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DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING � LETTERS TO TENANTS 
Grievance 

MS A.R. MITCHELL (Kingsley) [10.03 am]: My grievance is to the Minister for Housing and Works. I say at 
the outset that I am well aware of the extreme shortage of social housing for people who need this type of 
housing. I congratulate the minister and the Department of Housing for their decision to increase the housing 
stock that is available for social housing. I am also aware that the department needs to audit the current housing 
stock to ensure that the tenants in those houses actually need that type of housing and that the houses are 
occupied in the most effective way, because the under-occupancy of houses is also an issue that needs to be 
addressed.  

I was very pleased when I met with the local Department of Housing representatives after the election and was 
informed that the tenants in my electorate were very longstanding and reliable tenants. Many of these tenants are 
elderly and cause very few issues. The staff have been most helpful. In fact, I have had very little reason to 
contact the department in the northern region in the past 12 months. However, recently I have had tenants, and 
even neighbours of tenants, contact me about a letter that these tenants have received from the Department of 
Housing. The letter is about the under-occupancy of property. I am sure that people receive letters from the 
Department of Housing on regular occasions. However, the letter that they have received recently has caused 
them unbelievable distress. I am particularly concerned about the paragraph in the letter that states � 

Can you please supply documentation relating to your tenancy to justify continued occupation as a 
�single person� in Family accommodation? The Department prefers not to, but it is able to take legal 
action in this regard. Please respond within 14 days. I look forward to hearing from you. 

I would like to raise a couple of points about this letter. Many of the tenants who have received this letter have 
health issues. In many cases it will be absolutely impossible for them to see their doctor or specialist within 14 
days so that they can supply the necessary documentation, as this is not an emergency for them. Therefore, they 
will not be able to respond to the department within 14 days. Many of these people have raised their family in 
the three-bedroom, one-bathroom house in which they are living, and this is probably a very good opportunity 
for them to move to a smaller residence. However, I would like the department to acknowledge that even in these 
circumstances, it is most difficult for these tenants to voluntarily give up their house when they have no idea 
about where they might be going or what style of accommodation might be on offer to them�and all of this 
within 14 days. The threat of legal action to these people is very frightening. It is causing many of these people 
even greater stress and health problems. This letter has made it virtually impossible that there will be any chance 
of helping these people to make a relatively calm transition from one type of accommodation to another. I would 
like to think the Department of Housing did not mean to say that there will not be comprehensive discussions 
with tenants about potential locations and styles of accommodation. Such a process would probably take a 
couple of months, yet the letter says �within 14 days�.  

I will give members a couple of examples. One lady in Greenwood has been a tenant in her house since 1981. 
She has requested not to be named. Her family have grown and are now parents themselves. However, as is the 
case in many families, she takes an active role as a grandparent and has her grandchildren stay over on the 
weekends. She is using her house to help her family. Our society needs strong families. People need to have a 
sense of purpose and to be connected to their families and the community in a positive way. What this lady is 
doing in her own small way is benefiting not only her family, but our community. As the minister said earlier, it 
is not just about the house. There are many tenants like this lady. This lady has also heavily invested in her house 
with her own funds. Her house is in immaculate condition. Perhaps she should not have made this investment in 
her house, but she wanted to make it a home for her family. Her home and the community around her are her 
safety net. She is now fearful about her future. The uncertainty that has been created by the Department of 
Housing is causing extreme distress to many of these people. This lady informed me that people in England who 
are in social housing know that when their children have left the house, they will be moved to a smaller house. 
However, I am not sure that that situation is clear in Western Australia. I have actually said to another tenant 
who has considerable health issues that although it may be difficult for her to move at the moment, when she is 
better this may be a very good thing for her. Unfortunately, this letter is working against my strategy, because 
she is now very fearful about where she may end up. Another tenant has been crying constantly and not sleeping. 
These people do not know where to turn. I understand that some staff in the department may have even laughed 
at these people�s concerns. I certainly hope that is not the case.  

As I stated at the outset, I am very supportive of ensuring that our social housing stock is used in the most 
effective way. We do need to increase and rotate the occupancy of these houses. However, I am not sure that this 
strategy will achieve that outcome. I request that the department reconsider its approach to this matter to achieve 
a better outcome. Asking these people to respond within 14 days will not produce the outcome that the 
department is seeking. Let us treat people with respect at all times. If people are given some options, it might 
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assist them to make the right decision. Personal contact should be more effective. Let us not treat everybody in 
the same way. Let us recognise that in some circumstances it may be better if these people are allowed to remain 
in their homes for a while. Perhaps the tenancy agreements should be changed so that people will know what the 
future situation will be. However, that should be done before they enter into the tenancy. Minister, I certainly 
hope that this strategy will be re-evaluated.  

MR T.R. BUSWELL (Vasse � Minister for Housing and Works) [10.09 am]: I thank the member for 
Kingsley for raising a really important and sensitive issue. I am aware of the program and I will talk about it in a 
second, but until the member raised this issue with me this week, I really was not aware of the impact of the 
department�s approach on some people. Maybe I will just go back a step and explain why we are in this 
situation, and then I will deal with the specific issue the member raised.  

