P

PERFORMANCE AUDIT REPORT 12 July 2022

Delivering social
housing services

Report 1: 2022-23

® Queensland
® ® Audit Office

Better public services



As the independent auditor of the Queensland public sector, including local governments, the Queensland Audit Office:

e provides professional audit services, which include our audit opinions on the accuracy and reliability of the financial
statements of public sector entities

e provides entities with insights on their financial performance, risk, and internal controls; and on the efficiency,
effectiveness, and economy of public service delivery

e produces reports to parliament on the results of our audit work, our insights and advice, and recommendations for
improvement

e supports our reports with graphics, tables, and other visualisations, which connect our insights to regions and
communities

e conducts investigations into claims of financial waste and mismanagement raised by elected members, state and local
government employees, and the public

e shares wider learnings and best practice from our work with state and local government entities, our professional
networks, industry, and peers.

We conduct all our audits and reports to parliament under the Auditor-General Act 2009 (the Act). Our work complies with
the Auditor-General Auditing Standards and the Australian standards relevant to assurance engagements.

o Financial audit reports summarise the results of our audits of over 400 state and local government entities.

¢ Performance audit reports cover our evaluation of some, or all, of the entities’ efficiency, effectiveness, and economy
in providing public services.

Learn more about our publications on our website at www.qao.ald.gov.au/reports-resources/fact-sheets.

The Honourable C Pitt MP

Speaker of the Legislative Assembly
Parliament House

BRISBANE QLD 4000

12 July 2022

This report is prepared under Part 3 Division 3 of the Auditor-General Act 2009.

Brendan Worrall
Auditor-General

© The State of Queensland (Queensland Audit Office) 2022.

l}félv The Queensland Government supports and encourages the dissemination of its information. The copyright in this
(& publication is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non-Commercial-No Derivatives (CC BY-NC-ND) 4.0
International licence.

To view this licence visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Under this licence you are free, without having to seek permission from QAO, to use this publication in accordance
with the licence terms. For permissions beyond the scope of this licence contact copyright@gao.gld.gov.au

Content from this work should be attributed as: The State of Queensland (Queensland Audit Office) Delivering social housing
services (Report 1: 2022-23), available under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0 International

Cover image is a stock image purchased by QAO.

ISSN 1834-1128


https://www.qao.qld.gov.au/reports-resources/fact-sheets
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:copyright@qao.qld.gov.au
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Contents

Report on a page

1. Audit conclusions

2 Recommendations

3 Social housing in Queensland
4. Applying for social housing
5 Social housing allocations
6 Social housing supply
Appendices

A. Entity responses

B Audit scope and methods

C. Wellbeing indicators

D Average time on register

17

22
23
30
32
33



Delivering social housing services (Report 1: 2022-23)

Report on a page

Social housing is rental housing that is funded, or partly funded, by the government. It is available to
eligible Queenslanders who cannot access or sustain a tenancy in the private rental market. This audit
examines whether social housing is effectively managed by the Department of Communities, Housing and
Digital Economy (the department) to meet the needs of vulnerable Queenslanders.

Managing social housing applications

The department assesses a household’s eligibility and need for social housing based on established
criteria. The housing register (the register) is a central list of all applicants approved for social housing. It
has grown by 78 per cent over the last 4 years. In March 2022, there were 30,922 households on the
register. The department does not forecast how the register will grow in coming years.

Social housing applicants are assigned to a need category on the register. The need categories are low,
moderate, high, and very high. Around 61 per cent of the households on the register are classified as
having very high need and are able to be contacted by the department. These are the only applicants likely
to be allocated housing. Since 2019, the department has classified all new applicants as very high need.
The department has not clearly communicated this to the existing households on the register and other
stakeholders.

The remaining 39 per cent of applicants are in lower need groups, cannot be contacted or have inactive
applications. These should be reviewed and removed from the register if they are no longer eligible.

Figure A
Applicants on the housing register in March 2022

61 (y 19,025 applicants are in very high need and 390/ 11,897 applicants are unlikely
0 can be contacted by the department 0 to be allocated housing

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Some applicants on the register have circumstances that require urgent social housing. Each housing
service centre prioritises these applicants for allocation using separate local lists. There is no central
process to identify and monitor applicants for priority allocation.

The department’s assessment and allocation processes have not been consistently applied. We found
examples where needs were not recorded correctly in applications or eligibility was not confirmed before
making a housing allocation. Some assessments and allocations were missing requisite internal checks.

Optimising housing outcomes

Around 15 per cent of government-managed social housing is under occupied. Tenants are not required
to relocate to smaller dwellings if their needs have changed since the start of their tenancy. The
department also lacks a formal process to proactively identify tenants that it can support to transition
away from social housing and into the private rental market.

In March 2022, there were 74,133 social housing dwellings in Queensland. The department intends to
commence building another 6,365 dwellings by 2025. While the style and location of new builds aligns
with current social housing demand, these dwellings alone will not be sufficient as growth of the register is
likely to accelerate with rising interest rates and a tightening rental market.

We made 8 recommendations to improve the department’s management of the register and application
process, its housing allocation procedures, and its approach to managing housing allocations over time.



Delivering social housing services (Report 1: 2022-23)

Audit conclusions

The department’s current processes to manage the housing register are not effective. The department
needs to take a multi-faceted approach to the growing housing pressure. It needs to improve its current
systems and processes to better manage the increasing demand for social housing in Queensland.

Assessing and reviewing housing need

The department’s process to assess housing need is focused on an individual’s circumstances, however
its approach has not been communicated effectively. Public information refers to need categories no
longer used by the department. Since 2019, the department has classified all new applicants as very high
need.

