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Introduction 
On 14 February 2007 Shelter WA attended a meeting convened by the South West 
Metro Community and Linguistically Diverse Network.  The meeting focused primarily 
on housing issues which affect new CaLD arrivals and those arriving as 
Humanitarian Entrants.  Of particular concern to the Network was the severe 
shortage of large family homes, long waiting times for public housing and lack of 
access to private rental and home ownership. 

The Department of Immigration and Multicultural Affairs report that “WA is the fourth 
highest settlement location in Australia, settling approximately 14,197 arrivals 
(combined Migration and Humanitarian Programme) over the past five years (2001-
05), or 8 per cent of the national intake over that period”i 

Humanitarian arrivals made up 43% (6,129) of Western Australian arrivals over the 
same period. 

Severe shortage of large family homes 
The group was extremely concerned about the severe shortage of appropriate 
accommodation for very large families. This shortage exists throughout the South 
West Metropolitan area and across all housing tenures, including home purchasing, 
private rental, public housing and community housing. Previous consultations 
undertaken by Shelter WA have identified that the shortage of larger homes has 
contributed to families being split up, with family members accommodated across a 
number of dwellings. The shortage of appropriately sized accommodation is also 
making it increasingly difficult to place new arrivals, resulting in some cases in 
approved refugees being unable to come to Australia. 

Proxy National Occupancy Standard 
Earlier work by Shelter WA identified that many humanitarian families find that 
Australian housing providers have a different idea about how many bedrooms are 
required by their family than they do. For instance, it is not unusual for members of 
African families to share rooms. The differing cultural perceptions result in there 
being even fewer houses available that are considered to be appropriately sized for 
large refugee families. 

The size of dwellings required to house different sized families is measured with the 
use of the Proxy National Occupancy Standard (Standard).  This standard was 
developed in Canada and is now used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. This 
Standard specifies that there should be no more than two persons per bedroom, with 
the provisos that: 

q children between 5 and 18 years of age cannot reasonably be expected to 
share a bedroom if they are of different sexes, and 

q single household members 18 years or over should have a separate 
bedroom, as should parents or couples.  
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Application of the standard results in the following bedroom requirements:  

 
Between 2001 and 2005, 1,770 families arrived in WA as humanitarian entrants, 16% 
of these families had 6 or more members and this group accounted for 34% of 
people arriving in WA under this program.  Using the occupancy standard as a guide, 
Table 1 shows that these families require four bedroom housing in order to be 
adequately housed. 

Table 1:  Humanitarian entrants to Western Australia 2001 to 2005: families, people 
and dwelling requirements. 

 
Source: DIMA, Western Australia: Settlement Needs of New Arrivals 2006 and the Proxy 
National Occupancy Standard. 

As a general rule separate houses are the main dwelling type with four of more 
bedrooms.  Census data for each of the five local governments in the South West 
corridor reported in Table 2 shows that 51% of separate houses in the region contain 
four of five bedrooms, while Fremantle has only 21% in this group compared to 58% 
in Rockingham. 
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Table 2:  Separate houses by number of bedrooms in the South West Metropolitan 
area. 

Source: ABS Census 2001 

Newly arrived families are most likely to be looking for rental housing in order to get 
established in the local community.  Data showing dwelling size by tenure is not 
readily available, so in its place Table 3 and 3a use separate houses to indicate 
larger dwellings and multi dwellings to indicate small ones.  The tables reveal some 
worrying information for large families looking for appropriately sized housing in the 
rental sector.  In three out of the five local government areas, the DHW has less than 
half its stock accounted for by separate houses, while the private rental sector has 
about two thirds. 

Table 3:  Dwelling type and tenure in the South Metropolitan Area (number). 
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Table 3a:  Dwelling type and tenure in the South Metropolitan Area (proportion). 

Source: ABS Census 2001 

Public housing waiting list 

Less than 10% of Homeswest dwellings in the Fremantle Region have 4 or more 
bedrooms.  While many families require large houses, they seem reluctant to put 
their name down on the DHW waiting list as indicated by the low numbers of large 
families appearing in Table 4 below. 

This implies that the level of demand for these larger dwellings on the waiting list is 
understated relative to demand in the community. This is of concern because the 
Homeswest building program is based on its waiting list (see Table 4a and Table 4b). 

Table 4: Homeswest demand by household type, September 2006 

 
Source: DHW, How long will it take? September 2006 



 6 

Source: State Housing Commission, Annual Report 2004 - 05: DHW 

 

Private Rental 

The majority of humanitarian entrants are housed in private rental accommodation 
immediately on arrival. However, many families find it difficult to find appropriate 
rental accommodation due in part to the shortage of large dwellings noted above and 
also partly due to direct or indirect discrimination. 
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Recommendations 
 

1. Increase the component of large dwellings in the public housing 
building program. 

As noted above, the Department of Housing and Works bases its building 
program on demand expressed through its waiting list. The building program 
only reflects demand that exists in the community if it is expressed through 
the waiting list.  

This process has resulted in the Department building relatively few large 
dwellings as relatively little demand has been expressed through its waiting 
list. However, to the extent that few of these dwellings are available, large 
families have a disincentive to put their name down on the waiting list.  

 

Recommendation 1 

That the Department of Housing and Works amend the way it calculates its 
building program by constructing large (5+ bedroom) dwellings at twice the 
proportion these dwellings represent on its waiting list. 

 

                                                 
i DIMA, Western Australia: Settlement Needs of New Arrivals 2006. 


