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Abbreviations and Glossary
ABS

Australian Bureau of Statistics

AH

Affordable Housing

AHIF

Affordable Housing Innovation Fund

FACS

NSW Department of Family and Community Services

DOP

NSW Department of Planning

ILU

Independent Living Unit

JSA

Judith Stubbs and Associates

LGA

Local Government Area

NRAS

National Rental Affordability Scheme

NSC

North Sydney Council

Link

Link Housing Pty Ltd

NSW LAHC

New South Wales Land and Housing Corporation

OCH

Office of Community Housing

RFB

Residential Flat Building

SEPP

State Environmental Planning Policy

SEPPARH

State Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable Rental Housing) 2009

NORTH SYDNEY COUNCIL: Affordable Housing Strategy

4

Executive Summary
North Sydney Council has long and significant involvement in affordable housing. After some 20
years of action on this important policy area, Council commissioned JSA to review the effectiveness
of its current Strategy and advise on strategic directions to increase its effectiveness and ensure the
sustainability of its involvement into the future.
Work on the North Sydney Council Affordable Housing Strategy 2008 and its successor in 2015
has been conducted as a two-stage process. Background Reports (JSA 2008; JSA 2013) and
subsequent research provide a ‘diagnostic’ on key housing needs and issues in the LGA and region,
and an evidence base for the Strategy. They provide a comprehensive analysis of current and historic
trends in housing demand, supply, cost and affordability. They also detail the extent of provision and
loss of affordable housing since the mid-1990s, and describe the profile of residents who occupy and
need affordable housing in the community. They provide an analysis of the nature of North Sydney
Council’s role in this area to date, and a review of the impacts of Council’s involvement.
The related Affordable Housing Strategy provides a range of activities aimed to increase the
effectiveness and long-term sustainability of Council’s involvement in affordable housing, supported
by evidence in the Background Reports. The overarching aim of the Strategy is:
To maintain and increase the amount of affordable rental stock in North
Sydney LGA and ensure the long-term sustainability of Council’s
involvement in affordable housing
This Affordable Housing Strategy is divided into 2 parts.
Part A provides an overview of supporting data and information on local affordable housing issues
and the policy context that supports the strategies proposed. For detailed discussion, the reader is
referred to the 2013 Background Paper.
Part B sets out proposed strategic directions for Council’s consideration that aim to retain and
increase the amount of affordable rental stock in North Sydney LGA and ensure the long-term
sustainability of Council’s involvement in affordable housing. This includes a rationale, methods and
recommendations to Council to take the proposed strategies forward.
A consolidated list of the proposed strategies and recommendations is provided immediately below.
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Affordable Housing Strategies & Recommendations
Strategy 1
Continue to seek mitigation for the loss of affordable housing through Part 3 of State Environmental
Planning Policy (Affordable Rental Housing) 2009 and Council’s existing methods of negotiating with
developers, particularly for the remaining stock of boarding houses and low cost flats and units, and
to develop a program of works for the expenditure of affordable housing funds in a timely way. This
Strategy operates within the context of State Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable Rental
Housing) 2009 (SEPPARH) and the associated Ministerial Directive issued on 2 October 2009, which
requires developer contributions collected by Councils to be forwarded to the NSW Department of
Family and Community Services (FACS) for affordable housing purposes.
Activities



Notwithstanding SEPPARH and the Ministerial Directive, Council will continue to collect
contributions to its Affordable Housing Fund from the loss of boarding houses and low cost
flats and units through redevelopment, conversion or strata subdivision under s94 of the
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979, and adapt its policies to the emerging
legislative and policy regime.



Council will adopt of a future target for the creation of affordable housing stock through this
mechanism.



Council will continue to work with FACS and Link Housing Pty Ltd to use developer
contributions to create affordable housing locally.



Council will develop a detailed program of works for priority affordable housing projects for
the expenditure of existing and anticipated funds held in trust for this purpose, and ensure
the expenditure of these funds in a timely way so as to fulfil its legal requirements under the
Act.

Strategy 2
Participate in affordable housing partnerships to leverage existing and future Council resources
dedicated to affordable housing through commercial arrangements with public and/or community
sector organisations, which may incorporate State and Federal Government funding opportunities.
Activities


Council will provide in-principle support to increase the amount of affordable rental stock
through debt-equity partnerships, and use existing resources dedicated to affordable housing
in the most effective way.



Council will continue its management partnership with Link Housing Pty Ltd.



Council will continue to work with Link Housing to:
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o

identify potential debt-equity projects using Council resources dedicated to
affordable housing; and

o


conduct more detailed feasibility assessments of such projects where appropriate.

Council will support affordable housing funding applications or expressions of interest by local
community housing providers to state and local government.

Strategy 3
Reconfigure existing affordable housing stock where feasible to ensure the most appropriate and
efficient use of resources including the development of a comprehensive Asset Management Strategy.
Activities


Council will continue to ensure the sustainable use of its affordable housing stock and funds
through support for the development of an Asset Management Strategy by Link Housing that
takes into account current and projected housing needs, efficient use of resources, recurrent
liabilities, and ability to leverage resources to achieve a net increase in affordable housing
stock.



Council will give in-principle agreement to share of title on selected properties to Link Housing
to enable sale or redevelopment of appropriate properties in order to increase stock, build
Link Housing capacity, and reduce Council’s maintenance liability pending review of stock to
be transferred.



Council will give in-principle agreement to long-term leasing arrangements on properties to
enable Link Housing to increase its income stream and its ability to redevelop stock where
appropriate. This will also assist in future debt-equity partnerships that Link Housing may
enter with Council and /or other partners in order to increase the amount of stock available.

Strategy 4
Support a regional approach where it will lead to more effective ways of meeting local affordable
housing needs.
Activities


Council supports a regional approach to the creation of additional stock of affordable housing
where appropriate, and where it is demonstrated that this will benefit those in housing need/
housing stress in the LGA.



Council supports the development of Expressions of Interest and funding applications for
State and Federal Government funding or subsidies where these increase opportunities to
access such funding.



Council will enter into legal agreements that protect its interest in additional stock created
through this process, including stock created in other LGAs.



Council will participate in the development of regional environmental planning provisions for
affordable housing in accordance with the Standard LEP Template where appropriate.

NORTH SYDNEY COUNCIL: Affordable Housing Strategy

3



Council will continue to work with Link Housing to develop local allocations criteria for stock
created in areas outside its LGA where appropriate.

Strategy 5
Implement social impact assessment processes to assess the impact of the loss of low cost residential
flats, units and boarding houses.
Activities


Council will implement a Social Impact Assessment processes to assess and where
appropriate mitigate the impact on affected tenants.



Where justified by the assessment, Council will require the implementation of an agreed
resident relocation plan, the costs for which are to be met by the developer as a condition of
consent.

Strategy 6
Utilise a range of complementary strategies to capture a reasonable proportion of additional private
benefit (profit) created through Council’s planning processes for use as a public benefit of affordable
housing.
Activities


Council considers the provision of affordable housing as a key public benefit when
undertaking local planning studies.



Council will utilise Voluntary Planning Agreements in conjunction with site specific Planning
Proposals to facilitate the provision of affordable housing.