Prior to 2019, social housing applicants could also be assigned to low, moderate, and high need
categories. Many applicants on the register are still in these categories and are unlikely to be allocated
housing. Many social housing applicants have also been deemed uncontactable by the department or
have inactive applications. These applicants are unlikely to be allocated housing and should not appear
on the register.

The department’s need assessments are not recorded consistently. Around one in 5 applications we
examined did not correctly record an applicant’s needs. Around half were also missing an internal check
before approval.

The department does not forecast future social housing need in Queensland or what the register will look
like in the next 3 years. For example, it does not model how changes in the cost of living and rising rents
might impact the demand for social housing. This information is necessary to better inform its response to
housing needs.

To manage the register effectively, as a matter of priority the department needs to improve its policies,
procedures, and information systems. This should include identifying and evaluating other types of
housing assistance offered by the department.

Allocating social housing

The department’s process to allocate social housing is not consistently applied. Around one in 5
allocations we examined did not record a pre-allocation check — this is an important requisite internal step
to confirm an applicant’s needs have not changed.

The department’s 17 housing service centres maintain separate lists of applicants in their area who need
a priority housing allocation. There are no standard criteria for a priority allocation and the department
does not have visibility over each housing service centre’s list, thereby creating a risk of the inconsistent
treatment of applicants.

Around 8,430 social housing dwellings have 2 or more spare bedrooms. The department does not require
tenants to relocate to smaller housing that better aligns with their needs. The department advised it works
with tenants to encourage them to move, where appropriate. The department also has no structured
process to proactively identify social housing tenants who could transition to private rentals or home
ownership with the right support. This could free housing for applicants on the register.

Building more social housing

The department has planned new social housing in areas with current high need. The 6,365 builds
planned to commence by 2025 will help to increase social housing supply, however it will not be enough
to keep up with increasing demand.
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2. Recommendations

We have directed the recommendations in this report to the Department of Communities, Housing and
Digital Economy (the department).

Applying for social housing

We recommend the department:
1.

clearly communicates the needs assessment process it applies. This should include a proactive campaign to
key stakeholders and consistent and complete information on the department’s website (Chapter 4)

periodically confirms the ongoing eligibility of all social housing applicants and updates the register as needed.
Applicants who the department determines are uncontactable, or have inactive applications, should not appear
on the register (Chapter 4)

consistently completes and reviews all new housing applications (Chapter 4)

. models future demand for social housing at the state and regional levels, incorporating historical and predictive

analysis that includes social, economic, and environmental factors to inform its planning, investment, and
service delivery. (Chapter 4)

Social housing allocations

We recommend the department:
5.
6.

consistently performs pre-allocation checks through a systems-based process (Chapter 5)

implements a consistent process to identify, approve, record, and monitor applicants on the register for priority
allocations across the state (Chapter 5)

reviews its approach to tenancy management to better respond to the changing needs of tenants in social
housing (Chapter 5)

uses structured conversations to identify and support tenants who can transition away from social housing.
(Chapter 5)

Reference to comments

In accordance with s. 64 of the Auditor-General Act 2009, we provided a copy of this report to relevant
entities. In reaching our conclusions, we considered their views and represented them to the extent we
deemed relevant and warranted. Any formal responses from the entities are at Appendix A.
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3. Social housing in Queensland

The Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy is responsible for social housing in
Queensland. It offers a range of products and services to help Queenslanders who need housing
assistance. Social housing is intended to help Queenslanders with the greatest housing need.

Social housing is rental housing that is funded or partly funded by the government. It is
available to Queenslanders who meet the eligibility requirements and cannot access or sustain a
tenancy in the private rental market.

Social housing includes public housing, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing, and
housing owned or managed by community housing providers in partnership with the Queensland
Government (community housing).

Around 3.4 per cent of dwellings in Queensland are social
housing

Figure 3A shows Queensland’s housing profile in June 2020 and outlines the composition of social
housing in the state in March 2022.

Figure 3A
Queensland’s housing profile and composition of social housing

55,278 Public housing dwellings

Private rentals P EHHE Public housing is owned by the Queensland
A L Government and managed by the
-~ department.
"‘* Social housing
- 3.4%
P""at:'z‘f./:’w"ed 1 8,355 Community housing dwellings

Community housing is owned or managed by
community housing providers in partnership with
the Queensland Government.

Source: Data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.
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Audit focus

The objective of this audit was to examine whether social housing is effectively managed to meet the
housing needs of vulnerable Queenslanders. We focused on key aspects of the department’s processes,
including how it manages assessments, applications, and allocations for social housing. We also
assessed if Queensland’s planned social housing investments align with current social housing need.

We did not examine tenancy management (including rent setting or collection), tenant behaviour, or
property maintenance. We also did not assess how community housing providers, including Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander housing providers, manage tenancies in their housing. Figure 3B provides an
overview of our audit scope.

Figure 3B
Overview of the audit scope

Need assessments Application management Housing allocations
Understanding and Administering the housing Allocating housing to the most
assessing housing needs register suitable applicants and managing
and eligibility this as their needs change
e = |

Out of scope

Be a

Social housing supply Other housing products Tenancy and property
Building or acquiring more Non-social housing management
social housing products and services Ongoing managemenllof
offered by the department tenants, rent, and housing

Source: QAO information.
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Applying for social housing

This chapter examines how the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy manages
social housing applications. This includes assessing applicants’ eligibility and housing needs, managing
the housing register, and forecasting future demand.

