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INTRODUCTION

In the past four years there has been a considerable and much- 
needed increase in the construction of houses and hats in Australia.

In the year 1955,82,110 houses and Hats were completed. In 
the following two years the Hgures dropped to around 74,000, but 
since then they have climbed to an anticipated 89,900 completions 
in 1959-60, including 8,300 Hats.

This pamphlet shows that these encouraging Hgures of total 
home construction obscure the worsening of the housing situation 
for pensioners and low-income families who can only look to 
State housing authorities for adequate housing within their 
economic means.

In Victoria the number of Housing Commission applicants has 
substantially increased and the Housing Commission's capacity to 
meet their needs has been drastically cut.

There is no room for complacency about the housing problem 
while this situation exists and this pamphlet suggests ways of 
easing the housing plight of the low-income group.



HOUSI NG PRI ORI TI ES

The housing hopes of 50,000 to 60,000 families, wido\y and age 
pensioners, mostly in N.S.W. and Victoria, depend on discussions 
that will take place in the coming months on the form of the 
1961 Commonwealth-States Housing Agreement.

This will be the third agreement to be negotiated since the 
end of the war. The first Agreement in 1945 was for ten years 
and provided fifty-three year loans at three per cent rate of interest 
to be used by State housing authorities. Rents of houses were to 
be economic rents and sufficient to meet repayment by the States 
to the Commonwealth of the capital cost of each dwelling with 
interest, and to cover outgoings such as cost of maintenance, 
administration, rates, taxes and insurance.

A system of rent rebates, provided that a family with an income 
equal to the basic wage, did not pay more than one-fifth of its 
income in rent, regardless of the economic rent. The Common
wealth met three-fifths and the. State two-fifths of any losses 
incurred through the rebate system. Under this Agreement 96,000 
houses and flats were built in Australia in the ten year period.

Largely due to Commonwealth pressure, the second agreement 
in 1956 which covered a five year period, increased the interest 
rate to 4% and provided that 20% of the total amount of money 
allocated to the States during the first two years and 30% during 
the remaining three years should be given to the housing societies 
instead of the State housing authorities. The total amount lent 
by the Commonwealth each year was left to be decided by the 
annual Loan Council meetings. The 1956 Agreement also pro
vided that the States should meet all losses incurred through the 
rent rebate system from which the Commonwealth withdrew 
completely.

Although this resulted in N.S.W. discontinuing rent rebates on 
houses built under this Agreement, Victoria continued the rebate 
system, the finance being paid from the Housing Commission's 
general revenue.

The effect of the 1956 Agreement was to —
1. Increase rents to offset the increased interest rate.
2. Reduce the finance available to State housing authori

ties by one-fifth and then by one-third.
3. Open up a new source of finance to housing societies at 

the expense of finance for State housing authorities.
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It is thus dear that in the past Rve years there has been a 
marked change in emphasis in Commonwealth housing policy. 
The past Rve years has been a period when all Governments have 
been intoxicated by the idea of home ownership to such an extent 
that it has been given almost mythical qualities. The problem is 
that all the catch cries on home ownership have concealed the 
reality that lies beneath the surface, namely that Commonwealth 
assistance has been channelled to groups who, although they have 
housing problems also have sources of Rnance other than the 
Government open to them, and this help has been provided at 
the expense of those who are least able to help themselves — the 
widows, the pensioners and the low-income families who can only 
be housed by State housing authorities.

The extent to which the Commonwealth Government has made 
a fetish of home ownership is best demonstrated in the words of 
the Minister of National Development, Senator W. A. Spooner, 
who, in explaining the 1956 Agreement, said:

"By making up to €7 million a year available to building 
societies the new scheme will assist a very deserving type of 
home builder, nam<dy, the man who is prepared to save and 
do without other things in order to pay for his home. Actu
aries have calculated that during the 53 year period in which 
the Commonwealth loan must be repaid the money lent to 
building societies will build more than twice as many homes, 
pound for pound as the money lent to Housing Commissions. 
This is because the same money will be used more than once 
by the building societies before it is repaid to the Common
wealth. This will help us to get away from the present situa
tion in Australia where one house in every Rve built goes to 
a person who becomes the tenant of a State Landlord".

