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Ashfield BC, NSW 1800 
 
23 July 2020 
 
Dear Sir/Madam 
 
Re: A Housing Strategy for NSW - Discussion Paper 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit our comments and views on this Discussion Paper. 
As a strong community organisation Friends of the Ku-ring-gai Environment is well placed to 
provide a view as to community concerns and preferences in contributing to the NSW Housing 
Strategy. 

 
Proposed Vision: 

 
We are disappointed to see a lack of focus on maintaining and building on local character, built 
heritage and environmental protection and conservation. Great cities are planned to support and 
celebrate areas of diversity, built and cultural heritage and areas of environmental beauty and 
biodiversity.  

 
Sydney has all these wonderful elements and any vision should be built around a plan to conserve 
these areas for the future. Not create a city where one suburb is indistinguishable from the others. 
Once lost these areas cannot be regained. 

 
The focus for a Housing Vision needs to incorporate these aspects as overarching principles across 
the city and regional areas. These are the aspects that make a city liveable, that can provide the 
comfort and security for its inhabitants, not simply housing. We cite the European cities and the way 
they celebrate their heritage environments. While regionally we would recommend areas to be 
protected from certain developments and encourage tourism and jobs, such as in the United 
Kingdom with its 46 areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
   
A Housing Strategy is not just about supply, diversity, affordability and resilience.  These criteria 
can all be addressed without subjugating the city and state to overdevelopment or abuses of 
development across areas of environmental or cultural importance. 

 
Supply: 

 
Again we stress the need to look at supply in the context of conserving the individual character of 
suburbs and regional towns. 
  
Prior to commenting on the proposed actions for supply, the NSW Department of Planning, Industry 
and Environment (DPIE) needs to first ascertain why the number of ‘empty’ houses in Sydney is 
escalating. 
  
The figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics show up to 11.2 per cent of properties are now 
unoccupied, up from 9.8 per cent in 2006. In the space of two decades Australia has added 2.1 
million homes to its property portfolio but an extra 360,000 are being left vacant. 
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Mr Pawson, UNSW Urban Policy expert, said the high levels of vacant housing was only 
compounding the housing problem, with unused houses driving down supply in both the rental and 
mortgage markets. "The 2016 census showed empty property numbers up by 19 per cent in 

Melbourne and 15 per cent in Sydney over the past five years alone," he said. 

In January 2018 there were 15,775 vacant properties Sydney – this number rose to 22,426 in 
January 2019, which is a 40% increase. 

SQM research has shown that in 2020, a pre-Covid Sydney is experiencing its highest vacancy rate 
for 15 years, maybe more. Add to this the ‘empty’ houses not available for rent and we have a 
situation of oversupply.  

We contend that this oversupply means that for non-social housing, places are available in 
sufficient quantity and that a lower estimate to that of the 40,000 new homes each year across 
Greater Sydney needs to be considered.  

 

The other consideration in supply is the fact that due to Covid-19 we have had an extremely 
successful experiment in remote working that needs to be taken into account in determining areas 
of housing supply, but also whether a ‘30 minute city’ is a redundant policy. 

We have experienced a move to a more mobile workforce in just 4 months than we could have 
thought possible. The remote working model was anticipated to take many years to be embraced 
by businesses and employees alike. However, this has now been tested and proven successful 
across a range of knowledge-based industries. Employees determining that it is workable, and 
companies seeing the benefits of lower ongoing occupancy costs in the city. 
   
Added to this is the report published in June on ‘Population Mobility in Australia from 2011 to 2016’ 
by the Regional Australian Institute, which shows that for Sydney nearly 65,000 more people 
moved to the regions than came to Sydney. And significantly, more millennials, 20 to 35-year olds, 
are leaving Sydney for the regions than the other way around. One can only expect that this trend 
will strengthen with remote working opportunities increasingly more commonplace across NSW.  
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Remote working needs to be encouraged to assist in building our regional areas, in reducing the 
need for further transport infrastructure, and releasing areas of corporate offices to be repurposed 
as residences. 
  
How could Government help to enable a greater supply of new housing in both Greater Sydney and 
NSW?  Our recommendation is for legislative changes so that ‘empty’ homes, predominantly due to 
foreign investment, are heavily taxed or foreign investors limited, to ensure these are made 
available or enabled to be returned to the market. 
  
The greatest criticism of Housing by NSW Planning is the lack of infrastructure in schools, 
community facilities, retail, sport and open spaces in areas of targeted development. NSW 
Housing needs to address these first across Greater Sydney and restructure its housing 
programs to be first infrastructure, then housing. The current time lag between housing and 
infrastructure is so long that these new developments are no longer seen as a good option. 

 
Similarly, in areas where there has been infill development, schools are overcrowded, play areas 
diminished, no new community services or parks and increased congestion. The planning for both 
aspects of housing and infrastructure need to happen in a more integrated manner. 

