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Executive summary:

The purpose of thisreport is to ascertain whetherornotthe VHRis workingasit intendedin regards
to the process of receiving community housing offers in the case of HAAG’s cohort of older people
who are homeless oratrisk of homelessness. HAAG’s housing workers house approximately 7
people permonthinsocial housing -anumbrellatermto mean publichousing which is owned by
government, and community housing which is owned or managed by not for profit community
housing providers. Ourworkers mainly utilise the VHR and use our contacts and networks within
community housing providers to house ourclients. In practice though how many of our clients are
being housedin community housing through each process? Has the VHR simplified itand made the
process more transparentin relation to community housing providers and how they offervacancies?
Thisis somethingthe introduction of the VHR aimed to address and this report will focus on.

e 11 community housing offers were made through the VHR compared with
18 comingdirectly through a provider

e Of the 11 VHR community housing offersonly 3required aseparate
applicationto be submitted tothe providerin additiontothe VHR
application

e Applicantswhoreceived theircommunity housing offer directly through the
providergenerally received it within 1-3 months of applying, whereas those
who were offered through the VHR waited on average 3-12 months

e Applicantswho applied to non-VHR registered community housing providers
all received an offer within one month

o Thisinformation was gathered using data obtained through HAAG’s Home at
Last client files; afile review was conducted on those housed in community
housingduring the period from just afterthe introduction fromthe VHR and
covered September 2017 to September 2018

e Thefilereviewlooked atthe application process and whetheraseparate
application was required by the provider, the time between an application
beingapproved and when an offer of housing made, who the community
housing provider was, whetherthe offer came through the VHR or directly
through the provider

e Community housing providers be required to take 75% of theirtenants from
the VHR

e Potential tenants notbe required to complete an additional application form
if they have already completed one through the VHR



Introduction:

Up until August 2017 the social housing systemin Victoriawas complex. There were many different
avenuesto apply forsocial housing, an umbrellatermin this reportto mean both publicand
community housing, and many lengthy and individual applications forms to complete foreach
housing provider. These applications could be made only aftera person found out who the housing
providers were as thisinformation was difficult to locate, and then each provider having different
eligibility criteriaand ways to apply. During this time, forexample, a person who was publichousing
eligible would apply to the Department of Housing (DoH) waiting list, find out that through their
friends orfamily, or sometimes Department of Housing staff, that there isa community housing
providerinthe areathey want to live, and then apply separately to them. In some cases community
housing providers would look to the DoH list for suitable applicants and contact them to complete
an application, but notalways. The system was confusing and complex, and people wanting social
housing would requireahousing support worker to navigate it and make sure that they were on the
appropriate lists foras many relevant housing providers as possible.

The Victorian Housing Register (VHR) was introduced in August 2017. It isa combined waiting list of
all the social housing providersin Victoriawhosigned up toit, not all did as they wished to retain
control of theirown waiting lists. From that time on, eligible people could complete one application
through their MyGov account or viaa housing support worker, tick a box that says “both publicand
community housing” and then once theirapplication has been approved are then placed onthe lists
of all those who provide housinginthe applicant’s preferred areato wait for a suitable offer. Its
intentisto provide an easierapplication process for peopleto navigate through. Anotheraimisto
increase transparency of the social housing offer process and reduce the cherry picking by
community housing providers of those tenants they thought were more suitable overaneeds-based
prioritisation list, which is what exists in the publichousing system. The Victorian Government’s
Department of Health and Human Services webpage on community housing providers states that
they are “are expectedtotake up to 50 per cent of new tenants forgovernment funded properties
fromthe publichousing waiting list” (Department of Health and Human Services, para. 7). The VHR
has beenalong time coming and itsimplementation is still being rolled out;itis expectedto be fully
operational by early 2019. Inthe meantime, all newsocial housing applications go through the VHR
and have since September 2017, and the majority of existing single community housing applications
has been migrated acrosstoit.

Housing forthe Aged Action Group (HAAG), asmall olderperson’s housing supportand advocacy
service basedin Melbourne, runs the Home at Last (HAL) program. HAL isfunded by Victoria’s
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) and the federal Department of Social Services
(DSS) to provide Assistance with Care and Housing (ACH) services, a program that assists people who
are aged 50+ and who are homeless, at risk of homelessness, or livingin unsuitable housing, to
achieve long-term and affordable housing outcomes and link in with aged care supports so that the
personisbetterable toage inplace. The program assists those onlow incomeswithlittletono
financial assets who are generally unable to access housingin the private market, including private
rental, due toa variety of factors including low income, age discrimination, and inaccessible housing
options. Our housing workers now use the Victorian Housing Registerto apply forthese housing
outcomes, accessingthe priority lists that our DHHS funding status grants us, and house peopleina
mixture of tenures, including publicand community housing. To date we have found the offer



process confusing and have questioned whetherthe VHRis doing what itintends; to provide more
housing options fortenants, reduce the red-tape of the application process, and offersuitable
vacanciesto those mostin needinstead of cherry-picking the best tenants. The purpose of this
reportis to find out whetherthe VHRis doing this.

