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Towards a national housing
policy for the 2020s

Hal Pawson and Vivienne Milligan

Introduction

The start of the 2020s sees Australia remaining close to the top of the global
housing unaffordability league (Demographia 2020). The country’s growing
international notoriety on this score is reflected domestically in the way that
controversy over housing policy has formed a prominent flashpoint in four
of the past six federal elections (2007-22)—after a long period of relative
electoral obscurity.

Rising stress affecting Australia’s housing system is manifest in numerous
ways. Central to these is the long-run trajectory for house prices to rise
ahead of incomes, increasingly restricting access to homeownership
to high-income households and those benefiting from family wealth.
Homeownership among young adults (aged 25-34 years)—a key measure
of concern—has fallen from 61 per cent to 43 per cent since 1981 (Whelan
et al. 2023). Meanwhile, the proportion of low-income households facing
unaffordable housing costs rose from 35 per cent to 43 per cent over the
decade to 2017-18 (ABS 2019). Moreover, rising mortgage debt is the main
factor propelling Australia’s overall household debt-to-income ratio close to
the top of the developed-country ranking (OECD 2021). Indeed, there are
growing calls for recognition that such housing system outcomes represent
an impost on Australia’s economic performance, as well as its population
welfare (Daley et al. 2018; Maclennan et al. 2018, 2021).
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Despite the importance of this issue and its rising popular prominence,
a national housing policy or plan to address attendant challenges has been
absent since the postwar reconstruction schemes of the Curtin Government.
The Commonwealth Government’s largely disengaged stance on housing
for much of the ensuing period was a key component of Pat Troy’s (1978)
critique of the nation’s divergence from 1945 aspirations for postwar
urban planning. A central consideration in this discussion is the status
and positioning of housing within the governance and institutions of the
Australian federation.

The main aim of this chapter, therefore, is to assess the case for a national
housing policy and to suggest how such a framework could be justified and
positioned. The chapter begins by briefly exploring the relevant constitutional
considerations that underlie debates about the governance of housing policy
in Australia. Next, it assesses the Commonwealth Government’s role in
housing policy during the postwar period, highlighting some discontinuities
and critical moments. This leads to a review of recent developments in the
ongoing contestation around the attribution of governmental responsibility
for housing matters. Against this context and history, the chapter attempts
to define the challenges that a 2020s national housing policy—or housing
strategy—would appropriately address, and the institutional reforms needed
to deliver this.

Housing policy in Australia: Constitutional
status and complexity

Critical to any consideration of housing policy in Australia is the
nation’s federal governance structure as underpinned by the Australian
Constitution. Given that the specified areas of national government
competence (Section 51) designate no powers to legislate on housing or
urban issues, the nation’s founding charter is conventionally understood
as assigning responsibility for housing, and urban-related decision-
making, and any necessary intervention to state and territory governments
(hereinafter ‘states’). Thus, the comment of a former federal transport and
urban development minister, John Sharp, that there is ‘no clear rationale
or constitutional basis’ for Commonwealth Government involvement in
urban matters (quoted in Simons 2011).
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On this understanding, therefore, whatever housing priorities (if any) are
favoured at the national level, directly relevant interventions or regulations
can be implemented only by the lower tiers of government (Parkin 1992).
However, there is no legal bar to the Commonwealth’s active interest
in the housing system, including an interest in (although not control over)
the direct delivery of housing services. Indeed, the federal government
has maintained significant housing funding agreements with the states
throughout the entire postwar period and has regularly initiated explicit
interventions in the housing system.

Beyond this, as argued by Winter (2015), there is in fact a range of
constitutionally prescribed Commonwealth policy responsibilities that
impact on the housing system. Most importantly, these include banking
(for example, housing finance regulation), taxation (including property-
associated tax settings), social security (for example, housing-related transfer
payments), and immigration (a crucial component of housing demand).
In other words, under a holistic conception of ‘*housing policy’, many of the
key levers are held at the national level, and not by the states.

Moreover, as increasingly recognised, housing system outcomes can have
negative implications for the economy as well as population wellbeing and
social cohesion—all important objectives for Australia as a nation. New
evidence backs the contention that housing system outcomes are increasingly
impairing economic performance through impacts on productivity,
financial stability, and inequality (Maclennan et al. 2021). Such concerns
can hardly be dismissed as irrelevant to federal administrative obligations.