 
Whether in regions or Greater Sydney, the local councils and communities are better able to work 
together to meet where and how housing should be developed in their areas. More authority should 
be devolved to Councils and their communities rather than methods being driven by NSW Planning. 
A case in point being the much criticised Medium Density Housing Code that was postponed by 12 
months and should be abandoned as purely destructive to our communities. 

 
Diversity: 

 
FOKE agrees that more options for independent living or group home housing should be developed 
across Greater Sydney and the regions. It is essential that these are located close to support, 
whether family and/or services. Across Australia and internationally, there are a number of excellent 
models of independent living that can offered to individuals based on need. 
 
We also acknowledge the need for older Australians to be able to ’age in place’. One of the results 
of the Covid-19 pandemic is a concern regarding safety in aged care villages. There has been an 
increased demand for Home Care packages rather than aged Australians moving into Nursing 
Homes. 
  
There needs to be a diversity of options that allows remaining in place. Most retirees spending 
more time at home, value space, their neighbours and gardens. As such more options need to be 
available re villa homes, semi-detached dwellings or townhouses with gardens. These seem to 
have disappeared as housing options in the rush to build apartments across Greater Sydney.  
The use of more technology in homes designed for the disabled should be definitely pursued. 
Similarly, for older residents who want to stay in their homes. But in both situations, technology 
needs to be safe and able to be disengaged, as hackers become more and more adept. 
 
Affordability: 

 
The issue with affordability is that supply itself is not the answer. Otherwise we would have seen 
prices reduce over the past years as we have reached peak supply. It is what is being built that is 
as much the issue.  

 
Again and again older well-built buildings are being redeveloped into luxury apartments. There are 
very few entry level options for first home owners. This is what needs to be addressed. It is 
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recommended that older flats should be retained and renovated to assist first home buyers, rather 
than demolished and rebuilt to provide huge profits for developers. 

 
Yes, continue with the First Home Owners Grants, and giving first home owners the first right to 
purchase in NSW Government led projects. But also build more modest homes (semi-detached 
houses, manor houses of 4 flats, etc) that allow an entry level pricing.In terms of rental agreements, 
look to Germany where longer term rents of 5+ years are available to provide stability for a family. 
Rules also give preference to the tenant where children are involved. We need to move to more 
varied housing models than our current one of predominantly small-scale private landlords. 
Legislation needs to change to put more power into the hands of the tenant. Housing co-operatives, 
and government supported housing options should be investigated to provide a greater pool of 
affordable housing choices. 
 
The use of Government owned land for development for social housing, should always ensure that 
the land stays in Government hands for future needs. 
  
The continued use of rental assistance, and private sector support, for low-income earners is 
essential to support workers across a range of areas in Greater Sydney and the regions.   
 
Resilience: 
  
All the recommendations for more energy efficient homes are supported. Government incentives to 
support uptake is recommended. 

 
Passive energy improvements from tree canopy on streets, pathways as well as buildings is 
essential to its inclusion as we see greater variation in climate. 
  
A resilient home also needs to be quiet and comfortable, so noise pollution is still considered a 
major problem. The time is ripe for all buildings on busy thoroughfares to have mandated double 
glazing to reduce noise. Also housing in areas prone to high temperature variations should also be 
supported in some form of energy efficiency from a similar double-glazing system. 
In terms of all the other items recommended, these are supported.  
  
We argue that the comments regarding single homes being higher intensive users of electricity and 
more wasteful in emissions is incorrect. Recent Australian Conservation Foundation study data 
shows that per person emissions in apartments in Australia are more than in single residential 
dwellings. Transport is only a small proportion of people’s emissions. Operational energy is 
considerable in high-rise powering lifts, and lighting and air-conditioning in the common areas. 
Embodied energy – the energy of construction amortised over the life of the building – is much 
higher from high-rise, due to steel and concrete components and method of construction. 

 
Additionally, due to the abrogation of compliance measures for building apartments, NSW 
Government has set in play a lack of community trust in the quality and performance in all 
apartment buildings built in the last 20 years. This will last well into the next decade, so some 
serious improvements must be seen immediately to allow for rectifications and personal liability for 
the developer. The Queensland and Victorian models appear stronger to those proposed in NSW. 
So far it has been a minimal effort to engender trust in our apartment building code. It remains the 
apartment owner that is at risk of losing money. 
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Yours sincerely,  

 
Kathy Cowley 
President 

 
cc The Hon Jonathan O’Dea MP Member for Davidson 
     Mr Alister Henskens SC MP  Member for Ku-ring-gai  
     The Hon Paul Fletcher MP  Member for Bradfield 
      Mayor and Councillors Ku-ring-gai Council 
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