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Introduction

1.

Homelessness NSW welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Senate Economics
References Committee’s Inquiry into social housing.

Homelessness NSW is a not-for-profit peak agency that exists to build the capability of
people and the capacity of systems to end homelessness. We have a vision for, and
commitment to, a future where everyone has a safe home and the support to keep it.
Our members include specialisthomelessness services (SHS), people with lived
experience, and allied organisations working to end homelessness. We work with our
members, people with lived experience, and a broad network of partners to understand
the drivers of homelessness, advocate for solutions, build skills and knowledge, and
scale innovation.

This submission responds to the terms of reference most closely connected to our role
and expertise: (a), (b), (c), (d), (g) and (j). It draws on the experience of our members, on
published government data, our A Place to Call Home and the Support to Keep It
campaign, and economic modelling undertaken with Equity Economics.! While our
evidence is drawn mainly from New South Wales, the settings that shape social housing
supply, funding, and eligibility are national, and so are the solutions.

Overarching comment: homelessness will not end without a much
larger social housing system

4. NSW is at the epicentre of a national housing and homelessness crisis, with frontline

homelessness services facing overwhelming demand, coupled with a severe shortfall of
suitable, affordable homes.

Homelessness and housing assistance systems across Australia assume that people
will be able to progress through the housing continuum depicted in Figure 1.

Figure 1: The housing continuum
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Source: Homelessness NSW.

! Homelessness NSW and Equity Economics (2025) A Place to Call Home and the Support to Keep It, pre-budget
advocacy report, December 2025. https://homelessnessnsw.org.au/aplacetocallhome/wp-
content/uploads/2025/12/PRE-BUDGET-ADVOCACY-REPORT-Dec25-1.pdf
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6.

7.

In practice, there are blockages at every transition point: high house prices restrict

home ownership; high rents restrict access to private rental; and this places greater
pressure on social housing, where demand far exceeds supply. As a result, people are
pushed into crisis, transitional, and temporary accommodation, from which they then
struggle to exit. Unless social housing is substantially expanded, hundreds of
thousands of people will continue to experience homelessness or unsafe, unstable,
and unaffordable housing.

In summary, this submission makes the following points:

e Social housing is essential infrastructure. Investment in it delivers large
economic and social returns and reduces long-run pressure on government
budgets.

e Social housing has fallen behind because governments stepped back from
building it, not because the model failed.

e Australia needs a national target for social housing of 10 per cent of housing
stock, with medium-term milestones and annual public reporting.

e Currentinvestment is welcome, but it is slowing the decline of social housing
relative to population rather than reversing it.

e Recurrent, budgeted investment and direct public delivery, alongside
community housing partnerships, should become the foundation of the system.

e Social housing and homelessness services must be funded together, so that
people can both get and keep a suitable home.

The economic and social benefits of investment in social housing

8.

Social housing increases housing supply in a way that the market does not and cannot.
Private developers build where rents or sale prices cover the cost of land and
construction, and that does not reach households on the lowestincomes. Social
housing is the part of the system designed to provide secure homes at rents that people
on very low and low incomes can afford, and to prioritise people who are homeless or at
risk of homelessness. It also takes pressure off private rental, because every household
housed in social housing is one fewer competing for scarce private rentals.

Secure, affordable housing also enables broader individual, family, and community
outcomes. Itis a precondition for people to sustain employment, complete education
and training, manage their health, and stay connected to community.2

2 McKell Institute and St Vincent de Paul Society NSW (2024) Security Through Social Housing: The Need for a
Generational Investment in NSW’s Public Housing System, March 2024, pp. 24-28.
https://mckellinstitute.org.au/research/reports/security-through-social-housing/
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10. The economic case has been tested. SGS Economics and Planning’s analysis for
Housing All Australians, Give Me Shelter, found that:3

e meeting the national need for social and affordable housing by 2051 would
deliver almost $110 billion in benefits over 30 years (in present value terms),
against costs of around $55 billion, a benefit-cost ratio of 2:1 that compares
with, or exceeds, many major infrastructure investments.

e the benefits come from lower health costs, less domestic violence and crime,
better educational outcomes, and higher labour market productivity, and are
partly captured by governments as reduced spending.

e continued underinvestment would cost the community about $25 billion a year
by 2051 (in 2021 dollars).

