.

M: And what about ACT Housing?

K: I have never had an offer of housing from ACT 
Housing. OneLink lost my application, and I spent 
heaps of time on the phone trying to sort things out, 
but never had a result. 

M: What about a women’s refuge?

K: None of the women’s refuges were able to provide 
any accommodation. They either couldn’t house the 
dog, or there was the time when one person at a 
women’s refuge told me that I had to go to a men’s 
refuge. And that’s hardly a safe option, even if they 
would take the dog, which they won’t.

M: When you add it all up, what has your experience 
of homelessness and housing insecurity been like?

K: Mostly scary – physically, mentally and 
emotionally. Just talking about it now has made me 
tear up. It’s a truly horrible experience. 

I’ve never had this type of experience before. Before 
transitioning, I owned houses, both here and in the 

UK. I think that the process of transitioning increased 
the risk of housing insecurity for me – I went from 
secure housing with my wife and family to being 
reliant on other people’s good will for somewhere to 
live. My identity, my self-worth, they are all tied up in 
the security thing. Before I transitioned I never thought 
about housing insecurity – there were two of us, we 
always had income, we could always pay our bills. But 
then I lost all of that, and eventually reached the point 
when I was sleeping in my car. 

People need to understand how traumatic this is. 
Homelessness and housing insecurity aren’t just about 
people sleeping in parks. I was working full-time in 
aged care and sleeping in my car because there were 
no emergency housing opportunities available to 
a trans woman with a dog. Animals are important 
components of people’s identity, and stability and 
mental health. My dog kept me from committing 
suicide because he needed me. He was reliant on me. 
Things need to change in the way that our society 
deals with pets and homeless people. 

What can we learn from K’s experience about 
managing homelessness and housing insecurity? Her 
advice for you if you are looking for security in housing:

1. Don’t be trans.

2. Don’t have a dog.

3. Don’t expect any help from refuges or ACT Housing.

4. Make sure your name is on the lease.

5. Make sure that you are part of a community 
that looks after its own, or you too could end up 
sleeping in your car in a Canberra winter. 

Given K’s experience, perhaps there are some changes 
that need to be made to the way that the ACT 
deals with homelessness and housing insecurity? 
Diversity ACT is keen to work with any agencies and 
organisations that provide emergency and social 
housing to ensure that no one else in the LGBTIQ+ 
community experiences the kind of trauma that K 
went through. Surely, we can do better!

Diversity ACT Community Services: diversityact.org.au 

https://www.diversityact.org.au
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The Tenants’ Union wants 
housing in the ACT to be 

based on a fair and equitable 
experience for all inhabitants 
regardless of what type of 
housing they are living in 
and what their tenure is (i.e. 
irrespective of whether they own 
their home, or they rent it). 

The past to present
The ACT, with a high proportion 
of students and contractors 
(government and otherwise), 
has consistently been a town 
of renters. In 1995/6, when the 
Residential Tenancies Act (RTA) 
was introduced, 32% of the 
population rented, with the 
same proportion in 2015/16. 
According to 2016 Census figures, 
with a population of 382,000 in 
142,664 dwellings, the ACT had 
approximately 118,000 people 
in rental accommodation in over 
45,000 properties. 

The figures show that despite 
an increase in the number of 
households (11,762), we have 
seen a drop in public housing 
properties (of 2,055, from 11% 
to 6% of households). The most 
significant increase has been in 
the number of properties being 
managed by real estate agents. 
This illustrates a significant loss 
of housing provided for social 
benefit and a growing reliance on 
housing where the sole objective 
is profit. While the fervent hope 
is that the ACT Government halts 
this decrease in public housing 
stock (and even turns it around), 
the reliance on privately owned 
rental accommodation is likely 
to continue and even grow. This 
was illustrated most recently in 
the announcement regarding 
funding of an ‘affordable rental 
real estate management model’.3  