Looked at uncritically this statement by the Minister does seem 
impressive but it overlooks two vital points.

It is certainly true, as the Minister has said, that a given 
amount of Commonwealth money channelled to building societies 
will build more homes, but it is also true that this is only because 
money spent in this way has to be supplemented by the home 
owner who, on the average, has to Rnd a further €800 in cash or 
land to make up the total cost of the home. Thus, as soon as 
Commonwealth housing money is switched away from housing 
authorities in favor of building societies, there is an immediate 
change in the category of persons receiving the assistance.

Surely it cannot be argued that this is an unimportant point. 
Who gets the assistance from the Government must always be one
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of the yardsticks used in measuring the effectiveness and desira
bility of housing policy as well as the further yardstick of counting 
the number of homes built. ,,

The interests of the housing society member certainly should 
not be overlooked or ignored, but what has tended to happen 
under the Commonwealth's policy is that by robbing the housing 
authorities of money and channelling it into housing societies, the 
Commonwealth has encouraged nongovernment sources of fin
ance to  withdraw some of their support for housing socities, 
at least in Victoria. For instance, according to the Victorian 
Minister of Housing, Mr. Petty, in the past three or fpur years 
the Commonwealth Trading and Savings Banks have both 
decreased their loans to housing societies.

Further evidence of this trend is the statement by the Federa
tion of Housing Co-Operative Societies in Victoria. In a report 
issued in October, 1959, and in referring to direct aid for the 
Commonwealth, the Federation said: "The advent of this system 
of Government, lending has been accompanied by a diminishing 
of funds from private sources".

From these statements it is clear that the Commonwealth Gov
ernment's policy has had definite side effects — it has not Only 
helped one type of home seeker at the expense of another group 
whose financial resources are more limited than the first group, 
but it has also caused a dwindling in the funds provid&l for 
housing societies from other sources.

The second point that should be noted about Senator Spooner's 
statement quoted above, is the reference he makes to "one house 
in every five built going to a tenant of the State Landlord".

This statement was true when it was made in 1955, bqt the 
extent to which it is inapplicable to the present circumstances is 
shown by the fact that in 1959 only one new house in twenty-five 
was allotted to a tenant of the State landlord in Victoria. Thus 
there has been a marked swing away from the 1955 position due 
partly to the effects of the 1956 Housing Agreement and partly 
to the fact that the Victorian Government has also become uncriti
cally attached^ to the home ownership principle, and has decreed 
that 50% of homes built by the Housing Commission of Victoria 
should be for sale and not for rent.

That Senator Spooner has hot undergone a change of opinion 
on housing policy is clear from, a statement he made recently in the 
Senate in which he said that "building society members Were just 
the same as the rest of us — men of no great income and in no 
different economic position from people who take up Housing
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Commission homes". He added, "My views about building socie
ties are so well known that it would not be improper for me to 
say that I shall be supporting them".

The Minister seems to be ignorant of the fact that the great 
majority of people who seek to take Housing Commission homes 
are not "just like the rest of us", able to save a substantial amount 
of money towards buying their own home, but are earning enough 
only to pay for the necessities of life. Lacking the capacity to 
build up sufficient capital for a deposit on a home they must look 
to State housing authorities for low rental housing or for State 
houses they can purchase at the very low deposits offered.

These people earn from £14 to £20 a week, or else they are 
pensioners with only their pension to support them. To equate 
these people as Senator Spooner attempted to do, with most mem
bers of the community, is patently absurd.