The report will take the following structure:

e Policyanalysis

e Literaturereview

e Reviewof Home at Last clientfiles
e Discussion of findings

e Casestudies

e Conclusionand recommendations

By the end | will have answered the question: Is the Victorian Housing Register providing
transparency in the process for community housing offers thatitsintroductionintended?



Literature review:

Publichousingin Australia was originally established inthe early 1930s. Known then as Housing
Commissions, each was run by a statutory authority with its own board of governance; theyran
similarly across states up until the 1980s whenresponsibility deviated to individual state and
territory governments (Pawson & Gilmour 2010, p. 246). Even till today many people though still
referto publichousingas housing commission. Socialhousing, an umbrellaterm to describe public
and social housing, is “conventionally defined as residential accommodation provided at sub-market
prices by state or not-for-profitlandlords and allocated according to administrative criteriarather
than price” (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014, p. 598). In the Australian context,Ruming (2014) goes onto
further describe this housingtype as referringto “both housing provided directly by State
governments (publichousing) and housing provided by the community housing sector. The bulk of
social housingin Australiaremains managed by the State government, despite apushto expandthe
role of community housing providers” (p. 41). Systems vary across state lines and countries; in
Australiaand the United Kingdom it began as affordable accommodation for workers and astepping
stone into home ownership, in northern Europe as post-warrecovery and nationrebuilding, andin
the US housingis not provided directly but through subsidies (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014, p. 598).

In the context of Australia, and in particular Victoria, the literature shows the shift from social
housing being an affordable housing option for workers, located close to employmentand services,
and providingafootholdintothe great Australian dream of home ownership into housing of last
resortfor those unable to access the private market. Across all tenures except social housing, the
rates of housing unaffordability and stress are getting higher with many pushed furtherto the
outskirts of cities where employment is high and facilities limited (Pawson & Gilmour 2010, p. 245).
At the same time policy changes overthe pasttwenty yearsto the social housing system, particularly
publichousing, mean that these providers have gone from asteppingstone toonly beingable to be
accessed by those inthe highest housing need (Hulse & Milligan 2014, p. 649), predominantly those
with “complex social, economicand health circumstances” (Collins 2014, p. 29). These authorsall
agree that within this environment the current systemis failingthe most vulnerable people and

failingto address Australia’s affordability crisis.

Within a climate of those in most need being the only peopleable to access social housing, there has
been a perception of damage to the reputation of thistenure, which Pawson and Gilmour (2010)
describe asreflecting the “shrinking gross provision within the context of widersocial changesand
allocation policiesincreasingly emphasising needs-based prioritisation” (p. 245). This has led to
social housing nolongerbeing housing of choice but of last resort (Darcy 1999, p. 22), howeveritstill
servesanimportantfunctioninthe Victorian housing sectorand Darcy goes onto state that it should
be seenas a “a complementary structure of provision, designed to provide low-income tenants with
greater choice primarily by means of an increase in supply” (p.22). In addition, Ruming furthers this
with policy decisions since the 1970s being the cause of this due to the shiftin promotinghome
ownership and private rental overfundingsocial housing, leading to the targeted allocation of scarce
propertiestothose mostin need and a concentration of vulnerabilities (Ruming 2014, p. 41). The



solution tothis problemistoincrease supply of social housing, meaning thatthere will be more
people livingin this kind of tenure and who have housing security to dampen perceived social

problems, points of view stated by both Darcy, Ruming, and Hulse and Milligan (2014, p. 649).

The social housing system in Victoria is now managed by a common wait list; according to Collins
(2014) itisviewed as the simplest way for governments and community housing providers to match
theiravailable properties to those most suitable, as well as a way to optimise the maximum impact
forthose mostin need (p. 29). The whole system was fragmented, with many applications required
to access different providers, providing confusion to potentialapplicants (Pawson & Gilmour 2010,

p. 246). These authors go on to describe agrowingtrend with the federal and state and territory
governments committing to increasingthe community housing sector, similartothe trendinthe
United Kingdom where publicstockis transferred to not for profit community housing providers to
manage, they discuss the downsideto this beingakind of corporatization of the community housing
sector with tenants as consumers overexercising their choice overtheirhousing tenure however

with common waiting lists being an efficient way to manage their high demand (p. 246-7).

