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Executi ve Summary

Shelter WA welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission in response to the Producti vity  Commission Inquiry into 
Human Services: Identi fying sectors for reform, Preliminary Findings Report.

Shelter WA is an independent, community based peak body committ ed to accessible, aff ordable, appropriate and 
secure housing for low income and otherwise disadvantaged persons, including those who are or at risk of homelessness 
in Western Australia. Shelter WA response to this inquiry is based upon sound research and consultati on with key 
stakeholders, including the Nati onal Shelter policy network.

Shelter WA recommends that:

• Increased competi ti on, contestability and informed user choice be explored in relati on to the provision of 
social and aff ordable housing, but reforms be conti ngent on initi ati ves to increase the overall, appropriate 
supply of social and aff ordable housing for low to moderate income earners;

• The Commonwealth government support potenti al housing reforms by developing Nati onal Housing & 
Homelessness Strategies, introducing a Cabinet Level Nati onal Housing Minister, and re-establishing the 
Nati onal Housing Supply Council with adequate funding;

• Specialist Homelessness Services be excluded from the inquiry into competi ti on, contestability and informed 
user choice, as current service provision is highly unlikely to be improved through reforms;

• An assessment of whether community and volunteer services are pushed out of the market must be a 
considerati on in any increase in competi ti on and contestability;

• Competi ti ve tendering be used with cauti on, as it can favour larger providers, who may not have specifi c client 
knowledge; drain resources from an already resource depleted sector; work against collaborati on; and be 
detrimental to user outcomes;

• Reforms encourage services that are co-designed with users, and tendering that promotes collaborati on and 
relati onship building, rather than a siloed approach to service provision;

• An examinati on be undertaken of the adequacy of income support and supplementary payments, including 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance;

• The reform process considers the intrinsic trust factor required for eff ecti ve delivery of service to vulnerable 
persons;

• Reforms should focus on cost benefi t rather than cost effi  ciency of service provision, and consider using the 
Report on Government Services framework for eff ecti veness, effi  ciency, and equity.

Introducti on

Shelter WA is the peak body for social and aff ordable housing in Western Australia. Shelter WA is also committ ed to 
reducing and eliminati ng homelessness in WA. Shelter WA believes housing is a basic human right. Safe, secure and 
aff ordable housing is a key requirement for households to fully in the community, engage in work, maintain healthy 
relati onships and contribute meaningfully to society. 

Over the last decade, Western Australia has experienced unprecedented increases in the cost of housing, with many 
households in housing stress, priced out of home purchase, paying high rents and/or on long wait lists for social housing. 
Despite a small recent decline in average home purchase prices and rents in WA, aff ordable accommodati on remains 
out of reach for many on low incomes, including those on the pension and other government benefi ts. The supply of 
aff ordable and accessible housing has not kept up with demand due to a range of factors, including: ineffi  ciency in 
the planning system, a lack of diverse housing at lower price points, and a reducti on in investment into social housing 
over ti me. In 2012, there was a predicted nati onwide shortage of 539,000 homes available and aff ordable for low and 
moderate income earners to rent or buy1.

1  National Housing Supply Council (2012) ‘Housing supply and affordability – key indicators, 2012’, NHSC, Melbourne.
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Homelessness is an increasing challenge across Australia, on any given night there are more than 105,000 people 
experiencing homelessness, with many more living in housing situati ons that are vulnerable, and put households at risk 
of homelessness2. It must be acknowledged that is in this context that the Producti vity Commission makes its inquiry 
into competi ti on, contestability and user choice in relati on to human services.

Overall, Shelter WA supports the principles of quality, equity, effi  ciency, responsiveness and accountability, but believes 
these become hollow measures without suffi  ciency. The degree of service improvement through competi ti on and 
contestability will be minimal without reforms to improve the suffi  ciency of housing provision and services to those 
experiencing homelessness. 

Response to Inquiry

Recommendati on 1:

Increased competi ti on, contestability and informed user choice be explored in relati on to the provision of social and 
aff ordable housing, but reforms be conti ngent on initi ati ves to increase the overall supply of social and aff ordable 
housing for low to moderate income earners.