A study in N.S.W. in June, 1959, revealed that 77% of the 
applicants in that State for Housing Commission homes were in 
this low income category with earnings totalling less than El9 a 
week.

No one would disagree with the Minister's view that building 
societies' members deserve assistance but it would be surprising 
if there was general support for the method he has adopted for 
providing that assistance. If at the time of announcing his policy 
he had explained clearly that its effect would be to deprive low- 
income groups of the assistance they had previously been given 
there would have been a public outcry, yet this is precisely the 
effect of his policy.

The figures for Victoria illustrate quite clearly what has hap
pened. In 1955-56, the last year in which the first Commonwealth- 
States Housing Agreement operated, the Housing Commission 
received from the Commonwealth, under the Agreement, £10.8 
million and with this sum it built 4,152 home units.

In the current financial year, 1960-61, the Housing Commission 
will receive only £7.2 million, plus a small contribution towards 
the housing of servicemen. It will build only 2,300 home units.

The effect of this reduction in funds for the Housing Commis
sion is directly reflected in the number of applicants on the waiting 
list of the Housing Commission. As of June, 1956, there were 
11,000 applicants on the waiting list. Today, thanks to the Com
monwealth policy of reducing its allocation to the Commission, the 
waiting list has increased by more than 50% to 17,500 unsatisfied 
applicants, and while there may have been an increase in the
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number of homes built through building societies the number of 
Housing Commission homes being built has dropped by 44% — 
from 4,152 units in 1955-56 to 2,300 in 1960-61.

It is true, of course, that not all of the 17,500 applicants if 
offered homes today by the Commission would want to take up the 
offer, but the same situation has always applied to the Housing 
Commission waiting list and it is perfectly valid to use the raw 
statistics of applications to obtain a picture of the relative trend 
in demand.

The Commonwealth Government's policy has' been a prime 
factor in causing this substantial rise in the number of applicants 
waiting for Housing Commission homes. ,

Apart from the change in the category of persons being assisted, 
the Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement has had another 
fundamental defect, namely that it specifically precludes the States 
from spending the loan money on the acquisition and demolition 
of slum property. No explanation has ever been given why this 
restriction should have been applied. Slum reclamation, of course, 
represents the giving of assistance to the very lowest income groups 
in the community.

In Victoria slum reclamation has only been made possible 
because the State Government has been prepared to allocate a 
small sum (f500,000 per annum in recent years) towards the 
acquisition and demolition of slum properties. Without this con
tribution there would, in fact, be no slum reclamation programme 
at all. What is extraordinary about the Commonwealth-States 
Housing Agreement is that it appears to be based on the idea that 
slums do not represent a housing problem.

In the past five years the Victorian Government has spent f2 
million in acquiring sub-standard areas and has rebuilt on these 
sites some 500 flats and other units.

However, a detailed survey issued recently by the Victorian 
Minister of Housing, Mr. Petty, showed that there are. approxi
mately 1,000 acres of run down and depressed houses, and they 
will be added to yearly unless "some organised effort is made to 
surmount the problem". Each year additional houses move into 
the "depressed housing and slum housing" categories.

As the Minister pointed out the scope of the Commission's 
activities is strictly limited by the amount of money which can be 
made available from the State Treasury and he said, "I strongly 
recommend that the problem of slum clearance must now be 
looked at from a national point of view, particularly as the Com
monwealth Government is the only source from which adequate 
funds for this national work can be obtained".

9



New Agreement
It is dear that from the facts set out above that if the new 

Commonwealth-States Housing Agreement, to be finalised in 1961, 
is to meet our most urgent housing needs it must be based on a 
new approach.

The new approach should be that first priority of available 
funds should be given to State Housing Authorities for their nor
mal housing programme, second priority to the allocation of funds 
for slum reclamation and third priority to building societies who 
do have other sources of finance.

Priority 1. In different States different conditions exist and the 
relative allocations as between the normal housing programme 
of the Housing Authorities, slum reclamation and budding societies 
should reflect the different needs.