An aim of all tenant advocates 
is to see rental housing 

We are not there yet
By Deb Pippen, Executive Officer, Tenants’ Union ACT Inc.

acknowledged as a valid long-
term housing tenure on par 
with home ownership, which 
recognises the right of all people 
to safe, secure, stable, appropriate 
and affordable housing. To this 
end, what we need to see in 
the future is tenancy legislation 
that ensures people are living 
in homes that are of a sufficient 
standard that they are not 
at risk of health or financial 
problems. It must ensure that 
all people in the ACT are able 
to live in their homes and feel 
comfortable and secure, and able 
to fully participate in the ACT 
community. Renters must be able 
to live in and use their homes in a 
manner that conforms to general 
community expectations without 
unreasonable interference by 
property owners (whether 
private individuals, businesses 
or community organisations) 
and their agents. Renters 

Table: Number of rental households by management type

Number of Households

Management type 19961 2006 2011 2016

Housing ACT 10,636 9,313 9,482 8,581

Real estate agent 22,816 

(no breakdown 
of management 
of other tenures 

provided)

14,410 17,430 23,285

Private landlord 8,760 10,525 10,100

Housing co-op/community/church 457 601 653

Other (caravan/residential park,  
employer, Defence Housing) 

1,621 2,024 2,251

Landlord not identified 127 580 523 471

Total Rented Households 33,579 35,141 40,585 45,341

Total Households 104,117 122,900 135,037 142,664

Note: 2006-2016 table data from 2016 Census Community Profiles – ACT, Time Series Profile.2 
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find alternative accommodation, 
this still results in the disruption 
and possible trauma of moving 
without a fair reason. In addition, 
the reality is that this provision 
is regularly used (as a threat and 
in practice) when tenants try to 
assert their rights.

A significant improvement 
in stability and security can 
be achieved by ensuring that 
rental agreements can only be 
terminated for just and identified 
reasons, and that a realistic notice 
period is set that doesn’t force 
renters into hardship. 

 
See page 13 for footnotes.

Tenants’ Union ACT Inc.: 
tenantsact.org.au

Use of properties
Rental properties are not just 
commodities. They are people’s 
homes and renters should be 
free to live in and use their home 
as others in the community 
do (within the limitations of 
reasonableness). This includes 
being able to make minor non-
structural modifications, keeping 
pets and ensuring that rights 
to privacy and quiet enjoyment 
are respected. To achieve this 
there must be clarification of 
these rights – the introduction 
of penalties to discourage bad 
behaviour by lessors and stronger 
regulation of real estate agents. 

Housing security 
and stability 
It is widely acknowledged that 
moving house is one of the 
most disruptive and stressful 
experiences in people’s lives. 
If this is the result of external 
factors beyond an individual’s 
control, it is even more traumatic. 
Regarding renting, tenants 
can find themselves facing the 
prospect of finding a new home 
without any prior knowledge 
or them being at fault with as 
little as 4 weeks’ notice (or less 
for other renters). With a vacancy 
rate of 0.8%4 and discrimination 
in the rental market, this can put 
most tenants in very difficult 
circumstances. For those who 
are disadvantaged for any 
reason, this can be extreme and 
result in people entering into 
agreements for homes that are 
not suitable, not appropriate and 
even unaffordable.

Unfortunately for tenants, the 
RTA currently provides for ‘no 
cause’ termination, and while the 
notice period is 26 weeks and 
generally allows people time to 

must not have to live with the 
constant uncertainty they may 
be arbitrarily removed from their 
homes. This can be achieved 
without putting property owners’ 
investments and businesses at 
risk in any way. Unfortunately, we 
currently have a way to go before 
this is the renting experience 
in the ACT. The Tenants’ Union 
has put forward its position to 
the ACT Government as part of 
the RTA review, with a hope that 
we will see change in the near 
future. The main elements are 
outlined below.