Even from a narrower ‘cost to government’ perspective, the Commonwealth
cannot afford to disown an interest in the functioning of the housing
system. On the current trajectory of falling homeownership, for example,
future budgetary challenges will arise in relation to age pension expenditure,
as Australia’s comparatively low age pension payment rate becomes hard to
sustain in the face of more pensioners exposed to rising rents in retirement
(Eslake 2017; Coates and Chen 2019). Therefore, on several levels, the
Commonwealth’s constitutional responsibilities and self-interest create
rational imperatives for its active concern with housing.

Nevertheless, as we shall see, over the past 75 years, the federal government’s
explicit attention to housing has been, at best, episodic—and, at worst,

a ‘long term abrogation of responsibility and narrowing of the policy agenda’
(Milligan and Tiernan 2011: 396).
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Before reviewing that story, it is important to emphasise a crucial implication
of the housing-related powers held by the Commonwealth. ‘Housing
policy’ in fact encompasses a much broader set of tools and settings than
often officially acknowledged. To put this another way, housing policy
must be recognised as extending across all the interventions that impact on
the production, financing, use, and management of residential property,
irrespective of whether these fall within the remit of a government
department with ‘housing’ in its title. At the same time, housing is a
complex and interconnected system in which numerous factors affect both
demand and supply.

Without treating housing as a system, policy interventions are unlikely to
be effective in any fundamental way. Indeed, as in the notorious instances
of first home-buyer grants and tax concessions that drive up demand
leading to an escalation in house prices, they can prove counterproductive

(Freebairn 1999; Eslake 2013).

National housing policy in Australia: A brief
review of historical milestones

The postwar impetus

The clearest and, arguably, the only full-blooded assertion of national
housing policy in Australia occurred towards the end of World War II via
the 1943 Commonwealth Housing Commission (CHC) and its 1944 final
report—a document described by Sandercock (1976: 16) as ‘remarkable
... perhaps the most imaginative and comprehensive ever presented to an
Australian government’. It was issued within the context of national planning
for postwar reconstruction—a mission that endowed the Commonwealth
Government with authority unprecedented since Federation in 1901
(Howe 2000; Freestone 2012). Accordingly, the CHC’s recommendations
envisaged a leading peacetime role for the Commonwealth in housing, as
part of a much-enlarged influence over urban planning more broadly. Such
proposals were even more striking against the backdrop of a prewar status
quo in which state governments remained overwhelmingly dominant in
domestic policymaking and service provision.

The CHC’s overriding concern was the absolute shortage of housing—
estimated as 300,000 homes—that the country faced after the war and the
preceding depression years. On this basis, the commission called for 50,000
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houses to be built in the first year of a postwar housing program, of which
30,000 should be government-funded homes for rent at subsidised rates
(CHC 1944; Walter and Holbrook 2015). These aspirations were set within
a broader framework that ‘envisaged leadership and integrative roles for the
Commonwealth in urban and regional planning, housing quality, and land
and housing supply’ (Milligan and Tiernan 2011: 393).

Perhaps surprisingly, the CHC report ‘gave little weight to the Constitutional
validity of Commonwealth activity’ in this policy area (Troy 2012: 54).
This was even though, in proposing the continuance of national security
regulations beyond the end of wartime, the commission ‘recognised that
special ... powers were necessary’ (Troy 2012: 54).

In practice, reassertion of state government primacy in response to the
CHC proposals meant their implementation ‘became a test of strength over
housing and planning powers within the federal system’ (Howe 2000: 83).
As a result, while the commission’s report is rightly seen as giving birth
to the subsequent Commonwealth—State Housing Agreement (CSHA)
architecture, this was a far looser arrangement than the CHC had envisaged
(Troy 2012). Nevertheless, the resulting compact represented a highly
significant vehicle for federal government involvement in housing provision,
as maintained through a series of renegotiated agreements for the remainder
of the twentieth century and—under different nomenclature—to this day.

