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Rooming Houses in
South Australia: More

action less talk please!
In 2017, Shelter SA spent a good
part of its year conducting ressarch
on the state of rooming houses in
Fouth Australia. A targeted
literature review was supplemented
with primary data including surveys
of rooming house residents,
landlords and cwners, We alsa held
two focus groups, ane with
landlards and owners and the other
with workers from specialist
homelessness services, who wark
with rooming house residents. Our
attempts to bring together rooming
house rasidents for a focus group
discussion failed. The five men we
invited sent their epalogies which
includled, ‘going badk ta jail', job
diary appeintmerts and being
evicted, Howewver, we visited with
two very large not-far-profit
rooming houses and spoke
informally with their residents,

The residents we mat with are
probably better off, relative to some
whier live in for-profit rooming houses,
but they are visibly vulnerabls, and
have the mast terible stores to tell

about their lives and their
circumstances. Each man | met at one
rooming house (yes, all men, and up
to 50 raams) shook my hand and
politaly welcomed me to cit with
them. One man asked me if | thaught
he would get his Housing Trust place
soon. | asked him if he had an
application and whether he had
updated his contact details recently,
bt he wasn't sure_ | am guessing if
he ever had an application, the
agancy may have lost track of him. As
he is technically housed, | doubt he
will ever receive a place, and |
wondered, could he live
independently without support?

Ancther resident | met, was
wheelchair bound, with no lags, who
said he would like to live closer to his
father and another complainad of
being on Mewstart, rather than o
disability support pension, and
despite his mental health issues, had
to attend & job agency and fulfil a job
diary. The residerts at ene rooming
house said thay have no heating ar
cooling in their reoms, and some
have no outside ventilation, as rooms
have been sub-divided, The men |
met warg happy to be eating a free
barbaque, with donated food, so |
guess they were luckier than some, at
least an this day.

It seemad that the residents do not
have any visitors, supports or
advocates and are not linked to
outside human services, so
essentially, they are left to live their
lives in this residual accommaodation:
with other men who ane streggling,
and have barely any money left after
rent and wtilities are paid. We also
know that few men ‘escape’ from the
rooming house sector in order to live
in private acoommodation, mosthy
they are cydling betwaan institutions,
At least as a prisoner or patient, you
have legal rights, but they are lost

instantly when your status changes to
‘resident’,

A large number of govemnment
agermeies ware irmplicated i oui
recommendations. As the demand for
public housing far outwaighs supply,
and peaple lving on low-incomes
cannat affard private rental, many
govermment institutions ane
discharging their clients directly inte
rooming houses, as there is no other
alternative. Despite policy that
outlines ‘no discharges into
homelessness' for agencies like
coarections, mentzl health and health,
this practice is cammaon. Ve even
supply residents with government
bond guarantess, 5o we know that
people exiting prison and other
custodial settings are regularly placed
in rogming houses.

Rooming houses in South Australia do
not need to be registered or licensed,
but that waould be a good place to
start, at least to know where they all
dra.

As well 25 the research and writing,
we spant many hours providing
individual briefings to stakeholders
about the recommendations we
developed including the Minister of
the day, with responsibility for social
housing, homalessness, communities
and social inclusion. Many of the
briefings were at the Commissioner
level, in portfolios like mental health
and the community visitor schema,
others occurred at a senior level
within the public service and included
agencies like the South Australian
Civil and Administrative Tribunal, the
Public Advacate and of course
housing.

The agency representatives whao wers
briefed individually, were privately
hormified at the state of the
accommodation we deseribed to



them, whar me of our most
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finally achisved success in pres

the: gevernment of the day to bring

all of the agencies togather ta discuss

aur recommendations, only one of
wlations was seriously

referred back to the public service
and wa were told that we would hear
rmeste in sie months, Well that was

12 months ago, Since the South
Australian election, there has been
SOdME progress behind the scanes,
which is pl

1g, howewver it is not

oceurring rapidly or effectively
enaugh for my liking.

Later in 2017, a number of rooming
house residents contacted us, as they
ware living in appalling conditions nat
anly physically, but where they wera
the victims of bullying, intimidation
and even domestic violence, at the
hands of their reoming house
landlords. Despita contacting our
housing satety authority and local
government, who bath insge: e this
particular establishment, there wara
‘no issues af concern’ from within
their remit. There is no agency that is

ble for rooming house
residents or that holds the power to
insist on better standards.

%o come on South Australia, we need
to do bettar to make sure our most
vulnerable citizens have access 1o
their basic human right 1o affordable,
safe and secure shelter, but also a
chance to recover thair lives and
reach their potential. & Il as bettar
regulation of the far-prafit operators,
wie urgently need mare purpose built
supported accommadation, run by
nat-for-profits, that's afferdable, safe
and secure.
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The Housing Improvement
Regulaticns are currently being
reviewad in South Australis. The
inclusion of rooming houses is one
of the major proposed changess to
the regulations. The additon
contains minimum requiremeants
such as lodks on bedrooms, power
points, kitchen facilities, and
bathroom amenities.

Althaugh these basic requirements
seem obvious, many residents go
without basic facilities. Without
licensing, reporting, legislation or
requlations, almost anyone can be a
landlard and any house could be a
bioarding house regardless of its
amenities. Residents may not be
aveare that they have nghts and are
unlikely to complain or even know
that they can complain if ene of
these reguirements are not met.
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When hearing these reviews, | could
not help but compare them to the
rights | have living in a private rental
share howse with three housamates. |
do not believe there 13 any reason for
regulations and rights to be
significantly different for tenants living
in private rental properties or in
rooming houses.

