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Northmead Uniting Church is a congregation of the Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of 
NSW and the ACT.   Our congregation was established as a Methodist Church nearly 100 
years ago and in 1977 our congregation, along with all other Methodist congregations in 
Australia, became part of the newly formed Uniting Church in Australia. 
 
Our church has approximately 140 members with a diversity of ages and backgrounds. 
Our congregation has always been very active in the community and sees involvement in 
social issues as an integral dimension of our Christian faith. Over the years this 
commitment has been expressed in a range of community based and other social concern 
initiatives including: bush regeneration; a supported playgroup; refugee support programs 
including the use of a church house for accommodation of newly arrived Refugees; 
sharing the congregation’s property with the Pastoral Counselling Institute and supporting 
its work; employing an Adolescent and Family Counsellor; establishment of a Men’s shed; 
running of a Friendship group; collaborating with Northmead Creative and Performing Arts 
High in mounting an Art Exhibition, Stations of the Cross, in the lead up to Easter every 
year. 
Our congregation is located at 5-7 Hammers Road Northmead. Our congregation and the 
community around it, are at the heart of Greater Parramatta, the Central City proposed by 
the Greater Sydney Commission (GSC). On a broader level we are part of the Parramatta 
Nepean Presbytery, one of 14 regional councils of the Uniting Church Synod of NSW and 
the ACT. Parramatta Nepean Presbytery largely covers the areas of the Central City and 
Western City envisaged by the GSC. 

 
Our interest in affordable housing and this submission 
For the last seven years Northmead Uniting Church has been a member of the Sydney 
Alliance. The Sydney Alliance is a civil society organisation working to enhance the 
common good. While the Synod of NSW and the ACT, of which we are part, is also a 
member of the Sydney Alliance, our congregation wanted to take out membership in our 
own right. In the last few years we have been active participants in Sydney Alliance 
training and initiatives both within our own area and across Greater Sydney. For the past 
two years we have been actively involved in both Uniting Church and Sydney Alliance 
campaigns calling for greater provision of affordable housing.  While a range of actions are 
required to achieve this goal, at the state level we have focussed particularly on the 
difference that Inclusionary Zoning could make to the supply of affordable housing. 
 
We write now to provide our response to the Greater Sydney Commission’s draft District 
Plans. The focus of our submission is on those aspects 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 crucial matters.  
 
Submission prepared by: Church Council, Northmead Uniting Church  
Contact: Rob Eagleson (Church Council secretary) – Phone: 0418 432 236 or  
Niall Reid (Minister) - Phone: 0430 412 310 
Email: nuchurch@bigpond.net.au         
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Our Church’s concern about affordable housing 
 
A recent Uniting 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. 

 
Northmead Table Talks on Affordable Housing 

Many of the principles noted above are reflected in concerns expressed by members of 
our Northmead congregation in conversation on this topic. For example, in June 2015 our 
congregation held two open Table Talk discussions on the topic of affordable housing. 
Church members were invited to share their experiences, their concerns, why they thought 
our church should care about affordable housing and, what they thought could be done to 
increase the availability of affordable housing. Around 15 people participated in one or 
other of the two discussions. 
 
The people who came had a wide range of experiences and concerns. One member 
spoke of adult children who had applied for public housing. They were told of a seven year 
wait and that housing was only available in the outer suburbs, necessitating long 
commutes to work. Members were worried about the circumstances of those renting in the 
private market. They were concerned about high rents and the pressure this put people 
under, whether this was young people trying to find a place of their own, or families trying 
to find some security longer term. Others, who had family members with physical 
disabilities, spoke of the cost and other obstacles in obtaining modifications in rental 
housing. Several people spoke about problems they or other people they knew anticipated 
being able to afford retirement in Sydney. Even when they owned homes the cost of 
retirement villages could be beyond them. For some this meant moving to less expensive 
areas, such as the Central Coast, which was further away from extended family. 
 
Though it was expressed in different ways all the participants agreed that housing was a 
fundamental need. Some saw it as the foundation for raising children. Other spoke of a 
lack of housing contributing to health problem and social problems. All affirmed the need 
for housing as crucial to the welfare of all people. 
 
“We all have an interest in this, for our kids, for our retirement. We are especially 
concerned for the marginalised and the aged.” 
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The discussion participants thought the church had a role in providing housing. Ideas 
ranged from using church property for accommodation to church members using spare 
rooms and granny flats for rental accommodation. (Note: after this discussion the 
Northmead Uniting  Church Council agreed to offer the Church Manse as housing for 
refugees and people seeking asylum. This has now occurred through an arrangement with 
Settlement Services International). 
 
While they thought the church must be active, participants also agreed that government 
should be doing more. They were conscious that different levels of Government have 
different roles to play. At a state level they wanted to see planning laws that prioritised the 
development of affordable housing. But they wanted proper infrastructure, such as access 
to education, training and jobs as part of this planning. There was strong support for 
inclusionary zoning and the deliberate setting aside of a significant percentage of 
developments for affordable and social housing. They were also concerned about finding 
ways to improve security of tenure for renters and make any rent increases fairer and 
more predictable. 
 
Apart from our local discussion members of Northmead Uniting Church also took part in 
discussions on affordable housing at our regional (Parramatta Nepean Presbytery) 
gathering in August 2015. Around 50 people from congregations across western and 
south-western Sydney participated. A summary of the discussion is attached for the 
information of the GSC. This summary includes ideas on what government can do and, as 
the report notes, …” the most mentioned initiative at a state level was the introduction of 
inclusionary zoning, whereby a percentage of land in new development is set aside for 
social and affordable housing”.2 

 
 

Aspects of the draft District Plans that Northmead Uniting Church 
affirms 

 
There are several aspects of the draft District Plans that our congregation would like to 
affirm: 

 
1. The recognition of the lack of affordable housing for both prospective home owners 

and renters and the need to increase the provision of affordable housing for the 
benefit of both groups. However we want to emphasise the greater precariousness  
for those, at whatever age, who rent 

2. The acknowledgement that the lack of affordable housing is most acute for low and 
very low income earners and therefore there must be a clear focus within the plans 
to deliver affordable housing outcomes for these most vulnerable households. 

3. The understanding 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. 
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6. The recognition of the vital 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, Northmead Uniting Church would like to see the 
following changes made to the draft District Plans.  
 

Areas within the draft District Plans that Northmead Uniting Church 
would like to see strengthened or changed 
 

1. The affordable housing targets to be applied in urban renewal and land 
release areas should be substantially increased: 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”.3 
This is a relatively weak 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.3 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 about 200 local governments have adopted such laws 
….have found no adverse effects on overall housing process or construction levels”  

4 

 
2. The targets for 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.5 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.”6 
 

3. The targets for inclusionary zoning should not be put at risk through 
loopholes and caveats and 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.3 This will ensure that the Target will not make 
continued supply of market housing economically unviable”. Professor Hal Pawson 
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(UNSW) has countered the view that though inclusionary zoning may be socially 
desirable it may hinder development. 7 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.7 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. 
 

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 
Northmead Uniting Church appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Greater Sydney 
Commission’s Plan for Greater Sydney and draft District Plans. We thank the GSC for its 
work to date and urge it to give consideration to the issues we have raised in this 
submission. We agree with the GSC that your work affords a rare opportunity to shape the 
life and wellbeing of Greater Sydney for decades to come.8 Part of that must involve 
embedding a serious commitment to affordable housing within our city. We want our 
region and all Greater Sydney to be a place where each person can find a stable and 
affordable home. 
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