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PUBLIC HOUSING — FINANCIAL HARDSHIP FOR WESTERN AUSTRALIAN SENIORS 
Motion 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [2.45 pm]: I move — 

That this house notes that the decision of the Western Australian government to end the moratorium on 
including increases in pension rates in its rental charges for public housing has created additional 
financial hardship for Western Australian seniors. 

I remind members to always look to their lead speaker! 

Members will be aware that Homeswest tenants contribute 25 per cent of their pension as rent. There are some 
22 000 Western Australian pensioners who are in receipt of pensions paid by the commonwealth who live in 
Homeswest housing. Each time there is a pension increase, that amount is added to the total amount out of which 
the 25 per cent contribution to the rent is calculated. Members will note that I put this motion on the notice paper 
back on 25 May 2011. At that time the Barnett government had decided to lift the 18-month moratorium that this 
state and other states had agreed to place on the inclusion of any pension increase in that income calculation. 
However, since that motion has gone on the notice paper, the government has also decided to take its share from 
the carbon price compensation paid to pensioners by refusing to exclude that payment from the 25 per cent 
calculation. So that is a double take from those least able to afford it. Both decisions by the government have 
added to the financial hardship being experienced by seniors on the pension living in public housing.  

By way of some background, members will recall that pensioners across Australia, particularly age pensioners, 
were involved in a campaign in 2007 and 2008 to ask the federal government to increase age pension rates. In 
2009, the federal government provided a one-off boost to single pensioners and asked the states to quarantine 
this payment from rent assessments for a period of 12 months. That was then extended by a further six months to 
a total moratorium of 18 months, which ended on 20 March 2011. Western Australia participated in the 
moratorium, so for that 18 months, WA pensioners living in Homeswest housing had the full benefit of that 
pension increase. Pensioners receiving the age, disability, carer, veteran, war widow and widow pensions are on 
a fixed income; they have no capacity or flexibility to earn a bit of extra money by way of some overtime, nor 
any other way to absorb the huge increases in electricity, gas and water prices that have been imposed by this 
state government with little or no compensation. 

The state government assists those seniors with a Seniors Card who are in the workforce for, I think, less than 
25 hours a week, irrespective of whether they are on a fixed income, through the seniors’ cost-of-living payment. 
That is now $155.25 for singles, and couples in which both people hold a Seniors Card and live together receive 
$232.90. The seniors’ cost-of-living payment was an election promise of this government. It was a good 
initiative and it was welcomed by seniors. However, with a 62 per cent increase in the cost of electricity, for 
most of those people $155 a year, although welcome, would not even cover one electricity bill. In this year’s 
budget, the government announced a so-called new cost-of-living assistance payment—that is, the COLA 
payment. This payment is a repackaging and small top-up of existing payments. The previous payments were 
referred to as the supply charge rebate, which was previously $147 a year and is now $200 a year and will be 
indexed, and the dependent child rebate, which, as the name suggests, applies to people who have dependent 
children. That is obviously not relevant to all categories of pensioner, but it is to some, and that was $147 
per child and is now $200 and indexed. Therefore, the new COLA payment, which replaced the supply charge 
rebate that was $147, is $200. The dollar amount of those pre-existing payments was topped up by $53 a year. 
These payments are made annually, so it is now $200 a year with the additional $53 a year. That is not an 
additional $53 a week, it is not an additional $53 per electricity bill and it is not per month; it is per year. The 
government, as members will see when they look at the budget papers, funded this increase by axing the 
hardship efficiency program, which was designed to assist low-income households, many of whom live in old 
housing that is hard to make energy efficient. Therefore, the government took this scheme that was designed to 
assist people who were on a fixed or low income and, as a consequence, were living in housing that was not 
energy efficient, and which would help those people reduce their bills by making their houses more energy 
efficient, and said, “You’re not going to get that anymore; we’re going to give it to you in an additional $53 a 
year. So, here you are. You can’t make your house more efficient, but you can have a dollar a week. Good on 
you.” 
There are strange noises and I do not know why. 

