
Social Justice Forum. Submission to the Greater Sydney Commission, February 2017. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Social Justice Forum 

 

 

Submission to the Greater Sydney 
Commission 
February, 2016 
 

 

 

 

 

Key area of interest: Housing supply and affordability 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Social Justice Forum. Submission to the Greater Sydney Commission, February 2017. 

The Social Justice Forum and our response to the Greater Sydney Commission 
draft district plans 

The Social Justice Forum (SJF) is a senior level committee of the Uniting Church, Synod of 
NSW and the ACT and of Uniting, the church’s community services and advocacy arm. One 
role of the SJF is to identify social issues for the attention of the church. The provision of 
secure, decent and affordable housing for all, especially lower income and vulnerable 
groups, has been a major concern for our church and its community services over the last 
few years.  

 

We write to provide our response to the Greater Sydney Commission’s draft District Plans, 
specifically focussing on those parts concerning the provision of affordable housing through 
establishing targets for such housing in new housing developments.  

 

We thank the Greater Sydney Commission for the opportunity to comment on these 
important matters. We also thank the members of the Uniting Church, Synod of NSW and 
the ACT and their communities, and the staff and service users of Uniting for their 
experience and direct contributions which have informed these comments. 

 

Both the Uniting Church and Uniting are members of the Sydney Alliance, the civil society 
movement for the common good, and have been active in the Sydney Alliance’s appeal for 
greater action on affordable housing. The Social Justice Forum supports and endorses the 
Sydney Alliance’s call for substantial inclusionary zoning targets to be integrated into the 
Greater Sydney Commission’s draft District Plans. 
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1. Summary of our response 

We congratulate the Greater Sydney Commission (GSC) for their recognition of the problem 
of affordable housing and their focus on providing housing for people on low and very low 
incomes as a priority.   We affirm the inclusion of a target of 5% - 10% of affordable housing 
in “urban renewal and land release areas”. This is a positive first step towards a stronger 
commitment to the provision of affordable housing across Greater Sydney. 

 

However, we believe that the suggested targets are too low and fall short of what is 
required to adequately address the critical problem of insecure and unaffordable housing. 
We are concerned the lack of such housing is dividing our city and undermining the capacity 
of individuals and families to raise their children in a stable environment, build connections 
with friends and neighbours and make the most of opportunities in education and work. 

 

The specification that the 5% -10% level will only apply to ‘new” floor space e.g. the 
additional floor capacity allowed in developments after rezoning means that any increases 
in affordable housing provision will be modest at best. For example if a 100 unit 
development is able to double in size after re-zoning then, using the lower target, only 5 out 
of a total of two hundred units would be designated as affordable housing. In addition to 
the low target levels some of the language around the targets in the draft suggest they are 
not firm commitments and would be subject to a range of caveats. For example, in some 
places the targets are described as “subject to viability or “based on feasibility testing” or 
required to be “flexible enough to account for the local characteristics.” 

 

The Social Justice Forum is urging two main changes to the targets contained in the GSC 
draft plan. Firstly, we would like to see substantially increased targets for affordable housing 
in all major developments. Where land is privately owned we believe a figure of 15% for 
affordable housing is appropriate. For government owned land the figure should be 30%. 
Secondly, these targets should apply to the total number of housing units within the 
development, not just the additional capacity made possible due to rezoning. In other words 
if a development occurred on private land after a rezoning allowing a doubling of capacity 
from 100 to 200 units, then 15% of these, that is 30 units, should be available as affordable 
housing. It is quite appropriate that landholders, who receive very substantial financial 
benefits from value uplift, should share some of these windfall gains with the wider public 
through provision of affordable housing. As the GSC suggests, smaller developments can 
contribute through a financial contribution. 

 

In addition to the above changes the SJF argues that these requirements should be 
legislated by the NSW Government to apply to developments across the whole Greater 
Sydney region. If these rules apply across the board then developers will have certainty and 
will not be adversely affected as they can factor in this provision to their land and 
development costs 
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2. More detailed response to the GSC draft District Plans 

The Social Justice Forum welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the Greater 
Sydney Commission’s draft District Plans. This section of our submission outlines our 
concerns about affordable housing, highlights the features of the GSC plans which we affirm 
and identifies changes we would like to see incorporated into the plans. 