Commonwealth State Housing Agreements

In practical terms, the 1945 CSHA and its successors involved
Commonwealth funding—initially low-cost loans but, from the 1980s,
grants—for state government housing expenditure. This arrangement can
be rationalised as recognition of the substantial vertical fiscal imbalance
that prevails under Australia’s multilevel governance framework whereby
state governments are largely responsible for service provision while
the Commonwealth possesses the bulk of tax-raising and borrowing
(as well as currency-issuing) powers. Thus, in contemporary Australia,
the Commonwealth raises more than 80 per cent of total tax revenue—
compared, for instance, with Canada, where the comparable proportion
is 45 per cent (PM&C 2015). Accordingly, a key dimension of the policy
process in housing is ‘a search for the appropriate balance between, on the one
hand, the Commonwealth’s capacity to fund and oversee major redistributive
programmes and to establish national standards and, on the other hand, the
states’ position as the primary service deliverers’ (Parkin 1992: 92).
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The key significance of the 1945 CSHA and its successors has been as
a vehicle for periodic statements of ‘national housing policy’ via funding
conditions or stated preferences. This structure created scope for the
Commonwealth to exert a degree of influence over housing policy and
practice within each jurisdiction, most effectively through imposition of
an array of ‘tied funding’ programs, matching funding requirements and
expenditure rules.

A broad-brush historical review of CSHAs elucidates shifting
Commonwealth policy objectives. An overarching policy driver has been
the relative priority accorded to public housing versus (assisted access to)
homeownership as the best means of enabling satisfactory housing for those
in need. For example, the 1945 CSHA stipulated that funded construction
should be entirely designated as rental housing, whereas in the 1956 CSHA,
the Commonwealth reoriented policy towards enabling homeownership.
This shift opened the door to the privatisation of existing homes and public
‘build for sale’ construction, as well as state government—provided home
lending programs that could utilise up to 30 per cent of all CSHA funds
(Hayward 1996; Milligan 2003). Subsequent CSHAs until the 1970s
embodied tension between policies supporting these two main forms
of provision.

From the 1970s, the Commonwealth’s view of legitimate state government
activity centred on housing assistance as a safety-net function and public
housing re-emerged as a primary focus. Under objectives intended to better
target public housing, the 1973 and 1978 CSHAs, respectively, proposed
adoption of formal income thresholds for public housing eligibility and
rents set at market rates—rather than according to historical costs (Yates
2013). And by 1989, the Commonwealth had introduced a requirement
that 85 per cent of its general (‘untied’) grants and state-matching grants be
used for investment in public housebuilding and upgrading (Milligan and
Persson 1989: 185).

Efforts to project Commonwealth policy influence through CSHA
conditions were decisively relaxed from the late 1990s—a stance that will
have been welcome to states eager to utilise federal funding to offset public
housing operational losses (Hall and Berry 2007). Following significant
post-1996 cuts to Commonwealth CSHA funding, the practical effect was
to remove the expectation that such funds would necessarily be invested in
new public housing construction, thus signalling the end of a routine public
housing investment program (Pawson et al. 2020: 94).
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The 2009 National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA, the renamed
CSHA) took devolution a step further by making a virtue of the principle that
the federal government would henceforth focus only on state-level housing
system ‘performance outcomes’, rather than seeking any direct influence
over each jurisdiction’s expenditure of NAHA funding. This was part of the
Rudd Government’s wider ‘outcomes-focused” reform of federal financial
relations. The NAHA, nevertheless, failed to adequately specify measurable
outcomes and monitoring arrangements (COAG Reform Council 2013).
That agreement therefore further diminished Commonwealth influence
on housing policy and practice (Milligan and Tiernan 2011; Walter and
Holbrook 2015).

Commonwealth Government housing action outside
the CSHA

Beyond the CSHAs, successive Commonwealth governments made forays
into housing policy throughout the postwar era. Prominent among these,
and consistent with the domestic preference for homeownership that is
embedded in the Australian welfare-state compact (Castles 1998), was
the provision of first-homebuyer grants (1965-90) and the regulation of
mortgage lending volumes and costs geared to facilitating home purchase
(Dalton 1999). Such programmatic initiatives and regulatory strategies
were generally not articulated as part of a coherent and coordinated national
housing policy approach.