Currently in Western Australia, like other states, the Housing Authority maintains control of most social housing stock, 
and is a regulator of community housing providers. 80 per cent of Western Australian social and public housing is 
owned and managed by the WA Housing Authority; 20 per cent by approximately 200 Community Housing Providers 
(CHPs)3. Western Australia has a State Government Aff ordable Housing Strategy, which is working towards a goal of 
providing 30,000 aff ordable housing dwellings by 2020. This includes a goal to ‘fi nalise and implement a Community 
Housing Sector Strategy and associated initi ati ves that capitalise on the strengths of the NFP sector and increase its 
delivery role.’ Despite this goal, the strategy is yet to be developed. Shelter WA believe the development of an eff ecti ve 
community housing strategy is criti cal to the development of the community housing sector, and can lead to increased 
user choice if this sector is further developed. Shelter WA also acknowledge the work of the Housing Authority who 
maintain a single housing register with registered providers, one suggested opportunity in the Producti vity Commission’s 
Preliminary Findings Report.

Shelter WA understands there to be an absence of user choice in the provision of social housing in WA. Currently, 
applicant/s only receive one choice when they reach the top of the joint public and community housing wait list. This 
is due to the current social housing stock being under signifi cant pressure as it is a rati oned resource, with limited 
availability compared to current demand. Currently in WA there are approximately 20,000 people on the social housing 
wait list. Income and asset limits to be eligibility to access social housing has not changed since 20064, and therefore 
this 20,000 is an understatement of the need for social housing.

State provided public housing has been slowly diminishing over the last two decades. Public housing rental dwellings 
in Western Australia conti nue to decline. In 2015/16 there were 36,403 dwellings, 241 dwellings less that the 36,644 
dwellings in 2014/155. Across Australia, the only recent growth in social housing has occurred through the growth of 
community housing, mostly from the transfer of ownership or management of housing to community housing providers 
(CHPs). Some additi onal housing which has been through leveraging existi ng and transferred assets, combined with 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA). The CRA is criti cal to enable the CHPs not only to increase and maintain stock, 
but to provide criti cal tenancy support services. The most signifi cant boosts to social housing came through the Social 
Housing Initi ati ve, as part of the Nati on Building sti mulus program, and the Nati onal Rental Aff ordability Scheme, 
which provided funding and a subsidy respecti vely for capital development. 

Shelter WA suggest that reform in this area needs be treated with cauti on, as competi ti on and contestability to enable 
increased user choice must consider how this new policy framework and implementati on, will increase appropriate 
supply in a failed market. Shelter WA suggests reforms to enable user choice could be implemented if there was other 
funding and policy interventi ons that lead to an expansion of the current social and aff ordable housing stock. 

2  Australian Bureau of Statistics (2012) ‘2049.0 – Census of Population and Housing: Estimating homelessness, 2011’, ABS, Canberra.
3  Community Housing Coalition WA (2015) ‘Doing more with what we already have’, CHCWA, Perth.
4  Housing Authority (2016) ‘Rental Policy Manual’, Government of Western Australia, Perth.
5  Housing Authority (2016) ‘Annual Report 2015-16’, Government of Western Australia, Perth.
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Shelter WA supports the development of the community housing sector, to improve the ability for competi ti on and 
contestability in service provision. There is an opportunity for government to uti lise the strength of community housing 
providers through a mix of the transfer of public housing ti tle and management transfers. Sector growth will facilitate 
greater economies of scale enabling providers to att ract private fi nance, and deliver effi  ciencies in stock provision, 
management and tenant support.  

Evidence indicates that there are bett er outcomes for tenants as community housing tenants are generally more sati sfi ed 
in relati on to their housing arrangements than public housing tenants6. This was reinforced by a recent Producti vity 
Commission report which highlighted that community housing providers oft en outperform public providers on some 
indicators including tenant sati sfacti on and property maintenance7.