Social housing needs assessments

To be eligible for social housing in Queensland, applicants must:
e meet citizenship and residency requirements

e meetincome, asset, and property ownership requirements

¢ need to move because their current housing is unsuitable.

Applicants must also be experiencing a combination of financial and non-financial barriers to accessing
secure housing. This could include multiple periods of unemployment, permanent and significant
disability, or a history of homelessness. The department refers to these as wellbeing indicators.

Since 2019, an applicant can only join the register if they have at least 2 complex non-financial indicators
and at least one financial indicator (outlined in Appendix C). Prior to 2019, applicants could join the
register if they had only one wellbeing indicator (then called appropriateness criteria). This approach was
updated to better align social housing with very high need applicants.

The department uses pathway planning to identify needs

The department uses pathway planning to tailor housing solutions to each applicant’s situation
and needs.

Pathway planning involves a detailed conversation with housing customers to understand their
circumstances. This could include information about their home, money, safety, health and
social connections.

The department conducts a pathway planning conversation with applicants, then assesses applicants’
eligibility, circumstances, and the nature and urgency of their housing needs. Based on this assessment,
the department may:

¢ initiate an immediate response if required (for example, if an applicant is experiencing homelessness
or domestic and family violence)

e offer housing assistance that suits their needs (for example, a bond loan or rental assistance)
e complete an application for social housing.

If a household is eligible for social housing, they join the register.
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Social housing applicants (applicants) are households approved by the department for social
housing in Queensland.

The housing register (the register) is a central register of all social housing applicants in
Queensland. It contains information about an applicant’s housing needs, including their bedroom
requirements and preferred housing locations.

The register is used to allocate tenancies in both government-managed and community housing.
It is also a factor in planning new social housing builds and acquisitions.

Housing register snapshot

30,922 61 0/0 of the register

households are on the are contactable and in the
register very high need category

7 6 (yo of applicants

need 1 or 2 bedrooms is the average time spent on
the register

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

The register is growing

As the private rental market becomes more competitive, more Queenslanders struggle to access safe,
secure, and affordable housing. This has driven a steady increase in the demand for social housing since
the department published its Queensland Housing Strategy 2017—-2027.

The total number of applicants on the register has increased by 78 per cent since 2017-18. In March
2022, the register contained 30,922 applicants. Figure 4A outlines the growth in the register since
2017-2018.
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Figure 4A
Applicants on the register July 2017 to March 2022
35,000 50.922
30,000
25,000
17,404
20,000
15,000
10,000 78% increase in
applications since 2017-18
5,000
0
2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21 2021-22

Applications Yo

Note: 2021-22 YTD captures the housing register from 1 July 2021 to 31 March 2022.

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Applicants on the register can access and may have been offered other housing products and services,
depending on their eligibility and circumstances. However, the department does not have a structured
process to review applicants that have used other products to determine if they still have a need for social
housing.

The department allocates social housing based on need

Applicants in very high need can be assisted quickly. For example, in the period 1 July 2021 to
31 March 2022, 871 applicants (23 per cent of all applicants in this period) were allocated housing within
3 months of applying.

Other applicants can remain on the register for many years. In March 2022, there were 2,433 applicants
on the register who applied over 5 years ago, and 482 who applied over 10 years ago. Figure 4B outlines
the average time spent on the register.

Figure 4B
Average time on register per applicant as at 31 March 2022

5,000
4,500
4,000

3,500
3,000
2,500
2,000
1,500
1,000 I
50 I
PA o P »® bb‘ IS

/ / e 7 / 7/ 7 7
NN S A b?’ NS S Gt

Number of applications

o

'\/ ,\/
Months on social housing register

Note: the greater than 73 months category includes applicants who have been on the register for 73—303 months (up to 25 years).

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.
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The average wait time in each social housing region is outlined in Appendix D.

All new applicants are in the very high need category

Since 2019, the department has classified all new applicants as very high need. The department advised

this is because of the strengthened needs assessment against multiple and complex wellbeing indicators.

Prior to 2019, social housing applicants could also be assigned to low, moderate, and high need
categories (lower need categories). In March 2022, there were 5,179 applicants on the register in these
categories. These applicants are unlikely to be allocated housing and may not be aware that the
department has strengthened its assessment process.

The department has also not clearly communicated its needs assessment approach to key industry and
community housing stakeholders. For example, key stakeholders have advised that they do not
understand the department’s needs categories.

Recommendation 1

We recommend the department clearly communicates the needs assessment process it applies. This
should include a proactive campaign to key stakeholders and consistent and complete information on
the department’s website.

Many applicants are unlikely to be allocated housing

Around 61 per cent of all applicants on the register are in the very high need category and can be
contacted by the department. These applicants will be allocated housing first. Another 8 per cent can be
contacted by the department but are in the lower need categories. These applicants joined the register
prior to 2019 and the department needs to reassess their housing needs to determine their ongoing
eligibility.

The remaining 31 per cent of applicants cannot be contacted by the department or have inactive
applications. Figure 4C depicts the application status of all applicants on the register.
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Figure 4C

All applicants on the register at 31 March 2022
by need categories and contact status

Unlikely to be considered for a housing allocation

Inactive applications @
These households do not have an active social housing
application.

i A
Lower need categories and uncontactable &
These households are in the low, medium, and high need

categories and cannot be contacted by the department.
N r

Very high need and uncontactable Q
These households are in the very high need category

but cannot be contacted by the department.
" r

’”

Lower need categories and contactable \.,E\
These households can be contacted, but belong
to the low, medium, and high need categories.

e 7

Likely to be considered for a housing allocation

S
Very high need and contactable N
These households can be contacted and are in the very high
need category. This group should be offered housing first.