The Housing Improvement branch
has included in the regulations that
each of the following must be
provided for use in the premizes
[roming houss) per maximum of ten
residents: a toifet, a hand basin, a
shower or a bath, kitchen facilities
[ewen, cooktop, bench spacel. While
it is great that the Housing
Improvement Brach have included
these facilities, ten residents sharing
ane tailet? Sursly not,

In the space of one haur, my three
housemates all need to use the toilat,
shower, sink and kitchen and we only
just make it wark without killing 2ach
other, Under this legislation, boarding
house residents could have ten
people to one facility and the housa
would be considered suitable. | would
hate to be the last one to use the
bath.

The issue of ten people per ona
fadlity is exacerbated when you
consider that some residents may
have physical health issues, mantal
health issues or social problems.
lssues where patiently waiting to use
a tailet is not an option, ar where
negetiating time to shower is
seemingly impossible. Megatiating
bathroom time is hard enough with
threa young wamen in a share house,
neverthelsss ten peopla.

As a private renter, | have the
achvantage of having rights, knowing
what they are, where to find them and
knowing how to rasolve issues that
arise. If & repair is needed and If the
landlord refuses, and if my rights are
not being met, | have an atillery of
senvices who will suppaort my claim
and help me out. Boarding house
residents are not as lucky

I addlition to the requirements
mentioned above, smaller everyday
things that people take for granted
are also included in the reviewed
regulations. We do not think about
how great it is to have a blind on
the window or tea power points in
a bedroom. But withaout a blind, you
lose privacy, security, and the
control of light in the roam which all
adds up to a bad night's sleep.
People who lve in boarding houses
must have the same access to a
good right's sleep as aryone else.

Wi are pleased to have been
included in the consultation
processes and are confident that the
Housing Safety authority will take our
feedback on board. The legislation is
net the final answer to ensuring all
boarding houses are liveable.
Vulnerable reoming house residents
require greater legal protections. We
hope to see similar regulations
introduced, reviewed and updated
across Australia.
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Linfortunately, the need for housing
thasa wha fall through the cracks of
sapvice delivery iz anly going ta
increase as the demand fer social
housing rises across the country. The
supply of social housing is critically
decreasing, while housing
affordability continues to lock people
out of the private rental market
Roaming housing is housing of the
‘last resort” and many pecple living
ar low-incomes are forced to move
into this unregulated and unlicensed
aceammedation. Govemments and
service providers must do more to
ensure that vulnerable residents
resceive the support that thay
desperately nead.

Tha Fr;lr-pnjﬁf rooming honse mocel is
at odds with the vulnerability of
people inhabiting them. Shalter SA
consultations revealed that many
landlords do not wish to play the role
of sacial worker for their vulnerable
residents, that is they seek to manage
their investment rather than taking a
suppert role. Places where multiple
vulrerable people are housed
togethar, and lacking vital supgor,
are cdetrimental to the health and
wellbeing of residents.

Shelter 54 surveyed residents in
raoming houses around Adelaide,
and unsurprisingly, the majority had
little or no knowledge of their rights,
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They did not have sccess 1 or know
how to locate their rights and
responsibilities or the capacity to
negotizte the legislation and
provisions surraunding their own
residencies. These marginalised
members of society also expressed
a fear of criticising their living
conditions, as eviction would only
aggravate their cycle of
homelessness, Living in
unragistered and unlicensed
raarming housing means they are
hidden from services and ara not
represanted in data. They are also
invisitzle within service provision and
paliey that deam yeu ag ‘housed’
with any 'reof over your head'.

Shalter S&% report cutlined

12 recommendations for State
Government to better improve
outcomes for reoming house
residents.

Dizappaintingly, prior to tha
election, the South Australian
Housing Authority formerly known
as Housing 5S4, only took up one of
Qur many recommengations: to
fund, develep, and distribute a
residents’ ights and responsibilities
poster and a free-call number for
enmplaints and enquiries. Shelter S8
consulted with rooming house
residents to find out what kind of
infarmation and design people
would like to see incduded on the
pasters, and Housing 54 printed
and distributed the posters to
gavernment agencies. Whils it is
crucial to improve the protections,
mformation and access to legal
rights for residents, we remain
hopeful and optimistic that the new
South Australian Housing Autharity
will work in collaboration with us 1o
follave the 11 ather
recormmendations that aim to
improve rooming house resicents”
health, safety and wellbaing.
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Chur advocacy on behalf of rooming
house residents alse informed our
submission to Consumer and
Business Services’ [CBS] review of
tneir Compliance and Enforcement
Policy. Our recommendations to
eonsider consumer vulnerability
when pricritising their compliance
activitios, thinking of the safety and
wiel Hoeing of moming house
residents, a group that
disproportionately experiences
mental and physical health issues,
were included in the updated
Policy. Wi are also pleased that
CBS has informed us that they will
be looking into rooming housas in
the near future and undertaking a
project that could improve housing
outcomes for vulnerable Ssuth
Australians,

In additien to CBS taking an interest
in rooming housing, the Housing
Safety Authority is currently
reviewing their Housing
Improvemeant Regulations, & large
majorty of the amendments aim to
directly improve conditions for
rooming house residents, including
a minimurm flaar space requirement,
ventilation, mandatory locking
devices for bedrooms, minimum
number of shared bathroom and
kitchen facilities and curtains or
blinds for privacy. Regulating living
conditions for these residents is
especially crucial considering their
high level of vulnerability, Shelter
SA has agsin pointed out that the
lack of data on the location and
awners of rooming houses is stll an
issue that requires attention.

With the change of governmant in
South Australia, Shelter 5o, will
cantinue to advocate for one of the
most marginalised groups of
residents in the country and hope
for a brighter future for people
rasiding in rooming houses.



