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Housing and Liveability in Greater Sydney forms part of a series of papers prepared by the 
Greater Sydney Commission Youth Panel about the issues concerning young people today.

The Greater Sydney Commission Youth Panel was established in 2018 to provide insights and 
advice about strategic planning issues affecting young people across Greater Sydney and 
support the Commission when engaging young people through its work. The Panel consists of 
two representatives from each of the five Greater Sydney Districts. For more information on the 
Youth Panel visit www.greater.sydney

Acknowledgement of Country
As young people, we respectfully acknowledge the sovereign custodians of the sacred lands across 
Greater Sydney and beyond. We express our sincerest gratitude to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Elders past, present and emerging for allowing us to continue our business and education 
on their lands. We honour and respect the cultural custodians continuing connections to the lands, 
waterways, sky, and pay homage to ancestors whose spirits have resided here for thousands of years. 
We would also like to extend our respects to people from all communities reading this paper.
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Housing and liveability in Greater Sydney 
– a young person’s perspective
Housing for young people is more than just a place to live or a form of investment, it represents a place 
where we can access “further training and education, gain employment, travel, form relationships” 
and gain independence.1

What’s working
Greater Sydney has been recognised as the third most 
liveable city in the world.2 Residents have access to parks, 
beaches and the Harbour, with a host of options to travel 
between them. They are a part of a diverse population with 
a burgeoning cultural scene. Despite Greater Sydney’s core 
infrastructure being centred around the Eastern Harbour 
City, this provides a base from which Greater Sydney will 
continue to develop into 30-minute cities.3

What needs work
Under the framework of building “a resilient city”, Greater 
Sydney’s young people face ongoing challenges when trying 
to access housing and liveable spaces. In 2019, almost half 
of Australia’s young people aged between 20–24 were living 
at their parents’ home for financial reasons.4 The COVID-19 
pandemic worsened secure housing prospects for young 
people, leading many to move back in with parents due to 
rental anxieties.5 As a result of increased housing insecurity 
in Australia’s worst recession in 90 years, a growing number 
of young Australians (63 per cent) believe they will never be 
able to own a home.6

Key challenges young people face when obtaining access 
to adequate housing and liveable spaces in Greater Sydney 
include:

○ Affordability: Living in Greater Sydney is getting harder 
and beginning to feel impossible. The average cost of 
housing has risen faster than the average income.7 This 
has a disproportionate effect on low-income earners 
which includes many young people. As a result, housing 
ownership has declined, the NSW private rental market 
has increased, there are more young people living in 
group housing and often insecure dwellings, and more 
young people are living at home for longer.8 A third of 
young adults feel that purchasing a home is unachievable 
or do not intend to do so, and few young adults living in 
group households or with parents felt their arrangements 
met their long-term needs.9

○ Liveable spaces: Social, transport infrastructure and 
essential services do not always keep pace with urban 
development, leading to over-enrolment in schools, 
increased road congestion, overcrowding on trains and 
buses and competition for open space. Similarly, the 
development of newer suburbs where “public transport 
networks or local community services and infrastructure 
are not delivered until well after new residents move in” 
results in high levels of car use.10 Creating liveable spaces 
is essential; not only to increase community satisfaction 
but also because of the profound effects it has on 
productivity, sustainability and economic growth.11

○ Sense of community: 51 per cent of Australians 
report feelings of loneliness at least one day a week 
with “disconnection from community” and “social 
fragmentation, or disorganisation and isolation in 
a particular geographic area” being listed as major 
contributors.12 Social infrastructure and services are 
concentrated in pockets of Greater Sydney, leaving 
underserviced spaces across our city. This uneven 
concentration excludes certain populations from 
enjoying the social, cultural and health benefits 
that these services have to offer.13 Young people are 
important stakeholders; however, they are overlooked 
in community and environmental planning.14 Youth 
engagement strategies are non-existent or not effective in 
giving young people a voice in their local community.15

Despite existing issues regarding housing and liveability 
in Greater Sydney, 30-minute cities will improve housing 
and liveability needs. While there is a focus on ubiquitous 
access to necessary education and health facilities, as well as 
increased transport services, Greater Sydney’s young people 
are still struggling to break into both the housing and rental 
market. 
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COVID-19 impacts on housing 
and liveability for young people
The COVID-19 pandemic has forced young people to do 
things differently. The purpose of our house has shifted 
beyond a shelter. We have been required to use it for 
education, employment and healthcare purposes.16 We have 
identified the following impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
particularly on young people’s access to suitable housing.