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

All applicants are obliged to advise the department within 28 days of any changes to their circumstances.
In 2021, the department attempted to contact all applicants to discuss the impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic on their housing, health, and employment circumstances. Many applicants either ignored the
department’s contact attempts or have not maintained current contact details.

The department did not attempt to contact applicants with inactive applications. These applicants appear
on the register, but their applications are either incomplete or paused. Inactive or uncontactable
applicants should remain in the system, but the register should be limited to applicants who are likely to
be considered for a housing allocation.
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The department intends to review all applications

The department approved a new application management policy in October 2021. Under this policy, the
department will regularly review the needs and eligibility of all social housing applicants. The department
will initiate a review if an applicant has not made contact for 12 months.

The department’s review policy does not include fully automated processes to use data sharing or
matching. For example, after a customer has given consent, the department uses Centrelink’s income
confirmation service to manually update its system. An automated process would allow the department to
proactively initiate conversations with applicants when their needs change.

The department should also consider using broader communication methods to connect with applicants
to review and update their records on the register. This can include exploring digital channels like social
media, online services and/or self-service online portals.

Recommendation 2

We recommend the department periodically confirms the ongoing eligibility of all social housing
applicants and updates the register as needed. Applicants who the department determines are
uncontactable, or have inactive applications, should not appear on the register.

Housing need is not always recorded correctly

During pathway planning conversations, the department will apply a ‘flag’ to an applicant’s record if they
are in government priority need groups. These groups are part of the Queensland Housing Strategy
2017-2027 and include people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness and people experiencing
domestic and family violence. These applicants may be prioritised for housing.

We examined a sample of applications and found that around 22 per cent did not have needs flags
recorded in the system despite belonging to a government priority group. Some of these applicants may
be overlooked for housing support, including a social housing allocation, due to missing needs flags.

Around half of the applications we examined were also missing evidence of second officer review, as
required under the department’s procedures. This is an important step to confirm a social housing
application is completed correctly. Second officer reviews may also identify missing needs flags and will
go towards mitigating risks of inconsistent treatment of applicants.

Recommendation 3
We recommend the department consistently completes and reviews all new housing applications.

The department does not forecast growth of the register

Many social and economic factors drive the need for social housing. As the private rental market
becomes more competitive, many Queenslanders will struggle to access secure and affordable housing.
This may be compounded by the increasing cost of living, interstate migration, natural disasters, and
major events such as the 2032 Olympics.

The department does not have a model to predict what the register will look like in coming years at the
state and regional levels. This information would enhance the department’s understanding of whether its
initiatives will meet future demand.

For example, if the register continues to grow at its average annual rate of 15.6 per cent, it will increase to
around 47,800 applicants in 2025. However, if the department updates the register to only include
applicants who are contactable and are in the very high need category, the actual number could be much
lower.
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Figure 4D shows 2 scenarios: the first shows the department’s current trajectory with the existing register;
the second shows the trajectory if the department updates the register to contain only applicants who are
likely to be considered for a housing allocation (those in very high need and able to be contacted). This is
a conservative projection based on historical growth rates since 2017-18. It does not account for other
external factors that could drive greater demand for social housing, including rising interest rates and
increased net migration.

Figure 4D
Projected growth in housing register based on average increase since 2017-18
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Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Recommendation 4

We recommend the department models future demand for social housing at the state and regional
levels, incorporating historical and predictive analysis that includes social, economic, and
environmental factors to inform its planning, investment, and service delivery.

Applicants can also access help with renting

Applicants on the register can apply for rental support in the private market. For some social housing
applicants, this is a stop-gap measure while they wait for long-term housing. For others, private rental
assistance may mean the applicants no longer need social housing.

The department does not evaluate the success of these initiatives for the applicants on the register. For
example, the department does not review the number of times an applicant receives private rental
support and whether the assistance is reducing their need for social housing.

Without evaluating outcomes, the department cannot assess the effectiveness of private rental support or
have confidence that applicants receiving assistance still require social housing. These evaluations could
inform the department’s initiatives to reduce demand for social housing.
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S.

Social housing allocations

This chapter examines how the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy allocates
housing to people on the housing register (the register). We outline the department’s housing allocation
process and examine how the department manages allocations over time to maximise housing outcomes.

Housing allocations

Social housing can only be allocated to applicants who are on the register. Allocation can happen through
a shortlist offer, a manual offer, or a community housing offer. The type of housing offer is determined by
the applicant’s needs, the features of the vacant property, and an assessment by departmental staff. All
housing offers require confirmation of the applicant’s eligibility and a second officer review before being
made to an applicant.

Shortlist allocations

When a government-managed property becomes available, the department can generate a shortlist of
suitable applicants from the register. The shortlist will include applicants who match the vacant property’s
location and number of bedrooms. The shortlist can be filtered to include factors such as disability and
domestic and family violence.

Applicants with very high housing need are at the top of the shortlist, organised by the earliest application
date. An offer can be made to the first suitable applicant on the shortlist. If the first applicant is no longer
suitable or cannot be contacted, the offer is made to the next suitable applicant.

Manual allocations

Social housing can be manually offered to any applicant on the register. The department may make a
manual offer to:

e respond to an applicant’s urgent or immediate housing need
e transfer a current social housing tenant to a more suitable property

e fill a vacancy in circumstances where a shortlist allocation would be unsuitable (for example, to match
a particular applicant to a property with unique accessibility modifications).