 

Our concerns 

The Social Justice Forum draws from the views and concerns of people across the breadth of 
the life of the Uniting Church, Synod of NSW and the ACT. This includes people within 
congregations and their communities as well as ordained and other paid staff working in 
congregations (local), presbyteries (regional) or the Synod (state-wide). It also includes 
leadership and staff of the church’s community services, such as Uniting and parish 
missions, as well as the people who are reached and supported through those services. 

 

A recent church information sheet on affordable housing affirmed the important roles that 
secure affordable housing plays in people’s lives.1 These include: 

 A basic human right: Secure and affordable housing can be seen as a basic human 
right - something essential to our wellbeing and quality of life. Without it, other 
fundamental needs, for safety, health, education and work, are put at risk. 

 A stable base for life: Reliable housing provides the foundation for people’s everyday 
lives. It helps provide an atmosphere of security as children grow and develop in 
their early years. It provides the stable base for them to make the most of school 
education and later, to launch into the world of work  

 A place to belong: To be human is to be connected to place. Home is where we meet 
our basic needs of eating, sleeping and relaxing and ideally where we feel most 
secure and can share our lives with family and other household members. It is the 
base from which we build friendships and make connections in the local 
neighbourhood and wider community. 

 An important asset: For most people the home is the most substantial asset they or 
their family owns. Home ownership provides a sense of achievement, financial 
stability and a measure of security in retirement. Increasingly and worryingly, it is 
becoming a marker of social division as the gap between the life circumstances of 
those who own and those who must rent, widens. 

 

Safe, secure and affordable housing then, is crucial to human wellbeing, healthy 
development and people’s opportunity to thrive. 

In NSW there is a significant shortage of affordable housing and the need is particularly 
acute in Sydney.  While the impacts are felt by everyone, it is low income and disadvantaged 
households who are most severely affected. ACOSS has calculated that nationally, more 
than one million people on low income are in housing stress (e.g. paying more than 30% of 
their income on housing costs).2  The lack of affordable housing is evident across all housing 
types. 
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Home owners: Rising prices means fewer people are able to buy their own home. In 
particular, younger people and those on lower incomes cannot compete in the inflated 
market.3, 4 Figures show that nationally, home ownership for those aged 35-34 years 
declined from 45.1% in 2000 to 34.0% in 2011. In the same period home ownership among 
35-44 year olds declined from 69.7% to 60.0%.5 A recent article stated it now takes an 
‘average couple’ more than 8 years to save the deposit on a median priced house in 
Sydney.6 

Private rental: More people are renting than ever before including, as the GSC has noted, 
more families with children. While in 1981 families with children comprised 28% of renting 
households this figure has increased to 41%.7 High rents and low vacancy rates means a lack 
of suitable properties for low and very low income earners.  The Anglicare Housing 
Affordability snapshot assessed nearly 14, 000 rental properties in the greater Sydney and 
Illawarra region advertised in April 2016.8  They found that 848 properties (6.1%) were 
affordable for someone on the minimum wage without placing them in housing stress. Just 
51 properties (0.4%) were affordable for people dependent on income support payments. 
Only seven were affordable for a single person on the aged pension, one for a person on the 
single parenting payment and none for a single person on Newstart, Youth Allowance or 
Disability Support Pension.8 

Public and Social housing: The Auditor General’s report in NSW noted significant challenges 
to public housing including difficulties in maintaining ageing stock, growing demand 
including among people with complex needs and lower exit rates due in part to high rents in 
the private market. 9 Anglicare has noted that there are 59,000 approved applicants for 
social housing waiting on the NSW Housing Register. Sustained and purposeful action is 
required to increase the supply of social housing.8 

Homelessness: NSW has the largest number of homeless persons. On census night 2011 
there were 28,190 homeless persons in NSW, which represented an increase of 27% from 
the 2006 census.10 The makeup of those experiencing homelessness is changing with 
women and children escaping domestic violence, older women and young people, including 
those with mental illness, disabilities or leaving care, increasingly represented.11 Staff in 
Uniting’s community services are in no doubt about the crucial role that housing plays to 
help people get their lives back on track. 