Many authors argue that the current systems of social housing across the developed world are
underpinned by neoliberalideologies, particularly in relation to common waiting lists. Blessing
(2016) statesthis has beenoccurringinthe sector overseassince the 1980s (p. 150) and Fitzpatrick
and Pawson (2014) phrase it as being a “neo-liberal adherence to market service provision and the
beliefthat state-subsidised housing should be reserved only for the most needy” but promoted with
philosophies of equitable access (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014, p. 611). These kinds of theories reflect
that the tenanthas a lot more to lose in this relationship, takinginto account the importance of the
sense of security, stability and access to control overthe life of acommunity housing tenant which
can be lostif a negative change in circumstances occurs (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014, p. 604). In the
British context community housing providers have becomeless accountable to tenants the larger
they have become (Pawson & Gilmour 2010, p. 253), it has givenrise totenantgroups calling for
more security in their housing (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014, p. 603) and in the Australian contextthe
Victorian Housing Register aims to address some of these issues (Osborne & Newman 2017, p. 51).
Hulse and Milligan (2014) take a different viewpoint however where they seethe role of community
housing providers as providingan example to the wider housing sectoronthe importance of security
of tenure, moderation of rentincreases and basichousing standards (Hulse & Milligan 2014, p. 641).
They go onto to state that despite Australian housing policy being geared towards home ownership,
thisisnot as important as ensuring occupiers across all tenures having proper and regulated security
regardless of how they come to access their housing (Hulse & Milligan 2014, p. 648).

As stated previously, social housingin Victoriais still predominantly state-owned and managed, with
a growingincrease inthe numberof community providers entering the market, but continuing to
provide restricted access to those inthe highest need (Pawson & Gilmour 2010, p. 256). With a
housing market underimmense pressureand those on the lowestincomes being pushed out of the
private market (Fitzpatrick & Pawson 2014, p.607), the Victorian Housing Register aimstoimprove



accessibility tosocial housingto those who need it. Thisreport will now look at the policies behind

itsimplementation.



Policy analysis:

Housing policyin Victoriais complex and underpinned by different facets; some controlled by the
federal government suchinthe policies of taxand Commonwealth Rent Assistance, others such as
building permits and how land is utilised is controlled by local councils (Nancarrow 2017, p. 36). The
provision of social housing has been left to the states to manage (Nicholls 2014, p. 336). The purpose
of housing policyisto enable the marketto work as efficiently as possibleand to provide people
with access to appropriate housing, howeverin practice itis more challenging than that, particularly
inthe provision of social housing (De Silvaetal 2016, p. 340). Social housingis housingforrentthat
ismanaged by not for profitlandlords, generally let at bel ow market rents, sometimes assessed as a
percentage of the tenant’sincome, and where accessis limited to those in higherneed and who
meet certain eligibility criteria, itisan umbrellaterm encompassing both public (housing owned by
the government) and community (housing owned by not for profit providers) housing (Pawson &
Hulse 2011, p. 118). The Productivity Commission describes community housing as “rental housing
provided to low-to-moderate incomeand/or special needs households, managed by community-
based organisations thatlease properties from government or have received a capital orrecurrent
subsidy from government” (Nancarrow 2017, p. 36), and further defined by its partnership between
governmentand housing providers to provide affordableand appropriate housing forthose mostin
need (Finn 2010, p. 31). The community housing provideris responsible forasset and tenancy
managementand has a secondary purpose of building and strengthening social capital by promoting
thistenure as a viable housingalternative (Nancarrow 2017, p. 36).

The supply of social housingisimperativein creating asocial safety netand governmentsin Australia
have generally recognised this since 1943 with the establishment of the Housing Commissions
(Groenhart & Burke 2014, p. 128-129). The Australian Government has committed since 2009 to
growingthis sectoras it services agroup of people thatthe private market has beenfailing
(Nancarrow 2017, p. 38); forexample those onlowincomes such as the age pension who did not
attainhome ownership forvarious reasons and forwho the private rental marketis unaffordable
and insecure. These initiatives come under the National Affordable Housing Agreement, currently
undergoingreform by the currentfederal government and likely to become known as the National
Housing and Homelessness Agreement for the 2018-2019 financial year (Department of Social
Services 2018, para. 1). Interestingly though, the information contained on the DSS NAHA website
does notspecifically reference funding for social housing. There is growing evidence that more
Australians are experiencing housing stress and homelessness; these are across a range of tenures
and include those who are unable to purchase theirfirsthome, those onlow incomes who are
unable to access private rental, those residingin unsafe rooming houses due to a lack of options,
those who are couch surfing, and thenthe visible homeless who are those sleeping rough (Nicholls
2014, p.330).

The Global Financial Crisisin 2008 led to an increase in the number of social housing dwellings, the
first significant boostin decades, following the then Rudd Government’s White Paperon housing

and homelessness, it wasthe “the largest single commitment of fundingto social housingin
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Australia’s history’ and resulted in the construction of approximately 19,700 new dwellings along
with the maintenance and repair of an additional 12,000 dwellings that ‘were uninhabitable, or likely
to be uninhabitable, within two years” (Nicholls 2014, p. 336). As at June 2015 there were 427,000
social housing properties tenanted by 817,300 people, anincrease of 84 per cent from the time of
the GFC due to the suddenincrease in available properties (Nancarrow 2017, p. 36). Additionally, a
providerisrequiredto be registeredto be able to access government capital to provide more
properties (Nygaard etal 2008, p. 13).