Hon Norman Moore: It sounds like a blowfly! 

Hon SUE ELLERY: I am electric! 
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At the same time, of course, the government increased the cost of utilities: 62 per cent for electricity, with more 
to come; 40 per cent in water prices, with more to come; and 57 per cent in gas prices, with more to come. 
Although I am sure that any assistance is welcomed by the 22 000 seniors who are pensioners living in 
Homeswest housing, even with the hardship utility grant scheme and even with that additional $53 a year in the 
COLA payment, Homeswest tenants need every cent of their pension to survive. 

In March 2011, when the Barnett government made the first grab from pensioners by lifting the moratorium on 
including the pension increase in the assessment of the pension, I was dealing with a constituent in Riverton who 
was really struggling to pay his bills. Mr Pickering was so cross when he came into my office that he was 
prepared to speak to the media. An article in the Canning Examiner stated — 

… he couldn’t afford to run his car because of the very little money he had left from his pension after 
paying rent, leaving him stuck in his … home. 

I visited Mr Pickering in his unit and it was certainly a small unit. He said — 

“We live way below the poverty line,” … 

“I’ve got $250 a week for everything and for my living expenses. 

“I never go out, I just sit in my home day in, day out, going nuts. 

“Electricity and water is … really expensive, so I don’t run my car and it just sits outside becoming 
rusty.” 

Mr Pickering contacted my office in September 2010 when he was concerned that his Homeswest rent had 
increased by more than $10 a week. For people who are on a politician’s salary, $10 a week is not a lot of 
money, but for Mr Pickering, it was the straw that broke the camel’s back and brought him to a member of 
Parliament’s office to say, “I can’t survive if this keeps going up.” He is just one example of people who are 
really struggling. At that point, the additional rent that he would pay when the moratorium was lifted was $416 a 
year. 
Another pensioner in my electorate, Julia Dallaston in Parmelia, was also angry about the increase in her rent, 
which would go up by $7.25 a week as a result of the government lifting the moratorium. She said — 

“I know it does not sound like a lot of money, but it is, especially after all the other recent increases 
with power,” … 

She did some research herself and discovered that plans were in place to lift the moratorium. She said — 

“It came into effect yesterday, — 

This article is from the Sound Telegraph on 23 March 2011 — 

but Homeswest haven’t told us that this is happening—come next payday, pensioners will get a 
shock,” … 
She said it would really affect government housing tenants in Kwinana and Rockingham because there 
were a lot of pensioners in the area. 

I referred just a minute ago to the impact that it would have on country people as well. At the same time, my 
good friend and colleague the member for Albany, Peter Watson, was also talking to his constituents about it. A 
constituent, Ms Ettridge who lived in McKail, calculated that she would pay an extra $213 in rent. She said — 

… the State Government had jacked up Homeswest rent prices twice since she moved into her … home 
in August 2009. 

Ms Ettridge said she could not believe the Government’s lack of compassion. 

I want to touch briefly on some of the broader housing issues and costs for Homeswest pensioners, and seniors 
more generally. Sometimes it is easy to lose sight of the fact that although many, many Western Australians of 
all persuasions are struggling with the increasing cost of living, it really is difficult for those people who are on a 
fixed income who do not have the capacity to generate any additional income fortnight to fortnight or to work a 
few extra hours or shifts in this pay cycle because they know they have a big bill coming up. National Seniors 
Australia did some work, and I found something in that that I think is quite shocking. It related to people over 50 
years of age making decisions these days to skip their medications because they were having to prioritise what 
they spent their money on. In a media release a couple of weeks ago, on 24 October, National Seniors Australia 
stated — 
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A fifth (21%) of Australians aged 50 to 64 with financial strain from the cost of prescription medicines 
are skipping doses to temper mounting costs, a new report reveals. This compares to 12% of those aged 
65 plus. 