Standards
Many people would be surprised 
to know that there are no 
effective standards applying 
to rental properties. This is in 
contrast to most other goods and 
services available for purchase 
which must meet stringent 
health and safety standards.

Because there are no standards, 
housing can be available for rent 
even though it:

• Lacks basic amenities such 
as adequate heating and 
insulation, running hot water, 
and a working oven/stove

• Is insecure because of 
inadequate locks on external 
doors and windows

• Is unsafe or unhealthy because 
of structural defects.

Currently, and for the foreseeable 
future, there is a shortage of 
affordable rental properties, and 
many tenants have no choice 
but to rent properties that lack 
even a basic level of amenity and 
energy efficiency. 

All rental housing should be 
regulated to meet minimum 
community standards for health, 
safety and energy efficiency.

http://www.tenantsact.org.au
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How can I get involved?
Join us at one of the fantastic events 
hosted by organisations all over 
Canberra. Simply click over to the 
website: www.itdcbr.com.au to find 
all the information you need to join in.

Share this information and encourage 
others to be involved. 

Join the celebration and help 
spread the word about #ITDCBR
Come along and help us spread the 
word about this fantastic celebration. 
Try out a new skill, or genre of music 
or art, and connect with a community 
of likeminded renters.

Contact us
If you are interested in joining 
organisations such as the Canberra 
Environment Centre, ANU Film Group, 
The Food Co-op and ARF in hosting 
an event for 2019, please get in touch.

Georgia Hopkins
p: 6247 1026
e: info@tenantsact.org.au
w: www.itdcbr.com.au

What is ITDCBR? 
International Tenants’ Day Canberra 
(ITDCBR) is the home of Canberra’s 
celebrations of tenancy and renting 
across the Territory. 

What does this day signify? 
International Tenant’s Day falls on the 
first Monday in October and is a day 
where the world celebrates tenancy. 

Each year, events are held across the 
globe to act as a prompt to tenants 
to be aware of their rights and for 
the wider community to be aware of 
tenancy issues.

What events are planned this year? 
This year’s celebrations coincide with 
the international day, 1st October 
2018, with events spanning from    
the 21st September - 7th October.

These weeks are marked with diverse 
arts and culture activities, including: 
 - our free annual art competition 
   and exhibition with cash prizes, 
 - gardening for renters workshop, 
 - tips for renting with pets meetup, 
 - a free film screening,
 ... and much more!

ITDCBR is made possible thanks to funding from Housing ACT.
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Appropriate, affordable and stable housing is 
essential to the wellbeing of both individuals and 

communities. Housing insecurity and homelessness 
among women is a significant social policy issue, and is 
increasing in severity. 

In the ACT in 2016-17, women accounted for more 
than half of those people accessing specialist 
homelessness services.1 In the same period in the ACT, 
38% of clients (compared with 21% nationally) sought 
specialist homelessness services due to relationship/
family breakdown.2

An effective gender responsive approach to 
homelessness must recognise the gendered structures 
and inherent power relations within housing, resulting 
in the disadvantaged position of women. 

Women are not a homogenous group, and as such, 
housing and homelessness services need to reflect the 
diversity of their needs throughout different stages of 
their lives.

According to the ABS, one-parent families are projected 
to rise exponentially (from 47% in 2011 to 70% in 2036) 
with women heading the majority (83%) of one-parent 
households in 2011.3 In the ACT, 79.9% of sole parent 
households are headed by women, according to the 
2016 Census.4 

Research commissioned by ACTCOSS, Hidden 
disadvantage in the ACT: Report for ACT Anti-Poverty Week, 
found that 23% of small areas in the ACT had a higher 
proportion of people living in a ‘sole parent family in a 
low income household’ than the national average.5

These findings align with anecdotal feedback from 
YWCA Canberra’s housing and women’s services, 
with staff and clients telling us that single women 
with children struggle to make ends meet. According 
to Homelessness Australia, children experiencing 
homelessness are ‘almost always in a family group, most 
likely with a single mother’.6

Housing stress and risk of homelessness for women 
with children in sole-parent and low-income 
households is significant. Housing options need to 
be tailored to suit the needs of this specific group of 
women and their children. 