Council will continue to advocate for the inclusion of bold affordable housing provisions at a
metropolitan to State level, particularly via the Standard Instrument LEP.
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PART A: BACKGROUND TO THE STRATEGY
Council’s Commitment to Affordable Housing
North Sydney Council has a long-standing commitment to affordable housing in its local area. This
includes research and advocacy, partnerships with local community and public housing providers,
and levying developers against the loss of low-cost residential flats, units and boarding houses
originally through a combination of Section 94 of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act
1979 and Part 3 of State Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable Rental Housing) 2009 (SEPPARH)
(previously SEPP No 10 - Retention of Low Cost Rental Accommodation).
Over the years Council has made an important contribution to meeting the need for affordable
housing in the LGA through the contribution of land, partnerships with State Government authorities
and use of levied funds. Through these strategies, Council has been able to partially or fully own 26
properties comprising 41 multi-unit dwellings and houses, and two boarding houses, which are
currently used for affordable housing. These properties include a multi unit hostel and independent
living unit complex, and two services offering emergency or transitional accommodation to youth.
Since 1998, when Council’s contribution has been limited to partnerships and levies, 15 bed spaces
have been replaced. Council currently holds significant developer contributions fully allocated to two
specific affordable housing projects: a new generation seven room Boarding House at Nicholson
Street (under construction and due for completion June 2016) and a proposed mixed use
development at Parraween Street, Cremorne with an approved DA.
The portfolio of affordable housing properties has a mix of implications for Council with regard to
recurrent costs. Eleven are managed and maintained by the NSW Land and Housing Corporation
(LAHC) or other bodies at no cost to Council, at least until 2015. In 2015, LAHC raised with Council
the question of who is responsible for maintaining these properties when they reach the end of their
lives. The issue has been explored in relation to one property (Kirribilli Avenue, Kirribilli) but has
potential to impact other properties on a long lease to LAHC.
The remaining 15 properties are managed by Link Housing Pty Ltd. These are accounted for
separately by Link Housing’s, which is obligated under the Lease and Management Agreement to
meet the costs of cyclical maintenance but not structural or capital upgrades. Any surplus arising
from managing these properties for Council is held aside to be applied to capital upgrades or
structural maintenance as required.
A strategic objective of Council’s in relation to affordable housing is to develop mechanisms for
enabling the community housing manager to be financially independent of Council, while proposing
new strategies to increase the amount of affordable housing available to key target groups in the
North Sydney community. In order for these strategies to be most effective, key housing and policy
issues that form a context to the development future strategic directions have been reviewed.
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Local Housing Issues in Changing Policy Context
The affordable housing strategies employed by Council to date are still important, and may continue
to yield a reasonable contribution to the development of new affordable housing. However, these
strategies may be less effective in the future, in part due to a significantly reduced stock of boarding
houses and low cost, non-strata subdivided flats and units, as well as State-wide changes to the way
that developer contributions can be collected and used by local government and potential future
changes to SEPPARH.
Ways of improving the effectiveness of current Council approaches to affordable housing also need
to be considered, and this strategic review provides such an opportunity. It is worth highlighting
some findings from the Background Paper (JSA 2013) and more recent research in this regard.

Overview of Key Findings
Characteristics of North Sydney’s Population
By comparison with Greater Sydney, North Sydney is characterised by higher proportions of lone
person households. The number of households with children is correspondingly low.
Between 2001 and 2011, the number of households increased from 28,500 to 31,400, an increase
of 10%, somewhat less than the 11% increase across Greater Sydney. The makeup of households
has changed somewhat in that time, with the proportion of couple households (with and without
children) increasing, and the proportion of lone person and group households decreasing. This in part
reflects apparent changes in household preferences, with more younger people remaining in the LGA
after they have partnered and had children.
Individual and household incomes are high, and residents of the area have become wealthier on
average over the past decade, indicating a displacement of lower-income populations by younger
high-income professionals and ‘cashed-up’ middle-aged adults, as well as the higher earning capacity
of the resident population. The relatively low number of persons per dwelling is influenced by the
high proportion of younger, relatively high-income households made up of lone persons and ‘couples
with no children’ moving into or remaining in the area, many of whom are likely to be renting close
to where they work.
This is reflected in the mobility and youth of the population as well as the low level of affordability of
home purchase in the area for first homebuyers and/or the more restricted choice for those needing
to increase the size of their dwelling. Despite the changes noted above, the relatively low number of
persons per dwelling accords with the high proportion of lone person and couples without children
that dominates the household profile within North Sydney LGA.
Migration data shows considerable (and quite balanced) population ‘churn’, with around half of all
households moving to and from relatively nearby areas in northern Sydney. Overall, couples with
children in their 30s and 40s are moving out, probably seeking larger or more appropriate
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accommodation, and are being replaced with childless couples and singles. Net in-migration is almost
entirely from those aged 20-29 years. The age and household profile also reflects the nature and
tenure of housing stock available, with a higher proportion of smaller dwellings, particularly flats and
units, available in the LGA.
The profile of commuters shows the differences between those who work in an area and those who
live in an area. Data indicates that workers are generally not excluded from North Sydney LGA
(assuming that people will live close to their place of work if they are able). Rather they choose to
commute into the LGA because they wish to live in an area which is higher amenity, has lower
density/larger housing, etc.

Housing Affordability Trends
The North Sydney housing market has historically been one of the most expensive in Greater Sydney,
and continues to be so for both rental and purchase. Both rental and purchase have tended to track
the Greater Sydney housing market over the last 25 years, while being consistently above it.
Median rental for separate houses is typically twice that for Greater Sydney. Median rentals for one
bedroom apartments have tended to converge to the Greater Sydney median more recently, and are
currently 4% above Greater Sydney values, while median rentals for two bedroom apartments have
varied between 25% and 40% above the Greater Sydney median.
Median purchase prices for strata dwellings were typically 30-40% above Greater Sydney medians
while those for non-strata dwellings were 40% above Greater Sydney medians and currently exceed
Greater Sydney medians by 77%.
Apartment rents over the period remained below 2000 levels up until 2009-10, but since that time
have risen by about 10% in real terms, in line with general increases in Greater Sydney. Similarly
purchase prices were relatively constant between 2002 and 2012, but have since increased by 25%
for strata, and around 30% for non-strata, with the latter showing much more volatility in prices
than strata dwellings and increasing rapidly relative to Greater Sydney.
In 2011 there were approximately 3,800 households in North Sydney LGA in rental stress and 1,100
households in mortgage stress (4,900 in total). This means that 26% of all renting households in the
LGA and 16% of all home-purchasing households were in housing stress. By far the, the greatest
need for affordable housing by this measure was for very low and low income renters (55%).
In a 2015 survey of rental properties, a first-quartile single-bedroom property in North Sydney LGA
(advertised for $430 per week) would be affordable only to the upper 56% of the moderate household
income band, with first quartile properties having two or more bedrooms being affordable only to
higher-income households (and hence none in the target groups for affordable housing).
In terms of sale prices, in 2015 even a first quartile strata property in the LGA (costing $640,000) is
not affordable to those in the moderate household income band. First quartile bedsit strata properties
were affordable to all moderate income households (noting limited stock availability with bedsits and
studios 2.9% of sales) while a first quartile one bedroom strata property was affordable to the upper
10% of moderate income households.

Very low and low income households are excluded from
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affordable purchase, as are larger moderate income households. Non-strata properties in the LGA
(i.e. separate houses) are even more expensive. In 2015 a first-quartile two-bedroom house in North
Sydney LGA (costing approximately $1,365,000) was affordable only to higher-income households.
This analysis is supported by prices reported by Housing NSW in their Rent and Sales Report Issue
Number 112, which gives a first-quartile weekly rent of $450 for single bedroom properties in North
Sydney LGA for June 2015; and a first-quartile sale price of $675,000 for strata properties and $1.6
million for non-strata properties for March 2012.
In terms of the availability of ‘affordable’ private rental stock, both North Sydney LGA and Greater
Sydney have become less affordable between 1998 and 2015, with a loss of stock affordable to very
low and low income households in absolute terms, and a significant decrease in the proportion of
such stock apparent. In 2015, North Sydney was a much less affordable area than Greater Sydney
as a whole, with a far lower proportion of stock in the ‘affordable’ range for renters in the relevant
target groups.

