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About the Possability Group

The Possability Group is a leading not-for-profit disability services provider with more than
30 years’ experience. Our name, Possability, reflects our focus on each individual’s

strengths and abilities, and the desire to inspire people to achieve their potential.

From humble beginnings in Hobart, Tasmania, in 1989, we now operate across Tasmania,
Victoria and Queensland. Our team of 1500 employees provide disability support services
to more than 1000 people a year. Our main services include supported independent living,
supported employment, skills development, day services and community access. We also
offer allied health services, specialising in Positive Behaviour Support.

In keeping with our purpose ‘to be a catalyst for change’, we invest in research and
innovation to advance knowledge, practice and services at Possability and in the broader

sector. We are also an active advocate for an NDIS that stays true to its founding vision.
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Overview

Sustainable housing is a key factor in the support that is provided to a large cohort of
people diagnosed with disability. People living with disability have the right to feel safe
and secure. Having a stable home plays a large part of providing this safety. Unreliable,
inappropriate housing or being at risk of homelessness impacts heavily on a person’s ability
to be able to function well and engage in the community as a member of society. People
with disability are also more vulnerable and at risk of exposure to violence, abuse, neglect

and exploitation if they are not able to access safe, affordable and suitable accommodation.

Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Australian
and State governments must ‘ensure access by persons with disabilities to public housing
programmes’ (United Nations, 2006). However, evidence suggests that since this
convention was ratified, inequities and difficulties experienced by people with disability in
accessing social housing has increased. The Fair Go report drawing on data from 2001 to
2016 showed that despite the best intentions of governments, absolute inequality has not
reduced over time and there were increases in relative inequality in relation to housing
stress, financial stress, lack of close relationships (Centre of Research Excellence in Disability
and Health, 2017).

As a service provider that works with people with disability, predominantly intellectual
disability, on a daily basis we see the challenges they face to access suitable and stable
accommodation. This paper will focus on the challenges that people with disability

experience to find and keep housing that are different from other groups.

Disproportionately disadvantaged
“People with disabilities are a vulnerable marginalised group who are further disabled by

the poor housing conditions in which they live.” - (Aitken, et al., 2019, p. 138)

They are much more likely to be living on low income (47.9%) compared with those without
disabilities (29.2%), with the highest proportions on low income being people with
intellectual (77.3%) and psychological (60.9%) impairments (Aitken, et al., 2019). Not
surprisingly, people with disabilities experience poorer housing outcomes than people
without disabilities across a range of housing indicators, with the greatest levels of
disadvantage again being experienced by people with psychological and intellectual

impairments.

The proportion of people with disabilities in unaffordable housing is greater than those
without disabilities and they are more likely to be dissatisfied with their homes and the
neighbourhoods in which they live (Aitken, et al., 2019).
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Social housing is a critical welfare safety net for people with disability. They are more likely
to live in public housing, with approximately 40 per cent of households in public housing

including a person with disability (Wiesel, Whitzman, Bigby, & Gleeson, 2017).

People with disability are also at a significantly greater risk of homelessness than the

general population ( (Beer, Baker, Lester, & Daniel, 2019).

Issues

Differentiated needs of people with disability
People with disability cannot be generalised as a population as they have very different

needs and require differentiated responses.

This point is highlighted by research into the risk of homelessness in the early 2000s which
found that those with psychological and intellectual disabilities, and those with mental
illnesses were especially vulnerable to extreme levels of relative homelessness risk (Beer,
Baker, Lester, & Daniel, 2019). Of these groups of people, one in five were classified as
having an extreme level of homelessness risk. Interestingly, people with physical disabilities
tend not to be over-represented, compared to individuals without disabilities, in the higher
relative risk of homelessness categories. This highlights the need for a nuanced and

differentiated approach to meeting the housing needs of all people with disability.

These results may reflect the focus of government policy interventions and without these
interventions the outcomes could be very different. It should be noted that the research of
Beer, Baker, Lester and Daniel (2019) does not cover the period of time since the
introduction of the NDIS, which might have some influence of risk of homelessness.
However, from Possability’s experience, the NDIS has not improved housing availability for

the vast majority of people with disability.