National Seniors is a national organisation representing seniors. It surveyed 3 188 people aged over 50 and they 
said that previously their research had shown that rises in living costs were having an impact mainly on those 
over 70 years of age, many of whom when they were going through their working lives did not have the benefit 
of superannuation, and survived on small fixed incomes. However, the findings in the most recent report showed 
that when it comes to prescription medicines, it is the 50 to 64-year-olds who are struggling. The media release 
stated — 

The survey reveals around a third of 50 to 64 year olds have felt financial strain due to prescription 
costs in the past five years. 

“Older Australians are skipping pills or taking smaller doses to help their dollar go further. Even greater 
proportions are looking for cheaper alternatives, while others just aren’t filling their prescriptions at 
all,” 

That is a shocking indictment: people are not taking their prescription medicines, because that is what they are 
trying to do to save some money. Earlier this year the Council on the Ageing Australia also did some work on 
older people and the housing issue. COTA released a four-point plan in August about how to keep older 
Australians out of poverty and free from disadvantage. They said — 

“Since 2004 the number of Australians aged over 70 in housing stress has more than doubled—there 
were 56,000 households in 2004, 112,000 households in 2008 and the numbers continue to rise. 

The number of Australians over the age of 70 living in housing stress has doubled between 2004 and 2008. That 
is a shocking number; it is a shocking rate of development of that damning indictment as well. What they said, in 
particular, was that older, single people are overrepresented in housing stress and doing it tough. It is that 
category of people who rely on public housing. Although governments may have all sorts of ambitious ideas 
about public housing being for transition only and that they get people into public housing and move them on 
when they have sorted out their financial situation or they move them on when their children grow up and leave 
home; in fact, the trend is showing that older Australians are under more housing stress and are more likely to be 
dependent on public housing than ever before and are staying in public housing. Notions of public housing being 
a transition period only in people’s lives are not borne out. The fact is that we are living longer and we are doing 
it tough as we live longer. That is why we should put in place any measures we can and pull any levers we can to 
assist those 22 000 Western Australians who are living on the fixed income of the pension in Homeswest 
accommodation. We ought to give any assistance that we can to those people. That is why the decision by the 
Barnett government to lift the moratorium on rent increases and then, in a second blow, to make sure that the 
compensation they got from the federal government for the carbon tax is also included in the 25 per cent 
calculation of their income for rental purposes was such a cruel blow. 

We also know from the hardship utility grant scheme figures that in WA right now 56 families a day ask for 
help. Every single day 56 Western Australian families ask for assistance from the government to help them pay 
their bills. That is a huge number of people. 

I want to talk a little bit about the changing demographics to illustrate the point I was making before that more 
and more older Australians are relying on public housing and staying in public housing; they are not moving out. 
I want to refer to a document provided by the Council on the Ageing Western Australia, which was its response 
to the final report of the government’s social housing task force. That task force was a good initiative of this 
government set up when it first came into government to look at ways of addressing the waiting lists for social 
housing. COTA wanted to make a number of points on seniors’ housing that it says were overlooked in the 
social housing task force report. COTA said that the Australian population is ageing and overall we are seeing an 
increase in the proportion of older people and an ever greater increase in the proportion of the older old, that is, 
people over 80 years of age. COTA said that the Australian Government Actuary states that a woman aged 55 in 
2006 has a 10 per cent probability of living to be 103 years old. I am 50 and the notion of living to be 103 years 
old is not filling me with great joy, I have to say. A man of the same age has a 10 per cent probability of 
attaining 101. COTA says that we need more sophisticated demand forecasting models to make sure that we pick 
up those trends in ageing and we are not basing our policy on our notions of how long people might have lived 
10, 15, 20 or longer years ago. 
COTA says also that we need to take into account in our policy planning around housing for seniors that changes 
in home ownership patterns include an increasing proportion of people entering retirement either as renters or 
with a mortgage. It is no longer the case that a small percentage of people enter retirement that way and that 
most of us will enter retirement having paid off our mortgage; in fact, COTA says that an increasing number will 
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go into retirement as renters or with a mortgage. Many tenants will find that private tenancy is unaffordable, 
which I will come back to in a minute, and they will turn to social housing as an alternative. Some retirees will 
find their mortgage payments unsustainable on a low retirement income and will need to sell up and relocate, and 
some of those will turn to social housing as an alternative and will be added to waiting lists. COTA says that not 
all baby boomers are rich and that superannuation balances are inadequate for many people to live comfortably 
in retirement. It says that women are particularly disadvantaged and a large proportion of women will enter 
retirement in the next few years with very small superannuation savings and that poverty will force many of 
those low-income, low-retirement-saving individuals to seek social housing tenancies as a landlord of last resort. 
There are increasing numbers of older old, that is, single people over 80 years of age, particularly women, in the 
community and additionally an increasing proportion of seniors is also entering retirement years living alone due 
to increasing rates of separation and divorce. They are saying as well that the link between ageing and disability 
is important, and while it is the case that most seniors are active and relatively healthy, it is also the case there is 
a high proportion who have a disability and they need well-designed and appropriate housing. Social housing 
must be constructed or modified to meet a universal design. COTA says that the proposition that social and 
public housing is transitional and that tenants move over to other forms of tenure is flawed in the context of 
seniors’ housing.  