From 1958, the Commonwealth also introduced a supplementary social
security payment, Rent Assistance, for single low-income renters facing
housing stress (Ong Viforj et al. 2020). With associated expenditure
ramped up from the late 1980s, Rent Assistance became the largest and
fastest-growing component of Commonwealth housing assistance outlays
(AIHW 2021). The trend has reflected a neoliberal policy preference
to assist tenants through private rather than public housing. Despite its
growing significance, however, Rent Assistance is not classified in official
discourse as a housing policy and, consequently, is not evaluated from the
perspective of its housing outcomes. Similarly unclassified as housing outlays
are substantial indirect housing-related tax expenditures accrued by private
landlords (annually worth $11.7 billion; Daley et al. 2016). These instances
illustrate both the concealed and the fragmented nature of Commonwealth
housing policy.
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The 1991-92 National Housing Strategy

Only after more than four decades of the CSHA regime did the next
broadly scoped ‘national housing policy’ milestone appear. Albeit arguably
misnamed, the 1991-92 National Housing Strategy (NHS) initiated under
the Hawke Government was effectively a wideranging policy review that
generated policy options rather than a policy plan (Parkin 1992). By this
time, housing affordability (rather than housing shortage) had emerged as
the central policy concern for government, alongside infrastructure and
environmental challenges posed by ongoing urban sprawl. These were
married with an emerging awareness of economic productivity impairment
due to a growing metropolitan mismatch between housing and employment
location (Edwards 1991).

Presented as ‘a new national housing policy’, the prime ministerial statement
that followed both the NHS review and the Industry Commission’s (1993)
review of public housing offered more person-targeted than tenure-targeted
housing assistance. This was justified as aiming to achieve ‘greater equity
between people in the public and private rental markets’ (Keating 1995: 2).
Under a ‘fundamental re-alignment of roles and responsibilities between
the Commonwealth and the States, national government would broaden
its focus beyond the provision of public housing to improving access to
affordable and appropriate housing for low-income households’ (Keating
1995: 2). At the same time, however, an intention to distribute CSHA
funding on a more rational basis was signalled in the striking commitment
that ‘commencing in 1996, a national housing needs framework will be
developed with the States and Territories against which targets for the
levels of public housing required in each State can be established’ (Keating
1995: 6).

In practice, a change of government in 1996 meant this agenda fell by the
wayside. Ultimately, the retraction of national housing policy ongoing since
the 1970s would continue (Dodson 2007).

The 2007-10 Rudd Government

The next noteworthy development in national housing policy, comprising
two distinct sets of initiatives, eventuated under the 2007—-10 Rudd
Government. First, were measures that arose from 2007 election platform
commitments (for example, the National Rental Affordability Scheme
to increase affordable rental supply through institutional investment).
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Alongside these, a second—and quite distinct—batch of housing initiatives
was triggered by the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) such as the Social
Housing Initiative, aimed at protecting construction industry employment.

While maintaining established national funding for social housing, new
spending programs were initiated, albeit of modest dimensions. Moreover,
a raft of institutional reforms was instituted in support of the renewed
commitment to national housing action. These included re-establishment
of a housing minister in the Cabinet and activating the Housing Ministers
Council under the Council of Australian Governments (COAG), as well as
the creation of several new Commonwealth-level advisory bodies, including
the National Housing Supply Council and the Prime Minister’s Council
on Homelessness. Notably, in the context of the roles and responsibilities
debate, the Commonwealth chose to directly administer its biggest
initiative, the National Rental Affordability Scheme, rather than devolving
management to state governments. Deficiencies in Australian Public
Service skills and capacity, however, contributed to the scheme’s subsequent
underperformance (Milligan and Tiernan 2011: 402).

At the time, the Rudd Governments impetus could be optimistically
interpreted as heralding a radical new beginning for Commonwealth
housing policy. With hindsight, however, it clearly represented more of
a last gasp (to date) of national housing thinking. Impeded by the GFC and
domestic political turbulence, little progress was made towards developing
‘a coherent vision and strategic plan for achieving a more equitable and
sustainable housing system over the medium term, underpinned by more
adequate levels of long-term public investment (Milligan and Pinnegar
2010: 340).

National housing policy in Australia:
Recent contestation

Under both the post-2010 Gillard—Rudd governments and the Coalition
administrations from 2013, the notion of any coherent or expansive national
housing policy again receded. Initially, under the Abbott administration
(2013-15), the official narrative shifted to a denial that rising housing
unaffordability in fact posed a policy challenge at all—a position (in)famously
articulated in treasurer Joe Hockey’s comment that ‘if housing were
unaffordable in Sydney, no one would be buying it (Bourke 2015).
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The most significant post-2013 attention to restructuring national housing
governance was prompted by the Abbott Government’s ‘Reform of the
Federation’ agenda when serious consideration was given to measures to
further distance the Commonwealth Government from an active housing
policy interest or responsibility. Housing and homelessness was one of the
three policy realms examined in this review, alongside health and education.
The wider justification for the exercise was the claim that ‘overlap and
duplication in our Federation is becoming excessive, leading to wasteful
expenditure, a constant “blame game” between governments driving up
the cost of public services, and people not really knowing which level of
government is responsible for what' (PM&C 2015: 3). Moreover, ‘the degree
of interference in traditional areas of State and Territory responsibility has
now arguably gone too far ... [I]n some areas, the States and Territories are
no longer sovereign in their own sphere’ (PM&C 2015: 3).