The basic principle should be that the Housing Authorities 
should receive allocations specifically designed to enable them to 
overcome the back log of demand for their class of homes.

Where the waiting list for State housing is equai to, or exceeds 
the demand in 1955-56, the Housing Commissions should receive 
sutBcient ioan funds to build at least the same number of homes 
as in 1955-56. They should continue to receive this amount as a 
minimum allocation until their waiting lists have been substan
tially reduced.

Priority 2. Slum reclamation should now be recognised as part 
of the commonwealth housing programme and the two larger 
States, N.S.W. and Victoria, where slums are most prevalent 
should be eligible to receive up to f 500,000 a year for slum 
reclamation.

This money should be made available as a direct grant and 
not as a part of loan finance on the basis that the Commonwealth 
matches money found by the States f l  for f l .

The allocation to the smaller States should be oh a smaller 
scale, but on the same terms as for Victoria and N.S.W.

Priority 3. Housing societies should continue to be assisted, not 
on a fixed percentage basis as in the past, but on the basis that 
their allocation is determined after the minimum conditions laid 
down under Priority 1 and 2 have been fully met.

The effect of these proposals would be, firstly, to ensure that 
the State housing authorities were provided with sufficient funds 
to reduce the backlog of people on the waiting list for housing
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authority homes and, secondly, to recognise slum reclamation as 
ah integral part of the housing programmes.  ̂ ^

A third effect would be to create conditions under which the 
Commonwealth would have a political incentive to increase the 
amount of money available for housing. Hitherto the Cornmon- 
wealth Government has been taking credit for helping building 
societies while at the same time it was drastically reducing the 
assistance given tp low income families ^ d  pensioners." , ^

If the Commonwealth Government wants to base its policy on 
treating the low income families and pensioners in this Way then 
it should be quite frank with the public and shy so and not seek 
to conceal this fact by overstating thb benefits'that its policies 
will bring.

The immediate effects of this proposal in Victoria would be —
1. The Housing Commission would have available suffic

ient money to build 4,000 homes which would require 
approximately f  12 million. This is actually the amount 
it received as far back as 1953-54.

2. If the Victorian Government continued to provide an 
annual grant for slum reclamation of f500,000 it would 
receive the same amount from the Commonwealth. 
With f l  million for acquisition and clearance of slum 
and blighted areas it would be able to clear some 20 
acres for redevelopment each year.

3. The needs of the building societies would be met either 
through the Commonwealth Government providing 
additional sums or through increased finance from 
Government Banks and private sources or both.

Some members of Commonwealth Parliament have been sug
gesting recently that the provision of additional finance for hous
ing might increase the rate of construction to the point where 
the resources of the building industry could not be fully employed.

While the overall construction figures of recent years point to 
an increase in total number of homes built, as we have seen, an 
improvement has not taken place for lower income groups. In 
fact their situation has deteriorated. If those who advocate a 
"slow down" policy on housing can substantiate their arguments, 
which is doubtful, and wish to advocate some form of rationing 
through financial control, it would be outrageously unfair to imple
ment the "go slow" by reducing, or refusing to increase, finance 
for the growing number of low income families who can only turn 
to State housing authorities for accommodation.

11



If any form of rationing through financial controls is to applied 
it must be applied to all sections o fth e  community and should be 
directed, .not only to housing, but . to other building projects which 
are less important to the welfare of the community than housing.

finally, it dlust he hept In tqinict that at present Australia has 
a breathing space in whi& to  eateh. up with housing demand. In 
1963 add the following years the marriage fate is expected to 
increase and the demand for housing will be accelerated

In the next few years our Commonwealth and State housing 
policies must be geared tp. rcmoyjng the bachlog ^ i  applicants m 
pr^aratioh for meeting the a^iuipnted increased^ demand in later 
years. Housing for low-income groups must be a top priority.
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