With the Victorian Government’s decision to not put more fundinginto the creation of public
housingithas beenlefttothe community housing sectorto take up the creation of additional
affordable housing stock (Nygaard et al 2008, p.6). An increase inavailablefundingforthese
providersledtothe establishment of numerous not for profit, orcommunity housing, providers, and
at the time of writing there are approximately 40in operation (Housing Registrar 2018, para. 3).
They are all overseen by the Housing Registrar, an agency that “regulates and monitornew
affordable housing providers, but with along-term aimto regulate and monitor all otherfunded
community housing agencies” (Nygaard et al 2008, p. 6). Inthis climate it has been difficult to
manage the number of applications required to complete to access social housing; generally a
person would make one application to the Department of Housing for publichousing, and thento
othercommunity housing providers such as Women’s Housing Limited or Community Housing
Limited toincrease theirchance of a quicker property offer, howeverit has been difficult to know
whoto apply to and each agency has theirown processes and criteriato meet. In 2015 the policy
ideaof a common waiting list was introduced into the sectorand the Department of Health and
Human Services worked on reaching agreement with community housing providers, community
stakeholders, and DHHS, who manage publichousingin Victoria, to come up with a set of policy
principles that would end up becomingthe Victorian Housing Register (Osborne & Newman 2017, p.
51). Twelve months afterthisthe VHR was launched within the housingand homelessness sector
with the aim of streamlining and simplifying housing applications into one application for many
different social housing providers, as well as allowing applicants and housing workers to now do so
online where previously they were all paper-based (the paper-based capability remains forthose
who do not have access to the internet) (Osborne & Newman 2017, p. 51). Italso streamlines
eligibility criteriaacross providers, in particular income, assets and needs tests, however some
providers continue to have additional eligibility criteria, particularly in the case of HAAG clients
where there are requirements forapplicants to be 55+.

Many states and territoriesin Australiaalready had common waitinglists foryears, howeverthe
Victorian Governmentattempted to bringinacommon waitinglistin both 2007 and 2010 and both
times the policy failed (Osborne & Newman 2017, p. 51). Sentiments changed in 2015 whenthe
process was started again, and by the time the VHR was ready to be implemented in 2017 a
concerted community education approach was taken to ensure all relevant stakeholders were aware

of the new system, how to use it and where to go for further help, thisincluded the following:

e Electronicresourcesincludinganew websiteand social media
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e Targetedtrainingtothose whowould use the VHR
e Informationsessionsonthe broad scope of the VHR for the community and stakeholders
(Osborne & Newman 2017, p. 52)

Social housingisanimportant safety net (Ruming 2015, p. 462), especially for HAAG’s cohort of
olderpeople who are less likely to be able to access housinginthe private market. Theyarealsoa
growingareaof policy research particularly due toincreased barriers to home ownershipandthe
challengesrelated to the provision of housing to people with complexneeds (Nicholls 2014, p. 330).
Australiahasan ageing population and the life expectancy of its residents is one of the highestin the
world (De Silvaetal 2016, p. 343), this mixed with a climate of growing housing unaffordability
meansthe needforincreased social housingis getting more and more urgent (De Silva et al 2016, p.
346). The Rudd Governmentin 2007 recognised that housing policy had been mostly neglected by
previous governments and because of this reintroduced a Minister for Housing and changed the way
that social housing was funded, as well as significantly increasing the number of social housing
dwellings across Australia (Nicholls 2014, p.335-336). The Australian social housing context, and
whichisno differentin Victoria, operatesin an environment of low-turnover of propertiesand an
increase of higherneeds applicants (Pawson & Hulse 2011, p. 120). Those with complex needs,
including HAAG's clients, are now given higher priority for social housing based on their
vulnerabilities and the unlikelihood of being able to procure housingin the private market (Pawson
& Hulse 2011, p. 124), referring back to the safety netthat thistenure provides. Previously
community housing providers were less targeted in their selection of tenants, partly due to their
need toremainfinanciallyviableand so choosingtenants with agood rental history and on the
higherend of the low-income spectrum, such as those on pensions compared with Newstart

Allowance, meant they were more likely to stay financially viable (Groenhart & Burke 2014, p. 130).