Community housing allocations

The department is notified when a community housing dwelling becomes available. It refers 3 suitable
applicants from the register to the community housing provider, based on the details of the vacant
property. The referral may comprise of shortlisted or manually identified applicants. Community housing
providers select an applicant from the department’s referral.

Community housing providers may contact applicants to seek further information, or they may ask the
department to provide additional referrals. Community housing providers may also nominate an applicant
from the register they consider suitable for a vacancy.
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The allocation process needs improvement

The department is required to perform a pre-allocation check when making a housing offer, to confirm
that an applicant’s need status and eligibility have not changed. We examined a sample of allocations
and found that 18 per cent did not have a pre-allocation check on file.

The department also requires the pre-allocation check to be reviewed by a second officer. There was no
evidence of second officer review for 20 per cent of the pre-allocation checks we tested. Without
consistent pre-allocation checks, the department cannot be sure that applicants are appropriately
screened before allocation.

Recommendation 5

We recommend the department consistently performs pre-allocation checks through a systems-based
process.

The department prioritises applicants in urgent need

The department identifies certain applicants for priority allocations. These are applicants on the central
housing register who have urgent, serious, and extraordinary circumstances that:

e place their safety and wellbeing at risk, such as domestic and family violence
e cannot be adequately resolved in the short term using other housing products and services
e can only be addressed through an urgent social housing response.

These applicants are identified through the assessment process, including conversations with applicants
and referrals from support services.

Each housing service centre maintains a local spreadsheet that lists applicants for priority allocation in
their region. This limits the department’s oversight of all applicants needing priority allocations across the
state. It also prevents neighbouring social housing regions from easily sharing information about
applicants needing priority allocations.

Most housing service centres require a manager’s approval to classify an applicant for priority allocation.
However, there are no standard criteria to assess these applicants for priority allocation. The assessment
relies on the judgment of departmental staff and varies across locations.

A centralised process would give the department greater visibility of applicants needing priority
allocations. It would also allow the department to implement standard processes across all housing
service centres. The department advised this is in development.

Recommendation 6

We recommend the department implements a consistent process to identify, approve, record, and
monitor applicants on the register for priority allocations across the state.

Managing allocations

The average length of a social housing tenancy is close to 10 years. During this period, the housing
needs of tenants are likely to change. This could include changes to their income, family composition, and
accessibility requirements.
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Some dwellings are under or over occupied

Under (or over) occupancy occurs when a dwelling has too few (or too many) people living in it. The
department uses detailed criteria to determine when a house is over or under occupied. The criteria
include the number, age, and gender of occupants. The department’s approach to identifying under and
over occupancy is consistent with other jurisdictions.

Typically, a dwelling needs 2 or more spare bedrooms to be considered under occupied. Over occupied
dwellings must require at least one additional bedroom. Figure 5A outlines the March 2022 levels of
occupancy in social housing across Queensland.

Figure 5A
Tenancies by occupancy status as at March 2022

Over-occupied

Aligned to 3,486 (6.4%)
requirements
42,859
(78.2%)
Under-
occupied

8,438 (15.4%)

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

The department does not require tenants to relocate to more appropriate housing. It works with tenants to
encourage them to move to smaller social housing properties where appropriate. This could be through
inviting them to inspect new developments or helping with relocation expenses. This is a voluntary and an
ad hoc process. The department’s policies and guidelines do not clearly set expectations that tenants
may be required to relocate as their needs change over time.

Some tenants may be able to transition from social housing

With the right support, some tenants could foreseeably transition away from social housing. This would
free social housing for other vulnerable Queenslanders.

The department does not proactively review and progressively transition tenants from social housing
where appropriate. For example, it does not have a policy to use existing housing data or ongoing
pathway planning conversations to identify tenants who could be supported with the department’s other
products to transition to private rentals or home ownership.

Given the demand for social housing, the department should consider if its approach to tenancy
management provides help to the Queenslanders in greatest housing need.

Recommendation 7

We recommend the department reviews its approach to tenancy management to better respond to
the changing needs of tenants in social housing.

Recommendation 8

We recommend the department uses structured conversations to identify and support tenants who
can transition away from social housing.
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The department offers help with renting

The department also assists eligible customers through several rental initiatives. For example, some
Queenslanders experience minor barriers to accessing or sustaining housing in the private rental market.
They may struggle to identify affordable or suitable properties, or struggle to understand their rights and
obligations as a tenant. Other people may just need financial advice and support to enter or sustain a
tenancy in the private market. The department’s key rental support initiatives are outlined in Figure 5B.

Figure 5B

Rental support initiatives provided from July 2021 to March 2022

Initiative Description of service Number of
recipients
Bond loans An interest and fee free loan to cover the rental bond when moving into 9,604
private rental accommodation. This loan needs to be repaid.
Bond loan plus An interest and fee free loan to cover the rental bond and an amount equal to 1,492
2 weeks rent. The amount is a maximum of 6 weeks rent and must be repaid.
Rental grant A rental grant is a one-off grant of 2 weeks rent for people in a housing crisis 3,419
— it helps pay for the cost of moving into private accommodation.
Rent connect This service helps people who are struggling to access the private rental
service market due to non-financial barriers through:
e advisory services — general information on private rental, assistance in 5,634
filling out application forms, and so on
e assistance to improve the ability to maintain a tenancy, for example, 1,194
budgeting short-term financial support and help to find more affordable
housing.
Helping hand The department leases a private rental property through a real estate agent 133
head lease and subleases to their customers. At a successful completion of the lease
term, the department works on transferring the lease.
Rental security This provides temporary financial support to the landlord to help sustain 160
subsidy rental tenancy. The rent can be subsidised for a maximum of 6 months.
Total 21,636

Note: The department cannot report how many recipients were also on the housing register during this period. Some recipients may
also receive more than one service.