If a high percentage of total social housing is occupied by seniors, and if they do not transition to other forms of 
tenancy and we do not do something significant to increase and continue to increase stock levels, we will create 
a logjam in the system. COTA says that we cannot assume that a new social housing tenant aged 65 years will in 
any sense be transitional—they might occupy that tenancy for another 35 or 40 years. That document from 
COTA also referred—I touched on it earlier—to the trend of more and more older people taking debt into 
retirement. COTA referred to a 2008 National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling report, and stated — 

Compared to their equivalent age group in 1995–96, today more than twice as many people aged over 
60 are still paying off a mortgage. If people are increasingly entering retirement with a mortgage still 
hanging around their necks, it seems likely that at least a proportion of these will find themselves 
unable to meet their repayments on a reduced post-employment income. The likelihood of this 
occurring is even greater if the household is relying on the age pension. The risk of repossession 
followed by homelessness for such pensioners is correspondingly higher. 

These risks are exacerbated by the second disturbing trend—the large numbers of older people who will 
be flooding into the already-stretched rental market. 

I will talk about the rental market in a minute — 

During the 2007–08 financial year there were double-digit rent increases in most of Australia’s major 
cities … 

In Western Australia the rental vacancy situation is astonishing. The NATSEM research I referred to found more 
than 112 000 older people in housing stress, and that number had grown by 100 per cent over the past four years. 
The number of people aged 65 and over in low-income rental households is expected to increase 115 per cent to 
419 000 in 2026. A combination of factors, including an increasing number of older people, the decline in the 
availability of public housing for seniors, an increasing number of older people retiring without owning a home 
and residential aged care being targeted to higher-needs older people, will escalate the problem unless we take a 
much more coordinated approach. 

Last week in a debate during non-government business, I touched on the Western Australian Council of Social 
Service cost-of-living report, which found that housing remains the single biggest living cost for WA households 
and is the biggest contributor to financial hardship for low-income households. In June 2012 the median house 
rental price rose to $430, representing an increase of 13.2 per cent over the previous 12 months. That is a median 
house rental price of $430 when the fortnightly pension for singles is $712, for a couple, $536.70 each or $1 073 
combined. Rental affordability by Anglicare and the Community Housing Coalition studies have demonstrated 
very clearly that few rental properties are available in the Perth metropolitan area that are affordable to 
households not only on fixed incomes, but also working households on the minimum wage. Almost none can be 
afforded by those reliant on income-support payments. These are the same people who this government has hit 
twice when it calculates the 25 per cent of income it will take for rent by taking into account the 2009 pension 
increase and the carbon tax compensation payment, bearing in mind that the one-off boost to pensions was to 
address the difficulty that those people were having living on the pension fixed income in the years leading up to 
that and, of course, that the carbon tax compensation was designed specifically to address additional costs that 
they may experience as a result of the introduction of the carbon tax. 