Successive governments at both state and federal levels have always privileged homeownership over
othertenure types, howeverthe provision of social housing has remained due to the understanding
that not everyone will be able to access the means to purchase a home and increasingly so as
housing becomes more and more unaffordable across all generations (Jacobs 2015, p. 58).
Subsequent policy decisions around publichousing since the Rudd Government’s White Paper have
led to an increased perception of choice of provider forsocial housing tenants, described as a win for
the free market (Ruming 2015, p. 466), however with the number of available social housing
properties majorly outstripping supply, many policy authors and workersinthe sectorargue
whetherthe choiceisreal or just perceived (Pawson & Hulse 2011, p. 124). In this climate isthe VHR
a neoliberal tool with which to furthertarget social housing provision to those who are in most need
and leavingthose who are considered to be better off to the private market, something which
Groenhartand Burke (2014) state “undermines economic competitiveness while leading to the
culture of dependenceforthoseit providesfor” (p. 130). Most policy-makers would agree that there
isa requirementformore social housing to be built; itis estimated that to meet demand atleastan
additional 300,000 properties are required over the next twenty years (Jacobs 2015, p. 62). Thereis
anecdotal evidence however that this numberdoes not take into account actual need as many
people who are eligiblefor social housing don’t apply due to perceived waiting times of years to be
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offered a property, aswell as difficulty in navigating the system itself (Pawson & Hulse 2011, p. 122),
thisissomethingthe VHRaimsto overcome (Osborne & Newman 2017, p. 51). The VHR approach to
allocationsisstill targeted by having narrow eligibility criteria and allocation mechanisms builtinto it
that aimto ensure thatthose inthe greatestneed are the firstto receive property offers (Osborne &
Newman 2017, p.51). Thisis meantto overcome the tendency of some community housing
providersto ‘cherry pick’ tenants perceived as better able to pay theirrentand who have little to no
complex needs (Jacobs & Travers 2015, p. 314).

The community housing sector has an importantand growingrole to play inthe provision of
affordable and secure housingin Victoria (Nancarrow 2017, p. 38). Its general objectives are to
provide affordable housing that gives tenants security of tenure and good quality housing (Finn
2010, p. 32), as well asto improve bettersocial, health and economicoutcomes (Nygaard et al 2008,
p. 18), options and effects that many of the clients we see at HAAGwould otherwise not be able to
obtain. Withincreasing high levels of demand atargeted approach to allocationis seen asthe best
way to ensure that vacancies goto those who needitthe most (Ruming 2015, p. 452); the VHR aims
to streamline this with one application for many providers and toincrease transparency in the offer
process so that those Victorians who need access to affordable and secure housing the most are able
to achieve this.
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Review of Home at Last client files:

Methodology:

To work outifthe VHRIis to date workingasintendedin the example of HAAG and Home at Last’s
service delivery I reviewed the files of those clients who had been housed in community housing
since September 2017 to September 2018 using quantitative data; the period beginningjust after
the introduction of the VHR till the month priorto the writing of this report. To do this| ran a report
on all housed clients from this period from the database HAAG and Home at Last uses to record this
information, the Specialist Housing Information Platform, or SHIP as it’s known across the sector,
this produced a list of 150 people who had been housed in that period. This data extraction
produceda reportin Excel which broke downthe housed tenure types of each of those 150 people,
alsoincluding how theirapplication was initially made, i.e. through the VHR or directly toa provider,
whenitwas made, which social housing providerthey were housed with, when theirapplication was
made, whenitwas approved and the time lapse between thatand when they received their
property offer, and the date they were housed. Fromthis|sorted out those who were housedin
community housing fromthose housedin othertenures such as publichousing orindependent living
units. This provided alist of 42 people housed in community housing during the selected period.
From this list I sorted out those who had been housedin properties through providers who have not
signed up to the VHR, such as Housing Choices Australiaand MecwaCare; thisinformation had been
worked out previously using the Victorian Government’s Housing Registrar website to assist HAAG
workersin knowing when to make separate housing applications, but which was not a part of this
research. This data was also assessed separately tofind outif applyingthrough the VHR ordirectly to
providers who aren’t part of the VHR has any impact on the time people waitfor housing offers. This
sorting of clients by provider created alist 29 clients who were housed during the period September
2017-September 2018 in community housing through providers who have signed up tothe VHR.

The review of these 29 files looked at the following information:

e Who was the community housing providerthe client ended up being offered a property by

e Was theinitial application made through the Victorian Housing Register or directly to the
provider?

e Didthe offercome through the VHR or was it viathe provider*?

o |[fthe offerwas made throughthe VHR, was a separate providerapplication also required?

e What was the time period between the application being submitted and the offer made?

*Where the offer came directly through the provider, thisis sometimes where they will contact
HAAG directly with an available property and the housing workers will put forward those who are
most suitable, orwhere HAAG workers find out through word of mouth thatthere is a vacancy and
contact the providerdirectly totry to secureitfora client

| was given access to thisinformation through my employment at HAAG in the Home at Last service
and no clientidentifyinginformation was required to completethe file review, oris contained in the
final results. | will now move onto providing the findings from this exercise.
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Findings:
The review of the 29 files showed that offers came through the following providers:

e Community Housing Ltd (CHL) — 15

e Port Phillip Housing Association (PPHA) -2
e Women’sHousing Limited (WHL) -5

e Unison—-7

Offer by provider
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Of these, 26 applications were made through the Victorian Housing Register and 3 directly to the
providerwith noinitial VHR application
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Only 11 offers were made through the VHR process compared with 18 coming directly from the
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Of these 11 VHR offers, only 3required a separate application to be made directly to the community

housing providerin addition to the existing VHR application. Of the other 18 provider-direct offers
14 required aseparate applicationto the existing VHR one

Was a separate community housing
application required
16
14 A
12 A
10 7 B Separate application required
8 - for VHR offers
6 - M Separate application required
for provider-direct offer
4 -
2 -
0 -
Yes No