11. The consequences of underinvestment are visible in our members’ daily work. In 2024-25,
around 33,400 clients of NSW specialist homelessness services needed long-term housing.
However, only about 600 (1.8 per cent) were provided with it during the reporting period.*
That gap, repeated year after year, is why people cycle through crisis and temporary
accommodation and why services struggle to move people on.

Recommendation 1: Recognise social housing as essential economic and social
infrastructure and require that Commonwealth and state investment decisions account for
its full economic and social returns, including avoided health, justice, and social services
costs.

Historical investment in social housing and its decline as a share of
stock

12. Despite welcome recent investment by both the NSW and Commonwealth
Governments, social housing has been shrinking as a proportion of total housing stock
for decades, and continues to do so, even as current building programs progress.
Nationally, social housing fell from around 5.5 per cent of all dwellings in 1991 to less
than 4 percentin 2021.° In NSW it is now about 4.5 per cent of all dwellings, down from
5.1 per cent in 2001.5

3 SGS Economics and Planning (2022) Give Me Shelter: The long-term costs of underproviding public, social and
affordable housing, report for Housing All Australians, June 2022, pp. 9-11 and 37-42. https://sgs-
assets.spicyweb.net.au/main/SGS-Economics-and-Planning_Give-Me-Shelter.pdf

4 AIHW (2025) Data Tables: Specialist Homelessness Services Annual Report 2024-25, Table CLIENTS.24 (NSW).
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/specialist-homelessness-services-annual-report/data
> Australian National Audit Office (2026) Department of the Treasury’s Design and Delivery of the Housing Australia
Future Fund and the National Housing Accord Facility, Auditor-General Report No. 3 2026-27, 21 July 2026,
paragraph 1.2 (quoting Treasury). https://www.anao.gov.au/sites/default/files/2026-07/Auditor-

General Report 2026-27 3.pdf

6 McKell Institute and St Vincent de Paul Society NSW (2024), p. 11 (citing NSW Department of Communities and
Justice, Social housing residential dwellings dashboard, and AHURI Final Report No. 231).
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13. Public housing was once a major and successful part of how Australia housed its

population, accounting for more than one in five new dwellings nationally in 1956, and

averaging approximately 17 per cent across 1956 to 1965. As Figure 2 shows, that share

has fallen almost continuously since: it averaged around 8 per cent in the decade to

1995, around 3 per cent in the following two decades, and about 1.5 per centsince
2016. In NSW the share has been around 1 per cent since 2016. The one significant

reversal, around 2010 and 2011, coincides with the Commonwealth’s economic

stimulus program in response to the Global Financial Crisis (GFC), which included a

Social Housing Initiative and shows what a deliberate, well-funded program can

achieve.

Figure 2: Public housing as a proportion of all new homes, Australia and NSW
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Source: ABS (2026), Building Activity, Table 39.

14. Several factors explain the decline:

Governments stepped back from direct provision. The ANAO notes that
governments built large volumes of public housing from the 1940s to the 1980s,
and that policy then shifted towards rent assistance in the private market, with
limited direct provision focused on those in greatest need.”

Stock has not kept pace with population. Between 2006 and 2025, the number
of social housing dwellings in NSW grew by about 10 per cent, from around
142,600 to around 156,700,% while the state’s population grew by 27 per cent.’

7 ANAO (2026), paragraph 1.3.
8 Productivity Commission (2026) Report on Government Services, Table 18A.3 (social housing dwellings at 30 June).
https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/housing-homelessness/housing/

9 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2026) National, state and territory population, Table 4. Estimated Resident
Population, States and Territories. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/national-state-and-
territory-population/latest-release#data-downloads
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A national target for social housing

15.

16.

17.

18.

Homelessness NSW strongly supports a national target for social housing as a
proportion of all housing stock. A target provides the long-term signal that governments,
community housing providers, builders, and financiers need to plan land, workforce,
and construction pipelines. Without one, investment has been episodic and has not
stopped the share of social housing from falling.