In April this year, the Anglicare document, which I have referred to before in this place, took a snapshot of rental 
availability in Perth. It looked at affordable and appropriate rental properties, specifically for low-income 
households. It looked across internet real estate sites and lists in newspapers and local papers outside of Perth. 
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Something that was “affordable” was defined as being something that would take 30 per cent or less of a 
family’s income. It found no properties available in the Perth metropolitan area—that is, no properties were 
available in Perth for a single unemployed person, a single parent with two children or a young person in a 
shared house. Housing costs in regional WA were even higher. The study found that in the great southern and 
south west, two properties were suitable for singles on an age pension—two. It is important to remember that — 
Hon Peter Collier: Was the one in the metropolitan area for seniors as well? 

Hon SUE ELLERY: I will refer to the Anglicare report right now. For a single person on the age pension, seven 
affordable properties in Perth were appropriate, and they were share houses only. There ain’t a lot of people old 
enough to receive the age pension who are looking back to the good old days of shared accommodation and 
thinking, “That’s for me; I want that. I want to put my name on my yoghurt in the fridge and hope that nobody 
else eats it”. I do not think they want to go back to that, but that is what is available—seven properties. I focus on 
that because at the time of the announcement in April this year that the state government would not exclude the 
carbon tax compensation payments from the calculation of the 25 per cent of income for rent, the Premier went 
on the record as saying that lots of people in the private rental market would love to be paying only 25 per cent 
of their income on rent. I will make sure I get the quote right. He said — 

“I think many people in the community who have a high mortgage or pay rents in the private rental 
market would love to be only paying 25 per cent of their income for accommodation … 

I am sure that people in Homeswest accommodation would love to be able to afford to pick and choose a house 
that might be more suitable to their needs in the private rental market. It is pretty damn hard to do that if only 
seven properties are affordable—and that is only if they are willing to share. The Premier’s comment in that 
respect was astonishingly insensitive. The implication, I think, is that people are choosing to not have enough 
money to afford to go into the rental market and that they have it quite good and should keep their mouths shut 
because those folks who are in the private rental market or have mortgages will not be too happy about them 
being supported in public housing. For heaven’s sake! This is a nation that has taken pride in its social safety net. 
Sometimes we argue around the margins about accountability for people who need to use the social safety net. 
But whatever side of politics we sit on, we take pride in the fact that we provide a social safety net and that we 
look after those people who need assistance and who cannot look after themselves. The comment by the Premier 
was particularly galling. In April this year the Premier rejected the request from the federal government to 
prevent pension increases linked to the carbon tax from being swallowed up by state housing rents. That is 
despite organisations such as COTA saying at the time that that was mean-spirited and unjustified. Single 
pensioners were advised they would be getting an extra $338 a year as compensation for cost-of-living pressures 
created by the carbon tax, which came into effect on 1 July. The Premier said that the government would not 
give any consideration to implementing the quarantine again or continuing the quarantine that was in place for 
18 months. I think many people in the community who have a high mortgage or pay rents in the private rental 
market would love to be only paying 25 per cent of their income for accommodation. 

As I said, I think that is incredibly insensitive. At that time single pensioners received an extra $338 a year and 
couples got $510. That means that out of those increases, the Barnett government is taking an additional $85 a 
year from single pensioners and an additional $127 a year from pensioner couples who live in Homeswest 
housing. At a time when electricity, water and gas prices are increasing and continuing to increase, it is 
astonishingly mean to do that. 

