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SOCIAL HOUSING REGULATION 
REVIEW 

Key Recommendations 

 

1. Include a recommendation that the Government review and address the historical under 

classification of the housing and homelessness workforce as a matter of urgency, providing 

supplementary funding to agencies where required. 

2. Amend recommendation 8.1 to note that any workforce development strategy must include the 

implementation of a requirement for social housing agencies to engage their staff as on-going 

staff rather than fixed term, other than for genuine fixed term staff leave replacements, and for 

casual employment to only be allowed to be used for genuine casual vacancies. 

3. Insert a recommendation to set a requirement that social housing agencies: 

a. Be bound by a codified Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH) dispute process 

b. Have a paid family violence leave policy based on the public sector standard approved 

between the DFFH, ASU and the community sector. 

c. Agree to allow unions to access staff as part of the agencies’ induction process. 

4. Any workforce development strategy established per recommendation 8.1 should consider the 

social housing sector in concert with the rest of the community sector workforce. This body 

should include representatives from the Australian Services Union and other relevant unions. 

5. Any qualification requirements as suggested in question 8.2 imposed must not be retrospective, 

must recognize the experience of existing staff, and must be determined in consultation with the 

ASU. 

6. Any imposition of mandatory qualifications as proposed in question 8.1 must ensure that staff are 

appropriately remunerated for their level of education, in consultation with the ASU. 

7. Mandatory qualification requirements must be flexible enough to accommodate the wide range of 

workers who could be attracted to the sector, to not further hamper recruitment. 
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Background 

The Australian Services Union Victorian and Tasmanian Authorities and Services Branch (ASU) represents 

workers in Victoria’s social and community services sector, including in specialist housing and 

homelessness services, alcohol and other drugs supports, psychosocial mental health work and family 

violence services, among many others. We welcome the opportunity to provide feedback into the Social 

Housing Regulation Review and appreciate the effort that has been taken in the preparation of the Interim 

Report. 

 

Members of the Australian Services Union who work for specialist housing and homelessness services 

provide a vital service to some of the most vulnerable Victorians every day. This work is specialised, 

increasingly complex in nature and ultimately lifesaving. These workers are not only required to have a 

deep understanding of the practical issues required to assist their clients to receive housing services, but 

also an understanding of the reason their clients are homeless. 

 

Our members working in this sector describe low wages, overwhelming workloads, increased stress, and 

inability to deliver the support the community deserves due to under resourcing of the sector. Current 

levels of funding provided to the support sector are inadequate to properly support public and social 

housing residents, let alone to support a much-needed increase in the number of housing places. 

Underfunding within specialist homelessness services combined with classification problems makes it very 

difficult to attract and retain experienced staff as they seek work in more highly remunerated sections of 

the community services sector. High turnover is costly and wasteful for all concerned and means a loss of 

experience and institutional knowledge in specialist homelessness services, and a lack of continuity for the 

clients of these services.  

 

This submission provides feedback specifically to section 8 of the Interim Report, addressing 

professionalisation of the frontline social housing workforce. We seek to address the fundamental gaps in 

these recommendations and provide suggestions which would both improve the lives of the workforce and 

increase the attractiveness of this work. 
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Feedback: Professionalisation of the frontline social housing 

workforce 

 

The ASU notes our explicit support for recommendations 8.2 and 8.5. While we are broadly in support of 

the other recommendations suggested in section 8, though this support is qualified due to the 

significant gaps in the recommendations, as detailed below. 

 

Worker Classification 

 

1. Include a recommendation that the Government review and address the historical under 

classification of the housing and homelessness workforce as a matter of urgency, providing 

supplementary funding to agencies where required. 

 

Professionalising a workforce requires, as the very first instance, that you pay them as professionals, 

and offer them secure and ongoing work.  

 

The housing and homelessness workforce is comprised of dedicated and capable workers being 

asked to do too much work for not enough money. While the ASU is of course supportive of 

measures to improve training and supervision support, we are concerned that the recommendations 

skirt the big issues confronting the workforce, and in doing so may drive staff away. 

 

While the body of the report acknowledges the classification issues for this workforce that results in 

wages significantly lower than for similar roles in other parts of the community sector, no suggestion 

of addressing this issue appears in the chapter recommendations. The question thus arises – is this 

panel serious about fixing these issues, or is the intent to paper over the cracks once again? 

Including a set of recommendations entitled “investing in a skilled and capable workforce” that 

provides for no improvements in pay or conditions indicates sadly it may be the latter. This is further 
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highlighted upon reading the list of workforce concerns including burnout, poor pay, occupational 

violence, and lack of housing in which to place clients. To see this followed by a list of 

recommendations that imply these are issues with individual staff that can be fixed with a Certificate 

IV requirement or a Code of Conduct, rather than structural chasms that Government has failed to 

address for far too long, is insulting to the workforce. 

 

Workers in specialist homelessness services are not only required to have a deep understanding of 

the practical issues to assist their clients receive housing services, but also an understanding about 

the reason their clients are homeless. This means that specialist homelessness service workers need 

an understanding of and the capacity to deal with issues as diverse as mental health challenges, 

family violence and alcohol and other drugs. Furthermore, most staff in specialist homelessness 

services are now recruited having at least an undergraduate qualification. 

 

It is of great concern to the ASU that the widely held view across the sector is that State Government 

funding for specialist homelessness services is much lower, if not the lowest, than it is for other 

comparable government funded services. Indeed, it seems that there is up to a 32% variation in the 

lowest and highest input price for labour for full time equivalent staff members (FTE) in a 

government service contract for specialist homelessness services when compared with other 

services. 

