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Almost three years ago, the Accessible Housing Ministerial Task Force, of which I am the Chair, presented its report to the then Planning Minister, The Hon Rob Hulls.   Since then the report has remained Cabinet-in-Confidence which has meant that it could not be made public nor could any of its contents be released for discussion.   

You will have noted that prior to the last State election, a media release was distributed that said, among other things, and I quote:
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We had high hopes at that time that we might see movement but unfortunately it has proved to be a very slow process.   I understand, however, that this is about to change and there will be an announcement very soon.   I can say that not all of the report was unanimous but many of the conclusions were supported by all members of the task force.

Until the report is made public, I cannot give any other details but it was obvious that some of the barriers to universiality of housing construction were more the result of a lack of understanding and will than of any deliberate economic argument.   We know that PR strategies exist to deal with this – strategies that have been used for everything from the anti-smoking campaign to concern for environmental sustainability.
A couple of years ago, the Australian Institute of Urban Research –AHURI - was commissioned to research the Housing Careers of Australians, that is the mapping of changed accommodation needs through the life cycle.

At the same time Elizabeth Gillies, then the key professional at the Helen MacPherson Trust, and I, at the Gandel Charitable Trust, felt that there was a lack of empirical research on the needs of people with disabilities.   Without good, objective research we felt that policy makers were unable to develop research-based policies to the detriment of the sector as a whole.   In conjunction with Joseph Connellan, then at Supported Housing, we decided to approach AHURI with the proposition that our Trusts pay for a disability overlay for their research.
The process involved the setting up of a representative reference group and a suite of research instruments were developed, all of which are available on the AHURI website.

The AHURI report “Housing Careers of People with Disabilities and their Carers” may be found on the AHURI website and will be launched formally at a seminar in Melbourne in May 2009.   
Section 6 of that report considers the subject “The Accessibility and the Suitability of the Housing Stock”.   The report states:
“The accessibility of the housing stock was a major issue for many people with a disability, as many participants in the qualitative data collections reported that much housing was not suitable for them because of the limitations imposed by their disability. The type and severity of disability has a clear impact on the need for housing that is appropriate to their condition. While there is a general perception that individuals with a mobility impairment, and in particular those in a wheelchair, are most affected, people in a variety of circumstances need to modify their dwelling and/or find appropriate accommodation condition. The deaf, for example, may need a range of modifications including flashing alarms and telephones and access to a computer. Concerns about the suitability of the stock, therefore, are not limited to one type of disability or set of circumstances.

Owner occupiers who participated in the focus groups believed that they were fortunate that they were able to live in their own homes because they were not confronted by the stress of uncertainty over their future living arrangements. Home owners were seen to be better off because they could undertake modifications to their dwelling, while tenants were confronted by housing that was unsuitable in many instances and landlords were often unwilling to sanction modifications. Even when changes were approved, tenants could not be secure in their tenure and might lose the benefit of such changes when the lease expired. Modifications were a significant challenge for private tenants for two reasons:

· It was financially impossible to carry out modifications on premises that were not ideally suited to the modifications required. As one renter stated, ‘different disabilities require different housing modifications’;

· Landlords were not receptive to modifications being carried out. One participant had undertaken modifications to their bathroom and considered these to be very minor. However, they reported that they were harassed by the landlord over this matter.

Owner occupiers also voiced their concern at the expense of modifications. One person had door handles lowered, light switches lowered and remote controlled doors installed and this cost approximately $50,000. Many home purchasers could not afford both the cost of their loan repayment and the modifications. The absence of some modifications adversely affected these people. Most prominent among the desired modifications was the provision of access for wheelchairs and this usually involved ramps and doorway widening. Other frequently sought changes were-repositioning of door handles, easier access to light switches, bathroom modifications, installation of grab handles and removal of carpet.

A group of carers in Sale noted that each had put substantial effort into modifying their home to meet the needs of a wheelchair-bound relative. Two had spent several thousand dollars adding handrails, removing steps and grading paths to link outside areas to doorways. One, a former builder, had completely rebuilt their home to meet his wife’s needs:

We had a nice old house, but after the accident my wife was in the chair. So we bulldozed the old house and built a new one. I like it because of the garden and it’s suitable for my wife. During her rehab I gained a good understanding into what wheelchairs require. So it all came together.
Tenants in public rental housing had a generally positive attitude to the Office of Housing and it was praised for keeping maintenance up to date and for making minor amendments to the housing stock, such as the addition of grab rails and ramps. However, tenants were concerned that the Office would not consider more substantial modifications. For example, a couple who had a house built for them by the Office of Housing at Broadmeadows asked for kitchen benches at wheelchair height. This was refused on the basis that it might reduce the future capacity to let the dwelling to other tenants. From the qualitative in-depth interviews conducted by Saugeres (2008) as part of NRV2, one woman aged 60 described her difficulty in trying to get more suitable accommodation for her disabled grandson. Only by contacting her MP was she finally able to get the accommodation that allowed her to continue to provide care:

I needed a house with no steps because I had to open big double gates because the ramp was at the back of the house. That meant in winter he was getting soaking wet before he could get into the house. I needed a big bathroom, where the one we had, I couldn’t put his wheelchair in. I needed a hoist on the ceiling because the hoist I was using, if you put him in a manual hoist it swings, the sling will swing like a swing. Now I can’t push a manual hoist and hold him at the same time – it’s impossible. I needed a safety door where he couldn’t get into the kitchen when I was cooking, I didn’t have that (Saugeres 2008, p. 12).

Carers of persons with a disability in Gippsland who were renting from the Office of Housing appreciated their tenure but felt that the stock was not always suitable. They noted that funding for the remodelling of public housing is available but ‘you can wait a long time’ and ‘everything is a compromise’. One explained how she liked a bath but had to move from a house with a bath to a home with a bathroom more accommodating of her partner’s disability. In addition, they had to relocate from Morwell to Traralgon to enter public housing and to be closer to services, and this meant moving away from family and familiar schools.”
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