Source: Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy data.
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6. Social housing supply

This chapter examines how the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy’s new

investments align with the housing register. It includes the social housing portfolio in March 2022 and the

department’s recent construction, redevelopment, and sale of existing properties.

Queensland’s social housing portfolio

Social housing snapshot

55,278 6,365

government-owned and
managed social housing

18,855

community housing
provider social housing

1 .30/0 vacancy rate 560/0 of dwellings

government-managed social 1 or 2 bedrooms
housing

new builds for social houses
will commence by 2025

Social housing has slowly increased since 2017

The total number of social housing dwellings has increased by 978 since 2017-18. This includes new
builds, redevelopments, and the sale of existing properties. In the same period, the register has increased
by 15,265 applicants. Figure 6A outlines the growth in social housing dwellings relative to the increase in

applications.
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Figure 6A
All social housing dwellings and growth in the register
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Note: this does not account for changes in government leasing arrangements, such as head leasing.

Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Most applicants are eligible for one or 2 bedrooms

Applicants cannot apply for housing that exceeds their eligibility and needs. The department has detailed
criteria to determine how many bedrooms a social housing applicant is eligible for. For example, a single
person is not eligible to apply for a 3-bedroom dwelling.

Over three-quarters of all applicants on the register are eligible for one or 2 bedrooms. Only 6.4 per cent
of applicants are eligible for 4 or more bedrooms. Figure 6B details the bedroom eligibility of all applicants
on the register.

Figure 6B
Number of applicants and their bedroom eligibility
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Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Recent construction has aligned with the demand profile

The department has completed construction on 2,314 dwellings since 2017. Around 85 per cent of new
dwellings are one or 2 bedrooms. This is consistent with the requirements of applicants on the register
(outlined in Chapter 4). Figure 6C shows this comparison for all new builds since 2017-18.
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Figure 6C
Dwelling types (number of bedrooms) of new constructions and applications on
the register
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Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

New builds and sale of existing properties

New builds are delivered under the Queensland Housing and Homelessness Action Plan 2021-2025 and
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Housing Action Plan 2019-2023 through the Queensland
Housing Investment Growth Initiative (QHIGI). The department aims to commence building 6,365 new
social housing dwellings by June 2025.

The QHIGI has 2 key construction initiatives, QuickStarts QId (led by the department) and the Housing
Investment Fund (led by Queensland Treasury), as described in Figure 6D. Many new builds under these
initiatives will be delivered through the community housing sector. The number and location of community
housing sector builds is not defined and will depend on the market conditions in each region.

Figure 6D
Key social housing construction initiatives

QuickStarts Qld Housing Investment Fund
o
% 2,765 commencements by 2025 3,600 commencements by 2025
No minimum or m.axir.num $40 million per year from
government contribution estimated returns from the
$1 billion fund

Accelerating planned construction

Source: QAO analysis of information from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.
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New builds are planned in high need areas

The social housing application process captures key demand information, including household
composition, bedroom requirements, and accessibility factors. Applicants can select up to 6 suitable
housing locations. This provides the department with information on where social housing applicants
prefer to live and their housing requirements.

The locations of planned QHIGI builds broadly align with areas of demand on the March 2022 register, as
outlined in Figure 6E.

Figure 6E
Location of planned builds under QHIGI compared to register demand
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Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Some social housing will be sold or redeveloped

Sometimes it is no longer economical to maintain ageing dwellings and the department may redevelop
the site (build new housing) or sell the property. The department may also sell stock that does not align
with housing need in a region. For example, the department may sell a vacant house in an area that
requires more 1-bedroom apartments.

Selling or redeveloping existing houses is part of the department’s asset life cycle planning. The decision
to sell or redevelop social housing is generally made on an individual basis when stock becomes vacant.
Proceeds from sales are reinvested in social housing. The department’s recent sales of properties are
outlined in Figure 6F.
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Figure 6F
Sales or redevelopments of social housing dwellings from July 2017 to
31 March 2022
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Source: QAO analysis of data from the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

Planned builds alone will not meet the need for social housing

The department plans to commence building 6,365 new dwellings by 2025. This new supply will help
address some demand on the register. However, even if these builds commence as planned, current
trends suggest the number of applicants will far exceed new dwellings in 2025. To help Queenslanders in
housing need, the department will need to build additional dwellings and/or expand its use of other
products and services.
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A. Entity responses

As mandated in Section 64 of the Auditor-General Act 2009, the Queensland Audit Office gave a copy of
this report with a request for comments to the Minister for Communities and Housing, Minister for Digital
Economy and Minister for the Arts; and the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

This appendix contains the detailed responses we received.

The head of each entity is responsible for the accuracy, fairness and balance of their comments.
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Comments received from Minister for Communities and
Housing, Minister for Digital Economy and Minister for the
Arts

Minister for Communities and Housing
I" Minister for Digital Economy
aueenstand  Mijnister for the Arts

Government

1 William Street

Brisbane Queensland

GPO Box 806 Brisbane

Queensland 4001 Australia

T: +617 3719 7170

E: iti i inisterial.qld.gov.au

Our reference: MN06586-2022

6 July 2022

Mr Brendan Worrall
Auditor-General
Queensland Audit Office
Level 14, 53 Albert Street
BRISBANE QLD 4000
qao@aqao.qld.gov.au

Dear Mr Worrall

Thank you for your email of the 16 June 2022 regarding the Queensland Audit Office (QAO)
proposed report entitled “Delivering Social Housing Services”.