The case for a continuous supply of new social housing, rather than a one-off program,
rests on need. Evenin a well-functioning market, some households on the lowest
incomes will never be able to afford private rent, and social housing is the only tenure
that can house them securely. The scale of unmet need is large: the UNSW City Futures
Research Centre estimated that there were 144,000 households with an unmet need for
social housing in 2021, a figure projected to reach over 220,000 by 2041.%°

A target of around 10 per cent of housing stock is widely supported across the
community sector and by the Commonwealth’s independent National Housing Supply
and Affordability Council (NHSAC).'! Homelessness NSW endorses the analysis and
recommendation of NHSAC regarding the appropriate target for social housing as a
proportion of all housing stock:

The stock of social and affordable housing is significantly lower than demand, with an upper
estimate of 640,000 households not appropriately housed and potentially in need of social or
affordable housing in 2021 (van den Nouwelant et al. 2022). Together with households
already in social housing, this implies that over 1 million households, or around 10 per cent
of households, could be in need of social or affordable housing. Estimates of unmet housing
need should inform long-term targets of social and affordable housing.

Govermnments should commit to a long-term target for social and affordable housing — to be
as high as 10 per cent of the housing stock —that minimises housing stress for low-income
households.?

NHSAC’s recommendation covers social and affordable housing combined.
Homelessness NSW’s position is that social housing alone should reach 10 per cent of
all housing stock, because itis social housing, with rents set by income, that provides
the exit from homelessness for people on the lowestincomes. Our A Place to Call
Home and the Support to Keep It campaign calls for NSW to grow social housing by
10,000 homes a year until it reaches 10 per cent of all housing.®®> The NHSAC has also
recommended a medium-term commitment to restore social housing to 6 per cent of
housing stock,** which would be a sensible first milestone.

10 UNSW City Futures Research Centre (2022) Quantifying Australia’s unmet housing need: Regional snapshots.
https://www.unsw.edu.au/content/dam/pdfs/ada/city-futures/CHIA-housing-need-regional-snapshots-v1.3.pdf

11 NHSAC (2025), State ofthe Housing System 2025, Priority 1, recommendation 1.1b. https://nhsac.gov.au/reports-
and-submissions/state-housing-system-2025

12 NHSAC (2025) State ofthe Housing System 2025, p. 121.
13 Homelessness NSW and Equity Economics (2025).
14 NHSAC (2025) State ofthe Housing System 2025, Priority 1, recommendation 1.1a.
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19. Atargetis only meaningful if progress is measured. It should be accompanied by interim
milestones, jurisdictional trajectories agreed through the National Agreement on Social
Housing and Homelessness, and annual public reporting of net additions to stock,
waiting list numbers, and time to be housed.

Recommendation 2: Adopt a national long-term target for social housing of 10 per cent of all
housing stock, with a medium-term milestone of restoring social housing to at least 6 per
cent, jurisdictional trajectories agreed through the National Agreement on Social Housing
and Homelessness, and annual public reporting against the target.

The impact of current investment in view of the scale of need

20. Homelessness NSW welcomes the significant investment that the Commonwealth and
NSW Governments are now making. It includes:

e the $2 billion Social Housing Accelerator, from which NSW received $610
million to deliver around 1,500 additional homes, an increase of about 1 per
cent on 2022 dwelling numbers.®®

e the $10 billion Housing Australia Future Fund (HAFF) and the National Housing
Accord Facility, which together aim to deliver 40,000 social and affordable
homes nationally by June 2029, including 20,000 new social homes.!®

e the Building Homes for NSW program, which aims to build 8,400 social homes
by 2031, of which 6,200 are new homes and 2,200 replace existing homes."” By
June 2026, 1,534 new and replacement homes had been built.*®

21. This investment is an excellent start, but it is slowing the decline of social housing
relative to population rather than reversing it. Between June 2021 and June 2025, the
number of social housing dwellings in NSW fell by 0.7 per cent,’® the state’s population
grew by 6.1 per cent,?® and the number of priority applicants on the NSW Housing

15 Treasury (2022) New partnership to deliver around 1,500 new homes for New South Wales, media release.
https://ministers.treasury.gov.au/ministers/julie-collins-2022/media-releases/new-partnership-deliver-around-
1500-nsw

16 Australian National Audit Office (2026) Department of the Treasury’s Design and Delivery of the Housing Australia
Future Fund and the National Housing Accord Facility, Auditor-General Report No. 32026-27, 21 July 2026,
paragraphs 1.6 and 1.10.