Shelter WA believes that the social and aff ordable housing system could be appropriate for future reform, but is 
constrained by systemati c and strategic approach to scale and investment. A signifi cant boost is required to enable 
competi ti on and contestability, which in ti me will lead to consumer choice. Shelter WA believes that the Commonwealth 
government must champion the development of funding initi ati ves that will support the creati on of social and 
aff ordable housing. This should include developing investment models that can unlock large scale insti tuti onal from 
superannuati on funds and other investments. The Australian Housing and Urban Research Insti tute (AHURI) has 
undertaken extensive research in this area, and indicated that a policy framework will be required to develop a new 
asset class that meets investors requirements for yield, scale and liquidity8. AHURI research also recommended the 
introducti on of an Aff ordable Housing Finance Corporati on which involves the formati on of an expert non-profi t 
fi nancial intermediary to assess and aggregate the borrowing demands of registered CHPs and issue bonds with a 
carefully structured and targeted guarantee9.  

There may also be other ways to fund this essenti al social and aff ordable housing infrastructure. A recent Infrastructure 
Partnerships Australia report suggests that the sale of old public housing stock could facilitate up to $1 billion for new 
social and aff ordable housing stock10. While the model proposed by IPA needs further investi gati on and modelling, it is 
clear there are several ways to bring about capital funding for new social and aff ordable housing. 

Shelter WA also believes that taxati on policies can be eff ecti ve tools to promote the supply of suitable housing 
and encourage investment in aff ordable housing.  Shift ing taxati on policies away from individual households, who 
are seeking short term capital gains, to overall insti tuti onal investment, will be of benefi t to those living in rental 
accommodati on. Tax reform should include:

• Reviewing and reforming deducti bility regimes (negati ve gearing), giving considerati on to restricti ng purchase 
price to housing in an aff ordable pricing range and/or on new supply rather than existi ng housing;

• Removing or adjusti ng the Capital Gains Tax Exempti ons from investors; 
• Replacing ineffi  cient, State based stamp duti es with a broad based, progressive land tax; and
• Specifi c incenti ves or subsidies to investors letti  ng to lower income households for longer periods of ti me or 

at aff ordability thresholds.

Any new initi ati ves targeted at increasing the supply of social and aff ordable housing must be adequately scruti nised 
for perverse policy outcomes and implementati on issues before being introduced. The Nati onal Rental Aff ordability 
Scheme (NRAS), an initi ati ve focused on delivering new aff ordable rental housing at 80% of current market rent. This 
Scheme is uti lised by community housing providers (social housing providers), but also private developers who do not 
providing social housing. Nati onal Shelter highlights in its initi al submission to this inquiry “tendering of NRAS incenti ves 
was slowed and compromised by double checking at both state and nati onal levels instead of a single approval regime, 
requirements to be site specifi c, small tranches of incenti ves instead of larger ones to att ract insti tuti onal investors, 
insuffi  cient coordinated explanati on and engagement of fi nancial markets, and insuffi  cient emphasis on uti lisati on of 
NRAS incenti ves alongside other incenti ves (increased state contributi ons, capital, land, planning measures e.g.) to 
achieve other outcomes (lower rent, accessible design, sustainability, housing for specifi c groups).”11 

6  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2012) ‘National Social Housing Survey: State and Territory Results 2010’, AIHW, Canberra.
7  Productivity Commission (2016) ‘Report on Government Services’, Australian Government, Canberra.
8  Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (2014) Research & Policy Bulletin: ‘How can governments encourage institutional investment to 
increase the supply of affordable rental housing?’, AHURI, Issue 175, Canberra.
9  AHURI (2014) ‘Enhancing affordable rental housing investment via an intermediary and guarantee’, AHURI, Issue 174, Canberra.
10  Infrastructure Partnerships Australia (2016) ‘From housing assets to housing people: fixing Australia’s social housing system’, IPA, Sydney.
11  National Shelter (2015) ‘Submission to Productivity Commission Inquiry Human Services: Identifying sectors for reform’, National Shelter.
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Recommendati on 2:

The Commonwealth government support reforms that will improve user outcomes, parti cularly through the 
development of a Nati onal Housing & Homelessness Strategies, a Cabinet Level Nati onal Housing Minister, and the 
re-establishment of the Nati onal Housing Supply Council.