 

Housing is a basic need so if these young people, young families and young pregnant women 
are without housing it puts a stop on all other aspects of their life. Mental health, trying to 
get a job, trying to get into TAFE, looking after their children, maintaining a healthy 
relationship all become a massive challenge if you’re homeless. (Worker in homeless 
service)12 

 

The quote above suggests that a lack of affordable housing has multiple consequences - 
personal, social, economic.  The staff of Uniting services who work with a broad cross 
section of the community, but especially those in greater need, have observed the following 
impacts on their clients:12,13 
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 Material hardship: The high cost of housing means less money is available for other 
essentials. People go without meals or must limit use of electricity to get by. Others 
are unable to buy necessary household items such as a fridge. The cost of frequent 
moving increases financial hardship.14 

 Health impacts: People report being unable to afford medicines to treat illness. 
Housing stress can lead to anxiety or depression or cause pre-existing mental health 
problems to worsen. 

 Family breakdown: Housing stress, financial hardship and overcrowding all 
contribute to a greater risk of family breakdown and homelessness.15 Domestic 
violence is a significant cause of homelessness among women and children, with 
23% of all clients using homelessness services in 2012 escaping domestic violence.5 

 Impaired development: Children develop best in an atmosphere of stability, material 
and personal security, and predictable nurture. Insecure housing undermines family 
stability and connections to school and community and it compromises children’s 
wellbeing and development.17 

 Increased discrimination: Tight rental markets mean intense competition for 
housing, opening up the possibility of unfair discrimination by landlords. Aboriginal 
people, those from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, single parents 
and people who have been in prison or have been homeless, report discrimination of 
this kind. 13 

 

As suggested above all these issues have wider social and economic implications.  There 
is evidence poor housing has flow on effects in health, family functioning, education, 
and employment.18 Overcrowded housing is a factor in child abuse and neglect.19 All this 
produces substantial financial costs for government and the public in an effort to 
remediate the problems caused. Fortunately the obverse is true, improving housing has 
social benefits. A UK report found that improving the quality and size of housing and the 
quality of neighbourhood environments had a positive effect in reducing criminality and 
ill-health and in improving educational performance.18 An analysis of research into home 
improvements found some evidence of benefits to general health, respiratory health 
and mental health.20 For example, studies showed that houses that had enough room 
for householders and were able to be heated, led to improvements in respiratory health, 
promoted better social relationships among householders and reduced absences from 
school and work. 
 
The above issues have implicitly been recognised by the GSC when it states that 
affordable housing is necessary to create not only a more equitable and liveable city but 
also a more productive and sustainable city.  
 
Members of Uniting Church congregations in the Synod of NSW and the ACT have also 
expressed strong concerns about the lack of affordable housing. Between March and 
October 2015 more than 400 congregational members from over 65 congregations (the 
majority in Sydney) took part in ‘table talk’ discussions on affordable housing. Church 
members expressed a range of concerns.21 They were worried that home ownership was 
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out of reach for many (including their own children) and that high rents meant that 
those on lower incomes were struggling to get by. They were concerned about 
inadequate public and social housing and for particular groups such as young people, 
those with disabilities and women escaping domestic violence. That were also 
concerned that the high price of housing and differences in housing status were 
contributing to widening social inequality and generational inequity. When asked what 
could be done about affordable housing two main responses stood out. They felt the 
church should be prepared to use its own resources to directly provide or invest in 
affordable housing. And they believed that governments at all levels should be acting to 
increase the supply of affordable housing, including (for the NSW Government) through 
the provision of inclusionary zoning (see attached summary report for a fuller 
description of findings). 
 
 
Area of the draft plans that the Social Justice Forum affirms 
 
There are several aspects of the Draft District Plans that the Social Justice Forum would 
like to affirm: 
 
1. The recognition of the lack of affordable housing for both prospective home owners 

and renters and the need to very substantially increase the provision of affordable 
housing. 

2. The recognition that this lack of affordable housing is most acute for low and very 
low income earners and the focus within the plans to deliver affordable housing 
outcomes for these most vulnerable households. 

3. The acknowledgement that investment in affordable housing is not just an economic 
cost but contributes significantly to the equity, liveability, productivity and 
sustainability of the city- in other words everyone benefits from having affordable 
housing. 

4. The intention to foster greater clarity and consistency in the provision of affordable 
housing across the Greater Sydney area. 

5. The provision, within the plans, for smaller scale developments to make a financial 
contribution in lieu of contributing a percentage of housing units. In this way the 
principle that all those who benefit from the value uplift due to zoning changes 
should make some contribution to the public good, is upheld. 

6. The recognition of the important role of Community Housing Providers, the need to 
further develop their capacity to be part of affordable housing solutions and the 
openness to collaborating with that sector in the implementation of these policies. 