Change in supply of affordable and lower cost accommodation
Perhaps unsurprisingly, public rental stock is generally affordable to relevant target groups, though
the LGA has a much lower than average supply of social housing. Further, such stock is also declining,
with the number decreasing from 505 to 459 social housing over the ten-year period to 2011, despite
increased investment during the Nation Building – Economic Stimulus program.
Boarding houses have long provided a source of low-cost housing in metropolitan and regional
Australia. The quality and suitability of this accommodation, both in terms of building standards and
in terms of occupancy arrangements, to meet the needs of the range of residents who call boarding
houses ‘home’ can vary widely, though this is likely to have improved since the introduction of the
Boarding House Act 2012 and other policy measures designed to support better quality living
environments for boarding house residents.
Boarding house renters can include vulnerable people on limited incomes, such as people with
disabilities, those with experiences of homelessness, women escaping domestic violence (often with
children), and people with age related frailty. However, boarding house renters can also be limited
income workers and students (often from overseas).
In the most recent ABS Census (2011), 339 persons in North Sydney LGA reported that they were
‘at home’ at a ‘boarding house or private hotel’. There does not appear to have been a significant
change in the number of persons living in boarding houses in North Sydney LGA in the most recent
inter-censal period.
In 2006, 327 persons reported that they were ‘at home’ in a ‘boarding house or private hotel’, similar
to the 2011 Census figure. However, this may be an undercount due to the way that census collectors
classify buildings, and also masks the fact that there has been a major loss of boarding house
accommodation in North Sydney (and other inner and middle ring suburbs) over the past 30 years
with increasing gentrification, and the conversion or redevelopment of such stock to single dwellings
or higher value uses. The development of additional boarding houses would provide an important
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source of accommodation for low income key workers and others struggling to find affordable
accommodation in the high cost local rental market.
In terms of the change in the number of smaller flats and units, while the number of single
bedroom units increased by about 20% between 2001 and 2011 (in line with the overall increase in
the number of flats and units), the number of studio apartments and bedsits has remained more or
less unchanged over the same period. Encouraging the development of such units (as well as smaller
one bedroom units) is likely to be an area of policy concern for Council, since studio and small onebedroom apartments are a significant form of affordable housing for an area, and in particular for
North Sydney LGA due to its large proportion of lone person households (34%) and couples without
children (28%) who could comfortably inhabit a studio apartment, many of whom are in severe
housing stress.

Addressing affordability issues
In terms of addressing affordability issues in North Sydney LGA, a key question is whether the aim
is to address affordability issues experienced by persons and households currently living in the Local
Government Area, or to encourage a more diverse social mix, for example, in terms of increasing
the number of households with children and those from lower income and occupational /skills groups
including those commuting into the LGA for work.
There would appear to be sufficient challenge in maintaining existing diversity and retaining those
on very low, low and moderate incomes who already live in the LGA in the context of the local housing
market; and it would be difficult to increase the level of larger stock suitable for families of low to
moderate incomes due to the very high purchase and rental cost of such stock without deep subsidies
(such as that provided through social housing rental arrangements, for example) and strong
intervention in the market.
Considering only the maintenance of 2011 levels of affordable housing within North Sydney LGA, the
following targets would need to be met between 2013 and 2031:


An additional 150 social housing dwellings (1.8% of projected additional dwellings);



An additional 3,300 affordable rental and purchase dwellings (41.3% of projected additional
dwellings)



An additional 90 beds in boarding houses.

A range of strategies will be required to achieve even part of these targets, and the large number of
affordable rental and purchase dwellings required is likely to require active intervention in the
market.

Effectiveness of Existing Mechanisms
Despite the operations of state environmental planning policies designed to address the loss of
affordable rental housing and to increase its provision, the problem of affordable housing has
continued to increase in North Sydney, and at an accelerated rate in the Sydney metropolitan area
and many regions around the State.
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The difficulty in protecting and/or replacing the low-cost housing stock lost in North Sydney has been
apparent to Council for some time. Since 1984, Council records show that at least 2,400 low cost
bed spaces in residential flat buildings and boarding houses have been lost in North Sydney LGA.
Fifteen bed spaces have been directly replaced through developer contributions under Section 94
and/or SEPP 10 (now part 3 of SEPPARH), this figure rising to 26 bed spaces when the Nicholson
Street project is completed in 2016.
The loss of boarding houses has been particularly serious over the past two decades, with at least
40 lost, generally to more up-market uses. JSA investigations regarding the remaining 20 or so
boarding houses show that they continue to fulfil an important and quite surprising role in the local
housing market, accommodating not only some of the most vulnerable people in the North Sydney
community (older asset poor people, those with disabilities and younger homeless people) but also
a high proportion of single low to moderate income workers including ‘key workers’ who would be
unable to find accommodation in the highly constrained local rental market.
Generally, the redevelopment or conversion of such boarding houses to high value single residences
or up-market apartments or tourist accommodation means the displacement of lower income ‘key
workers’ and vulnerable people. Any opportunities to preserve or replace such stock is thus very
important.

North Sydney’s Housing Affordability Context
The local housing market is very unaffordable for a high proportion of existing local residents as well
as for those who work in the LGA.1 This includes long-term older asset-poor residents, younger
families in the process of household formation, and low to moderate income ‘key workers’ in
industries such as education, health and hospitality. Low to moderate-income workers, who are in
lone person households and families on a single wage, are particularly vulnerable to ‘housing stress’
in the local housing market.
JSA (2008 and 2013) research indicates that, over time, those on very low, low and moderate
incomes have been largely ‘priced-out’ of the market in North Sydney, with the majority of such
households remaining in the area likely to be already living in public or community housing, longterm tenants of boarding houses/private hotels, or renting privately and generally unaffordably.
Another less advantaged group is the historical population who bought into in the LGA at a time when
this was possible for a lower income resident, and so are generally older people.
There is a common misconception that ‘affordable housing’ means ‘public’ or ‘social’ housing.
However, many of the residents facing affordability problems in North Sydney LGA would fall outside
the eligibility criteria for public housing, or would be unlikely to meet criteria for priority housing

1

Housing is considered to be ‘affordable’ when it is priced so that other essential costs like food, clothing, transport
and services can be adequately met. This is generally where housing costs are less than 30% of gross household
income for low to moderate-income households (those whose income is up to 120% of median household income
for their LGA). Low to moderate income households paying more than this on housing costs are generally deemed
to be in ‘housing stress’ (at risk of ‘after housing poverty’).
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allocation. Thus, future affordable housing strategies should be geared towards low to moderate
income people who are currently residing within the North Sydney LGA in unaffordable housing
situations, those with strong links to the area who may have been recently displaced due to
affordability issues, and those who work in the LGA on low to moderate incomes in ‘key worker’
positions who may be unable to rent or purchase a home in the area.

Social Housing Context
The provision of public rental housing by the NSW Land and Housing Corporation has also undergone
significant changes including major cuts to Federal Government capital funding over the past decade,
an increased reliance on demand-side strategies combined with an increasingly low-income and high
need tenant group and an ageing stock profile that has resulted in a decrease in public housing stock
in proportional and numerical terms. These types of drivers are in part leading to an increased role
for the community housing sector.
The changing policy landscape at the Federal and State level indicates that there may be increased
opportunities for local government authorities and social housing providers who have positioned
themselves through research and other preparatory work to increase their stock of affordable
housing.