In the case of housing and homelessness, however, it is apparent from the
preceding discussion that such an argument was misplaced, at least in terms
of any claim of growing duplication or illegitimate national interference.

Nevertheless, the preference reportedly favoured by the Abbott Government
within this policy realm was ‘increased devolution to the states’ (Walter
and Holbrook 2015: 457), perhaps as envisaged in the formally considered
‘reform option’ that projected complete Commonwealth withdrawal
from social housing and homelessness funding, and from Rent Assistance
provision (PM&C 2015).

Once again, this reform debate was terminated by a prime ministerial
succession, in 2015—the fall of the Abbott administration. A change
of tone under the regimes of Malcolm Turnbull (2015-18) and Scott
Morrison (2018-22) saw Coalition governments tending to parry rather
than deny the policy challenge posed by housing affordability. Indeed, in
response to a senate inquiry into the topic, it was even claimed that the
Commonwealth was implementing a ‘comprehensive housing affordability
plan’ (Fierravanti-Wells 2018).

While no plan as such was forthcoming, the 2015-22 period saw flickers of
renewed Commonwealth engagement. Perhaps the most significant was the
2018 institutional reform embodied in the creation of the National Housing
Finance and Investment Corporation, the primary founding purpose of
which was to channel low-cost (government guarantee—backed) debt into
not-for-profit social and affordable housing. Although such credit support

is insufficient to enable significant development activity without matching
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subsidy (CFFR 2017), the move indicated a renewed federal government
commitment to an active role in non-market housing provision, over and
above funding (under the once again renamed National Housing and
Homelessness Agreement, NHHA) to state governments.

Such has been the ongoing potency of housing affordability as a popular
concern that prime minister Morrison chose to announce eye-catching new
housing policy measures in the final weeks of general election campaigns in
both 2019 and 2022. Under the 2019 First Home Loan Deposit Guarantee
(FHLDG) scheme, qualifying applicants could purchase a dwelling with
a deposit of only 5 per cent rather than the 20 per cent normally required
by mortgage lenders. Involving little public expenditure, this could be seen
as epitomising ‘smart policy’ consistent with the neoliberal governance
paradigm of ‘light touch’ market-enabling interventions. In common with
the 2020 homebuyer grants program, HomeBuilder, initiated in response
to the Covid-19 recession, the FHLDG scheme also emphasised Morrison’s
affinity to homeownership. In 2022, as the election campaign entered
its final week, Morrison announced that the Coalition Government,
if re-elected, would allow first homebuyers access to up to $50,000 of their
retirement savings for a home purchase deposit.

Beyond such electorally salient initiatives, however, the Morrison
Government eschewed any more expansive role in housing policy and
funding. In particular, then housing minister Michael Sukkar responded
to widely voiced calls in 2020 for post-pandemic stimulus investment in
social housing by stressing the Commonwealth’s reluctance to ‘usurp the
states and territories’ in this policy realm (Coorey 2020). At the same time,
as an each-way bet, he also asserted that the Commonwealth ‘continues to
make significant, ongoing investments into social housing’ (Sakkal 2021).
However, this reference to continuing NHHA expenditure belied the fact
that such funding had long ceased to underpin ‘investments’ in terms of
additional social housing. Rather, it has become a vital source of revenue
support for a financially unsustainable public housing system in which
operational management and maintenance expenditure now far exceed
rental income (Hall and Berry 2007; IPART 2017; Pawson et al. 2020).

