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HOUSING - PRIVATE RENTALS 
Grievance 

MRS C.A. MARTIN (Kimberley) [10.03 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Housing and Works and is 
about issues that affect not only my electorate, but also everybody’s electorates.  It is really about supporting 
Western Australians’ needs for an increase in private rental accommodation.  It has just gone haywire.  In 
Western Australia, we are experiencing an unprecedented economic boom; economic growth has never been 
bigger.  What we have is approximately 500 people rocking up in Western Australia every week, which is a bit 
of a problem considering that we really do not have a lot of accommodation available.  I suppose that what we 
are doing is really some catch up, but as the government is trying to catch up, we keep getting hit with all these 
other people arriving.  However, the private sector is getting bigger and bigger in terms of private rentals.  Since 
we were elected in 2001, Western Australia’s economy has grown 25 per cent.  It is estimated that by the end of 
this financial year its growth will be valued at $126 billion.   

It really is time for us to have a look at where we are going.  We have the lowest unemployment rates in the 
country, so nationally we are doing really well.  We are the nation’s economic powerhouse, and much of the 
wealth being created comes from the Kimberley.  The housing sector is sharing in this wealth, but although the 
boom has benefited investors and homeowners, it has excluded others.  In my electorate, it is going to be really 
difficult for the young people who are trying to make their homes in places like Broome.  It is virtually 
impossible for them to do anything at the moment.  The higher house and land prices, higher rents, low vacancy 
rates, and interest rate rises have put pressure on housing affordability, especially for those trying to buy their 
own home and those who are renting. 

Today I want to focus on those trying to find private rentals.  That is how most of us started out.  It is much 
harder now.  I have young adult children who are renting.  At the moment they are being offered six-month 
leases.  Of course, after six months the leases go up, so they are having real problems.  Although it is difficult, 
they are trying to maintain their independence.  For people on fixed and lower incomes, such as students, people 
relying on Centrelink payments, and young families, renting privately needs to be a viable option.  Most of us 
have rented at some time.  It is a crucial part of the affordable housing mix.  It is the area of private rentals that is 
causing the problem and putting a burden on people’s incomes.  It is also placing a burden on public housing, 
and the problem is just getting bigger.  Low-income earners in the private rental market have been hit harder by 
strong house price growth in Western Australia.  Although much of the focus has been on first home buyers, 
tenants on low incomes have experienced the highest level of housing stress. 

Yesterday, the Howard government was battering Western Australians down with its intention to link 
commonwealth rent assistance payments to median rental levels.  Rents in Perth and the regions, especially in 
the north west, have risen significantly - faster than inflation.  In Perth, rent levels have increased 83 per cent 
since 2001.  In Broome, the median rent paid by couples with one or two children has increased by 229 per cent 
since 2001 - from $144 a week to $475 a week.  Minister, the Howard government has again ignored the needs 
of struggling Western Australians by failing to increase the commonwealth rent assistance to reflect the real 
rents that real people are paying.  The state government’s part in the agreement to support private rentals is to 
provide bond assistance and loans.  What we have at the moment is not only a housing shortage for these 500 
people who are coming every week to Western Australia, but also rental prices that are going through the roof.  
Instead of people paying 25 per cent or even 30 per cent of their income for accommodation, in some cases it is 
more like 50 per cent.  As I said, I actually had cause to look at the rental properties available in Broome just 
recently.  The rents for some of those properties - just four-bedroom homes - are sometimes $900 a week.  I was 
amazed at some of the properties rented for $625 a week.  A friend of mine who owns a small gallery in Broome 
recently had to find accommodation.  Unfortunately, all my friend could find was a $600-a-week house.  That 
person is running a small business that relies on seasonal trade.  Many people living in Broome have indicated 
that they might be moving on.  They say that they are having real problems because they cannot afford it.  The 
government bond assistance is really important because it is the biggest up-front expense for people going into 
rental accommodation.  I suppose we need to try to assist these people by taking some of financial pressure off 
so that they have some disposal income.  They spend locally, so their financial positions have an impact on the 
local area.  I ask the minister whether the Carpenter government will support private renters by increasing the 
bond assistance that the government already provides. 

MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland - Minister for Housing and Works) [10.10 am]:  I thank the member for 
Kimberley for her grievance on what is a very important issue.  I am not sure whether people are widely aware 
that about a quarter of the Western Australian community rent the home they live in; that is, about 25 per cent of 
people rent.  Increasing rents are having a very big impact on families, individuals and couples.  The Carpenter 
government is committed to providing a range of housing options.  They, of course, include social housing - both 
public and community - private rental and home ownership.  We are very active in all those areas.  We 
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understand the critical role that private rentals play as an affordable housing option for putting the roof over the 
heads of many people.  