In its Leading the Change: A Pathway to Gender 
Equality report, YWCA Canberra has made several 
recommendations to increase the amount of 
affordable housing stock in the ACT. 

Innovative housing models such as Victoria’s Launch 
Housing (formerly HomeGround Real Estate) which 
leverage private investment for the provision of 
affordable rental housing have been recommended 
to governments seeking to reduce pressure on public 
and social housing.7

This model has been successful because it allows 
landlords to claim tax concessions, irrespective of 
the affordable housing rental rate. To build on this 
innovative model, YWCA Canberra recommends 
that the ACT Government support ACT registered 
community housing organisations to provide 
affordable, private rental properties to those in need. 

To incentivise the take-up of this model, YWCA 
Canberra recommends the policy align with existing 
Commonwealth taxation incentives (capital gains 
tax incentive and tax deduction for the gap between 
full market rent and affordable housing rent) so 
that landlords (who lease their properties to fellow 
Canberrans at 75% or less of market rates through ACT 
registered community housing providers) pay reduced 
ACT land tax. 

YWCA Canberra has also recommended that the ACT 
Government invest in social and affordable rental 
housing stock to suit the specific needs of families, 
including unlocking land to supply affordable rentals.

 
See page 13 for footnotes.

YWCA Canberra: ywca-canberra.org.au

Meeting the needs of sole-parent 
families headed by women
A gender responsive approach to housing
By YWCA Canberra

https://ywca-canberra.org.au
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The experience of Supportive 
Tenancy Service (STS) has 

shown that there are situations 
in which a person or family may 
require support to have a home. 

Having a safe, secure and 
appropriate home is essential 
for wellbeing. The definition 
of homelessness from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 
recognises several components 
around having a ‘home’, covering 
adequacy of dwelling, security of 
tenure and control of/access to 
space for social relations. 

There are a number of points 
at which support can make a 
difference between having a 
home and becoming homeless. 
These include when looking for a 
place to live, when have a tenancy 
but facing losing that tenancy, 
or when struggling to live in a 
tenancy due to issues around 
conflict or condition. At these 
points, the right support can make 
a difference, with information, 
coaching, connections or 
direct assistance. 

STS assists people whose tenancies 
are at risk. Toby* was struggling in 
his shared apartment. He had a lot 
of personal belongings that were 
filling the living areas. This not only 
caused conflict with his fellow 
tenants, but also the landlord, 
who was concerned about the fire 
risk and had threatened eviction. 
The STS tenancy support worker 
supported Toby to gain confidence 
to start to sort through his 
belongings and reduce the clutter. 
The worker also helped him set up 
systems to prevent this reoccurring 

and assisted Toby in liaising with 
the landlord. 

The STS assistance involves not 
only information and support 
but also connections to other 
services. Simon* was in a public 
housing property and had 
a substantial debt. This had 
arisen both through a time he 
was unwell, eventually leaving 
work, and that there were family 
members present who were 
earning but not contributing to 
the rental payments. When he 
first made contact with STS, he 
was facing a tribunal hearing the 
following month regarding his 
arrears. The STS tenancy support 
worker met with Simon, then 
contacted a community legal 
centre, who agreed to assist at 
the tribunal hearing. She also 
arranged a meeting with a 
financial counselling service, who 
prepared a budget that would 
enable him to meet his payments. 
The tribunal made an order for 
repayment of arrears. Problems 
in meeting the order later arose 
when Simon experienced mental 
ill health, and the STS tenancy 
support worker again assisted the 
family, liaising with the housing 
manager as well as legal and 
financial services, to ensure that 
arrangements were put in place 
that saw the tenancy sustained. 