Another important strand of the Commonwealth’s post-2013 housing
narrative is that any housing affordability problem that might exist is largely
attributable to ‘inadequate supply'—that is, insufficient market housing
construction. And, furthermore, that this mainly reflects excessive (state-
imposed) regulation as it affects private developers. As noted by Gurran
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and Phibbs (2015), this proposition is deeply embedded in the national
debate. Thus, from the early 2000s, the notion that ‘faster land and housing
approvals could stimulate private investment in low-cost housing, obviating
the need for government funding, began to infuse subsequent national
discourse on housing supply and affordability’ (Gurran and Phibbs 2015:
719-20). Indeed, such a case was deemed ‘incontestable’ by then prime
minister John Howard in 2006 (Gurran and Phibbs 2015).

Picking up on this theme, Minister Sukkar declared in 2020 that the
Commonwealth would ‘use all possible levers to encourage states and
territories to undertake the politically difficult, but necessary, reforms to
increase housing supply and make housing more affordable’ (Valic 2021).
More pointedly, in 2021, he ‘warned that every additional burden placed
onto developers by the states is passed onto consumers and exacerbates the
affordability challenge’ (Thompson and Duke 2021). Thus, it was necessary
for state governments to have their ‘feet held to the fire’ to address rising
house prices since it was ‘not up to the Commonwealth to fix the problem’
(Thompson and Duke 2021). Strikingly, however, then NSW planning
minister Rob Stokes countered:

Let’s tear down the myth that supply is the determinant of housing
affordability. Planning plays an important and significant role in
getting new housing to market but let’s not pretend [mainly federally
governed] tax rules and interest rates dont also push up prices.
(Thompson and Duke 2021)

In late 2021, the federal Treasurer commissioned a new Commonwealth
parliamentary inquiry conspicuously slanted to highlighting the
adverse impacts of state taxes and regulations on housing supply (and,
consequently, on affordability and falling rates of homeownership) (House
of Representatives Standing Committee on Tax and Revenue 2022).

Towards a national housing policy

By now it will be apparent that housing policy is a highly contested space
in Australia in terms of its breadth, but more particularly its governance.
Yet, the growing economic and social stresses attributable to housing system
outcomes make a compelling case for stepped-up policymaker attention to
the issue. Moreover, as reasoned above, because housing is a complex and
interactive system, micromeasures targeted at selected aspects of that system
are liable to have minimal or even counterproductive impacts.
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Therefore, as argued elsewhere (Pawson et al. 2020), housing
logically demands a strategic (rather than an incremental or reactive)
policymaking approach. Apparently chiming with this interpretation is the
Commonwealth Government’s 2017 NHHA requirement that each state
government develop ‘a publicly available housing strategy’ (CFFR 2018: 4).
Positively, such strategies are expected to be broadly scoped to encompass
diverse dimensions of housing including private rental regulation and
homeownership support, as well as social housing provision. Strategies
should also detail how ‘planning and zoning reform and initiatives’ will
contribute to NHHA ‘housing priority policy areas’ (CFFR 2018: 24).

At the time of writing, several of the requisite strategy documents have been
published by state governments. Given the NHHA’s minimal specification
for them, it should be no surprise that their style, form, and content are
diverse. A full evaluation is beyond the scope of this chapter. As a case in
point, however, the NSW Government’s ‘Housing 2041” wholly fails to fulfil
basic criteria for strategic utility, including: 1) analysis of problems to be
tackled, 2) clear and measurable goals, 3) identified actions to achieve goals,
and 4) a costed and resourced action plan (Pawson and Milligan 2021).

Meaningful state-level housing strategies—that is, compliant with criteria
such as those above—could potentially help to address the kinds of policy
challenges listed at the start of this chapter. However, with most of the key
housing policy levers held at federal level, state-only plans are inherently
highly constrained in their potency. This only goes to emphasise the rational
case for a national housing strategy, not least as an overarching framework
for state-specific plans. While such a strategy could only be led by the
Commonwealth Government, it should be developed collaboratively—not
only with the states, territories, and local government, but also with industry
and consumer stakeholders. Any endeavour to achieve lasting reform must
also garner cross-party political support.

Arguably, such a collaborative approach would fulfil constitutional
propriety. Here, it is instructive to note that the 1991-92 NHS papers
said little about the constitutionality of national housing leadership. It was,
however, stated that ‘the NHS believes that it is the Commonwealth’s
responsibility to implement the Agenda in partnership with other spheres of
government and with the coordinated support of industry and community
groups (Edwards 1992: 29). And, as the historical account relayed in
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this chapter helps to demonstrate, many past Commonwealth housing
policy actions have been those of political choice and expediency, and not
constitutionally constrained.