Over the past six years, rents have risen by 83 per cent.  The member for Kimberley made a very good point 
when she said that in the north west, rents generally exceed rents in the metropolitan area.  Although many 
people in the metropolitan area are finding the level of rent they pay here very uncomfortable, it is much more 
financially unbearable for people who live in the Kimberley.  That is something the government recognises.  We 
know that rents in the north west of the state are commonly more than $500 a week for a fairly standard four-by-
two home.  We know also that in Broome and in places in very high demand, like the member for Kimberley’s 
electorate, it is not uncommon for people to have to pay more than $600 a week rent for fairly basic 
accommodation - certainly not a palace by any standard.  This situation with rents is felt very much more by 
low-income earners, pensioners and students; in fact, all those on fixed, low to moderate incomes.  Many of 
those people, as the member correctly identified, are providing services to those booming towns in the north of 
our state.  The member rightly identified also that the Howard government likes to talk the talk in this area of 
supporting struggling people.  Twenty-five per cent of people in our community pay rent, yet the federal 
government is doing nothing for them.  Rent assistance is provided by the commonwealth, but it is covering an 
ever-diminishing portion of a tenant’s rent.  The approach taken by the commonwealth is very much in marked 
contrast to the approach we take as a state.  The bond assistance scheme is the part we play in private rental 
assistance, and the federal government provides commonwealth rent assistance.  This government has always 
paid a higher differential - more money - to people in the north of the state than is paid in the metropolitan area.  
We load the bond assistance in the north of the state because we know that rents are higher there and people are 
needed there to do the basic jobs such as work in restaurants and other service industries and to do cleaning, for 
example.  If they cannot afford rent in those towns, how will those jobs get done?  Our assistance is targeted 
through bond assistance to help people meet those up-front costs of private rental.  Generally, to date, bond 
assistance has been given to people who are eligible for public rental accommodation; that is, people eligible for 
Homeswest assistance.  However, we realise that there is a group of people just above that who are really 
struggling to get into a rental home because of the difficulty they have finding the up-front costs.  We have 
therefore adjusted the income limit so that people who are above the income limit eligibility for public rent can 
access bond assistance.  We have committed in this state budget $5.7 million to expand the bond assistance 
scheme to assist eligible families and singles in the private rental market.  With the funding boost, bond loan 
limits will increase to reflect the median rent.  This is a very important point.  It is no good linking increases in 
this area to the consumer price index, as the commonwealth government has done, because that will provide 
increases only in the order of two and three per cent a year.  We all know that, in this state and indeed around 
Australia, the cost of renting and purchasing a home has vastly exceeded the CPI over the past decade.  We are 
looking very closely at the median rent and making sure that our bond assistance payments are in line with that.  
As a result, we will be providing some considerable increases.  In fact, depending on the category of applicants, 
whether they be single or families with dependent children, the increases will vary between about 35 per cent 
and 100 per cent in the amount of additional money people will be able to access towards their bond.  Some will 
qualify for bond assistance of $1 000 while others will qualify for up to $1 380.  This will make a big difference 
to people.  Those who previously would have qualified for only $500 bond assistance will qualify for $1 000.  In 
some other categories the margin will be different; nonetheless, the amounts to be paid in bond assistance 
covering every category will increase significantly.   

We have also managed to maintain our 40 per cent loading on bond levels for the remote and north west areas, 
because we understand that rents are higher there.  In places such as Kalgoorlie, Carnarvon, Karratha - Broome 
and Derby, in the member for Kimberley’s electorate - Fitzroy Crossing, Kununurra, Port Hedland, Tom Price, 
Newman, Meekatharra, Laverton, Leonora and Menzies a loading of 40 per cent additional money will go 
towards bond assistance.  Income eligibility has been significantly expanded and ranges from a 25 per cent 
increase to allow some households to almost double their income and remain eligible.  That is a big increase in 
the eligibility criteria because the government realises that people who earn more than the amount to qualify for 
public housing also are having difficulty paying a rental bond.  I thank the member for Kimberley for raising 
these concerns.  We will continue to keep our bond assistance in line with median rents.  

The ACTING SPEAKER (Mr M.J. Cowper):  I draw members’ attention to the gallery and the young ladies 
from St Hilda’s Anglican School for Girls.  We welcome you to the Parliament and we hope you enjoy your time 
here.  
 


