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COMMONWEALTH RENT ASSISTANCE 
Grievance 

MS J.A. RADISICH (Swan Hills) [9.35 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Housing and Works and 
relates to the issue of commonwealth rent assistance.  I have concerns about the program’s inadequacy.  I ask the 
minister to take this issue up on behalf of many people in my electorate and other Western Australians who feel 
that the program provides inadequate levels of commonwealth rent assistance. 
There is no doubt that the economic boom Western Australia is experiencing is benefiting many people.  
However, there are always people in our community who cannot participate as much as others in the burgeoning 
economy.  These are the people I seek to represent in my grievance.  Western Australia’s strong economy is 
allowing the government to provide infrastructure for the benefit of all Western Australians.  However, we 
cannot control the market forces that are causing the current house and land boom around the state, and the tight 
rental market that is increasing the pressure on rental prices.  The issue of housing affordability and people’s 
ability to buy established houses or build new houses is being addressed by the state government, and I 
commend the ministers involved for their efforts.  However, housing affordability for people in the rental market 
is under pressure, and this applies especially to people with young families, people with fixed incomes or 
students saving for their first home.  Clearly, private rental housing is the preferred option for those people.  
Many of us live in rented houses at some time in our lives, and it is an interesting fact that many people of my 
own age that I have spoken to are becoming resigned to renting for their lifetime.  There is a school of thought 
that that is not a bad thing, because disposable income can be used on other more productive investments.  
However, we all accept that one of the great Australian dreams is home ownership.  If people want to pursue that 
goal, they should be supported by state and federal governments to do so.   
Private rental is an important part of the housing mix that we have in Western Australia, not least for the reason 
that it reduces the burden on public housing, which affects all taxpayers in the state.  Private sector rents are on 
the rise.  According to the Real Estate Industry of Western Australia, rents have increased by an average of 
25 per cent in the past 12 months.  That is a significant rental increase.  There is a legitimate role for investors in 
providing rental accommodation for people who either cannot or choose not to purchase their own home.  
However, investors will necessarily respond to market forces when setting rents.  In times when accommodation 
is tight, as it is now, investors will increase their rents.  Rent assistance provided by the commonwealth is 
designed to help people pay their rent.  It provides extra assistance for people on a low income who rent 
accommodation in the private market.  To receive rental assistance, people must be receiving a payment from 
Centrelink, which must be above the minimum amount and more than the family tax benefit. 

The Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement provides a definition of rental assistance and it states - 
Assistance is in the form of a non-taxable income supplement paid to people who receive income 
support payments or more than minimum family payment in recognition of housing costs in the private 
market. 

The growth in funding to private rental assistance has traditionally outstripped commonwealth funding for public 
housing to the states.  This is why I ask the minister to step in and raise the matter with her federal colleagues, 
particularly with the Howard government.  The Howard government’s philosophy has for some time been to 
push its money towards the private sector on the premise of creating greater choice.  However, this strategy is 
clearly failing to meet its objectives, as the assistance provided has failed to match the growth of costs in the 
private rental market.   
I will provide an example from my own electorate.  In Ellenbrook in 2003, the average weekly rent was around 
$180 per week.  By last year, it had climbed to $220 a week.  In 2003, commonwealth rent assistance would 
have paid a third of the rent for people on low incomes, and now that proportion has fallen to around a quarter.  
In Bunbury, average weekly rents were $155 in 2003, and just two years later they had risen to $220.  Recently 
in the media we have seen examples from the north west of the state, from whence a great deal of our economic 
prosperity is generated.  We must remember that some people who are supporting our mining industry are not 
earning hundreds of thousands of dollars like some people involved in that sector.  We desperately need people 
to work in shops, and serve as receptionists, dry cleaners, rubbish collectors and so forth.  Those people are not 
able to access the high incomes often associated with the mining sector, but are an absolutely integral part of 
ensuring functional towns in the north west.  In many towns in the north west, rents can be $500 to $1 000 a 
week, which is simply out of the reach of many people living and working in those areas.  Those people cannot 
afford that level of expenditure on rent, and need better rent assistance from the commonwealth.  The 
commonwealth rent assistance program is meant to assist people on low incomes to live in private rental 
accommodation.  The commonwealth government’s own web site states -  
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Rent Assistance contributes to the improvement of housing affordability and complements broader 
income support objectives by assisting individuals and families with the additional costs associated with 
renting in the private housing market. 

However, the commonwealth’s so-called contribution has significantly failed to keep pace with rent rises, and 
would be laughable if it were not such a serious issue, impacting detrimentally on so many Western Australians. 