STS also has a housing options 
officer who can help people 
access community housing or 
private rental properties. This can 
be a confusing and frustrating 
process, particularly for those 
who have limited experience 

More than just a house – the role of 
support to have a home
By Julie Evans, Manager, Quality and Reporting, Woden Community Service

or are facing barriers to securing 
a home. Lucy’s* family had to 
leave their current home and had 
put in applications for over fifty 
properties without success, with 
increasing stress as the deadline 
to leave came close. Their income 
was variable and they had some 
debts, but had shown they could 
meet regular payments. The STS 
housing options worker talked 
with them about the processes in 
applying for rentals and suggested 
that the family prepare a rental 
resume to attach to applications. 
They agreed to this and then 
reported they were successful in 
the next week. 

There is certainly a need for more 
affordable housing options in 
Canberra, but also important to 
have services that will assist people 
to obtain and keep a home. STS is 
just one of the many community 
services in Canberra that provide 
assistance to help people have a 
safe, secure and appropriate home. 

To access STS or find out about the 
other services that are available, 
contact the central information 
and access service, OneLink on 
1800 176 468 or at onelink.org.au. 

STS is provided as a partnership 
between Woden Community Service, 
Belconnen Community Service and 
YWCA Canberra, funded by the 
ACT Government and Australian 
Government under the National 
Housing and Homelessness 
Agreement. 

*Names have been changed to 
protect confidentiality. 

https://www.onelink.org.au/
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What is cohousing?
Cohousing is where a group of people get together 
to design a housing development for themselves. 
Cohousing includes shared spaces and shared 
responsibilities. It began in Denmark in the 1970s.

Residents deliberately set out to develop a small 
community (on average 18 residences). Cohousing 
developments share the following characteristics:

• A common kitchen and dining room – with the 
sharing of some meals. A common house can also 
include guest rooms and working areas

• Common areas like gardens and laundries

• More compact dwellings than traditional 
dwellings (often buildings are attached)

• An emphasis on pedestrian movement through 
the site (carparking is usually at the periphery of 
the development)

• Consensus in decision-making.

Cohousing projects can remove developers and 
real estate agents from the property development 
process, helping keep costs down.

Cohousing in Australia
There are a number of examples of cohousing in 
Australia – here’s a selection below:

Christie Walk, Adelaide  
Youtube video: https://bit.ly/1CVrcRE 

Includes a mix of stand-alone dwellings, townhouses 
and an apartment block on 2000sqm – shared 
laundries, gardens, common room. 27 dwellings.

Westwyck, West Brunswick, Melbourne 
westwyck.com

A converted former school into apartments and 
a 2nd stage of townhouses with shared outdoor 
spaces and bike shed.

About Cohousing Canberra
Cohousing Canberra formed mid-2017. The group 
aims to be the first cohousing development to be 
approved in the inner north by 2022 and provide 
advocacy and support for other groups and 
individuals interested in cohousing.

Cohousing Canberra
By SEE-Change

Cohousing Canberra has been successful in its 
expression of interest to become a demonstration 
housing project for 30 north facing dwellings. 
The next step is to meet with the team from the 
Environment Planning and Sustainable Development 
Directorate to discuss suitable parcels of land 
to purchase.

Why the inner north?
Many group members currently live in the inner 
north and want to stay close to family and friends 

Sketch plan submitted as part of Cohousing Canberra 
Expression of Interest for 30 north facing dwellings for a 
hypothetical site. Plan by Allan Spira Architects.

Cohousing Canberra workshop earlier this year.

https://bit.ly/1CVrcRE
http://www.westwyck.com/
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Canberra is facing a housing 
crisis, where secure, 

affordable and safe homes are 
out of reach for everyday people, 
and rogue real estate agents 
run amok. 

A secure, affordable and safe 
home should be the bedrock of 
our lives. But the laws that are 
supposed to protect the rights of 
renters are broken. 