Of the 29 filesreviewed, all clients were housed within 12 months; the difference howeveris the
time between the application date and when the offer being made diverging between whether the
offercame through the VHR or directly from the housing provider —many of those who received
offers within three months got theirs directly from the community housing provider, with many of
those who waited six months orlongerreceiving theirs through the VHR

Time between application and offer

6
5
4
3
B VHR
2 .
B pProvider
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This chart shows the difference in waiting times between an application being submitted and an

offerbeing made and shows the difference in waiting times where applicants wentdirectlytoa

providerorwhethertheyapplied through the VHR. All clients who come through HAAG’s Home at

Last outreach supportservice will have a VHR application submitted with secondary ones as

required.
Comparison of time between application
and offer between non-VHR and VHR
community housing providers
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12
10
8
B VHR community housing
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This chart breaks down the difference in waiting times between an application being submitted and
an offer being made by non-VHRregistered providers and VHR registered providers by how the offer

was made
Comparison of time between application
and offer between offer types
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6 M Offer made through VHR
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Discussion of findings:

Thisfile review had some outcomes that | was not expecting. Through my day to day workin housing
supportat HAAG inthe Home at Last service and through informal discussions with my colleagues |
had thought that most community housing offers were not coming through the VHR but through our
contacts with providers and vice versawhere providers contact us with vacancies. Where offers
come directly through a providerthis can be broken downinto two streams; one, where the
providerhas a vacancy that they needto fill and contact HAAG workers with the details, i.e. whether
itisaunit, an apartment, a studio, if it has disability modifications, etc., and what the eligibility
criteriais, the housingworkers put forward those who are suitable, meetthe eligibility requirements
and who are mostin need, andthe providerthen chooses theirtenant fromthem. Andtwo, where
HAAG workers hear of vacancies at a site and contact the providerdirectly with potential tenants
ready to go, usinga similarinternal screening process asinthe first stream. Anecdotally we know
that community housing providers preferthe clients of HAAG as they tend to be first-time homeless
and have little tono complex needs; the stereotype of the agreeable elderly person who will always
pay theirrenton time, live quietly and not make any complaints, and overall our clients are seenas
theideal tenants. A part of HAAG’s service when housingolder people isto continue to work with
themto stabilise theirtenancy and to also make sure appropriate supports are in place for when our
support ceases, such as aged care or mental health supports; community housing providersarein
favour of thisapproach as it reduces the supportandtenancy follow up required attheirend.
Another part of the service people receive is to make as many applications to as many housing
providersinthe areasthat our clienttells us they wish tolive; this will include a VHR application for
publicand community housing, and direct applications toindependent living unit providers, such as
Glenloch Homes, or those community housing providers who are not signed up to the VHR, such as
Housing Choices Australia. The purpose of thisis to maximum the chance that clients will receivean
offeras quickly as possible. Our workers are always on the lookout for suitable vacancies across
many tenures, and this plus our relationships with housing providers and knowledge of the housing
sectoris part of the reason that the majority of HAAG’s clients are generally housed within 12
months.

The data showsin the context of HAAG an almost even mix of offers comingdirectly through
providers andthe VHR forthe 29 clientfiles that were reviewed; 11 comingthroughthe VHR and 18
directlyfroma provider. The providers themselves were not asurprise as they reflect the size of
each organisation and the amount of housing stock they manage, for example Community Housing
Limitedisthe one of the largest providers of community housingin Victoria, and despitethe small
sample size of thisresearch, thisisreflectedinthe number of peoplewe housed withtheminthe
September2017 to September 2018 period. Our contact with Women’s Housing Limited is growing
as they grow theirhousing portfolio and interestingly none of their offers of housing to our clients
came through the VHR but through our relationship with their workers. Of the 11 offers that came
throughthe VHR only 3 required a separate application to be made to the housing providerin
addition to the VHR application that they were being offered a property on the basis of. Again, this is
a small sample size but points to the VHR workingin regards to simplicity and reducingred-tapein
applyingforandreceiving offers, asitsintroduction promised. Interesting, for the other 18 people
housed during the specified period, 14 of themrequired aseparate application to be made where
theiroffer came direct from the community housing provider. | believe this difference points tothe
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VHR workingasintended because intheseinstances even though those applicants had applied to
the VHR, their offerwas made out of intended process and so there was no requirement for the
providertoaccess theirinitial VHR application.

