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Dear Madam/ Sir

Re: Review of the Youth & Community Services Act 1973 (YACS Act)

This response to the Review of the YACS Act is made by the Multicultural Disability Advocacy Association of NSW (MDAA), the peak body in NSW for people from a non-English speaking background (NESB) with disability, their families and carers.  MDAA’s aim is to promote, protect and secure the rights of people from a NESB with disability, their families and carers in NSW.  We provide a range of advocacy services, including individual advocacy to over 200 people per year.  Accommodation issues appear consistently year after year at the top of the list of issues we deal with.  In our experience in dealing with accommodation issues people from a NESB with disability have two basic needs: secure, safe, affordable accommodation and access to a range of support services (including disability support services) provided in culturally appropriate ways.  

In relation to boarding houses we believe it is likely that there will always be a market for boarding house style accommodation, whether it is regulated or not. Given that significant numbers of people with disability are marginalised on the fringes of society, living on low incomes and with access to only limited accommodation options and supports, boarding houses are one the few existing accommodation options available to people with disability. 

MDAA expects that the outcome of this Review will be a set of recommendations which ensures that no-one lives in substandard accommodation and no-one is subject to abuse and neglect in their accommodation.  

To this end we make the following comments:

Boarding houses are inappropriate for people with disability

In our view boarding house accommodation is not appropriate for people with disability, especially those with high support needs and people who require 24 hour support, including people with dementia.  The responsibilities of governments to people with disability should be met through accommodation and support services (including supported accommodation services) appropriate to people’s needs.

Governments are responsible for housing policy

Responsibility for housing lies with both Commonwealth and State governments.  In our view both levels of government can no longer ignore the fact that the private housing market has failed low income earners, especially in NSW.  With public housing waiting lists of more than 90,000 people in NSW, adequate funding is urgently needed for public housing for people with low incomes, including people from a NESB with disability, to provide the range of accommodation options required and currently unavailable.  

Governments are responsible for ensuring equitable access to services

Responsibility for providing equitable access to support services also lies with both Commonwealth and State governments, regardless of where a person lives (in private or public housing, supported accommodation or a boarding house) and regardless of their cultural background.  Ideally both levels of government should have considered, coherent, complementary housing policies with a range of options for people with low incomes, including people from a NESB with disability, who may require a range of culturally appropriate support services.  

One possible way of improving the boarding house option in the short term is to require a proprietor who operates a boarding house where people with disability reside to be linked with a culturally competent local service provider.  This option would see the boarding house sector responsible mainly for the provision of secure, safe, affordable accommodation and the Government responsible for the cost of the support services provided by the local service, which could be either a government or non-government agency.  

Whole of government approach to disability

People’s accommodation needs and their support needs change over time.  At the State level this requires a whole of government approach, with the involvement of the Departments of Housing; Ageing, Disability and Home Care; Transport; and Health, to develop a flexible range of options for accommodation and support services required by people with disability, including people from a NESB 

Safeguarding people with disability

As it is likely that boarding houses will continue to be an accommodation option for people with disability, at least in the short term, it is not feasible to leave boarding houses with residents with disability completely unregulated and it is MDAA’s view that there are three levels at which boarding houses and boarding house proprietors need to be regulated:

1. Quality and safety of the building  

There needs to be a regulatory system that ensures the physical safety of residents and managers when using a building as a boarding house.

2. Character of the Proprietor

Given the vulnerability of the residents, a regulatory system (such as the one that applies to providers working with children) needs to be developed.

3. Quality of the service provided
It is an essential minimum requirement that boarding houses providing accommodation for people with disability comply with the Disability Services Act Standards.  Because of the vulnerability of people with disability living in boarding houses it is also essential to monitor the operator’s compliance with the Standards, to achieve positive outcomes for people with disability.  

4. Security of tenure

Boarding house residents also need improved security of tenure and privacy.  At present residents are not recognised as tenants, have few rights, are subject to arbitrary rules and conditions and can be evicted without notice.  Boarders, particularly those from a NESB with disability, are often the most vulnerable members of the community, isolated from families and other forms of support.  In our view the amendment of the Residential Tenancies Act or new boarding house legislation to provide adequate protection for boarding house residents should be part of the Government’s overall strategy for achieving positive accommodation outcomes for people with disability, including people from NESB.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  I am happy to provide more details if you wish.

Yours sincerely

Barbel Winter

Executive Director 
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