Need for Expanded Strategies
It is therefore necessary for Council to continually review its options for carrying its affordable
housing Strategy forward into the future, and particularly for sustainable use of its existing stock and
of increasing this stock to meet growing need. Relevant Council Plans are its Local Environmental
Plan (LEP) 2013; Residential Strategy 2009; and Local Development Strategy and Delivery Plan.
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The Role of Local Governments in Affordable Housing
Though there are clear limitations to the role of local government with regard to affordable housing,
particularly in its relationship to State Government, there are a range of ways in which councils in
NSW can and do affect the housing market. Councils can have direct and indirect impacts upon
affordability.
In general terms, local government has long played an important role in influencing the supply of
housing, including its cost, timing, location and amenity. Some of the ways that local government
influences housing and urban form include:


Strategic planning policies and regulatory controls, including zoning, building and urban
design standards, which impact where and how development can occur;



Individual and cumulative planning decisions (such as permitting development and
redevelopment of certain types over time), the use of restrictive covenants and other
planning mechanisms to influence urban form and cost;



Developer levies and voluntary planning agreements, which can also have an impact on cost,
timing and rates of release; and



Levying of rates and rating policy generally.

What Power does Council Have?
Councils have a number of powers and responsibilities in relation to ensuring the maintenance or
provision of affordable housing at the local level. The Environmental Planning and Assessment Act
1979 (NSW) was amended in 1999 to include an objective specifically related to affordable housing,
with Section 5(a)(viii) stating that an objective is ‘to encourage the provision and maintenance of
affordable housing’. North Sydney Council has been one of the most proactive NSW councils in acting
within its powers to create additional affordable housing stock under the existing regulatory scheme.
Councils are also charged with planning in the Public Interest under section 79C(1)(e) of the Act.2
Recent case law indicates that this is achieved with regard to realising the objectives of the Act. In

2

Section 79C Evaluation of The Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (NSW) states:

“(1) Matters for consideration-general
In determining a development application, a consent authority is to take into consideration such of the following
matters as are of relevance to the development the subject of the development application:
(a) the provisions of:
(i) any environmental planning instrument, and
(ii) any proposed instrument that is or has been the subject of public consultation under this Act and that has
been notified to the consent authority (unless the Secretary has notified the consent authority that the making
of the proposed instrument has been deferred indefinitely or has not been approved), and
(iii) any development control plan, and
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addition, Object 5(a)(vii)

relates to

implementing

principles of ecologically sustainable

development, which can be considered as bringing together economic, social and environmental
considerations as part of planning for sustainable development. Affordable housing is a key
component of social sustainability, for example through maintaining social diversity and a robust
labour market.
Councils are also required to comply with Part 3 of State Environmental Planning Policy
(Affordable Rental Housing) 2009. This part of the SEPP (and its precursor SEPP No. 10
(Retention of Low Cost Accommodation)) aims to limit the loss of low cost flats, units and boarding
houses. Despite its existence, a majority of low cost flats and boarding houses have been lost through
strata subdivision or redevelopment since the 1980s. The provisions of SEPP 10 were strengthened
and extended to more council areas in 2000 and further amended with the introduction of SEPPARH.
Since June 2014, under Part 2 of the Local Government Act 1993 and Local Government (General)
Regulation 2005, it is mandatory for all NSW councils to prepare a community strategic plan covering
a period of at least ten years. The delivery program and operational plan record the method, timing
and, where relevant, cost of achieving these goals as they relate to affordable housing.
Further, councils must consider the social and economic impacts of a development under section
79C(1)(b) of the EP&A Act. The loss of affordable housing may be a serious social & economic
impact in a locality, particularly where housing is already unaffordable, or where the loss is
substantial. ‘Cumulative’ impacts (small individual losses of affordable housing that lead to large
losses over time) as well as individual, serious large-scale loss (e.g. closure of a large boarding
house) can also be considered.
Finally, s93F of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979, provides for a statutory
system of planning agreements providing for developer contributions for a public purpose, including
the inclusion of ‘affordable housing’ as an identified public purpose. The Environmental Planning
and Assessment Amendment Act 2008 was assented to on 18 June 2008, but Schedule 3 is yet
to be gazetted. The schedule contains further changes to provisions related to the use of Planning
Agreements to gain developer contributions for Public Infrastructure.

(iiia) any planning agreement that has been entered into under section 93F, or any draft planning agreement that
a developer has offered to enter into under section 93F, and
(iv) the regulations (to the extent that they prescribe matters for the purposes of this paragraph),
(iv) any coastal zone management plan (within the meaning of the Coastal Protection Act 1979),
that apply to the land to which the development application relates,
(b) the likely impacts of that development, including environmental impacts on both the natural and built
environments, and social and economic impacts in the locality,
(c) the suitability of the site for the development,
(d) any submissions made in accordance with this Act or the regulations,
(e) the public interest.”
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Choosing the Right Approach for North Sydney
Local government’s involvement in affordable housing can be thought of as a continuum, where it
chooses from a suite of options, depending on how it sees its level of involvement. This is shown in
the following diagram.
There are a wide range of strategies available to Council to promote affordable housing in the Ryde
LGA. These strategies range from ‘light’ planning intervention (Column 1) in the market to strong
intervention (Column 3) or direct provision of affordable housing (Column 4), as shown in Figure 1.1
below.
North Sydney Council already has a high level of involvement in affordable housing in its local
community, including in at the ‘Strong’ level of intervention (direct provision of affordable housing).
For years, Council has engaged has utilised Council owned resources for affordable housing,
developed ownership and management partnerships with public and community housing providers,
and has levied developers for the loss of affordable housing in order to fund the acquisition of
additional properties.
The updating of this Affordable Housing Strategy has given Council the opportunity to reflect on this
level of involvement to date, and confirm the level of involvement in affordable housing which it sees
as appropriate to meeting local needs.
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Figure 1: Mechanisms and Strategies to Create Affordable Housing along a Continuum of Planning Intervention

NORTH SYDNEY COUNCIL: Affordable Housing Strategy

15

PART B:
PROPOSED AFFORDABLE HOUSING STRATEGIES
Council has substantial resources currently dedicated to affordable housing. However there may be
limited future opportunities to substantially increase affordable housing resources due to limitations
to collecting developer contributions through existing polices, the dwindling stock of boarding houses
and low cost flats and units, as well as proposed changes to how developer contributions can be
collected and used by local government arising from recent legislative changes. 3 As such, it is
important that Council use its resources in the most effective and efficient way to increase the amount
of affordable housing stock through other means.

Six Key Affordable Housing Strategies are recommended:
1. Continue to seek mitigation for the loss of affordable housing through Part 3 of State
Environmental Planning Policy (Affordable Rental Housing) 2009 and Council’s existing
methods of negotiating with developers, particularly for the remaining stock of boarding
houses and low cost flats and units, and to develop a program of works for the expenditure
of affordable housing funds in a timely way.
2. Participate in affordable housing partnerships to leverage existing and future Council
resources dedicated to affordable housing through commercial arrangements with public
and/or community sector organisations, which may incorporate State and Federal
Government funding opportunities.
3. Reconfigure existing affordable housing stock where feasible to ensure the most appropriate
and efficient use of resources including the development of a comprehensive Asset
Management Strategy.
4. Support a regional approach where it will lead to more effective ways of meeting local
affordable housing needs.
5. Implement social impact assessment processes to assess the impact of the loss of low cost
residential flats, units and boarding houses.
6. Utilise a range of complementary strategies to capture a reasonable proportion of additional
private benefit (profit) created through Council’s planning processes for use as a public
benefit of affordable housing.

For example, section 116V of schedule 3 of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Amendment Act 2008 (NSW) requires that consent
authorities will now require the consent of the Minster for Planning for Planning Agreements developed under Part 5B Division 4 of the Act
(formerly section 93F) that propose contributions towards anything other than ‘key community infrastructure’ as set out in clause 31A of the
Regulation (as amended). Notably, although ‘affordable housing’ falls under the definition of ‘public infrastructure’ at section 116C of the
Amendment Act, it is not included in ‘key community infrastructure’. As such, Council will require the consent of the Minister in relation to Planning
Agreements that propose a contribution in cash or in-kind toward affordable housing. It is noted that, although the amendment Act was assented
on 18 June 2008, it is yet to be gazetted, so the existing section 93F is still in force in mid 2015.
3
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Each of these strategies is outlined below with a rationale, methods and recommendations for Council
to consider.