The increased disadvantage of people with intellectual disability is further highlighted in
research undertaken by Aitken et al (2019) . People with intellectual disability were more
than 10 times likely to be in public rented accommodation than the general population,

while the incidence was six times greater for all people with disabilities.

With respect to housing unaffordability, individuals with disabilities have greater than twice
the odds of living in unaffordable housing compared with those without a disability.
However, this risk increased to 3.6 times if the person has a psychological impairment and
4.3 times the risk if they have an intellectual impairment (Aitken, et al., 2019). This research
also revealed that the odds of experiencing poor-quality housing was 1.6 times greater for
people with any disability than those without disability and 2.6 times greater for people

with intellectual disabilities.
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Housing and the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)

The NDIS provides funding for Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) for a very small
proportion of NDIS participants. As at December 2020, just 4.4 per cent of participants in
Victoria had SDA funding. While the rate of investment in SDA is expected to grow to six
per cent of participants nationally, this means that 94 per cent will still rely on a mainstream

housing response.

Rather than reducing demand for social housing, the NDIS is seeing the release of pent up
demand for affordable and accessible housing. It was forecast in 2016 that new housing
would be sought by the 110,000 NDIS participants who were inadequately housed, such as
those older than 25 years and living with parents, in congregate accommodation and in
housing affordability stress or homeless (Disability Housing Futures Working Group, 2016).
The report estimated that between 35,000 and 55,000 NDIS-eligible participants will have
an unmet need for affordable housing. This increased demand for accommodation reflects
our experience as a service provider. Our customer engagement staff in Victoria estimate
that 80 per cent of our service inquiries are in fact seeking accommodation rather than
support services. Lack of access to accommodation is a major impediment to providing
independent living services to NDIS participants (Wiesel, Whitzman, Bigby, & Gleeson,
2017).

Focus area 1: Pathways

There is a need for differentiated, tailored responses for people with specific needs such as
people with disability, mental health issues, leaving out of home care, leaving corrections or
leaving hospital. Housing pathways for people with disability, particularly pathways to
homelessness, are not well understood as they have largely been ignored in research and
there is a lack of data on outcomes by disability type (Beer, Baker, Lester, & Daniel, 2019).
While our insights are from the provider perspective, we hope that by sharing some of our

experiences they might contribute to a broader picture.

Accessing Housing Services

Understanding the pathways that are required for a person living with a disability to access
the housing they need, and to move to more sustainable housing, is a key aspect that
requires consideration. Different levels of support may be required by the person with a
disability to allow them to navigate the housing services processes. Factors that may

influence this may include:

e Low level literacy
e Cognitive capacity and ability to understand the processes
¢ A need for supported decision making

e Access to buildings for those with limited mobility.
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Navigating housing for people with shared supports

As at December 2020, Victoria had just over 4 000 NDIS participants with funding for
Supported Independent Living (SIL) (NDIA, 2020). SIL funding is provided to people who
need 24 hour a day support. SIL funding generally relies on residents in a household
sharing supports at a set ratio (e.g. 1:2, 1:3, 1:4).

There is a significant disconnect between obtaining housing and SIL services, which makes

it very challenging for participants, their carers and disability support providers.

In the past the State Government provided the housing and service providers were block
funded to provide support services to the residents. When there was a vacancy in a house,
a person was placed there. People with disability had little choice of where to live and too
often placements paid little attention to client matching. This was administratively efficient
for government and providers, but often resulted in poor outcomes for people with
disability.

The philosophy of the NDIS, founded on human rights principles and a commitment to
choice and control for service users, is quite different to the historically tightly rationed,
crisis driven, welfare approach to social housing. The NDIS may increase pressure on

mainstream service providers, such as social housing, to adapt their approach to service

users’ rights, choice and control (Wiesel, Whitzman, Bigby, & Gleeson, 2017).

The policy trend towards individualised and more person-centred approaches is to be
welcomed. However, there is a significant gap in services to coordinate accommodation
and shared living arrangements. A participant, particularly if they are young or have

complex needs, faces significant challenges to find suitable shared living arrangements.