Increased levels of homelessness
○ The implementation of government policies in response 

to COVID-19, such as social distancing guidelines and the 
closure of non-essential businesses, has led to strained 
labour-market relations17

○ Given that the majority of employed young people in 
Australia are casual workers, young people were hardest 
hit by COVID-19 induced financial strain18

○ Financial pressures of forced unemployment during 
COVID-19 have given rise to increased homelessness 
for the 19–24 age bracket. According to ABS data, 
around 34% of young adults who have moved out of 
the family home have experienced at least one period of 
homelessness19

Mental health
○ Young people’s declining mental health during the 

COVID-19 pandemic has been linked to lack of social 
participation in their communities, increased financial 
strains, and increased pressures of work and study20

○ While Australia’s welfare benefits for young people 
(e.g. Youth Allowance and JobSeeker/Keeper), have 
been beneficially increased, these payments are still 
not enough to help young people access the rental and 
housing market21

○ An alarming trend was the rising suicide rate amongst 
young people during the peak of the COVID-19 
pandemic22

Digital divide
○ COVID-19 has forced young Australians to retreat to their 

homes where they can undertake work, study and social 
activities online23

○ Australians experiencing poverty are faced with the 
added burden of the digital divide, where access to jobs 
and education for children and young adults is limited 
due to lack of access to adequate computer technology 
and internet connection24

– According to the Analysis and Policy Observatory, 
13.6 per cent of people live under the poverty line in 
Australia25

○ Children and young adults already financially struggling 
pre-COVID-19 are further left behind in an increasingly 
digital world

○ Digital poverty hit South-West Sydney the most, where 
4778 public school students in that region did not have 
access to the internet and specifically smart technology 
in 2020.26

As we move out of lockdown and social isolation, we have an 
opportunity to re-evaluate our priorities and build a stronger 
and resilient community. Resilient cities must not leave 
struggling young people behind. 

In some ways, NSW’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
was one of the most successful, both nationally and 
internationally.27 This was largely driven by strong policy 
decisions based on the advice of scientists and other experts. 
Accordingly, government policy must be driven by the 
latest scientific advice, effective collaboration between the 
private and public sectors, as well as by organised labour 
movements, where necessary, in order to bring about positive 
outcomes for public benefit.
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How we could get there 
– Some things to consider

Review policy settings that support 
young people to buy and rent
1. Better understand the impacts of the First Home 

Ownership Grant, Federal First Home Ownership Deposit 
Scheme and stamp duty exemptions on young people. 
Consider less common methods of purchasing including 
purchasing property in a group

2. Better understand the impacts of  termination rights, 
fixed-term and periodic tenancies and rent increases on 
young people

3. Consider ways to support those pursuing higher 
education and those newly employed to navigate relevant 
policies

4. Continue to pursue the affordable housing targets

5. Persuade Federal Government to increase NewStart 
Youth Allowance and Commonwealth Rental Assistance 
which are insufficient for youth in Greater Sydney

6. Investigate funding supports to help young couples with 
children transition into larger properties (e.g. stamp duty 
exemptions based on family formation, or seniors who 
are downsizing. The latter could increase the supply 
of affordable dwellings by freeing up larger homes for 
families or converting their property into two smaller 
dwellings)

Improve and encourage the use of 
public transport
7. Implement cordon charging and network-wide distance-

based charging

8. Provide economic incentives to use public transport  
(e.g. free public transport for students or tax deductible 
for workers), investigate innovative ways of providing 
public transport especially in underserviced areas  
(e.g. on demand services such as Keoride)

Protect and create cultural and 
social spaces and recognise them 
as foundations of communities
9. Better use rooftop spaces

10. Allocate space for local culture to be on display and 
created

11. Increase recreational opportunities in national parks and 
other green areas

12. Better understand the impact of these spaces on the 
mental health of young people

Engage young people in infrastructure 
development 
13. Facilitate collaboration between young people and the 

Department of Planning, Industry and Environment

14. Increase cultural and linguistic diversity in strategic 
planning and engagement

Prioritise infrastructure differently
15. Re-consider the way we build and create spaces for 

transport. Start with walking and riding, then add trains, 
trams and buses and finish with cars

16. Encourage mixed-tenure development when disposing 
or developing surplus land for residential or mixed-use 
projects

17. Prioritise infrastructure and housing projects that are 
taking place in existing areas and support similar projects 
in smaller cities such as Wollongong and Newcastle

18. Prioritise affordable dwellings close to existing public 
transport, employment and education centres

19. Better recognise the role technology plays in city 
planning and development

20. Commit to alternative housing strategies (e.g. middle ring 
infill housing and co-housing).
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