Strategy 1: Continue Current Approach and
Develop Program of Works
Rationale
Council has substantial resources dedicated to affordable housing that have been created through its
various affordable housing strategies to date. These are:


Full or partial ownership of 26 properties comprised of 41 houses and multi-unit dwellings,
and 2 boarding houses



Construction of a 7-room (11 beds) new generation boarding house in Wollstonecraft due for
completion in June 2016



An approved Development Application for 18 units (26 beds) of affordable and key worker
housing in Cremorne for which detailed design is under way.$4.85 million has been allocated
from Affordable Housing reserves for this development.

Of the 26 affordable housing properties fully or partially owned by Council, the NSW Department of
Housing manages 11 and Link Housing manages 15.
It is proposed that Council establish a realistic target for affordable housing over 25 years, to be
created through various planning mechanisms. If developed and/or managed in partnership with a
local community housing association (such as Link Housing), this is likely to lead to significantly
greater housing yield due to the ability of the community housing association to leverage debt
financing or additional government funding.
Council’s current stated goal with regards to affordable housing is a 5% replacement of affordable
bed spaces lost. Although there was a target of adding 30 beds between 2003 and 2013 only 6 bed
spaces were created. A further 8 bed spaces will be created with the opening of the boarding house
in Wollstonecraft in mid-2016. The goal of creating an additional 34 bed spaces (continuing the target
of three per year) by 2019 is a reasonable place to focus for the short term, with long-term goals to
be discussed and determined by Council.
The main target groups for affordable housing include:


Low to moderate-income workers, including ‘key workers’



Older, asset poor renters in rental stress



Low income earners including those with special needs and working single people currently
being displaced from boarding houses and low cost flats in the process of redevelopment or
conversion to more upmarket uses
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Young people in the process of household formation



Young families who wish to stay in the area as their families grow



People on fixed incomes including residents with a disability and those with special needs



People whose life circumstances change unexpectedly including those who face divorce or
unemployment/under-employment

Strategies
It is important that Council continue its active involvement in affordable housing in the LGA by
continuing to:


Collect contributions from the loss of low cost flats, units and boarding houses to
redevelopment, conversion or strata subdivision



Work with FACS and Link Housing to use developer contributions to create affordable housing
locally



Commit existing and anticipated funds to priority projects that will increase the stock of
affordable housing for low- to moderate-income earners

Activities


Notwithstanding SEPPARH and the Ministerial Directive, Council will continue to collect
contributions to its Affordable Housing Fund from the loss of boarding houses and low cost
flats and units through redevelopment, conversion or strata subdivision under s94 of the
Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979, and adapt its policies to the emerging
legislative and policy regime.



Council will adopt of a future target for the creation of affordable housing stock through this
mechanism.



Council will continue to work with FACS and Link Housing Pty Ltd to use developer
contributions to create affordable housing locally.



Council will develop a detailed program of works for priority affordable housing projects for
the expenditure of existing and anticipated funds held in trust for this purpose, and ensure
the expenditure of these funds in a timely way so as to fulfil its legal requirements under the
Act.
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Strategy 2: Increase Affordable Housing Stock
through Affordable Housing Partnerships
Rationale
Council has substantial resources dedicated to affordable housing that can be leveraged to create
additional stock. Involvement in debt-equity partnerships is one of the best ways of leveraging
existing resources to ensure that as much new affordable housing stock as possible is created in the
coming years. The following are some things that Council can do under this type of approach.

Strategies
Council-Link Housing Partnership using Debt Financing
Council can enter into a debt-equity (development) partnership with Link Housing where Council
provides a portion of the equity and Link Housing borrows the balance required to build additional
affordable housing units. Link Housing may also contribute some funding from its own reserves and
surpluses such as at the new generation boarding house at Wollstonecraft.
Council’s contribution may be in cash or in kind, and is most likely to come from money held in trust
for the purpose of affordable housing replacement collected under Section 94 of the Act, or SEPPARH
(which includes the former provisions of SEPP 10), and/or through the redevelopment or more
intensive use of dwellings/land currently dedicated to affordable housing. This is basically a
commercial arrangement that does not assume any additional subsidy or capital funding from the
State or Federal government.
Link Housing then manages the housing created under a Memorandum of Understanding or similar
legal agreement with Council. Title to this housing could be shared by Link Housing if Council so
chose, which would assist in their future borrowings and organisational growth, or could be shared
between Council and Link Housing depending on the equity share contributed by each, including
finance to be repaid by Link Housing. Long-term leasing is also an option, where Council gives a 35year lease to Link Housing over existing or additional properties to give the organisation a guaranteed
income stream, enabling it to more easily negotiate debt finance for additional units of
accommodation with financial institutions. Share of title and long term leasing are not mutually
exclusive; they co-exist for instance in the new generation boarding house at Wollstonecraft.

Council-Link Housing Partnerships using debt-equity plus
Government funding and/or subsidies
Debt-equity partnership strategies would be more effective in creating additional units of affordable
housing if combined with Federal or State Government capital funding or subsidies as they become
available.
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Case Study 1: Redevelopment Partnership on Council-Owned Land

Figure 2: Cremorne Early Childhood Centre & Parking Area, 108 Parraween Street, Cremorne
Source: JSA 2008

The Parraween Street site is 2,640 square metres and currently contains a building of around 170
square metres used as a community health centre and a ground level council car park for about 80
cars. The land is zoned special use however medium density is allowable with a three-storey height
limit. Approximately 60% landscaping is required. Council now has an approved DA for this site
including 18 units of key worker and social housing, a revitalised Early Childhood Centre, three floors
of underground parking, a public park with playground, a business hub and a café.
The project is part funded and Council is seeking support from other levels of Government under a
Business Plan. Partners in the project include Mosman Council and the NSW Department of Health.

Activities


Council will provide in-principle support to increase the amount of affordable rental stock
through debt-equity partnerships, and use existing resources dedicated to affordable housing
in the most effective way.



Council will continue its management partnership with Link Housing Pty Ltd.



Council will continue to work with Link Housing to:
o

Identify potential debt-equity projects using Council resources dedicated to
affordable housing; and

o


Conduct more detailed feasibility assessments of such projects where appropriate.

Council will support affordable housing funding applications or expressions of interest by local
community housing providers to state and local government.
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Strategy 3: Ensure Sustainability of Council’s
Affordable Housing Stock to Meet Future Needs
Rationale
A number of the affordable housing properties either partially or fully owned by Council are older
stock with relatively high maintenance or upgrade liabilities. In recent years, Council’s recurrent
costs have made inroads into the sinking fund managed by Link Housing of around $50,000 per year.
This is not sustainable. In addition the NSW Land and Housing Corporation has raised concerns about
the properties they manage but which are wholly owned by Council. These are leased (in some cases
for example) to LAHC by Council until 2040 with the obligation for maintenance resting with LAHC.
Furthermore, a number of these properties are of high capital value, but may only house one tenant.
Whilst using one detached dwelling on a block of land may be useful for accommodating families or
those with special housing needs, it is not always the most effective or efficient use of the resource
in a very high land value area like North Sydney LGA. Importantly, the needs of current and future
local social and affordable housing tenants will be best met by reconfiguring some of this low density
stock into higher densities close to transport and services given the high proportion of older one and
two person households currently housed and on the social housing waiting list.
As such, the development of a comprehensive Asset Management Strategy is important in ensuring
that Council’s resources are used in a sustainable way that ensures changing needs are met and that
the amount of stock available continues to grow in appropriate locations. Opportunities to reconfigure
some existing stock in terms of location and housing type are considered as part of this Strategy.
Reducing or eliminating Council’s recurrent asset maintenance liabilities would also be desirable.
In light of recommendations regarding debt-equity partnerships with Link Housing outlined above,
Council could meet these various objectives by sharing title to selected properties to Link Housing
and/or entering into long-term leases on other properties (e.g. 50 year leases). This would be subject
to a legal agreement with Link Housing that guaranteed the continued use of these properties or
resources for affordable housing including their reversion to Council ownership in the event of Link
Housing ceasing to trade.
Council’s decisions to transfer title or otherwise share equity would need to be linked to an Asset
Management Strategy prepared by Link Housing and approved by Council that showed how this stock
would be used in the future, for example, whether the stock was to be sold and money reinvested to
increase appropriate stock, developed, upgraded or added to. Such an Asset Management Strategy
should have as its priority growth in the amount of existing stock in appropriate locations to meet
the needs of target groups for affordable housing. 4 This would achieve a number of outcomes
including:
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Reconfiguring stock to meet changing needs