Social housing presents major challenges and I have asked the department to look at a whole range of strategies, 
one of which is a massive increase in the stock. Over the next few years 2 700 new homes will be built, and 
688 are currently under construction in Western Australia, so that strategy is underway.  

Another strategy is that of stronger engagement with the community housing sector, building on the former 
government�s reforms. We are also looking at a tenancy reform strategy, which is really important, around the 
behaviour of tenants and providing existing tenants who are, shall we say, problem tenants with the opportunity 
to increase their skills in tenancy and behavioural matters. Ultimately, we will adopt some very stringent tenancy 
behaviour guidelines because some tenants are not being good members of their community. A final area on 
which a strategy is being developed is better use of existing stock, which relates directly to the member�s 
grievance. 

To implement better use of existing stock we have looked into the circumstances of Homeswest tenants. Over 
1 300 people are in the category of exceeding the income and asset eligibility. My view is that if people earn 
more than the social housing cap, we have to engage with those people to move them on or to help them into 
homeownership. That is happening. If properties are worth more than a certain value or a certain multiple of the 
Perth median house price, they will be sold. That money will then provide the means to build more dwellings in 
more appropriate areas. A number of people in Homeswest properties pay the market-rate rent. We have said to 
them that we need some strategies to get them out of Homeswest properties and into homeownership, and we are 
trying to help those people through that transition.  

Underutilisation of properties is an issue. Underutilisation occurs when a person is living in a property with a 
number of bedrooms, and the person no longer requires the use of those bedrooms. Typically that might be 
elderly people, about whom we have to be very sensitive. These people have often been tenants for a long time 
and they are well established in their communities, but almost 3 000 properties have been identified as being 
potentially underutilised. The flipside of that is that almost 6 000 families are on the waiting list for homes with 
three or more bedrooms. It is a real challenge. A big focus of the building program is on building more one and 
two-bedroom units, as it is clearly the biggest area of unmet demand. It is also the easiest way for us to get stuff 
out the door. Clearly, we cannot expect people to move if there is nowhere for them to move to, and it is 
important for elderly people to remain in the area in which they have lived because their senior citizens club or 
doctor�s surgery might be up the road.  

Ms M.M. Quirk: I�ll quote you next time we have one of these, Treasurer, because it happens very frequently.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: That is my view. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: I�m surprised you�ve only just heard about it.  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: The member could have raised it with me. 

Ms M.M. Quirk: It happens all the time. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: As I said, this is the first time I have been made aware of the impact on a specific 
individual. Notwithstanding that, we still have an obligation to maximise the asset we have invested in on behalf 
of taxpayers. 

Ms J.M. Freeman: You commissioned a review of social housing. Has that been released yet?  

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: Does the member mean the Social Housing Taskforce? 

Ms J.M. Freeman: Yes. 

Mr T.R. BUSWELL: We will be releasing that report on 6 October; it is all ready to go.  

I accept what the member said about the impact on these people, but the advice I have received from the agency 
is that it is trying to work through a process. Again, I make no apologies for trying to better utilise the stock, but 
often it is about process. Firstly, the department will try to engage face to face with tenants. That is probably the 
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most important first step, so that it can explain what we are trying to achieve and it can better understand the 
tenants� situations, although I understand some of these letters have gone out without face-to-face contact 
occurring. Secondly, information is provided, and I will talk about the letter in a second. The advice I have 
received from the agency is that no tenant of an under-occupied property will be forced to leave their house, but 
they may be required, over a reasonable period of time, to relocate to smaller, more suitably sized 
accommodation. The department has assured me�I think the member raised this point�that every tenancy will 
be assessed on its merits, and assessments will be conducted by a regional housing manager. In addition, the 
department will offer incentives to encourage people to relocate to smaller accommodation. Those incentives 
may include removal costs, utilities connections, moving people to newer properties�a whole range of 
incentives�to try to help the process and smooth out any concerns.  

I take the member�s point about the letter. I have read the letter that was sent out and, having dealt with retirees 
for a long time, I understand why people are concerned by the nature of that letter. I will ask the agency to 
reconsider the letter that is being sent out. It is fair to say that it may well be a little blunt for some recipients, 
especially the elderly. In answer to the member�s request, the advice I have received is that individual cases will 
be assessed on their merits.  

However, we have to make some fundamental changes to our approach to social housing, and it will take time 
because we have some challenges. People have a view that social housing is housing for life; I do not agree. We 
have to work hard to help people transition to other places on the housing continuum, and that forms a large part 
of the work of the Social Housing Taskforce.   

I thank the member for bringing the matter to my attention, and I am happy to follow the individual cases up on 
the member�s behalf; I will meet with the department. Notwithstanding the need to better utilise our existing 
resources, we will take action to deal with the issues around the blunt language in the letter and the way that we 
interact with people on their journey to a more proper appropriate form of housing. 
 