Landlords and real estate agents 
have too much power. They are 
misusing their power to increase 
rents to unaffordable levels. 
They are misusing their power to 
discriminate against prospective 
tenants with complex needs, 
disabilities, low incomes or 
who own pets. And they are 
misusing their power to avoid 
their obligation to provide a 
safe, decent standard of housing 
to tenants. 

It doesn’t need to be this way. 

UnionsACT has engaged with 
our affiliates, members and 
supporters, and we know that 
lack of security for tenants, 

soaring rents and unsafe houses 
is a major issue. 

Fundamentally, UnionsACT 
believes the laws that should 
protect renters’ rights should be 
changed so that renters have 
secure tenancies, and that renters’ 
homes are safe and comfortable. 
Added to that, we think there 
must be more safeguards to 
prevent excessive and unfair 
rental increases, so that landlords 
are prevented from profiteering. 

Growing inequality in Canberra 
and Australia affects everyone, 
and has a profound effect on 
peoples’ housing. The number 
one challenge for our movement 
is to challenge this worsening 
gap between the very rich and 
everyone else. While our focus 
remains improving the rights 
of working people, unions have 
always actively campaigned on 

Changing the rules for renters
By Alex White, UnionsACT

in an area they know well. The inner north also 
has some excellent open spaces, a good bike path 
system and access to the light rail and many local 
shopping areas.

What would it look like?
The final form of the cohousing project will depend 
upon the land purchased. However, many members 
have expressed interest in owning a compact 
separate-title townhouse or terrace with a private 
courtyard. These preferences can be explored in 
future design workshops.

Find out more
You can find out more about Cohousing Canberra at 
the SEE-Change website:  
see-change.org.au/ 
cohousing-canberra 

SEE-Change:  
see-change.org.au

and supported a wide range of 
social issues. 

Just like we fight for job security, 
we will also campaign for housing 
security. Just like we fight for 
safe workplaces, we will also 
campaign for homes to be safe 
and hazard free. Just like we 
fight against discrimination, we 
will also campaign for renters to 
be treated with dignity, respect 
and equality. 

UnionsACT is engaging with 
community organisations like the 
Tenants Union and ACT Shelter, 
and the ACT Government, to look 
at what can be done to rapidly 
improve rights for renters. 

If you share our concerns 
and our vision, get in touch: 
weareunion@unionsact.org.au.

UnionsACT: unionsact.org.au

https://www.see-change.org.au/cohousing-canberra/
https://www.see-change.org.au/cohousing-canberra/
https://www.see-change.org.au 
mailto:weareunion%40unionsact.org.au?subject=
https://www.unionsact.org.au/
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Holly Zhang 
Information and Events 
Support Officer

Holly joined the ACTCOSS team 
in 2018 as the Information and 
Events Support Officer. She 
collates the Weekly Community 

Sector eNotices, manages events planning and 
administration, and provides information support to 
the staff team.

Holly has been studying moral philosophy at the 
Australian National University, and previously 
advocated for women-identifying and women-
aligned undergraduate students at the ANU 
Student’s Association as head of the ANU Women’s 
Department in 2017.

ACTCOSS staff 
welcome

Kathy Ehmann 
Administrative Support Officer

Kathy joined ACTCOSS in August 
2018 as Administrative Support 
Officer. Her background is in retail 
and administration, and she has 
spent several years volunteering 

with community climate action groups. Since 
moving to Canberra in 2017, she has worked with 
several community organisations, in both paid and 
voluntary positions. She is committed to equality and 
inclusion and is enjoying working in an environment 
where those things are advocated for. Kathy is 
studying for a Cert IV in Accounting.

People who rent deserve homes, p. 2

1. M Wade, ‘Home owners are happier than renters: survey’, 
The Sydney Morning Herald, 1 June 2018.

2. J Daley, B Coates & T Wiltshire, Housing affordability: re-
imagining the Australian dream, 2018.

3. E Glaeser & J Gyourko, ‘The Economic Implications of 
Housing Supply’, Journal of Economic Perspectives, vol. 32, 
2018, pp.3-30.