Making the most efficient use of scarce resources



Reducing Council’s recurrent maintenance and upgrade liabilities



Positioning Link Housing to grow stock through obtaining commercial finance, and/or obtain
funding or subsidies through state and federal government programs

Strategies
Develop an Asset Management Strategy with Link Housing and LAHC
Council supports the development of an Asset Management Strategy for Council properties under
management by Link Housing and LAHC with appropriate criteria for determining:


Properties to be retained for their current use and upgraded based on a cyclical maintenance
schedule and capital works plan (likely to be the majority of properties)



Properties suitable for future development, redevelopment or intensified use such increased
density or additions



Properties to be sold, with reinvestment and leverage to create additional affordable housing
stock (e.g. properties formerly owned by Council in Oak Street North Sydney, the proceeds
of which have gone to the new generation boarding house in Wollstonecraft)



Properties where title can be transferred/shared to Link Housing and/or where long-term
leasing arrangement may be put in place (e.g. the new generation boarding house in
Wollstonecraft to which Link Housing has made a significant financial contribution)

Relevant criteria for consideration in preparation of the Asset Management Strategy would include
zoning and development controls, heritage constraints, land values, efficiency measures such as
stock to land or tenant ratios, and the impact on overall stock portfolio to meet current and future
needs.

In-principle Support for Share of Title and/or Long-term Leasing on
Selected Properties with Link Housing
Council gives in-principle support to:


the transfer of title on selected properties identified as suitable for sale or redevelopment
leading to the creation of additional and more appropriate affordable housing stock in North
Sydney LGA; and



the identification of properties where long-term leasing arrangements with Link Housing may
be put in place.

Note that these arrangements would be subject to appropriate legal guarantees as to their continued
use for affordable housing. A preliminary assessment of potential properties has been undertaken by
Council staff in consultation with Link Housing. This is being investigated further. As a number of
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properties with potential are either jointly owned or have existing leases with many years to run,
negotiations will need to be entered into. A list will be available for Council’s review in the near
future.

In-principle Support to Transfer of Maintenance on selected
properties to Link Housing
Where title is shared or long-term leasing arrangements possible, this would go hand in hand with
responsibility for responsive and cyclical maintenance on identified properties resting with Link
Housing.

Case Study 2: Redevelopment Partnership on Council-Owned Land
Following a feasibility study (31 March 2009) by Council’s Managing Agent, three properties in Oak
Street North Sydney that had reached the end of their useful life as community housing, were sold
to increase the capacity of the affordable housing portfolio. The properties were cottages and were
in reality providing accommodation for only three persons, as well as being proportionally
maintenance-intensive. Although managed for Council by Link Housing, the properties were subject
to a head lease. NSW Land and Housing Corporation (the lease holder with a lease until 2040) gave
agreement that they be sold, conditional on the beds surrendered being replaced.
The property and tenant manager, Link Housing (then North Shore Community Housing) also agreed
to co-operate. This latter assistance was vital, as the welfare of the tenants is the first priority of a
housing provider. All three tenants were successfully relocated. Funds realised from the sale
amounted to over $2 million.
Link Housing identified another property suitable for redevelopment, 100% owned by Council and
leased to NSW Land and Housing Corporation (LAHC) until 2040, managed by Link Housing for
Council. Link Housing wrote to the lease holder, advising that they have been working with Council
on this project and was fully supportive of its redevelopment. Link Housing ensured that the tenants
would be relocated to their satisfaction. LAHC advised that while they wished the lease to continue
they would support redevelopment. Following representations from Council, Housing NSW agreed to
pass to Link Housing $670,000 collected under SEPPARH from North Sydney LGA for the loss of
affordable bed spaces since 2009, to be utilised for Council’s new generation boarding house project.
A 7-room, 11 bed boarding house received development approval, with a design by award winning
architects working in affordable housing in Queensland. A deed surrendering the lease and sublease
has been signed by all three parties and construction has begun, and is scheduled to be completed
in mid-2016. Council has resolved to grant Link Housing a share of the title in return for their cash
contribution, and a 50 year lease in return for Link taking on all cyclical and capital maintenance for
the life of the lease.
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Figure 3: Boarding House at Nicholson Street, Wollstonecraft under construction, 9 September 2015

Activities


Council will continue to ensure the sustainable use of its affordable housing stock and funds
through support for the development of an Asset Management Strategy by Link Housing that
takes into account current and projected housing needs, efficient use of resources, recurrent
liabilities, and ability to leverage resources to achieve a net increase in affordable housing
stock.



Council will give in-principle agreement to share of title on selected properties to Link Housing
to enable sale or redevelopment of appropriate properties in order to increase stock, build
Link Housing capacity, and reduce Council’s maintenance liability pending review of stock to
be transferred.



Council will give in-principle agreement to long-term leasing arrangements on properties to
enable Link Housing to increase its income stream and its ability to redevelop stock where
appropriate. This will also assist in future debt-equity partnerships that Link Housing may
enter with Council and /or other partners in order to increase the amount of stock available.
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Strategy 4: Adopt a Regional Approach where
appropriate to Meet Local Need
Rationale
Housing markets across the Lower North Shore Region show significant differentiation in housing
type, standard, tenure and price point5 Migration patterns also show a quite ‘fluid’ relationship
between the housing markets in the region, with people moving into and out of North Sydney LGA
largely depending on the needs and aspirations of residents at different ages and stages in the
lifecycle.
As such, it makes sense to view the North Sydney housing market as part of a wider regional system,
and to work with other Councils and peak bodies, not only to plan for future provision of affordable
housing but also to locate future housing stock where appropriate and most efficient. The Parraween
Street Cremorne project is an example of two Councils (North Sydney and Mosman) working together
in the interests of affordable housing.

Strategies
A regional approach to provision would include some or all of the following strategies.


Developing some additional affordable housing stock in areas outside North Sydney LGA
where this is efficient (e.g. where land prices are more affordable and/or adding to existing
stock is more feasible), and where there are logical links to North Sydney LGA (for example,
good transport connections for ‘key workers’ working in the LGA, proximity to regional
hospitals for older North Sydney residents, etc). North Sydney Council could retain or share
title to affordable housing created outside its area, and have input to local allocations criteria
for this stock (e.g. to be allocated to those with a long-term association with the LGA).



Supporting and/or providing affordable housing resources (e.g. developer contributions held
in trust for this purpose) for joint EOIs or funding applications for cross-border projects. This
may be best achieved in a collaborative relationship brokered by Link Housing acting in
concert with other community housing providers in the region, where some stock is
developed in North Sydney LGA and some in other areas to achieve critical mass. Again,
Council’s interests can be protected in any stock created through appropriate legal
agreements.

For example Rent and Sales Report No. 112 reports the median strata price in Lane Cove as 77% of that for North Sydney and the median strata
price in Ryde as 74% of that for North Sydney.
5
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Supporting the development of regional planning provisions to facilitate the creation of
affordable housing through the planning system to strengthen the position of individual local
councils in their negotiations with the Department of Planning and developer.