The review showed averyinterestingtrend whenitcame to breaking down the times between an
application being made through the VHR and an offer being received, and how that housing offer
came through. Forthose clients who received an offer within three months of theirapplication being
submitted, 13 of them received that offerdirectly from the housing provider compared with4who
wentthroughthe process of receiving theirs through the VHR. Atthe other end of the scale, of those
who waited six to twelve months fortheir offer, 8 received theirs through the VHRand only 4
directly through the provider. Comparing this with the filereview conducted on those clients who
were housed by non-VHRregistered housing providers; during the period September 2017 to
September2018, all 13 people housed by those providers received their offer within one month of
theirapplication being submitted. Thisis curious as it shows that clients can receive community
housing offers quicker where they go directly to the provider; whether thisis by HAAG housing
workers applying through the VHR and then contacting/being contacted by a VHR-registered
providerorgoingto a non-VHRregistered provider directly. By relying on the VHR to work as
intended; by aworker makingan application, getting that application approved to the correct
priority waiting list, waiting forasuitable property to become available, and then being offered that
property by a providerwho has accessedthe VHRlistin order of need, appearstoleadto longer
waiting times for housing overthose whose workers contact providers directly oragencies who are
contacted directly by providers with vacancies. This leads to questions around equity and fairness,
one of the underlying principles of the VHR, as this data shows that those who go through the
process waitlongerandthose who receive offers directly do not. Isitfair for people who have
recently applied to be offered a property before those who have been waiting onthe VHR ist for
much longer; isit fairthat HAAG staff have access to these contacts that mean that some can be
housed more quickly than others; andisit fair that community housing providers still appearto be
choosing tenants based on HAAG's reputation and level of support? | would argue froma policy -
perspective thatno, thisis notfairfor the thousands waiting onthe VHR for a housing offer and that
because of these findings thatthe VHRis not working as it was intended, thatitis not offering
transparency inthe community housing offer process and that there need to be stronger
mechanismsin place to ensure thatthose who are in the highe st need and who have been waiting
the longestare offered vacancies first. HAAG's housing workers go above and beyond every day to
ensure thatthose requiring housing have accesstoit, and | don’t believethat our workers accessing
offers outside the process of the VHRisinappropriate as the systemis set up to still allow this,
howeverthe introduction of the VHR was meant to bring about fairness and equity and | don’t
believethatitis doingso based on the information gathered through this review of HAAG’s client
files.
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Case studies:

Victoriaisa 67 year old woman who came to Home at Last due to unsuitable housing. At the time of
herinitial contactIn October2017 she had beenlivingin hersonand daughterinlaw’s home along
with two teenage grandchildren fortwo years; the property was small with only three bedrooms,
one that she shared with one of her grandchildren, and very overcrowded. Victoria missed having
herown space and independence and by the time she contacted HAL was very overwhelmed and
had recently been diagnosed with depression. She was able to continue living with her family until
she found her own accommodation, however as the relationship was becoming more and more
tense and Victoria’s mental health deteriorating, she was assessed by anintake workeras eligiblefor
an urgentreferral into HAL's outreach support service.

Victoriawas seen by a HAL outreach worker shortly after this and assisted by the workerto
complete aHomeless with Support Victorian Housing Register application. To be eligible for this
category of the VHR waitinglistaperson needs to be homeless, onalowincome and have little to
no financial assets, she met all thesecriteria. Peopleon this waitinglist usually receive offers within
one to twelve months due tothe urgency of theirsituation. By the time the application was ready to
be submitted the relationship between Victoriaand her family had worsened to the point where she
had been asked toleave the home as soon as possible. Herapplication for Homeless with Support on
the VHR waitinglist was approved quite quickly and she had been on the list for two months when
Victoria’s outreach worker became aware of avacancy through Women’s Housing Ltd. Her worker
contacted WHL to ascertainif Victoriawas suitable, they agreed that she was and requested their
applicationform be completed to confirm this. The WHL application form was submitted as soon as
all the extrarequiredinformation was gathered; thisincluded Centrelinkincome statements and
bank statements, information thatisn’trequired when applying to the VHR as DHHS have an
arrangement with Centrelink to be able to share an applicant’sincome and asset status without the
applicantneedingtosupplyittoboth bureaucracies, information thatis sometimes difficult to
procure quickly especially if an applicantdoesn’t have access to the internet, like many of HAAG's
clients.

Once the WHL application was submitted and assessed as eligible, the outreach worker received a
phone call with an inspectiontimeforwhen Victoria could view the property. The outreach worker
and Victoriawenttothe inspection together; she loved the one bedroom unit, accepted the offer
the same day, sighed the lease aweeklaterand movedinafew days after this. In Victoria’s case the
time takento house her;the time from her VHR application being approved to movinginto hernew
home was 3 months, howeverthe process of being housed directly by WHL to ok just undertwo
weeks. As Victoriawas eligible for both the VHR and the WHL itis difficult to ascertain whethershe
would have eventually been offered her property through the VHR process, however as the data
review showed, WHLdon’tappearto be using the VHR in that way and itis almostimpossible to
know when she would have received any kind of offer. The key points fromthis case are though; a
separate application was required when one had already been submitted through the VHR, an offer
came through without accessingthe VHR, and Victoriawas housed very quickly because of the
advocacy and connections of her housingworkerandis likely to have been waiting much longer
otherwise.
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Josephisa 58 year old man who came to Home at Last due to beinghomeless. Atthe time of his
initial contact In September2017 he was beenlivinginafriend’s garage fortwo months since he
was nolongerable to afford the private rental property he had beenresidinginformanyyears. The
garage did nothave any insulation to protectit from the weather, had no heating, cooling or
plumbing;to access kitchen and bathroom facilities he needed to go inside the main house and
reported feelingveryashamed atendingup like that. Joseph wasin poorhealth, he had
complications from diabetes and was receiving treatment fordepression, however he knew his
healthwouldimprove if he had proper housing. He had reached the end of his tetherwhen he
contacted HAL for housing assistance. An assessmentwas done by one of the intake workers and
based on his poorhousing conditions, lack of security of tenure and failing health was assessed as
eligible foran urgentreferral into HAL's outreach support service.