We are not there yet, p. 6

1. ABS, 1996 Census Community Profiles – Australian Capital 
Territory, Time Series Profile, 1997, <http://quickstats.
censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/
census/1996/communityprofile/8?opendocument>.

2. ABS, 2016 Census Community Profiles – Australian Capital 
Territory, Time Series Profile, 2017, <http://quickstats.
censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/
census/2016/communityprofile/8?opendocument>.

3. Y Berry MLA, First round of funding for affordable housing 
innovation, media release, 21 August 2018, <https://
www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/
act_government_media_releases/yvette-berry-mla-media-
releases/2018/first-round-of-funding-for-affordable-housing-
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4. SQM Research Pty Limited, Residential Vacancy Rates 
– City: Canberra, SQMresearch.com.au, nd, <http://
sqmresearch.com.au/graph_vacancy.php?region=act%3A%3
ACanberra&type=c&t=1>.

Meeting the needs of sole-parent parent 
families headed by women: A gender responsive 
approach to housing, p. 9

1. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Fact Sheet: 
Specialist Homelessness Services 2016-17: Australian Capital 
Territory, AIHW, Canberra, 2018, Table 1.

2. ibid.

3. ABS, Household and Family Projections, Australia, 2011 to 
2036, ABS, Canberra, 2015. 

4. ABS, 2016 Census QuickStats, Australian Capital Territory, 
ABS, Canberra, 2017. 

5. R Tanton, R Miranti and Y Vidyattama, Hidden Disadvantage 
in the ACT: Report for ACT Anti-Poverty Week, NATSEM, Institute 
for Governance and Policy Analysis (IGPA), University of 
Canberra, report commissioned by ACTCOSS, 2017, p. 13.

6. Homelessness Australia, Homelessness and Children, 
Homelessness Australia, 2016 

7. Anglicare Australia, Rental Affordability Snapshot, Anglicare 
Australia, 2017, p. 81.

Article footnotes

http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/1996/communityprofile/8?op
http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/1996/communityprofile/8?op
http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/1996/communityprofile/8?op
http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/communityprofile/8?op
http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/communityprofile/8?op
http://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census_services/getproduct/census/2016/communityprofile/8?op
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/yvette-berry-mla-
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/yvette-berry-mla-
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/yvette-berry-mla-
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/yvette-berry-mla-
https://www.cmtedd.act.gov.au/open_government/inform/act_government_media_releases/yvette-berry-mla-
http://sqmresearch.com.au/graph_vacancy.php?region=act%3A%3ACanberra&type=c&t=1
http://sqmresearch.com.au/graph_vacancy.php?region=act%3A%3ACanberra&type=c&t=1
http://sqmresearch.com.au/graph_vacancy.php?region=act%3A%3ACanberra&type=c&t=1
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Training / Forum Date / Time Cost: Member/Non-
member/Corp. or Govt.

Reconciliation

Recognising and Responding to Trauma: Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander Children and Families
Facilitated by SNAICC

12 Sep 2018 &  
13 Sep 2018
9.30am-4.30pm 

$360 / $385 / $410

Reconciliation Peer Network 20 Sep 2018
10am-11.30am

Free

Strategic Indigenous Awareness: To Understand Our 
Present, We Must Understand Our Past
Presented by Grant Sarra of Grant Sarra Consultancy 

25 Oct 2018 
9.30am-4.30pm

$270 / $300 / $330 

Aboriginal Cultural Awareness Training 
Facilitated by Julie Moore, Koorimunication

13 Nov 2018
9.30am-4.30pm 

$290 / $320 / $350

Emerging Leaders Development Program

Introduction to Media Engagement
Facilitated by Melanie Greengalgh

26 Sep 2018
9.30am-12.30pm

$110 / $140 / $165

Justice Connect Not-for-Profit Law Series

Session 1: Privacy Law 23 Oct 2018
9.30am-12.30pm

$220 / $250  
(one session)
$400 / $450  
(both sessions)

Session 2: Volunteers & the Law 23 Oct 2018
2pm-5pm

Building Better Boards

Session 1: Board Governance & Strategy 6 Nov 2018
9.30am-12.30pm

$110 / $140  
(one session)
$180 / $240  
(both sessions)

Session 2: Financial Management
Presented by Betty Ferguson

6 Nov 2018
1.30pm-4.30pm

More...