Firstly, affordable accommodation is scarce to come by, and as NDIS participants are
commonly on Disability Support Pensions, they find it difficult accessing the private rental
market. To facilitate this, Possability sometimes takes on the risk by taking a head lease on a
house and subletting it to tenants. However, this means we are often left subsidising rent
until suitable housemates are found. Increasingly, even we, as a corporate entity with
reduced tenancy risks, are finding it difficult to gain leases in metropolitan areas of Victoria

for clients due to the tight rental market and discrimination by real estate agents.

In addition, finding suitable housemates with SIL funding to share a home and supports is
very challenging. NDIS participants have high expectations of choice and control over
where they live and with whom. Housemate matching for people with disabilities,
particularly those with high and complex needs, takes time but the funding structure isn't
there to support the process. Support Coordinators are not fulfilling this role and SIL

providers are not funded to do this kind of coordination.

Page 6 of 14



The lack of disability accommodation allied with a lack of funded housemate matching

services is resulting in the following outcomes:
1. people are staying in inappropriate housing longer
or
2. poor matching of residents, resulting in poor outcomes
or
3. the SIL service provider subsidises the rent while seeking appropriate housemates.

The first two outcomes impact negatively on the participant, while the third outcome

impacts on the financial sustainability of the service provider.

One option is that, in addition to providing suitable accommodation, the Victorian
Government provides coordination for participant matching for housing. When a share
house group is formed, they could then shop around to select their support service

provider.

As a shareholder in the NDIS, we call on the Victorian Government to work with the NDIA

and stakeholders to develop a coordinated approach to this significant issue.

Emergency Accommodation:

Access to accommodation when individuals or families are in crisis is a significant issue for
people with disability. Traditional crisis accommodation is often not suitable for people with
disability, as they require additional personalised supports that can’t be provided at these

centres.

Disability ‘market forces’ on current scheme settings cannot be relied on to provide the
required crisis accommodation. While many not-for-profit service providers recognise the
need and wish to provide this service, they cannot afford to have the required spare

capacity and infrastructure without some kind of funding support.

If NDIS participants in crisis are not able to access emergency accommodation and support
through the NDIS, there is a strong risk of poor outcomes with unacceptably high social and
economic costs — family disintegration, homelessness or, by default, individuals entering
inappropriate housing in state institutions such as a hospital, in patient mental health or

correctional facilities.

Transitional Accommodation
While the lack of emergency accommodation results in people entering hospital or the
corrections system, lack of transitional accommodation means that many people with

disability find it difficult to leave these state institutions because of the lack of available
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suitable accommodation. At risk groups include people with acquired injuries, physical

disabilities, psychosocial disabilities and behaviours of concern.

As permanent accommodation often takes some time to obtain, transitional
accommodation can provide an important pathway between state institutions and a
permanent home. There should be multiple models of transitional accommodation to suit
the level of independence and support needs of the individuals. For example, some people
will need accessible accommodation and specialist equipment to assist with their physical
disability, some will have sensory needs, while others will just require standard housing.

There also need to be linkages between accommodation and support services.

The NDIS can provide funding for medium term accommodation (MTA) while a person
waits for a long term housing solution and will cover accommodation costs for up to 90
days. In some cases, people are able to receive the funding for longer if the person has
evidence (e.g. someone is waiting for modifications to be completed to their home).
However, there is still the issue of finding accommodation in an appropriate location. Even
if accommodation is found, it is a short term fix only and the participant often doesn’t have

permanent housing to go to when the MTA funding ends.

In order to be able to offer MTA, a provider needs to have access to accommodation. This
would involve either carrying the costs of a long term lease or purchase of a property.
Either way, the provider carries the financial risk of vacancies which is not sustainable in the
long term. In short, there is little incentive for providers to offer MTA and is likely to result in

shortage of supply of this service.

Focus area 2: Communities

What actions will strengthen social and affordable housing communities?

Using infrastructure to foster social connections

Our experience indicates that since the introduction of the NDIS more and more people
with disability are seeking alternative models of accommodation and support away from
traditional group home with 4-8 residents. Many would prefer to live alone or share with
one other. At the same time, people with disability continue to experience high rates of

social exclusion and loneliness.

