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Rooming Houses Lived-Experience Project Submission

Dear Dr Holst,

The Salvation Army welcomes the commitment of the Commissioner for Residential Tenancies to
bring forward the voices of Victorian rooming house residents to share their personal experiences
and the experiences of organisations that provide support to residents. This opportunity is
particularly important as there has been no significant review of rooming house conditions since
2008.

The Salvation Army is an international Christian movement with a strong presence throughout
Australia, including extensive networks of corps (Salvation Army churches) and social programs
(including housing, homelessness and family and domestic violence services) in Victoria.
Fundamental to the ethos of The Salvation Army is that every human being has inherent worth,
and every person should live with dignity.

We believe access to appropriate, affordable and secure housing is fundamental to living with
dignity, where having a home provides the foundation for any family or individual’s engagement in
work, education and social relations. It is also consistent with Article 25 of the United Nations
Declaration of Human Rights.! The Salvation Army identifies the provision of social housing as an
essential safety net in ensuring this right.

In Victoria, the Salvation Army currently manages 16 rooming houses for single people who
experience significant disadvantage and are particularly impacted by private rental unaffordability.
Salvation Army Housing Victoria (SAHV) is a registered Community Housing Provider (CHP),
managing rooming houses as a social landlord. The rooming houses predominantly provide

long- term accommodation arrangements, with some offering medium-term tenure. Within our
rooming house programs, we work with residents to identify independent and suitable long-term
housing options, acknowledging that rooming houses are rarely an ideal long-term housing
arrangement for most people.

! United Nations (1948). Universal Declaration of Human Rights. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-
rights.
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Responses to questions for rooming house operators

16. Is demand for rooming house accommodation increasing or decreasing?

Overall, the demand for rooming houses is declining within the social and affordable
housing environment. Occupancy rates and the duration of tenancies have generally been
higher in smaller, self- contained rooming house facilities that resemble studio apartment
living. In those rooming houses, the bedsit capacity would range between six to 11.
Residents would have their own kitchen and bathroom, while potentially sharing a laundry
at times. These rooming houses provide a security of tenure through offering a long-term
tenancy that allows the residents to call their place their forever home’. These rooming
houses also have high occupancy rates as they are preferred and in demand by our
referred clients.

Larger rooming houses with shared amenities had lower occupancy rates and shorter
tenancies. These rooming houses are not the preferred type and are therefore in less
demand. Potential clients would at times decline the housing offer based on the

high- density living environment.

17. What is contributing to that demand?

The observed decline for larger, rooming house accommodation with shared facilities may
also be linked to the COVID-19 pandemic driving self-contained living environments as the
preferred standard. Furthermore, additional housing options were provided during Victoria’'s
COVID-19 pandemic state of emergency, which sought to ensure that everyone was
housed during lockdown periods. This included consideration of ‘preferred living’ in contrast
to ‘available rooming house vacancies’ that did not cater for self-contained amenities.

Importantly, both prior to and post pandemic, many clients were declining rooming houses
as an accommodation option based on their prior negative experiences and high-density
living interfering with their lifestyle needs.

18. What do residents tell you about their experiences of living in rooming houses?

Most residents tell us that their previous rooming house experiences have not been
satisfactory. They indicated that this is mainly due to being exposed to verbal and physical
violence, alcohol and other drugs (AOD) use, together with the poor condition of the
premises. Many residents have told us that their previous rooming houses have been quite
dangerous to live in, even for those not subject to alcohol and other drugs. Many also
expressed other concerns including:

e some rooming houses are not being maintained on a regular basis and therefore
are not clean.

e other rooming houses tend to be very noisy.

o feeling that they just get abandoned at the rooming houses and forgotten about.




19. What problems do residents report to you?

Clients raise property and tenancy management issues that can be addressed through the
Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT) under the Residential Tenancies Act
(RTA) 1997. SAHV acts as a conduit between impacted residents and support services that
can provide case management support to individuals to address their concerns. As a social
landlord, mechanisms are put in place to sustain tenancies and maintain a safe community
environment for all. As a result, timely reporting and response to issues is paramount to
SAHV.