Social and aff ordable housing and homelessness service provision is criti cal to the wellbeing of Australia’s populati on. 
All levels of government have a role to play in delivering this, and it requires overall co-ordinati on. The lack of aff ordable 
housing impacts on social housing need, and those needing to access homelessness services. The main reason for 
people to access Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) is family and domesti c violence (32.5%) but fi nancial reasons 
(17%) are increasingly being stated as a main reason for accessing these services. The unaff ordability of housing is 
placing fi nancial stress on households, and leading to homelessness, and other issues.

Shelter WA believes the Commonwealth government must develop a Nati onal Housing & Homelessness Strategy to 
address the multi faceted issue of improving housing aff ordability and housing outcomes for low to moderate income 
earners across Australia. This needs to be supported by a Cabinet Level Minister which would work alongside the Citi es 
and Built Environment, Treasury, States, NFP organisati ons and peak bodies, including Nati onal Shelter, the Community 
Housing Industry Associati on and the Australian Council of Social Service. Shelter WA believes that it is essenti al to have 
adequate data to support eff ecti ve policy, which is why the reestablishment of the Nati onal Housing Supply is criti cal. 

Recommendati on 3:

Specialist Homelessness Services be excluded from the inquiry into competi ti on, contestability and informed user 
choice, as current service provision is highly unlikely to be improved through reforms.

All indicati ons suggest homelessness is increasing in Western Australia, and indeed across Australia, although it is 
diffi  cult to gauge the extent of the problem as the most recent comprehensive stati sti cs are only available in the 
2011 Census. According to recent data there has been a signifi cant increase in rough sleeping in the City of Perth and 
Fremantle. Homelessness Services engaging in Shelter WA’s Advisory Committ ee on Homelessness have indicated their 
services are seeing more requests than ever before, with one provider indicati ng there are seven people seeking to 
uti lise each bed they had.

Homelessness services in WA are consistently at capacity and have not been able to expand to meet the increasing 
need for their services. Currently SHS in WA only receiving $15 million per year in service funding, and there are no 
funds for capital expenditure. In 2014-15, SHS turned away 62 people per day that att empted to use their service, 
around 70% of these people had a long-term housing need that could not be met. This highlights not only the lack 
of adequate funding, but also the lack of adequate exit points that are crucial to transiti on people into appropriate 
households.

Shelter WA believes the current insuffi  cient service provision available for people at risk and experiencing homelessness, 
is unlikely to be improved through increased competi ti on and contestability. Further to this, Shelter WA are concerned 
about the potenti al risk to services and consumer outcomes if competi ti on is introduced into the delivery of SHS. This 
is further explained through Recommendati on 5. SHS provide a response to crisis and emergency situati ons and need 
to be recognised as an essenti al service type not suited to a competi ti ve market environment.

Recommendati on 4:

An assessment of whether community and volunteer services are pushed out of the market must be a considerati on 
in any increase in competi ti on and contestability.

In relati on to the provision of human services, the ‘Harper’ Competi ti on Policy Review recommended that “a diversity 
of providers should be encouraged, while taking care not to crowd out community and volunteer services”12. Given 
the government supported this recommendati on13, the Producti vity Commission should include in any assessment of 
increased marketi sati on of human services if community and volunteer services will be crowded out.

12  Harper et al (2015) ‘The Australian Government Competition Policy Review’, Australian Government, Canberra.
13  Australian Government (2015) ‘The Australian Government response to Competition Policy Review’, Australian Government, Canberra.
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The use of volunteers is extremely important in the delivery of human services, especially by the non-profi t sector. 
Volunteering WA suggest that the economic, social and cultural value of volunteering is worth approximately $39 
billion in WA per year, with more than 315 million volunteer hours donated in 201514. If this was its own sector, it would 
be the largest contributor to the state’s economy, and employ the most workers. Community services and volunteering 
will conti nue to be essenti al in the provision of human services. Reforms to any sector must take this into account when 
introducing competi ti on and contestability.