Activities


Council supports a regional approach to the creation of additional stock of affordable housing
where appropriate, and where it is demonstrated that this will benefit those in housing need/
housing stress in the LGA.



Council supports the development of Expressions of Interest and funding applications for
State and Federal Government funding or subsidies where these increase opportunities to
access such funding.



Council will enter into legal agreements that protect its interest in additional stock created
through this process, including stock created in other LGAs.



Council will participate in the development of regional environmental planning provisions for
affordable housing in accordance with the Standard LEP Template where appropriate.



Council will continue to work with Link Housing to develop local allocations criteria for stock
created in areas outside its LGA where appropriate.

Strategy 5: Implement Social Impact Assessment
process to mitigate the impact of loss of low cost
accommodation
Rationale
Boarding Houses
Boarding houses have long provided a source of low-cost housing in metropolitan and regional areas
of Australia. The quality and suitability of this housing to meet the needs of the range of residents
who call boarding houses ‘home’ can vary widely, both in terms of building standards and in terms
of occupancy arrangements.
Boarding house renters can include vulnerable people on limited incomes, such as people with
disabilities, those with experiences of homelessness, women escaping domestic violence (often with
children), and people with age related frailty. However, boarding house renters can also be limited
income workers and students (often from overseas).
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In the most recent ABS Census (2011), 339 persons reported that they were ‘at home’ at a ‘boarding
house or private hotel’.6 Of these 339 persons living in boarding houses, 159 (47%) lived in Neutral
Bay, 94 (28%) lived in Cammeray and 38 (11%) lived in Kirribilli.
There does not appear to have been a significant change in the number of persons living in boarding
houses in North Sydney LGA in the most recent inter-censal period. In 2006, 327 persons reported
that they were ‘at home’ in a ‘boarding house or private hotel’, similar to the 2011 Census figure.
However, this may be an undercount due to the way that census collectors classify buildings, and
also masks the fact that there has been a major loss of boarding house accommodation in North
Sydney (and other inner and middle ring suburbs) over the past 30 years with increasing
gentrification, and the conversion or redevelopment of such stock to single dwellings or higher value
uses.
The first Background Report to the Strategy (JSA 2008)7 established that there were around 23
accommodation facilities in North Sydney Council area that were operating as boarding houses or
private hotels at that time. It also reported on a survey of 29 boarding house properties that analysed
the characteristics of boarding house residents.8 The majority (88.4%) of these people were single
and 60.8% were employed (full time or part time). Over 60% reported themselves as being long
term residents, living there for more than 3 months, with 19% residing in a boarding house for more
than 10 years. About one third (33.8%) were overseas visitors and 20.3% of those surveyed had
been at the boarding house for less than two weeks. About 20% of the surveyed residents were
pensioners.
The study concluded that boarding houses and private hotels were catering for a range of people
with differing life circumstances, including people who were very marginal in the housing market as
well as lower income key workers, and had in common the need to find affordable, accessible
accommodation.
The issues identified by JSA’s report included:


The operation of boarding houses was only marginally profitable. The survey owner/
managers established that 25% of respondents indicated they had plans to change the use
of the building within the next five years;



The continuing trend to the loss of this housing stock through conversions to private
residences, strata subdivision, or other uses;



An

emerging

practice

where

boarding

houses

can

be

converted

to

backpacker

accommodation and in this way avoid assessment under SEPP 10 (now part 3 of SEPPARH)
when a change of use is proposed;

6

Presumably, those enumerated at a private hotel would not have reported that they were ‘at home’, so it may be deduced that these 339
persons were boarding house residents.
7

8

See Affordable Housing Strategy Background Report (JSA 2008a); and Affordable Housing Strategy (JSA 2008b)
Davidson, Phibbs and Cox (1998) Inner Sydney Boarding House Report, University of Sydney
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The data on Section 94 contributions shows that funds collected by North Sydney Council
through Section 94 contributions for affordable housing was not sufficient to be able to offset
the loss of accommodation that occurs when boarding houses and/or private hotels are
redeveloped. Between 2004 and 2008, 89 bed spaces were lost for every 1 replaced; and



A key cost consideration in the provision of affordable housing is the holding cost (i.e. the
cost of the capital tied up in the building)

Boarding houses and private hotels are also utilised by some of the most vulnerable members of the
community including older asset poor individuals and those with a disability or dependency issue.
The closure of boarding houses and private hotels has an inevitable externality when these vulnerable
residents are displaced and forced to seek alternative accommodation within or outside of the area.

Smaller flats and units in general
Another form of housing often considered to be ‘affordable’ or at least ‘lower cost’ is small flats and
units. In the most recent ABS (2011) Census, 22,570 households were enumerated in a flat, unit or
apartment, with 16% being in a one or two storey block, 30% in a three storey block and 54% in a
unit block of four storeys or more.9 Flats and units made up 72% of all occupied private dwellings
in North Sydney LGA in 2011 compared with 26% in Greater Sydney, and show North Sydney LGA
is a very different housing market in this regard.
Of all flats and units in North Sydney LGA, just 726 (3.2%) were studio apartments/ bedsits and
5,724 (25%) were single bedroom units. A large number of units (46%) had two bedrooms, and a
substantial number (16%) had three or more bedrooms.10 Of studio apartments and bedsits in North
Sydney Local Government Area, around one-third were in the suburb of North Sydney in 2011, 14%
were in Neutral Bay and 13% were in Kirribilli. In terms of single bedroom units, 18% were located
in Neutral Bay, 13% in Cremorne and 13% in the suburb of North Sydney.
In terms of the change in the number of smaller flats and units, while the number of single bedroom
units increased by about 20% between 2001 and 2011 (in line with the overall increase in the number
of flats and units), the number of studio apartments and bedsits has remained more or less
unchanged over the same period. Encouraging the development of such units (as well as smaller one
bedroom units) is likely to be an area of policy concern for Council, since studio and small onebedroom apartments are a significant form of affordable housing for an area, and in particular for
North Sydney LGA due to its large proportion of lone person households (34%) and couples without
children (28%) who could comfortably inhabit a studio apartment, and many of whom are in severe
housing stress.

9

Only 25 households were enumerated in a flat attached to a house, e.g. a granny flat

10

Note that 2,228 households enumerated in flats and units did not state the number of bedrooms
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Strategies to mitigate the impact of the loss of
Affordable Rental Stock
Communication between the Planning, Development and Community Services departments within
Council is very important regarding pending closures of boarding houses, private hotels and
emergency accommodation such that presence of vulnerable residents who may be at risk of
displacement is identified in a timely manner. This communication needs to be strengthened.
It is proposed that Council’s Community Services department continues to work proactively with the
relevant developers, Link Housing, other community housing providers in the region, NSW LAHC and
other social service organisations in order to facilitate appropriate assistance with relocation to
suitable accommodation following closures, ideally within the local area.

Activities


Council will implement a Social Impact Assessment processes to assess and where
appropriate mitigate the impact on affected tenants.



Where justified by the assessment, Council will require the implementation of an agreed
resident relocation plan, the costs for which are to be met by the developer as a condition of
consent.