Loneliness is a particularly significant driver of poor wellbeing among people with disability.
Compared to the general population, people with disability have fewer friends, less social
support and are more socially isolated. A study of adults with disability in England found
they were 51% more likely to be socially isolated, 246% more likely to report low levels of
perceived social support and 438% more likely to be lonely than people without disability

(Emerson, Fortune, Llewellyn, & Stancliffe, 2020). It was most prevalent among adults with
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disability who were younger, lived alone and didn’t work. There is also evidence that
loneliness is higher among people with intellectual disability, than other disabilities
(Emerson, Fortune, Llewellyn, & Stancliffe, 2020).

Future accommodation models could provide for the desire for smaller households, in a
setting that fosters social connections and reduces loneliness. Possability currently operates
two sites in Hobart that offer just this. While quite different designs, what both models have
in common is shared spaces that promote the development of social networks and the
development of informal supports. There is a strong sense of community and friendships
among residents. The sites also provide the opportunity for sharing supports or other

efficiencies in service delivery.

In Moonah, Hobart, Possability owns and operates a site comprising 17 one-bedroom units,
with a shared garden and common room for socialising. The residents have a mix of
individual and shared support services. Possability owns the buildings (built in the 1960s),
and rents them at an affordable rate. This is not a new or necessarily innovative model, but
it is in high demand and short supply. There is a strong sense of community and many close
friendships have developed among residents. As the property is close to public transport
and other amenities, residents can independently go to work and access the community for

recreational purposes.

Another Hobart residential site of note is Rowallan Park, owned by the Kingston Uniting
Church. The residential site, scenically located adjacent to bushland, includes a four-
bedroom share house, and six one or two-bedroom units. The property was developed with
the support of Federal Government funding, with the land owned by the church. The site
only accommodates people living with disability, but the vision is for it to be the first stage
of an Intentional Community, with further development of social and affordable housing

around the property. The major barrier to the further development is access to funding.

New models of living would preferably be more inclusive and have more diversity of
residents than our examples. The preferred approach would be to co-design the
accommodation model with people with disability, other cohorts of people needing
affordable social housing and service providers. Design would include infrastructure and
features that build independence and natural supports among residents so there is less
reliance on paid supports. It would also incorporate opportunities for efficiencies in service

delivery.
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Addressing discrimination in the private rental market

Some people have the financial capacity to access the private rental market, but face
barriers related to discrimination. Pressure on social housing stock will be reduced if cultural
barriers to entry in the private market are addressed. The case study on Richard highlights

some of the barriers being experienced.

Richard*

Richard is a mature man who acquired his disability later in life after a long and
successful professional career. His budget for rent was much higher than most people
with disability could typically afford as he had life savings and a compensation
payment from a motor accident authority. He was able to afford living alone in the
area of his choice with no housemate matching required. He also had the advantage

of being supported by a case manager.
Despite these advantages, barriers he experienced included:

e Property managers were not receptive to the fact that he did not work, despite
the fact that his rent would be reliably paid by State Trustees

e Memory impairment from his accident meant he couldn’t recall his work history
or referees

e Property viewings were always set for weekends with little prior notice. This
made if it difficult or more expensive to attend as he needed a support worker
with him to do so. Property managers refused viewings during the week.

e Many real estate agencies had online tenancy applications with mandatory
fields that were not relevant (e.g. employment details) and made it difficult to

complete, even with support from a case manager.

When our client engagement consultant contacted real estate agents to advocate on
his behalf, there was a lot of negativity due to unfamiliarity and discrimination towards

people with disabilities. One commented “I'll call you if | get desperate.”

Happily, after several months, Richard eventually found a suitable rental property and
was successful in his application. This positive outcome was significantly assisted by
the fact that Possability had an existing relationship with the property manager and

the agent had previous positive experiences in leases with people with disability.

*not real name
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Focus area 3: Growth

What do we need to do to ensure housing supply meets the needs of people with specific

support and housing needs?