As noted above, absolute housing shortage was the key policy challenge
addressed by the 1944 CHC report. By the early 1990s, as embodied in
the NHS, the focus had shifted to housing affordability and urban form—
in terms of both environmental sustainability and economic productivity.
By the late 2000s, affordability concerns remained to the fore, albeit briefly
eclipsed by housing market slump concerns.

Fast forward to the present and it is questionable whether 2020s Australia in
fact continues to face a gross housing shortage in any strict sense (Phillips and
Joseph 2017). More certainly, it is a country in which the housing portfolio
is used with decreasing efficiency due to rising underutilisation of large
dwellings, second homeownership, and short-term lettings (for example, via
Airbnb). Nevertheless, assuming such trends remain inviolable, expectations
of resumed post-pandemic population growth mean that planning for new
supply remains a crucial component of any strategy. All the policy problems
identified by the NHS continue to loom large. Incorporating these, along
with more recently emerging issues such as intergenerational equity in
housing wealth, as a starting point for a discussion about housing strategy
goals could be formulated around at least six major objectives:

1. The market functions more smoothly; housing stock is used more
efficiently.

2. Housing system impairment of economic productivity and equity is
reduced.

3. The energy and environmental performance of the housing stock are
enhanced.

4. Housing tax settings are transitioned towards tenure-neutrality.
5. A more diverse range of housing forms enhances consumer choice.

6. Historically rising levels of housing affordability stress are reversed.

It should also be emphasised that even with the political will to attempt such
a process, major preparatory steps are required. A wideranging policy review
of the kind instituted for the 1991-92 NHS—or the 2009 ‘Henry Review’
of taxation (Henry et al. 2010)—would be essential. And, as discussed in
more detail elsewhere (Pawson et al. 2020: 339-58), supporting actions
should include institutional reforms such as housing policymaking/domain
knowledge capacity-building within governments, integration of what have
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become dispersed and fragmented housing policy responsibilities across and
within spheres of governments, and restoration of a permanent forum for
intergovernmental housing policy collaboration.

With the election of a Labor government nationally in 2022, progress on
some of these fronts is in prospect. The new administration entered office
pledging relatively modest measures on housing. Importantly, however, these
included some of the institutional innovations advocated above—notably,
the restoration of housing as a Cabinet-level ministerial portfolio and the
establishment of a new national housing agency, Housing Australia. Most
directly relevant to this chapter—albeit imprecisely specified in the ALP’s
platform—is the intention to initiate a ‘national housing and homelessness
plan’. At the time of writing, however, both the ambition and the scope of
this initiative remain to be revealed.

Conclusion

Albeit with some discontinuities, the past 75 years have seen the opposite
of a trajectory ‘towards a national housing policy’. That must be reversed.
Part of the argument for the associated policy reset is that while the first two
decades of the twenty-first century have seen immense changes to economic,
social, and demographic conditions and in the wider public policy backdrop,
the bulk of Australia’s key housing system settings (for example, on tax and
social security) have remained essentially frozen. They are now well overdue
for fresh scrutiny.

Since its first dramatic emergence in the 1940s, the scope for a national
housing policy has remained highly contested in Australia. Both political
cycles and the embedded opposition of central policymakers to broadening
housing interventions, especially in Treasury and Finance, help to explain
the repeated pattern of policy disintegration. Aborted or stillborn policy
reforms have also abounded—notably, around property tax and reform of
Commonwealth—state roles and responsibilities.

For the reasons outlined above and elsewhere (Winter 2015), the case
that a national housing policy is ruled out by the Australian Constitution
is overstated. In delivering some of its key constitutionally assigned
responsibilities, the Commonwealth is heavily invested in the effective
operation of the housing system over which it, and not the states, in fact
wields greatest influence.
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Granted, state governments have clear authority to deliver housing
programs. Nevertheless, the extent of Australia’s vertical fiscal imbalance
is a powerful argument for a substantial nationally resourced approach—
for example, through redirection of effective taxpayer support currently
enjoyed by property owners. Even if this situation could be significantly
moderated—for example, by reviving relevant proposals floated in the
Henry Review—the case for a nationally led and coordinated approach to
housing would remain. The growing economic and social costs incurred
by an underperforming housing system present a national challenge that
cannot be ducked forever.
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