Those folks who live in Homeswest housing are the lucky ones in one sense because they have social housing. A 
question was asked in the other place in September by my colleague Martin Whitely about waiting times for 
applicant placing in public housing. For those on the general waitlist, the mean waiting time—that is, the average 
waiting time—is 132 weeks, which is two and a bit years. The median waiting time—the midpoint in the waiting 
time—is 107 weeks. For those on the priority list—that is, the people who really need it and need it soon—the 
mean waiting time is 62 weeks. The median waiting time is 45 weeks. No wonder people living in Homeswest 
housing cannot and do not want to move into the private rental market. They cannot do so because there are no 
homes available, unless they move into one of the seven shared houses. Those 22 000 pensioners in Homeswest 
have to fit themselves into seven shared houses in metropolitan Perth. No houses are available in the great 
southern or the south west. The private rental market is not affordable for them. If they were to duck out of 
transition to see if they could do it, they would not get back in because they would have to wait 132 weeks or an 
average of 62 weeks if they were on the priority list. 

Any additional financial assistance that we can offer people, we need to offer people. The seniors’ cost-of-living 
payment is a good payment but it does not touch much more than the sides of their electricity bills. The cost-of-
living assistance payment is a good payment, but for those pensioners who do not have dependent children, 
which would be most of them, it is only $1 extra per week. The payment is $53 a year. What will that do to an 
electricity bill of $250 plus, assuming they live in a really small unit and, like most pensioners and seniors, do 
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not turn on the air conditioning or heating and do everything possible to pay their bills because they do not like 
to ask for assistance, which is typical of that generation? While those cost-of-living payments, whether it is the 
seniors’ one or the COLA one, are welcome, and were welcomed, they are not enough to cover the cost of the 
increases that have been imposed by this government. This government has added additional financial hardship 
to those seniors, which is what the words in my motion say. Those payments alone are not enough, even if we 
combine money available under the hardship utility grant scheme with them, which most seniors will not ask for, 
even if they are eligible. The biggest group of people asking for HUGS payments is not seniors; it is families 
with kids. Seniors will not ask because that is the generation that does not ask for help. Some of them will 
literally eat dog food before they ask for assistance to pay their bills. They will pay their bills first and they will 
cut their cloth, sometimes to their detriment. We have seen from the national seniors survey that cutting their 
cloth means going without medications. Instead of taking pills three times a day with food, some pensioners take 
them once a day with food, which is completely counter to the purpose of them. If there were medical people 
amongst us, they would probably say that they might as well not take them at all if they are going to reduce the 
dosage, because that dosage is given for sound clinical purposes. 
We find ourselves in a position where the government had a choice to continue the moratorium for that one-off 
increase in the pension, which was designed to help it bridge the gap because the pension was deemed by the 
federal government to have fallen too far behind, particularly for seniors. It said, “Take this one-off boost to the 
base rate to make up for that and to help you get a little bit on top of the situation.” That is the least the 
government should have done. Then the federal government said, “Here’s a payment to help you with any flow-
on costs from the carbon tax.” Again, the state government had a choice to make. These are the people most in 
need that the Western Australian Council of Social Service has been talking about in the past couple of days. 
These people have the least capacity to generate additional income by doing a couple of extra shifts or whatever 
it is that working people can sometimes do. These are the people most in need and these are the choices that the 
government has to continue that moratorium or not, and on both occasions it has said no. Many WA seniors 
living in Homeswest housing think that decision is just mean. On top of that, the Premier said that those people 
in the private rental market or with mortgages are doing okay and they should stop whingeing. That was 
effectively the message that the Premier was giving those folks. He could probably not have picked a more 
insensitive set of words. These people are doing it tough and we should use every lever that is available to us to 
help them. It is about setting the right priorities. We ought to be targeting our measures towards those people 
who can least afford housing. We should use levers such as the prospect of the moratorium, including those one-
off payments—payments designed to meet very specific things—to protect those people most in need. 