Recommendati on 5:

Competi ti ve tendering be used with cauti on, as it can favour larger providers, who may not have specifi c client 
knowledge; drain resources from an already resource depleted sector; work against collaborati on; and be detrimental 
to user outcomes.

While tendering has advantages for government procurement procedures, it also has limitati ons and drawbacks:

• Tendering oft en adds enormous costs to CHPs and SHS by having to undertake detailed tendering processes;
• Oft en discourages competi ti on, as it favours fewer organisati ons with the capacity to commit fi nancially to 

completi ng tenders;
• Where competi ti ve tendering has been introduced, for example in the homelessness sector in NSW, tendering 

has arguably not resulted in service improvements, and has caused disrupti on to service delivery and potenti ally 
led to worse outcomes for clients (through centralised, rather than local management, loss of niche service 
provision);

• Success should not be focus on low cost, but adequate service provision;
• Competi ti ve tendering oft en works against service provider collaborati on. 

As Nati onal Shelter states in its initi al submission “Competi ti ve tendering eff ecti vely rules out capturing that (co-design) 
knowledge base or uti lising collaborati ve approaches to service delivery oft en essenti al to success in housing for low 
income, high need households, where housing and a range of supports may be required to improve the value of service 
provision and to ensure consumer choice.”15 

Recommendati on 6:

Reforms encourage services that are co-design with users, and tendering that promotes collaborati on and relati on-
ship building, rather than the current siloed approach to service provision.

Increasingly community services sector is promoti ng co-design of services to enable the deep knowledge of the 
community services sector to be realised in service provision. This seen for long term services like housing, but also 
in homelessness, where services may be provided long aft er the initi al crisis response.  Co-design enabled earlier and 
deep engagement of community services in the design phase of service delivery, program response and decisions 
around cost and scope of service provision. The Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) suggest that the most 
eff ecti ve outcomes will be achieved through16:

• High trust collaborati on amongst service providers, parti cularly at the local community level;
• Strong shared objecti ves amongst service providers to enhance economic and social development for 

individuals and communiti es;
• A focus on preventi on and early interventi on to appropriately reduce service need in targeted service areas;
• Flexible service design tailored to local regional and community needs;
• Flexible design tailored to individual circumstances;
• Guaranteed off  access to essenti al services regardless of locati on, means of personal att ributes;
• Informati on sharing and advocacy to achieve positi ve change for individuals and communiti es.

14  Volunteering WA (2015) ‘The Economic, Social and Cultural Value of Volunteering to Western Australia’, Volunteering WA, Perth. 
15  National Shelter (2016) ‘Submission to Productivity Commission Inquiry Human Services: Identifying sectors for reform’, National Shelter, Canberra.
16  ACOSS (2016) ‘Response to Productivity Commission Issues Paper: Human Services, Identifying sectors for reform’, ACOSS, Sydney.
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Shelter WA believes that co-design is a favourable process for service provision, but governments must fully adopt the 
process and principles to eff ecti vely uti lise the knowledge of existi ng service providers.

Recommendati on 8:

An examinati on be undertaken of the adequacy of income support and supplementary payments, including 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance.

Shelter WA believes that there must be a review of the adequacy of income supports and supplements to support 
reforms. Currently these are not adequately ensuring aff ordable living for those receiving payments. For example, 
there is an increasing gap in the adequacy of CRA. This is acknowledged in the Preliminary Findings Report which 
highlighted 40% of households receiving CRA were sti ll in rental stress, paying more than 30% of their incomes on rent. 
The report acknowledges a “faster rate of growth in rents than the maximum CRA rate over the past decade.” 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) assists low income renters in private rentals and community housing and prevents 
even more widespread housing stress among this group.  However, CRA has not kept pace with increasing rents and 
household costs and must be increased to minimise housing stress among low income renters. The provision of rent 
assistance will not in itself promote adequate supply, although it does provide an important subsidy to community 
housing organisati ons which in certain conditi ons can make the diff erence between viability and non-viability of social 
housing projects.  The recommendati ons here need to be seen alongside recommendati ons about changing private 
rental investment, and more specifi cally about rent and subsidy arrangements in social housing.  That said, along 
with other measures, rent assistance can provide an important add-on in the fi nancial viability of community housing 
providers and any changes to CRA will need to be evaluated for their impact on this sector.