17 Homes NSW (2024) Building Homes for NSW: NSW Budget 2024-25. https://www.nsw.gov.au/departments-and-
agencies/homes-nsw/building-homes-for-nsw

18 NSW Government (2026) 2026-27 Budget: Housing and planning overview. https://www.nsw.gov.au/business-
and-economy/nsw-budget/2026-27-budget-papers/overview/housing-and-planning

19 Productivity Commission (2026) Report on Government Services, Table 18A.3 (social housing dwellings at 30
June). https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/housing-homelessness/housing/

20 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2026) National, state and territory population, Table 4. Estimated Resident
Population, States and Territories. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/national-state-and-
territory-population/latest-release#data-downloads
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Homelessness

NSW

Register almost doubled, up 99 per cent from 5,801 to 11,525 households?}(see Figure
3). At 31 May 2026 there were 70,257 households on the Register, including 13,293
priority applicants.

Figure 3: Percentage change in social housing dwellings, priority applicants and population, NSW,
June 2021 to June 2025
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Source: Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services; ABS, National, state and territory population;
NSW Department of Communities and Justice. Homelessness NSW analysis.

22. The national program is also delivering slowly. The ANAQO’s July 2026 audit found that
1,432 of the 40,000 homes had been completed by April 2026, that Treasury forecasts
20,000 homes by June 2028 and the remainder by June 2029, and that there is
considerable uncertainty about that forecast.?? Even if all 20,000 new social homes
funded through the HAFF are delivered, they would equal about one in eight of the
169,000 households waiting for social housing nationally in June 2024.% The statutory
review of the HAFF has been brought forward to December 2026.%

Recommendation 3: Set Commonwealth and state social housinginvestment at ascale that
increases social housing as a share of total housing stock, and report publicly each year on
net additions to stock (after replacements and losses), waiting list numbers and time to be
housed, by jurisdiction.

21 NSW Department of Communities and Justice (2026) Social housing waiting list data.
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/about-us/families-and-communities-statistics/social-housing-waiting-list-data.html

22 Australian National Audit Office (2026) Department of the Treasury’s Design and Delivery of the Housing Australia
Future Fund and the National Housing Accord Facility, Auditor-General Report No. 3 2026-27, 21 July 2026, Summary
and recommendations, paragraph 9 (delivery as of April 2026).

23 ANAO (2026), paragraphs 1.2 and 1.10.

24 ANAO (2026), paragraph 2.19.
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Further investment in public and community housing

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

Adequate housing is a humanright. The International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights recognises the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living,
including adequate housing, and Australia ratified it in 1975.%> Governments are obliged
to take steps, to the maximum of their available resources, to realise that right
progressively.?® A social housing system that is shrinking relative to need is difficult to
reconcile with that obligation.

Social housing is also essential infrastructure. Like transport, health, and education
networks, it underpins the wellbeing and productivity of the whole community. SGS
Economics and Planning found that the return on social and affordable housing
investment is comparable to or better than major infrastructure projects such as
Brisbane Metro (1.9:1) and Melbourne Metro (1.5:1).%

Health and education receive recurrent, budgeted funding. Social housing, by contrast,
has relied on one-off capital programs, time-limited funds, and financing vehicles, even
though it is a key enabler of the health, education, and employment outcomes that
governments seek. Recurrent, budgeted investment would provide the long-term
funding certainty needed to plan land, workforce, and construction pipelines at the
scale current need requires.

The HAFF’s investment-return model illustrates the risk of relying on a fund structure for
a need of this scale and urgency. The ANAO reports that Treasury advised government
from 2023 that the delivery targets were unlikely to be met under the model as designed,
and that the impact analysis underestimated the cost of the availability payments on
which the model relies.? In December 2025 the Government added further funding,
including $2.6 billion for concessional loans and $3.1 billion over 15 years from 2037-38
to meet the ongoing cost of availability payments.?® Treasury estimates the average
government support per HAFF and National Housing Accord Facility home at $770,387
over 25 years in nominal terms ($392,518 in present value terms).3° An approach based
on recurrent budgeted expenditure, alongside direct public delivery, would reduce
exposure to this funding-model uncertainty, and homes delivered directly by
government remain public assets.?!

Investing in social housing builds public and community assets, in contrast to private
rental subsidies, which flow to property investors, and put upward pressure on inflation.

25 ANAO (2026), paragraph 1.1.
26 United Nations (1967) International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, articles 2(1) and 11(1).
https://treaties.un.org/doc/treaties/1976/01/19760103%2009-57%20pm/ch_iv_03.pdf

27 3GS (2022), p. 10 (Figure 1, comparative rate of return).