Joseph was quickly seen by aHAL outreach workerand assisted to complete aHomeless with
Support Victorian Housing Register application. Like Victoriain the first case study, he was eligible
for this priority as he was homeless and had low income and financial assets. His application for
Homeless with Support was approved and then it was a matter of waiting foran offer of housingto
be made. Joseph was offered areferral into his local crisis housing service however declined as he
did not wish tolive ina roominghouse; for many of HAL's clients this type of accommodationis
generally unsuitable asit can be unsafe, and due to the age of our clients, negatively impacton their
health and sense of well-being.

Joseph’s Homeless with Support application was approvedin October 2017 and he waited until
March 2018 for a property to be offered to him by Unison. The outreach workerand Joseph wentto
the inspectiontogether; he wasreticentabout the location howeverwas still livingin the garage and
had been waiting forsolongthat he accepted the offer, was assisted to signthe lease and moved
intothe apartmenta few days later. In this case the time taken to house Joseph was just over five
months. The data showed thatin HAL's case, Unison are mostly usingthe VHR to offertheirvacant
properties,andinJoseph’s case aseparate housingapplication did not need to be submitted. The
key takeaway fromthis case is that the VHR operatedinthe way it wasintended; asingle application
was submitted for publicand community housing and an offer of community housing made on the
basis of thisapplication, howeverthe drawback tothe process working as it should was that Joseph
waited significantly longerto be housed than if his worker became aware of a community housing
vacancy through a providerand accessed it directly.

*names and major casedetails in both cases have been changed to avoid clients beingidentifiable
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Recommendations:

As stated previously, the DHHS housing website states that community housing providers are only
expected to take 50% of theirtenants fromthe Victorian Housing Register. My research has shown
that inthe example of HAAG only 37% of people housed in the September 2017-September 2018
period were housed by community housing providers through the VHR, 11 of the 29 housedin
community housinginduringthat period. My discussion of results talks about fairness and equity, as
well as process, and based on my findings | make the below recommendations:

e That community housing providers be required to take 75% of theirtenants fromthe VHR
o Thisstill allows for providers to make occasion discretionary offers, particularly forthose
experiencing family violence who need access to housing quickly
e Reducesthe potential forthe providerto deregisterfromthe VHR as they lose some
control overtheir property allocation decisions
e Ensuresthat the processisas fair as possible foras many as possible

e That potential tenants not be required to complete additional application forms if they are
being offered community housing through the VHR

e Althoughthe datashowed this was uncommoninthe housing offer process, separate
applications were required for direct offers and this can be confusing forthe applicant

o The VHR applicationformis comprehensive enough to gatherall required information on
anew tenantand a separate application shouldn’t be needed

o [fcreatesextraadministrative work forapplicants and housing staff thatthe VHR is meant
to minimise
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Conclusion:

The findings of this report show that the VHRis workingin many regards for HAAG's clients and staff,
howeverthe process of offers being made is still inconsistent and confusingand | would argue that
thereisstill a wayto go before the VHR is operatingasit is meantto. Clients who have applied
directly to providers are getting housed much quickerthan those who are relying on the VHR
process, and while thisis good for our cohort and demonstrates the exemplary work of HAAG's
housing supportworkers, isitfairforthose applicants who are trying to navigate the systemon their
own or through otherservice providers who may not have the same connections. The VHR aims to
overcome thisandincrease the transparency of the application and offer process and where it works
it doessowell, where itdoesn’tthe differences are glaring, particularly in the time taken toreceive
housing offers. The results of this report show, from a policy perspective, that the VHRis not
currently workingasisintended, thatit continues to not deliver transparency in the offer process for
community housing providers and applicants alike, and that there should be more robust
mechanismsin place sothat those inthe highest need and who have been waiting longest are the
firstto receive offers. As stated previously HAAG's housing workers go above and beyond every day
inan increasingly difficult housing environment where demand outstrips housing supply to ensure
that those requiring housing have access to this basichuman right. | again don’tbelievethatour
workers accessing offers directly though community housing providers isinappropriate as the
system continuestoallow thisto occur, howeverasthe introduction of the VHR was meantto bring
aboutfairness and equity and the findings of the report show differently, | hope that the
recommendations fromthisreport can be implemented so that the VHR can operate with the
transparency thatits introductionintended.
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