Recommendati on 9:

The reform process must consider the intrinsic trust factor required for eff ecti ve delivery of service to oft en vulnerable 
persons.

Many individuals and households that fi nd themselves in precarious housing situati ons or those experiencing 
homelessness require human services. As noted in the Preliminary Findings Report, many who access SHS, also access 
mental health, drug and alcohol, and disability services. Reforming the provision of human services to these vulnerable 
people must be treated with cauti on, as people who access these services oft en do so based on the intrinsic ‘trust’ that 
the provider has a high level of compassion and care of their individual outcomes. Disrupti ons and changes to services 
provision can impact upon vulnerable people more dramati cally, and can potenti ally lead to a mistrust in services. The 
intrinsic ‘trust’ factor crucial to eff ecti ve delivery of human services is also not associated with provision of services by 
for-profi t providers, which must be considered in the reform process.

Recommendati on 10:

Reforms should focus on cost benefi t rather than cost effi  ciency of service provision, and consider using the Report 
on Government Services framework for eff ecti veness, effi  ciency, and equity.

Shelter WA believes that reforms should be focused on a cost benefi t analysis (CBA), rather than cost effi  ciency analysis 
(CEA), which is premised in the report. Shelter WA agree with the Australia Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) 
in deducing that the proposed criteria appear to be a CEA rather than a CBA analysis. As stated “The framework 
captures the benefi ts of a service (through quality) and how they are distributed (through equity), but it does not 
capture cost directly. It only captures the relati onship between inputs and benefi ts (through effi  ciency).”17

Shelter WA supports the principles of quality, equity, and effi  ciency as objecti ve of the Producti vity Commission’s 
inquiry. The ACCI also states “There is also an argument for using the Commission’s existi ng framework for its annual 
Report on Government Services (RoGS) based on equity, eff ecti veness and effi  ciency given this framework has already 
been use by the Commission to analyse policy in various human services sectors.” 

17  Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (2016) ‘PC Human Services Inquiry: identifying sectors for reform’, ACCI, Canberra.
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Conclusion

Shelter WA appreciates the opportunity to provide a submission in response to the Producti vity Commission Inquiry 
into Human Services: Identi fying sectors for reform, Preliminary Findings Report. Overall, Shelter WA supports the 
principles of quality, equity, effi  ciency, responsiveness and accountability, but believes these become hollow measures 
without suffi  ciency. The degree of service improvement through competi ti on and contestability will be minimal without 
reforms to improve the suffi  ciency of housing provision and services to those experiencing homelessness.

Shelter WA believes that increased competi ti on, contestability and informed user choice be explored in relati on to 
the provision of social and aff ordable housing, but reforms must be conti ngent on initi ati ves to increase the overall 
supply of social and aff ordable housing for low to moderate income earners. Specialist Homelessness Services need to 
be excluded from reforms focused competi ti on and contestability, as current service provision is highly unlikely to be 
improved through reforms.

Shelter WA urges cauti on in introducing competi ti on and contestability into the provision of human services, as 
competi ti on and contestability may not always lead to improved user outcomes. If the end goal is bett er outcomes for 
the end user, there are many other Commonwealth policy and funding changes that should be considered alongside 
these reforms to improve outcomes for these oft en vulnerable persons.

To discuss the issues raised in this submission in further detail, please don’t hesitate to contact Shelter WA’s Policy 
Offi  cer, Robert Gough, on (08) 9325 6660 or policy@shelterwa.org.au. 

Yours Sincerely,

Chantal Roberts
Executi ve Offi  cer
Shelter WA