 

Alongside these aspects which it affirms, the Social Justice Forum would like to see the 
following changes made to the draft District Plans.  

 

1. Substantially increase the affordable housing targets to be applied in urban renewal 
and land release areas. Currently, the draft plans allow for a 5-10% affordable 
housing target, applied to only the value uplift (extra floor space) resulting from a 
rezoning and “subject to development feasibility testing”. This is a relatively weak 
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commitment. Using the lower target as an example it means that a development site 
re zoned from 100 units to 200 units would contain only five units of affordable 
housing. The Social Justice Forum believes that these targets should be increased.  
Where land is privately owned a figure of 15% for affordable housing is appropriate. 
For government owned land the figure should be 30%.  As the GSC has noted, these 
sorts of figures are consistent with practice in other international cities such as 
London, New York, Vancouver, San Francisco and Singapore. Other locations could 
be added to this list including, Rotterdam (Netherlands) Galway (Irish Republic) and 
over 200 communities in the United States. John Landis, Crossways Professor of City 
and Regional Planning at the University of Pennsylvania has nominated inclusionary 
zoning as one of the five best ways Sydney could become an even better place to 
live. He also notes the lack of any negative effects of inclusionary zoning in the US. 
 
“Studies in the US-…where local governments have adopted such law as….have found 
no adverse effects on overall housing process or construction levels”  22 

 

2. The affordable housing targets should apply to the total number of housing units 
within the development, not just the additional capacity made possible due to 
rezoning. In other words if a development occurred on private land after a rezoning 
allowing a doubling of capacity from 100 to 200 units, then 15 % of these, that is 30 
units, should be available as affordable housing. As prominent housing academics in 
NSW have forcefully noted, it is quite appropriate that landholders, who receive very 
substantial financial benefits from value uplift, should share some of these windfall 
gains with the wider public through provision of affordable housing.23 If that does 
not occur  then, as Professor Peter Phibbs of the University of Sydney argues, 
“…..Sydney’s just losing opportunities to provide more affordable housing and lining 
the pockets of a small number of landowners.”24 
 

3. The targets for inclusionary zoning should not be put at risk through the imposition 
of unnecessary caveats or unjustified concerns from some in the development 
industry. The draft District Plan Information Note 4 states: “The identification of an 
appropriate Target will be subject to development feasibility testing across the 
nominated area. This will ensure that the Target will not make continued supply of 
market housing economically unviable”. Professor Hal Pawson (UNSW) has 
countered the view that though inclusionary zoning may be socially desirable it may 
hinder development. He cites an SGS Economics and Planning report which provides 
evidence that “well located affordable housing developments can be strongly 
justified on both economic and social grounds”.  A report by the Commission for 
Sydney and endorsed by Lend Lease argues that affordable housing obligations 
would be well received by many developers provided those obligations are clearly 
defined before a site is purchased. This would allow the required affordable housing 
provisions to be factored into the land price.  Such developers recognise that as long 
as everyone is on the ‘same playing field’  targets for affordable housing can be 
achieved without making developments unviable or contributing to higher housing 
prices. 
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4. The targets for affordable housing should be applied consistently.  They should be 
mandated by the state government and not allowed to be unnecessarily diluted by 
local or sectional interests. As we have seen, this should be possible given that the 
costs are not borne by developers. For private land, the costs will be borne by land 
owners who currently enjoy massive windfall gains due to zoning changes and 
without having delivered any new housing or other infrastructure. It is quite 
appropriate, in fact necessary in terms of social justice, that a portion of these profits 
be directed to the wider public good. Where the Government is the landowner they 
can view the increased targets for affordable housing as a direct expression of their 
responsibility to producing social benefit rather than channelling all the ‘profits’ to 
Treasury. 
 

Conclusion 

The Social Justice Forum appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Greater Sydney 
Commission’s Plan for Greater Sydney and draft District plans. We look forward to the 
release of a formal Guidance Note and earnestly hope that the changes we have suggested 
here regarding affordable housing are incorporated into the final District Plans. Along with 
members of the Greater Sydney Commission we consider that the GSC’s work affords a rare 
opportunity to integrate a serious commitment to affordable housing into the blue prints 
that will shape our city. This is an important means to tackle growing generational inequity 
and widening social inequality and enable Sydney to be a place where each person can 
obtain the benefits that flow from having a stable and affordable home. 
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