Growth in social housing supply offers the opportunity to provide dwellings in areas of high
demand that are tailored to the different needs of the people who will access this housing.
While many people may only need social housing for a period of their lives while they get
back on their feet, many people with disability are reliant on the disability support pension

and their low income means they will require social housing for their lifetime.

As mentioned earlier, NDIS funding for Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) will only
benefit up to six per cent of NDIS participants. The vast majority of participants need
socially inclusive housing rather than specialist housing, and their differing requirements of

each disability group needs to be better represented in social housing models.

In most circumstances, people who are currently funded through the NDIS are required to
have goals and outcomes that they would like to achieve throughout the life of their plan.
A large portion of people would have a goal that would relate to building their
independence so that they are able to reduce the requirement to have support staff
present. Having suitable housing plays a large function in the achievement of these goals

no matter how big or small they might be:

e Being able to access the kitchen properly to be able to learn how to cook a meal or
make a sandwich to be more independent.

¢ Being able to access the community to learn how to pay bills, go grocery shopping
with facilities near by

e Providing a safe and stable home environment needed to access education, hold

down a stable job, and generally contribute to society.

It is important that social housing is located close to public transport, community services
and employment. There needs to be a mix of metropolitan and regional housing built
based on demographic needs (current and forecast). As discussed earlier, a range of
housing models should be built that provide flexible options for people to meet their
individual needs.

Consumer participation in co-designing different models of accommodation is critical to
success. There should also be an avenue for the ongoing incorporation of lived experience
and expert voices in the housing services system. This will ultimately lead to better
outcomes for people experiencing homelessness and housing crisis, or where lack of quality
housing diminishes their ability to be able to fully participate in community life.
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Accessibility and environmental needs
Universal design principles continue to be essential, not just for people with lifelong

physical disabilities, but for our ageing population.

In addition, consideration is needed of sensory needs for some cohorts of people, such as
those with Autism Spectrum Disorder or psychosocial disabilities. This might affect the size
and positioning of the dwelling, neighbourhood environment, access to recreational
facilities and proximity to noise.

Legacy housing

As an organisation that participated in the Victorian Disability Services Transfer, many of our
clients live in government-owned legacy SDA. This housing is often old and unattractive,
and in larger congregate settings with 5-8 people living together. This is not the style of
accommodation that most NDIS participants are seeking, vacancies are difficult to fill and
results in underutilisation of housing. People are now seeking accommodation where they

do not have to share with other people or share with fewer.

The locations of disability housing can also expect to change over time. Much of the legacy
housing is placed in regional areas where institutions used to operate (such as Aradale in
Ararat). Over time, there will be less demand for congregate housing in these areas,
however some people will choose to stay. Renewal of existing housing needs to be part of

the strategy.

Focus area 4: Partnerships

How do we strengthen our partnership approach to build a stronger and more effective

social and affordable housing system?

e Work with the sector, advocates and the NDIA to clarify the cohort of People with
Disability not covered by SDA and to better understand the demand, supply and
pathways to housing (or homelessness).

e Co-design housing models and housing pathways with people with lived experience
of disabilities, particularly those with intellectual and psychosocial impairments, to
ensure their needs are understood and addressed.

e Partner with providers and the community housing sector to access their specialist
and operational knowledge and insights about housing models

e Provide incentives for private enterprise and community housing developers to
engage future residents and tailor to their specific needs (not one-size-fits-all).

For more suggestions see ‘Next Steps.’
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Next steps

How can we engage with you as we develop new initiatives over the course of this strategy?

Possability would welcome the opportunity to contribute to the development of policy

reforms, new services and the design of innovative social housing models.
Ways we could contribute include:

e Providing expert advice from a provider perspective, particularly on practical
operational issues, financial sustainability and housing pathways

e Providing advice from Positive Behaviour Support experts who bring specialised
knowledge on design of properties for people with behaviours of concern, with
reference to sensory environments, robust infrastructure and managing risk,
particularly to keep the person and staff safe.

e Facilitating the participation of people with disability, particularly those with
intellectual disability and psychosocial disabilities, to co-design innovative social
housing models.

¢ Contributing to the design and dissemination of community education programs to

reduce discrimination and other social barriers.
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