The most common areas of concern that are escalated are as follows:
e Disruption to quiet enjoyment:

- Noise levels of neighbours or their visitors

- Neighbours or visitors being intoxicated or substance-affected.

e |dentification of potential unknown people (‘strangers’) in the rooming house
wandering the sites.

e Suspicion of drugs being distributed, trafficked or sold.

e Pest control/ infestation issues due to goods being brought into the property from
the streets.

SAHV’s residents are encouraged to voice their concerns and make formal complaints in
order to improve the quality of tenancies and rooming house conditions. To ensure that
residents have their voice heard, SAHV provides residents with relevant subject matter
experts and access to advocates who can support clients should disputes arise. These
supports could include the Homelessness Advocacy Service, Consumer Affairs Victoria,
Tenants Union Victoria and other case management support services (such as CoHealth,
Vincent Care and Greenlight).

20. How do residents know about your rooming house?

As both a CHP and a homelessness service provider, The Salvation Army works closely
with clients in need of social and affordable housing. Through networking, the
homelessness sector is aware that SAHV provides medium and long-term social rooming
house options for low to medium income earners. As a result, support agencies will make
referrals to SAHV. The support agency can include Vincent Care, Ozanam House, Launch
Housing, Greenlight, XIT 180 program (Bridge Centre & Ravenhall Correctional) and
others. The Salvation Army’s existing clients and residents will also recommend our
services to potential clients.




21. Have you ever reported a problem? What happened?

As a rooming house operator and CHP, we maintain positive relationships with relevant
stakeholders, including local government. Throughout our service delivery journey so far,
we have not found ourselves in a position to report a problem to any stakeholders.

Our residents are supported and made aware of how to report a problem to SAHV or
about SAHV to the regulating authorities, this includes the appointed Housing Registrar.

22. What would improve living conditions in rooming houses?

As a CHP, SAHV maintains our rooming houses in accordance with regulatory and
legislative requirements. Consequently, residents have very little cause for complaints in
relation to the structural elements of the rooming houses.

Residents do however provide feedback in relation to high-density living and noise control
issues within the building. This issue is challenging to address as the building is
developed within relevant building codes and rooming house standards. As a non-for-
profit provider, SAHV often lacks the financial resources to improve noise levels
structurally.

Many residents in rooming houses with shared amenities would prefer to have their own
self-contained kitchen, dining and laundry facilities.

Only two of our rooming houses have shared amenities. Two other rooming houses have
options for community garden/s and BBQ areas, as well as potential for other recreational
activities.

At some rooming houses, residents have expressed that they would like to have:

e onsite access to support services and / or referral services or someone that can
help them to be linked to local support services or access local services (for
example, where to access free meals).

e social / recreational activities.

e services to attend on-site, such as nursing, dental, legal aid, employment services,
mental health advice and meals/food trucks.

The Salvation Army again thanks the Commissioner for Residential Tenancies for the opportunity
to provide feedback on the Rooming Houses Lived-Experience Project. We hope that our
submission, which is based on our significant experience of managing Victorian rooming houses,
helps to remove current barriers for people seeking safe, adequate and quality housing in the
rooming house sector.




We look forward to further information on a separate rooming house project to follow from this
consultation and would be pleased to make further contributions to the Department of Justice and
Community Safety on this important matter.

Please contact me at government.relations@salvationarmy.org.au or on 0413 830 201 if you
would like to discuss any aspect of this response further.

Yours sincerely,

Paul Hateley, Major
Head of Government Relations
The Salvation Army Australia

21 April 2022

The Salvation Army acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the lands and waters throughout Australia.

We pay our respect to Elders and acknowledge their continuing relationship to this land and the ongoing living
cultures of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples across Australia.

We also acknowledge future aspirations of all First Nations peoples. Through respectful relationships we will work
for the mutual flourishing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians and non-Indigenous Australians.

We commit ourselves in prayer and practice to this land of Australia and its people, seeking reconciliation, unity
and equity.
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