The Queensland Government is continuing to deliver the $1.9 billion investment in social and
affordable housing under the Housing and Homelessness Action Plan 2021-25 announced in
2021. This whole of government four-year plan to deliver the next stage of the Queensland’s
Housing Strategy 2017-27 is driven by the largest concentrated investment in Queensland’s
history. The Action Plan is supported by the $1 billion Housing Investment Fund, a long-term fund
with returns to drive new supply and support current and future social and affordable housing
needs across Queensland.

| note the Report makes eight recommendations aimed at improving the management of the
Social Housing Register and that the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy
has accepted these recommendations.

| would like to acknowledge the progress made by the Department over the past 12 months that
deliver on the Report’s recommendations, most significantly the review of the Social Housing
Register.

| am advised by the Director-General, that with the lifting of COVID 19 restrictions, the
Department has reviewed 98 per cent of the Social Housing Register to ensure it is contemporary
and fit-for-purpose. As a result of this process, | am advised approximately 21 per cent of
applicants on the register were either not contactable, were being assisted by other forms of
housing support or were no longer in need of social housing.

It is my expectation, and the expectation of all Queenslanders, that the allocation of social
housing in Queensland is supported by a rigorous and consistent system that is both fair and
equitable in ensuring the allocation of social housing to Queenslanders of priority needs.

| am confident that the current work the Department combined with delivery of the Queensland
Housing and Homelessness Action Plan and the full implementation of the Report’s
recommendations, will ensure an effective response to managing the housing needs of
vulnerable Queenslanders into the future.
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If you require any further information or assistance with this matter, please do not hesitate to
contact

Regards

Leeanne Enoch MP
Minister for Communities and Housing
Minister for Digital Economy and Minister for the Arts
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Comments received from Director-General, Department of
Communities, Housing and Digital Economy

Queensland
Government

Office of the
Your reference:  PRJ02968 Director-General

Department of
Communities, Housing

Mr Brendan Worrall ) Rl

Auditor-General

Queensland Audit Office

PO Box 15396

CITY EAST QLD 4002

By Email: gao@gqao.qld.gov.au

Dearw Brenolar

Thank you for your email dated 16 June 2022 advising of the nearing completion of the audit on
Delivering social housing services and seeking a formal response to the proposed report.

| welcome the proposed report and note that, through the audit findings and recommendations,
the Queensland Audit Office seeks to enhance public accountability and improve government
services.

The department accepts all eight recommendations in full, noting that these also support
delivery of the Queensland Housing Strategy 2017-2027 and current departmental actions.
The department'’s response to the recommendations is outlined in Attachment A.

As you are aware, the department has been actively working on a number of matters to better
position and improve the way it administers housing services to Queenslanders.

For example, since 2020-21, the department has contacted 98 per cent of households on the

housing register to review their applications, and check on their wellbeing and housing needs.
Under the Housing Act 2003, people are required to notify the department of a change in their
circumstances. People who notified the department of a change in circumstances that meant

they were no longer eligible or no longer required social housing have been removed from the
register.

The department has undertaken and continues to work on improvements to ensure robust data
collection and record-keeping that supports accountability and transparency of decisions. The
department will continue to review and improve its approach to better inform planning,
investment and service delivery.

| look forward to the finalisation of the report and the department will provide updates on the
implementation of the actions.

Yours sincerely

——
C O’'Connor
Director-General 1 Viiliam Strest
Brisbane Queensland 4000
GPO Box 806 Brisbane
_ ﬁ JUL 2022 Queensland 4001 Australia
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Responses to recommendations

® Queensland
® ® Audit Office

Better public services

Department of Communities, Housing and
Digital Economy

Delivering social housing services

Response to recommendations provided by the Director-General, Department of Communities,
Housing and Digital Economy on 6 July 2022

Recommendation Agree/ Timeframe for Additional comments
Disagree implementation
(Quarter and

financial year)

Applying for social housing

We recommend that the Department of Accept Q12022/2023  The department will develop a
Communities, Housing and Digital communication strategy to
Economy: ensure consistent information is

available for applicants, the
public and key stakeholders
about how the needs
assessment process is applied.

1. clearly communicates the needs
assessment process it applies. This
should include a proactive campaign to
key stakeholders and consistent and

complete information on the The department's website and
department’s website associated material will be
updated.

2. periodically confirms the ongoing Accept Q4 2022/2023  Since 2020/2021, the
eligibility of all social housing department has contacted 98
applicants and updates the register as per cent of households on the
needed. Applicants who the housing register to review their
department determines are applications, and check on their
uncontactable, or have inactive wellbeing and housing needs.
applications, should not appear on the

Application reviews are ongoing
and conducted on an annual
basis or if the applicant notifies
of a change in circumstances.

Under the Housing Act 2003
people are required to notify the
department within 28 days of
any change to their
circumstances.

register

The department will review its
housing register management
policy to define and manage
inactive applications.

Many people on the social
housing register are also
supported with other forms of
housing assistance.
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® Queensland
® ® Audit Office

Better public services
Recommendation Agreel Timeframe for Additional comments
Disagree implementation
(Quarter and
financial year)

Applying for social housing

3. consistently completes and reviews all Accept Q4 2022/2023  The department will implement
new housing applications enhanced processes to ensure

consistent review of housing
applications.