Strategy 6: Utilise the Planning System to
Provide for Affordable Housing
Rationale
One of the most important things that Council can do to increase the stock of affordable housing is
to utilise opportunities available via the planning system.
The planning system offers the opportunity to provide for privately owned or rented dwellings that
are more affordable for the target demographic. This can be done through reducing amenity
provisions in planning instruments, such as dwelling size, so that the end product demands a
relatively lower sale or rental price. However, the provision of affordable market-based housing in
North Sydney is difficult due to the area’s relatively high purchase and rental prices. Preliminary
research undertaken by Council indicates that prices for low amenity dwellings are still largely out of
reach for low and moderate income earners. Further, there are questions around the amenity ‘tradeoff’ and whether the provision of low amenity housing is the best means of providing affordable
housing.
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The planning system also offers the opportunity to increase the stock of dwellings that are owned by
Council and operated as affordable housing (social housing). The provision of social housing can be
facilitated through a range of measures and provides affordable housing for the long-term
irrespective of market fluctuations. Given the difficulties and potentially unpalatable ‘trade-offs’
associated with providing affordable market-based housing, the provision of social housing ‘outside’
the market should be the focus of Council’s energies.
While Council should endeavour to provide affordable housing via the planning system, the issue of
housing affordability is best tackled at the metropolitan or State level. Council should advocate for a
consistent and robust affordable housing policy at State level, progressing strategies, including those
outlined below, at a broader and more meaningful scale than can be undertaken by Council in
isolation.

Strategies
It is proposed that Council utilise a range of complementary strategies to capture a reasonable
proportion of additional private benefit (profit) created through Council’s planning processes for use
as a public benefit of affordable housing.

Planning Studies
Council often undertakes planning studies on a local centre or precinct basis when the local planning
framework and development control settings are considered to be unsatisfactory in their ability to
meet Council’s broader planning and land use objectives. Such studies allow for the identification of
sites that are capable of accommodating increased building height and/or density. These studies also
identify the public benefits that Council and developers should provide to improve the planning
outcomes in the area.
Affordable housing is a key public benefit that should be a key objective of planning studies and
considered in return for increases in land value resulting from increases in height and/or density.
There are a number of means by which this public benefit can be realised. Two mechanisms available
for use by Council include Voluntary Planning Agreements associated with site specific Planning
Proposals, and incorporating affordable housing provisions into the North Sydney LEP.

Voluntary Planning Agreements
Voluntary Planning Agreements should accompany Planning Proposals seeking to alter the planning
controls which apply to a site where such a change will significantly increase the value of the land.
Voluntary Planning Agreements are an appropriate means of securing public benefit. Site specific
changes to planning controls will ideally stem from the findings of an adopted planning study.
However, Council is obliged to consider changes proposed by a proponent even if such a proposal is
not endorsed by an adopted planning study.
Recent work undertaken by independent property consultants on behalf of North Sydney Council
indicates that a ‘fair and reasonable’ contribution towards public benefit should be in the order of 60-
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70% of the uplift in land value that will result from the proposed planning changes. In any case,
Council is unlikely to support changes to planning controls unless a minimum of 50% of the uplift in
value will take the form of public benefit.
In considering the proportion of this value that should be dedicated to the provision of affordable
housing, Council will need to consider whether other public benefits are being provided either on-site
or by way of funds dedicated to Council for a specific alternate purpose. In instances where a Planning
Proposal is a function of an adopted planning study, the adopted study is likely to provide guidance
regarding the proportion of captured value dedicated to affordable housing. In instances where
Planning Proposals are not supported by a planning study, the provision of affordable housing should
be prioritised and considered the ‘default’ public benefit. This is considered appropriate given the
LGA wide need for affordable housing relative to the often localised need for other public benefits,
such as new open space.
The provision of affordable housing via Voluntary Planning Agreements should, in the first instance,
occur on-site by way of dedication of dwellings to Council in perpetuity to be managed as affordable
housing units. Only when it is considered inappropriate to require the provision of affordable housing
on-site will Council consider a monetary contribution to be used for the provision of affordable
housing.

Affordable housing provisions in North Sydney LEP
The ability exists to incorporate ‘inclusionary zoning’ and/or ‘bonus provisions’ into the North Sydney
LEP to facilitate the provision of affordable housing. An adopted planning study that endorses
increased building heights and/or density may, instead of relying on site specific Planning Proposals
to enact the endorsed changes, propose a broad scale ‘up-zoning’ applied to a specific street block,
precinct or zone. Consistent with the principle of capturing a fair and reasonable proportion of any
resultant uplift in value for public benefit, any such ‘up-zoning’ would need to be contingent on an
appropriate provision being inserted into the North Sydney LEP which permits development of that
land only if a fair and reasonable amount of affordable housing is provided as part of the
development. In this instance, affordable housing should be considered to constitute the dedication
of dwellings to Council in perpetuity to be managed as affordable housing units.
Similarly, an adopted planning study that endorses increased building heights and/or density may,
instead of relying on site specific Planning Proposals or inclusionary zoning, seek to utilise ‘bonus
provisions’ to enact the endorsed changes. Bonus provisions in the North Sydney LEP would need to
stipulate a ‘base’ building height or density control and a ‘bonus’ building height or density control.
The bonus would only be awarded if the proposed development included affordable housing. Again,
affordable housing should be considered to constitute the dedication of dwellings to Council in
perpetuity to be managed as affordable housing units.
While these potential mechanisms should continue to be investigated by Council, the NSW State
government, which regulates Standard Instrument LEPs such as the North Sydney LEP, has been
inconsistent in their approach to the inclusion of such provisions in LEPs. Previous requests by Council
to use such provisions have not been supported despite such provisions being utilised by other local
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government authorities. Further, the State government involvement required to insert provisions
into the North Sydney LEP risks weakening the overall public benefit capture principle endorsed by
this Strategy. This is contrasted with the use of Voluntary Planning Agreements where no direct State
government involvement is required and Council is free to directly negotiate appropriate affordable
housing outcomes.

Advocacy
A lack of affordable housing is not a problem limited to North Sydney. Its underlying causes are
based in local, but also metropolitan, State and Federal policy settings. Local government therefore
has a very limited capacity to appropriately tackle a problem of this magnitude. Existing approaches
from the State government are proving to be ineffective in addressing the problem.
Council should actively lobby relevant State government ministers and departments to encourage a
bolder approach to the provision of affordable housing. In particular, Council should advocate for
appropriate use of the Standard Instrument as a means of allowing for a consistent metropolitan or
state-wide approach to the provision of affordable housing. Inclusionary zoning and/or bonus
provisions are best initiated by the State government. Only at the State government level can any
compensation for reduced land values resulting from such a policy shift be appropriately addressed.
For example, if all land in the Sydney metropolitan area zoned B4, R4 or an equivalent zone was
subject to a requirement that a nominal amount of affordable housing be provided in order to gain
development consent, there would be numerous benefits. There would be a consistent approach to
affordable housing across the metropolitan area; affordable housing units would be scattered across
the LGA and integrated into existing and new communities, rather than being geographically
concentrated; and affordable housing would be provided in appropriate locations as most land zoned
B4 or R4 is located in close proximity to local centres or transport nodes, which is where affordable
housing is best located. Council should strongly advocate for this kind of comprehensive approach
which is best undertaken at state level.
While the ARHSEPP, properly applied, produces good urban and social outcomes (Council’s New
Generation Boarding House in Wollstonecraft, was built under the ARHSEPP, is managed by Link
Housing and was part funded by levies returned for this Council project), a pattern is emerging of
Boarding Houses approved by the Land and Environment Court with conditions inadequate to
ensure they remain affordable: Council has been obliged to take action against a court-approved
New generation Boarding House renting rooms for $199 a night

Activities


Council considers the provision of affordable housing as a key public benefit when
undertaking local planning studies.



Council will utilise Voluntary Planning Agreements in conjunction with site specific Planning
Proposals to facilitate the provision of affordable housing.
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Council will continue to advocate for the inclusion of bold affordable housing provisions at a
metropolitan to State level, particularly via the Standard Instrument LEP



Council will advocate for an amendment to the Affordable Rental Housing State
Environmental Planning Policy 2009 to close loopholes allowing for unaffordable rents to be
charged in new generation boarding houses.

NORTH SYDNEY COUNCIL: Affordable Housing Strategy

33