 

Underfunding within specialist homelessness services makes it very difficult to attract and retain 

experienced staff as they seek work in more highly remunerated sections of the community services 

sector. High turnover is costly and wasteful for all concerned, and disturbing when it arises from 

structural factors outside our members’ control. Addressing this under classification and providing 

sufficient supplementary funding to agencies will support the retention and recruitment of 

experienced staff in the sector, thus benefiting clients as they have access to increased continuity 

and greater support. 
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If this review skates over these glaring issues with remuneration and provides only nebulous 

recommendations about skills and training, recommendations that have been tried and failed many 

times before, these issues will not be fixed. Furthermore, while we address other recommendations 

below, we note that requiring more training or qualifications without addressing pay issues will 

simply require workers to obtain (potentially at their own cost) education levels that they will then 

not be remunerated for. This could result in a further exodus from the workforce as they seek 

remuneration commensurate with their skills.  

 

Workforce Development 

 

1. Amend recommendation 8.1 to note that any workforce development strategy must include 

the implementation of a requirement for social housing agencies to engage their staff as on-

going staff rather than fixed term, other than for genuine fixed term staff leave replacements, 

and for casual employment to only be allowed to be used for genuine casual vacancies. 

2. Insert a recommendation to set a requirement that social housing agencies: 

a. Be bound by a codified Department of Families, Fairness and Housing (DFFH) dispute 

process 

b. Have a paid family violence leave policy based on the public sector standard approved 

between the Department of Families, Fairness and Housing, ASU and the community sector 

c. Agree to allow unions to access staff as part of the agencies’ induction process. 

3. Any workforce development strategy established per recommendation 8.1 should consider the 

social housing sector in concert with the rest of the community sector workforce. This body 

should include representatives from the Australian Services Union and other relevant unions. 

 

The ASU recognises the need for a plan to address recruitment and retention issues across the social 

housing sector. We note, however, that a review that focuses on skills and standards without looking at 

conditions will not help the sector to address a quality workforce. We note further that workforce 

development in the social housing sector cannot be siloed away from the rest of the community services 
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workforce, given the competitions across the workforce for staff with similar qualifications and 

experience. 

 

We have no issue with the development of induction and professional development programs for the 

workforce. However, these measures are window dressing if not combined with serious steps to 

improve the attractiveness of this work. Along with the classification and pay issues addressed above, 

addressing job insecurity is fundamental to this.  

 

Insecure employment, including fixed term and casual employment, is now rife across the community 

services sector. This is especially true for new starters or those moving between employers and has 

made it harder to attract and retain workers in the sector. How do you ask for a wage increase, or raise 

workplace safety issues, when you know your employment contract is up in a couple of months? This 

insecurity is a direct cause of the low wages available, and the widespread lack of workplace 

protections— such as family violence leave, or fair disputes processes— which are commonplace across 

the sector. 

 

ASU members have noted to us that without secure and well supported positions some housing workers 

are at risk of homelessness themselves. Further, the pressure of constantly recruiting and training 

workers who can’t stay, the struggle to find jobs that aren’t short term roles or employed through 

labour hire agencies, and the long probationary periods on short contracts keep workers in a state of 

uncertainty. ASU Members have also described how this structure has shifted the balance of their work 

away from a client focus and has meant a lack of opportunity to build skills or develop long term 

relationships with clients. In the social and community services sector there is an inextricable connection 

between secure, well-paid jobs and the quality of support that users receive. 

 

Implementing requirements that social housing agencies engage staff on and ongoing basis, rather than 

fixed term or casual, and that they provide access to dispute resolution procedures and conditions such 

as family violence leave would provide benefit to all participants in the community sector: workers 

would benefit from secure employment and the ability to plan for the future, clients would benefit from 
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long-term relationships with staff and shorter wait times, and community sector agencies would benefit 

from the ability to attract and retain staff. 

 

Qualification Requirements 

 

1. Any qualification requirements as suggested in question 8.2 imposed must not be retrospective,  

must recognize the experience of existing staff, and must be determined in consultation with the 

ASU. 

2. Any imposition of mandatory qualifications as proposed in question 8.1 must ensure that staff 

are appropriately remunerated for their level of education, in consultation with the ASU. 

3. Mandatory qualification requirements must be flexible enough to accommodate the wide range 

of workers who could be attracted to the sector, to not further hamper recruitment. 

 

The backgrounds of workers in the housing and homelessness sector, and in the community services 

sector more broadly, is varied and diverse. Many workers in the sector have four-year 

undergraduate degrees or postgraduate qualifications. Many have lived experience of homelessness. 

These two groups overlap. 

 

Any mandatory qualification requirement that is overly specific or limiting and does not consider the 

other experiences a worker brings to the table, may serve to undermine attempts to recruit workers 

to the sector. Should a mandatory requirement proceed, it should only do so in discussion with the 

Australian Services Union, the workforce and social housing providers. 

 

As noted earlier, requiring a set level of educational attainment without providing remuneration 

linked to this attainment will serve to drive workers away from the social housing sector. Further, 

placing a requirement to invest both time and money into obtaining a qualification onto a majority 

female workforce without adequately recognising this through improved wages will serve only to 

perpetuate the gender pay gap. 
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Final Notes 

 

The ASU also wishes to note our support for the submission and recommendations provided jointly by the 

legal assistance sector. We are particularly supportive of their calls to prevent evictions into homelessness, 

for additional and adequate funding to legal assistance services to support social housing renters, and for 

the inclusion of the right to housing in the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities. 

 

For any queries regarding matters raised in this submission please contact ASU Research and Policy 

Officer Kat Hardy via khardy@asuvictas.com.au. 
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