The department is improving the
process to record second officer
checks to confirm eligibility and
need for social housing.

4. models future demand for social Accept Q2 2023/2024  The department will work with
housing at the state and regional experts and key agencies to
levels, incorporating historical and develop a model to predict
predictive analysis that includes social, future demand for social housing
economic, and environmental factors at the state and regional levels.
to in_form 't_s planning, investment, and This will incorporate historical
service delivery. and predictive analysis that

includes social, economic, and
environmental factors to inform
planning, investment, and
service delivery.

Social housing allocations

We recommend that the Department of Accept Q4 2022/2023  The department's policy requires

Communities, Housing and Digital pre-allocation checks to be

Economy conducted.

5. consistently performs pre-allocation The department is improving the
checks through a systems-based process to ensure that more
process systematic, consistent pre-

allocation checks occur.

The department is improving the
process to record second officer
checks prior to an offer of social
housing.

6. implements a consistent process to Accept Completed In March 2022, the department

identify, approve, record, and monitor
applicants on the register for priority
allocations across the state

implemented a consistent state-
wide process to identify,
approve and record priority
allocations. This included an
improved process to record and
capture delegate approval.
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© Queensland
® ® Audit Office

Better public services
Recommendation Agree/ Timeframe for Additional comments
Disagree implementation
(Quarter and
financial year)
Applying for social housing
7. reviews its approach to tenancy Accept Q2 2023/2024  The department currently uses
management to better respond to the structured pathway planning
changing needs of tenants in social conversations with tenants when
housing the department is notified of any
change in circumstances.
The department will review the
approach to tenant ongoing
eligibility to ensure the dwelling
is appropriate to their current
need.
8. uses structured conversations to Accept Q2 2023/2024  The department currently uses

identify and support tenants who can
transition away from social housing.

structured pathway planning
conversations with tenants when
the department is notified of any
change in circumstances.

The department will review its
approach to support tenants
who can transition away from
social housing, including for
example, into the private market
or aged care.




Delivering social housing services (Report 1: 2022-23)

B. Audit scope and methods

Performance engagement

This audit has been performed in accordance with the Auditor-General Auditing Standards — December
2019 and the Standard on Assurance Engagements ASAE 3500 Performance Engagements, issued by
the Auditing and Assurance Standards Board. This standard establishes mandatory requirements and
provides explanatory guidance for undertaking and reporting on performance engagements.

The conclusions in our report provide reasonable assurance that the objectives of our audit have been
achieved. Our objectives and criteria are set out below.

Audit objective and criteria

The entity subject to this audit is the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy.

The objective of the audit is to examine whether social housing is effectively managed to meet the
housing needs of vulnerable Queenslanders. We have addressed this through the following
sub-objectives and criteria.

Sub-objective 1:
The department effectively manages how individual social housing needs are assessed

Criteria Detailed criteria
1.1 Need for social housing is rigorously  1.1.1 Social housing intake processes support
and consistently assessed consistent decision making and effective prioritisation.
1.1.2 Applicants are prioritised per policies and needs.
1.2 Need is reviewed while individuals 1.2.1 Review processes for social housing needs support
wait for a social housing offer effective management of the register.
1.2.2 Need is reviewed per policy and at prescribed intervals.

Sub-objective 2:
The department effectively allocates and manages social housing

Criteria Detailed criteria

2.1 Housing is allocated by need 211 The social housing processes include sufficient guidance
to support allocations that meet customers’ needs.

2.1.2 Social housing is allocated in accordance with the policy,
and this is done consistently across all applicants.

2.2  Existing housing stock is effectively 2.21 Existing housing stock is effectively tenanted to
utilised to meet need maximise housing outcomes.
222 Tenancies are periodically reviewed to balance individual

need and overall housing outcomes.

2.3 Planned investments align with the 2.3.1 The department has a detailed understanding of current
need profile and future social housing needs.

2.3.2 The department is building dwellings that align with
known and anticipated housing needs.
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Scope exclusions

Key areas of social housing we did not examine include:

e tenancy management (including tenant behaviour, rent setting or collection)
e property maintenance

e non-social housing products and services the department offers.

We also did not assess how community housing providers, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
housing providers, manage tenancies in their housing.
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C. Wellbeing indicators

The Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy’s eligibility criteria for social housing
requires multiple complex financial and non-financial wellbeing indicators. Figure C1 outlines the
department’s wellbeing indicators in March 2022.

Figure C1

Social housing wellbeing indicators

Complex financial wellbeing indicators

Unable to work and have high levels of living expenses
beyond normal living costs related to a long-term or
serious medical condition, or permanent and/or

significant disability

Multiple periods of unemployment

Long-term unemployment

Employed and earning below the social housing income

limits

Complex non-financial wellbeing indicators

Permanent and significant disability

Multiple unsuccessful private rental
applications

History of homelessness

Long-term or serious medical
condition

A limited number of or no suitable
private market supply to meet needs
— size, location, or features

Immediate safety is at risk from
domestic, family, or sexual violence

Experiencing or being at risk of
violence, assault, abuse, or
harassment from another person in
your household or community

Evicted multiple times in the past 3
years for rent arrears, disruptive
behaviour, relationships breakdown
or property damage

Young person at risk who requires a
tailored response on your path to
independence

Source: Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy information.
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D. Average time on register

The average time spent on the housing register across the Department of Communities, Housing and Digital
Economy’s housing regions is outlined in Figure D1.

Figure D1
Average time spent on housing register
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Source: QAO analysis of Department of Communities, Housing and Digital Economy data.
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