ACT Social Enterprise Peer Network October 2018 (date TBC)
5pm-7pm

Free

ACT Communications Peer Network 4 Oct 2018
2pm-3pm

Free

Developing Quality and Continuous Improvement 17 Oct 2018
9.30am-12.30pm

$110 / $140 / $165

Leading Social Change: A Networking Event for 
Community Sector Board Members

18 Oct 2018
5.30pm-6.30pm

Free

Building Resilient Communities: Resilience Documentary 
Screening & Half-Day Workshop 
Facilitated by The Hope Project

1 Nov 2018
9am-12pm

$50

ACT Community Development Peer Network 8 Nov 2018
9.30am-11.30am

Free

Financial Acumen Seminar
Presented by ACT Human Services Registrar

9 Nov 2018
9.30am-12.30pm

Free

Cross-Sector Information Sessions: Aboriginal & Torres 
Strait Islander Focus 

29 Nov 2018
10am-11am

Free

Find out more about our learning and development opportunities and how to register at the ACTCOSS 
website: www.actcoss.org.au

Learning & development calendar 
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Leading Social Change is a program for community sector leaders to 
develop their insight, foresight and strategic decision making. The links and 
resources in this hub aim to build the confidence and adaptive capacity of 
new and existing board members of community organisations.

Here you will find opportunities to develop your:

 X Skills to increase governance capabilities

 X Knowledge of the social ecosystem in which organisations exist and 
the current/emerging reform agendas influencing organisations

 X Networks to promote information sharing, dialogue and relationships 
between community organisations and with other sectors (private, 
government, research, innovation).

As a new or existing board member, you will bring different backgrounds, 
skill sets and levels of capability. In this resource, you can self-select and 
tailor your learning and development to the areas you think are most 
important for your capability improvement.

Get started:

actcoss.org.au/leading-social-change

https://www.actcoss.org.au/leading-social-change
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The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) 
is the peak representative body for people living 
with low incomes or disadvantage, and not-for-
profit community organisations in the Australian 
Capital Territory.

ACTCOSS acknowledges Canberra has been built 
on the land of the Ngunnawal people. We pay 
respects to their Elders and recognise the strength 
and resilience of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples. We celebrate Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing 
contributions to the ACT community.

ACTCOSS
Address:  Weston Community Hub,  
  1/6 Gritten St, Weston ACT 2611 
Phone:   02 6202 7200 
Email:   actcoss@actcoss.org.au 
Web:   www.actcoss.org.au 
Twitter:  twitter.com/actcoss 
Facebook:  www.facebook.com/actcoss

ACTCOSS welcomes feedback. Please visit the 
‘Contact’ page on our website for our feedback 
form, or contact us using the details above.

ACTCOSS staff

Update is a quarterly journal that provides an 
opportunity for issues relevant to ACTCOSS’ 
membership to be discussed and for information 
to be shared. Views expressed are those of 
individual authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the policy views of ACTCOSS.
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Next issue:

Update Issue 86, Summer 2018-19 edition

Community facilities – 
now & into the future
Members are welcome to contribute articles on 
the theme.

Copy deadline: 12 November 2018

Space is limited! To guarantee your spot, let us 
know as soon as possible.

Email: communications@actcoss.org.au 
Ph: 02 6202 7200

Issue 86 will be distributed in December 2018.
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