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SUBMISSION TO GREATER SYDNEY COMMISSION: AFFORDABLE HOUSING: December 2017 

I am writing this submission to support that of Sydney Alliance (SA), on affordable housing.   
I have been a member of their affordable housing team since its inception, in about 2013. 
But I have a long-term interest in this and related issues, going back over 20 years, through 
working as a community worker in public housing estates, around Campbelltown – which 
included going through the process of redevelopment, becoming aware of its impacts, and 
supporting residents through this process – including through coalitions at various levels – 
local(a residents’ action network), state (Shelter NSW) and national AHURI. This also 
includes research – my academic background includes social science and urban sociology. It 
also includes related aspects – including urban design, community and culture, and health 
and psychological impacts. It also includes my lived experience – with my family, and I was 
even homeless myself for a year. So I’m bringing all that understanding to my analysis of 
current developments and proposals.  

So, to start with Sydney Alliance. From the beginning of our journey, we have consulted 
widely to gain a good understanding of this space, from various perspectives – including 
member organizations, residents, local councils, researchers and academics, business and 
politicians - and at all levels. One result of this is that we gained a good understanding of 
various policies that can influence the availability of affordable housing – drawing on 
experiences and strategies not only in Sydney and NSW, at local and state levels, but also in 
other states, federally and overseas.  

This lead to us developing a platform, or framework, for identifying and managing supply 
and demand, and the interplay between these various components – which included 
adjustments to and the balance between stamp duty, land tax, negative gearing, capital 
gains tax, the first-home buyers scheme, shared equity and inclusionary zoning, or targets 
for affordable housing.  

We also considered the impacts of all this on various community sectors – including 
students and young workers, low income or “essential workers”, families, and older people 
considering down-sizing. So it’s complex – the issues are, the needs are, urban spaces and 
cities are; there’s not just one standard or pathway for everybody, everywhere! And 
underneath all this are critical factors, like the economy, social needs and diversity.  

One way to comprehend all this is through the lens of “liveability” – how liveable is Sydney, 
at various levels, what are the factors that contribute to or detract from this – and are we 
becoming more, or less, liveable – and what are we doing about it, what are our plans, and 
how are we listening to and engaging with people at all levels, to enable that?  

This notion of “diversity” leads to another model which S.A. developed, to help us to 
understand and communicate the issue – and that is, the spectrum of housing needs, or 
types. It ranges from homelessness at one end, through temporary accommodation, like 



refuges and boarding houses, to public housing and social housing, to private rental, then 
home ownership – from the individual family home, through different levels, to multiple 
investments. This range accommodates people at different life-stages, which I noted earlier, 
as well as income levels. But the point is, there should be adequate housing for all citizens. 
This is one of the things that contributes to having a “healthy” city. So – having a certain 
level of homelessness should not be a goal – avoiding it should be! So, starting from that 
point, there are two further things I want to analyse – economic influences, and housing 
supply – which are inter-related. 

If we start with supply – the discourse, until recently, from governments at both state and 
federal level, has been that the answer to meet all our housing needs, including 
affordability, is to increase supply. Now it’s true that for a period supply fell behind demand, 
which put pressure on people looking for accommodation, and on the market overall.  But 
that’s not a perpetual or universal solution – as evidenced by the fact that prices are still 
going up in most of our major cities, and so is homelessness! Why?  

Part of the answer relates to my point above, about diversity. We need a range of housing 
type, sizes and prices to meet different needs at different life-stages. But what we tend to 
be building is a fairly uniform pattern of large houses and apartment blocks, filling in spaces 
in inner-city, urban, and peri-urban or green fringes surrounding our cities. That puts a lot of 
pressure on people, in terms of affordability, transport, getting to work, family and 
recreation time etc. All these economic, emotional and environmental stressors lead us 
away from the ideal of healthy, liveable cities. Why? 