28 ANAO (2026), paragraphs 2.12 and 2.68.

29 ANAO (2026), paragraphs 9 and 1.16.

30 ANAO (2026), paragraph 9.

31 McKell Institute and St Vincent de Paul Society NSW (2024), p. 27.
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28.

Direct public spending on social housing is also a net budget positive over the medium
to long term, not simply a cost. SGS’s modelling found that government savings from
reduced health, social assistance and justice spending exceed the outlays needed to
meet need, and noted that in jurisdictions with high market rents, such as NSW,
traditional public sector procurement or investment on government land could improve

the fiscal result further.3?

A mix of delivery models is needed. Direct public delivery on government land,
partnerships with community housing providers and Aboriginal community-controlled
organisations, and concessional finance each have a role. The ANAO found that
Treasury did not examine comparable international models when designing the HAFF,
and that doing so may have identified ways to mitigate delivery risks.* The Committee is
well placed to fill that gap.

Recommendation 4: Fund social housing through recurrent, budgeted investment by the
Commonwealth and the states, alongside fund-based and financing mechanisms, with
direct public delivery and partnerships with community housing providers and Aboriginal

community-controlled organisations as core delivery channels.

Recommendation 5: Use the statutory review of the Housing Australia Future Fund, due in
December 2026, to address the ANAQO’s findings on delivery, risk management and public
reporting, to test the fund’s structure against the scale of need, and to consider increasing
the share of homes delivered as social housing.

Other related matters

29.

30.

Social housing and support must be funded together. Supportive housing, which
combines permanent, affordable housing with tailored health and social supports, is an
evidence-informed way of ending homelessness for people with complex needs.? It
requires both a supply of social homes and ongoing funding for the supports that keep
people housed.

Homelessness services also cannot deliver on their own. Our A Place to Call Home and
the Support to Keep It campaign calls for a 50 per cent increase in homelessness
services funding, together with growth in social housing, for two key reasons. First,
funding for homelessness services has not kept pace with costs (such as wages and
insurance), nor with client volume, with negative consequences for clients and staff.
Second, because the two changes work together: more homes open real pathways out

32.3GS (2022), pp. 11 and 42.

33 ANAO (2026), paragraph 2.25 (comparable models include the United Kingdom’s Home Building Fund and Housing
Infrastructure Fund).

34 Homelessness Australia (2026) Breaking the Crisis Cycle: A National Mental Health Homelessness Prevention
Program. https://homelessnessaustralia.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/07/Revised-Proposal-HFSupportive-

housing-9.pdf
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of homelessness, and stronger services help people keep those homes for the long

term.?®

31. Access to social housing must also be fair. Complex application forms and evidence
requirements, the two-offer policy, and residency-based eligibility rules exclude people
with the greatest need.? In particular, women and people on temporary visas or seeking
asylum who are fleeing violence are too often excluded from social housing, leaving
some with no safe option but to remain with or return to a perpetrator. Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people are heavily overrepresented among people waiting for
social housing and among people experiencing homelessness, and Aboriginal-led
housing and homelessness responses must be resourced accordingly.*’

Recommendation 6: Fund supportive housing as part of the social housing program, pairing
new social homes with ongoing funding for the health and social supports that people with
complex needs require to sustain their tenancies.

Recommendation 7: Reform eligibility and access to social housing so that people fleeing
violence, including those on temporary visas, and people who face barriers in the
application process are not excluded.

Conclusion

32. Homelessness NSW welcomes the Committee’s Inquiry. For social housing to do the
job the community needs of it, governments must treat it as essential infrastructure and
invest in it on a recurrent basis; adopt a national target of 10 per cent of housing stock,
with milestones and public reporting; move from slowing the decline of social housing
to growing it; and fund homes and supports together so that people can both get and
keep a home. We would welcome the opportunity to appear before the Committee and
to provide further information.

If you would like to discuss any aspect of this submission, please contact Vee Blackwood,
Policy and Advocacy Director, at vee@homelessnessnsw.org.au.

Yours sincerely,

Lot

Dominique Rowe
Chief Executive Officer, Homelessness NSW

35> Homelessness NSW and Equity Economics (2025) A Place to Call Home and the Support to Keep It.
36 Audit Office of NSW (2025) Social housing. https://www.audit.nsw.gov.au/our-work/reports/social-housing
37 McKell Institute and St Vincent de Paul Society NSW (2024), pp. 12-13.
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