I ask the minister to acknowledge this issue.  The Howard government’s assistance package is not keeping pace 
with rent rises, and we desperately need the support of the minister to ensure that rent assistance is returned to a 
decent level so that people renting homes can do so with confidence and still have some surplus income to spend 
on themselves and their families.  I hope the minister will raise this issue with the commonwealth government 
and hold it to account, so that commonwealth rent assistance and housing support is not simply federal 
government rhetoric. 
MRS M.H. ROBERTS (Midland - Minister for Housing and Works) [9.42 am]:  I thank the member for 
Swan Hills for the excellent grievance about the inadequate levels of commonwealth rent assistance and its 
effect on many Western Australians, including people in her electorate.  I can assure her that the government 
takes the issue of housing affordability seriously and recognises that both private rental and public housing play 
important roles in putting roofs over the heads of many people in our community.  The commonwealth 
government, however, likes to talk the talk but it will not walk the walk.  It is skilfully withdrawing much-
needed assistance from Western Australians.  The member for Swan Hills has rightly highlighted the paltry 
levels of commonwealth rent assistance and identified its shameful effect on renters in Ellenbrook and Bunbury.  
As the member said, these impacts are being felt throughout the state. 
For a couple with two children, the median rent in Perth in March 2003 was $180 a week, and the couple would 
have been entitled, if eligible for the maximum rate of commonwealth rent assistance, to $54.74 a week, 
representing 30.4 per cent of the rent.  That was just three years ago.  By March 2006, the same family would be 
facing rent of about $240 a week, and would be entitled to maximum commonwealth rent assistance of just 
$59.15.  That represents just 24.7 per cent of the total rent.  In real terms, the value of commonwealth rent 
assistance is going down.  Commonwealth rent assistance has increased by 8.1 per cent over three years while 
Perth rents have risen by 33.3 per cent.  Quite clearly, the gap is increasing.  The percentage of the rent being 
met by the commonwealth under its rent assistance program is falling, and the commonwealth is doing nothing 
about it. 
In the far north west, where weekly rents of over $500 a week for an average four-bedroom, two-bathroom house 
are common, the situation is felt very acutely by lower income earners, pensioners, students and those on fixed 
incomes.  These are people who often provide support services for people working in the resources area.  What 
does the commonwealth say in response to that situation?  I have asked the commonwealth to consider a higher 
level of rent assistance for people living in those communities and facing those high rents.  Not all of those 
people are working in the mining sector and receiving the benefits of the boom.  In response to my calls for 
increased levels of commonwealth rent assistance in those remote and regional areas, Mal Brough essentially 
said that it would raise significant administrative and equity issues.  I say that there is nothing inequitable about 
providing support to people who have greater needs, and surely the vast commonwealth bureaucracy can cope 
with a little bit of additional administrative work. 
In marked contrast to the approach taken by the commonwealth, I will highlight what the state government has 
done with its bond assistance scheme.  Under the scheme, eligible people obtaining private rental 
accommodation are entitled to assistance.  In some cases, the clients will be on Homeswest waiting lists, or they 
could be people who prefer the flexibility of renting in the private market but are on low to moderate incomes 
and require assistance to meet housing entry costs.  Faced with rising rents, what did the state government do?  
In October last year, we increased bond loan levels by 27 per cent to maintain reasonable parity with the 
increases in market rents over the 2004-05 financial year.  We will look at those rates again when the median 
data from the Real Estate Institute of Western Australia is released for the 2005-06 financial year.  What do we 
say to members of our community who live in the north west?  Do we say that it is too difficult to administer a 
different rate?  No, we do not.  We provide a 40 per cent loading to the bond levels for rents paid in north west 
areas to reflect the considerably higher rents that people pay in those areas.  In Kalgoorlie, Carnarvon, Karratha, 
Broome, Fitzroy Crossing, Derby, Kununurra, Port Hedland, Tom Price, Newman, Meekatharra, Laverton, 
Leonora and Menzies, there is a 40 per cent loading on the bond assistance to recognise that greater need and the 
higher rents that people have to pay there. 
However, the government’s boost to bond assistance cannot make up for the commonwealth’s neglect of its 
responsibility.  That neglect is not restricted to commonwealth rent assistance, so ably highlighted by the 
member for Swan Hills.  The 2003 report by the Australian Council of Social Service and National Shelter found 
that - 
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A substantial shift in housing support has taken place over the past decade away from the supply of 
low-cost public and community housing towards ‘in the pocket’ financial assistance.  In the ten years to 
2003-04, Commonwealth spending on Rent Assistance increased by 7% in real terms to $1.92 billion 
while base grant funding to the Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement (CSHA) decreased by 54% 
to $1.28 billion. 

To think that now Mal Brough is talking about offering a lousy $130 million on terms and conditions to the 
whole of Australia.  There has been a 54 per cent cut over a 10-year period when a substantial increase would 
have been expected.  The cut to Australian public housing amounts to $600 million, leaving thousands of people 
in housing stress.  Western Australia has felt the very real effects of the commonwealth failing to maintain, let 
alone grow, its funding for public housing.  In 2004-05 the commonwealth provided $81 million for untied 
community housing and crisis accommodation programs.  This represented a reduction in real terms since 1996-
97 of $35 million or 43 per cent.  This massive reduction flies in the face of the fact that a viable public housing 
system underpins the future of affordable housing in Western Australia. 

Shamefully, that is not the end of the commonwealth’s abrogation of its responsibilities.  The commonwealth is 
the major contributor to the underexpenditure on indigenous housing that Mal Brough has been talking about.  
Western Australia has never received the commonwealth or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 
component of Aboriginal housing and infrastructure funding on time - that is, by 1 July of the relevant financial 
year - since pool funding commenced in 2003-04.  In that year, the funding was received in December 2003.  
The funding for 2004-05 was received in September 2004, and the funding for 2005-06 was received in March 
2006.  I submitted a plan for this year a month ago, and it is still sitting on Mal Brough’s desk, despite the fact 
that there has been an agreement at officer level.  
 