That leads to my second point of analysis, which is, economics. In Australia, we tend to focus 
on this – the “growth” model. But that’s unsustainable, unnatural and, ultimately, irrational. 
For example, an over-emphasis on this leads to the “increase supply” strategy alone to fix 
our housing problem – which has failed.  Previously we had a “resources boom”; that was 
followed by a “housing boom” as an economic growth strategy. But that neglects other 
elements – like the need for diversity, healthy cities, and a more holistic, inclusive view of 
peoples’ housing and social needs and the role of living spaces.  

Because of the emphasis on housing as investment, we now have a lot of empty properties, 
unaffordable housing, housing stress and homelessness. All the opposite of what we need! 
The policy framework I mentioned above – particularly negative gearing, capital gains 
discounts and stamp duty – became distorted by powerful interest groups and investors in 
their favour, and away from the needs of workers and families. Ultimately, as we’re now 
seeing, this actually distorts the market and has negative economic consequences overall.  

So it needs to be re-calibrated, by considering other elements of the picture – like reducing 
those gains for large investors, and increasing affordable housing targets for those 
struggling at the margins. And, in terms of economic advantage – overseas experience 
demonstrates that a more equal, diverse, inclusive and affordable city, with access to green 



spaces, parks, bushland and clean waterways, with spaces for recreation, creativity and 
interaction - is not only healthier, but it has less crime, conflict and stress – which, in turn, 
has economic benefits! So – what type of city do we want, to plan for and to live in – and 
how do we get there?  

To conclude – I’ll use the GSC “3-city“ hub model as a way to explore that – because it 
summarizes my main points, and embraces the essential principles, and provides a model 
and a goal. Basically, I accept this model – I think it’s a good one. In fact, I came up with 
something similar myself, when I was Chair of the Western Sydney Housing Coalition, at a 
forum we held in 2014, on “Affordable Housing and western Sydney Airport.” I considered 3 
hubs, like yours – surrounded by and linked to light rail loops. There is now one I the Sydney 
CBD, and one is planned for Parramatta; there needs to be one in the south-west, around 
Badgery’s Creek to Liverpool. There also need to be “sub-hubs” – for instance, at Penrith, 
Blacktown, Liverpool and Campbelltown (and, in the future, new growth centres like 
Camden). They need to be connected at different levels, by local buses and to the cross-city 
rail network – to reduce the need to drive everywhere, especially on toll-ways, and to 
encourage access for local jobs, business, recreation etc.  

Each hub and sub-hub needs its own employment opportunities – like the suggested 
“aeropolis” at WS airport – and essential public services – hospitals and healthcare, schools, 
TAFEs and universities. These also need to be well-connected – not only physically, but 
socially and intellectually. For example, research into new technology at WSU could feed 
into the WS aeropolis, or improving local health care service delivery. Each hub should have 
a range of housing supply to meet local demand, and to enable people to maintain local 
links, if they choose to, through their life-stages. And each hub, as well as having local green 
spaces (like parks, gardens – even roof gardens!) should be surrounded by protected 
bushland and waterways.  

Two points, to conclude. Sydney is blessed by being a beautiful harbour city, surrounded by 
a lacework of rivers and streams. This has informed and shaped our culture and identity – 
from pre-colonial days! We should protect and preserve this precious heritage. And two – 
Macarthur, my area, has its own priceless history. The first farms of the early European 
colony were established here. Today, up to two-thirds of Sydney’s fresh food is grown and 
produced here (including fruit and vegetables, livestock, eggs and honey). We have the last 
remaining healthy koala colony in the state. Koalas travel and forage in the bush 
surrounding the George’s river basin to feed and to mate.  

But now all this is under threat. Koalas are killed every day as road traffic increases, and our 
agricultural heritage is trashed by over-development. So please, can we re-think this before 
it’s all gone, forever? At least let’s have some balance! Let’s share a vision, and a goal, of 
Sydney being a healthy, liveable, diverse and inclusive city – not just for a few but for 
everybody – even for those of us in the West!  
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