It is really disappointing that in this budget the way the government achieved that princely sum of an extra dollar 
a week was to cut the efficiency program so that people could not take the measures they needed to take to get 
professional advice to improve the physical capacity of their houses to help them save the money they need to 
spend. They cannot get that program anymore and it will be given to them in the form of a dollar a week. That is 
consistent with teaching someone how to fish or giving them a fish. It is a much better result in the long term if 
we teach people how to fish. It is a much better result in the long term if we give these people the skills and 
equipment to reduce their energy consumption themselves and to improve the physical capacity of the homes 
that they live in to reduce the bills themselves. It is a much better long-term investment than $1 a week and a 
new name for a payment. The government has the wrong priorities if it thinks that now is the time not to use all 
those levers to assist people most in need. 
I want to conclude by talking about what Anglicare referred to in its rental affordability snapshot. It states — 

Private rental properties play an important role in the delivery of affordable and appropriate housing 
when seen as part of an overall housing continuum. A shortage of affordable rental properties puts more 
pressure on public housing, and in turn can drive up the level of homelessness in the community. As the 
cost of housing takes up more and more of families’ incomes, the other costs of living such as food, 
utilities, transport, health and education become more difficult to meet. Family relationships are more 
easily and frequently strained when finances are stretched. As a community, we should be concerned 
about the deep and widespread implications of the escalating unaffordability of housing in Western 
Australia. Many of the consequences are hidden and cost a great deal to governments down the track, as 
they attempt to fix up poor educational outcomes for children and the breakdown of families and 
relationships. A home is critical to the well being of people and their life and employment 
opportunities. 
Currently the private rental market is not delivering affordable housing to people on pensions, benefits 
or on a single minimum wage. 

The Premier’s notion is that the government is not going to change its mind. This is the context in which the 
Premier made the comment that I referred to earlier. When he was asked whether he would consider putting back 
in place the moratorium that he had put in place previously and not include the carbon tax compensation in his 
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calculations for the 25 per cent of income as rental payment, he said, “Those folks are doing it pretty lucky, 
because there are people in the private market who wish that their payments were that low.” Many Homeswest 
tenants wish, too, that they could pick and choose the kind of home that they want in the private rental market. 
But there is not anything in the private rental market that they can afford. If it is the case that there is nothing that 
they can afford in the private rental market, the Premier needs to think twice about the kind of pressure that he is 
putting these people under when he makes this kind of, frankly, callous comment. 

The bottom line is that there is not a shadow of a doubt that the decision that was made in 2011 to lift the 
moratorium on the one-off payment to pensioners, and the decision that was made in April of this year to include 
the compensation made to pensioners for the carbon tax, have added additional financial stress to the 22 000 
seniors who are pensioners and who live in Homeswest housing. That is why I am commending this motion to 
the house. 

HON LYNN MacLAREN (South Metropolitan) [3.31 pm]: I am compelled to support this motion. Hon Sue 
Ellery has outlined a very compelling case and in so doing has referred to statistics that I, too, was going to 
canvass. Learned organisations and interest groups, like National Seniors Australia, the Council for the Ageing 
and the Western Australian Council of Social Service, have all articulated the dire state in which seniors are 
finding themselves in today’s economy. This motion, even when it was introduced back in 2011, was particularly 
poignant, because I think we were all a bit shocked at the time at the Premier’s response to the extra payment 
that pensioners would be getting to compensate for the rising costs due to the carbon tax. It was in the context of 
that shock that many seniors responded by saying how unfair they felt that decision was. The opportunity to 
discuss this matter further has now come up with this motion that has been placed on the notice paper. Of course 
since that time we have increasing evidence that, firstly, seniors are being placed under increasing financial 
hardship, and, secondly, that the pressure that the public housing is under is making seniors, in particular older 
single women, more vulnerable to the threat of homelessness. 

The cost of living is increasing on multiple fronts. We have canvassed these fronts several times in this house. 
There is a disparity in incomes; there is a booming economy in the mining sector, and the other sectors are 
struggling to keep up; there is competition for goods and services; and the cost of transport is going up due to the 
increase in the price of fuel. The cost of living is going up, and anyone who is on a fixed income is finding that 
pretty difficult to cope with. So, on the one hand, it was a compassionate gesture by the federal government to 
increase the pension by $13 a fortnight to enable seniors to cope better with these changes. However, on the 
other hand, that compassionate gesture was summarily wiped out by the Premier’s choice to not quarantine that 
pension increase from the 25 per cent of their pension that pensioners are required to pay if they are in public 
housing. That decision was just stupefying. A lot of people were questioning how that can be the case. So the 
Greens certainly support the motion before us. 

I now want to touch on some of the same issues that have been raised by Hon Sue Ellery, just to put the case 
even more clearly. We know that the federal government moved to ameliorate the increase in energy prices due 
to the carbon tax by increasing the amount of the pension by $338 a year. However, anyone who has been 
reading the papers lately would know that energy bills will go up considerably more than that. On the one hand, 
we want to see some price reflectivity in energy prices, because we want to have a driver that will make people 
more efficient in their use of energy. But when we talk about people who are on a fixed income, especially 
seniors who are already in financial hardship because they are in public housing, we begin to question whether 
our public policies are going astray. Hon Sue Ellery mentioned the history of the social safety net in this state 
and in this country and said that that safety net seems to be disappearing day by day. 

Many older people are spending a large proportion of their pension on housing. That means that they do not have 
enough money left over for food, social activities and healthcare. Hon Sue Ellery pointed out a survey that 
indicated that people are having to save on the medicines that they get. But the problem is also that one of the 
keys to keeping seniors healthy is keeping them active. If seniors are having to reduce the amount of energy that 
they pay for, and the number of activities that they engage in because they do not have the money to do that, 
their health will deteriorate because they are not as active. So the amount of fixed income that seniors have really 
does need to go a long way, and if they are clever and they can stay active in the community, they will have good 
health outcomes. 

WACOSS has identified that seniors on low incomes, particularly older single women, are especially vulnerable 
to housing stress. Members will know that recently I asked some questions in Parliament about this matter. I will 
just remind members about that. In answer to my question on 25 October, the government acknowledged that 
demand for public housing for older people is expected to increase dramatically. At the moment, 18 per cent of 
public housing tenants are over 65 years of age. That was the answer that I received two weeks ago. Coming up 
on that number is a 10.8 per cent proportion of public housing tenants who are aged between 55 and 65. These 
are the pensioners of tomorrow. Other sources of information also point to this phenomenon. The Community 
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Housing Coalition of Western Australia has estimated that between 42 per cent and 50 per cent of people on the 
public housing list are older people, and that across the country, 29 per cent of all residents in public housing are 
over 65 years of age. So, 48 per cent of them are aged over 75. That gives us a whole different picture of tenants 
in public housing whom we are talking about, and who are most affected by these sorts of changes. 

The final statistics I want to quote in this regard are from the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, 
which predicted that the number of people aged 85 and over in low-income rental households is projected to 
grow considerably, and two-thirds will be sole women. The underlying driver there is the increasing number of 
older people who are retiring to fixed incomes rather than owning their own home and having their own funds. 
This is not a small cohort. The point I am trying to make is that the number of seniors in the general population 
is growing and the number of seniors in the public housing population is growing even more. The seniors’ 
housing project run by National Shelter found that the causes of housing affordability problems that are 
particular to older people are set to worsen in the next few years. We know we are seeing an increase in the 
number of people in the general population and we have seen an increase in the number of people retiring 
without owning their own home. The other point National Shelter raised was that there might be a generational 
shift in public housing priorities to housing younger people with families. I guess that also raises the issue that 
we need to design our homes so that they are senior proof—so that they can be futureproofed for seniors who 
have different housing needs. That is one way we can assist in preparing this vulnerable population for the years 
to come. 

The last organisation I want to mention some of the statistics from is the Council on the Ageing. It suggests an 
increasing proportion of women are entering retirement as renters of which many are finding private tenancy 
unviable. This was driven home by the remarks of Hon Sue Ellery, who outlined the purpose of this motion. The 
Council on the Ageing says that this increasing proportion of retirees is turning to public housing. In the context 
of seniors’ housing, the Council on the Ageing says that the idea that public housing is transitional and that 
tenants move to other forms of tenure is flawed. That evidence was given earlier. Seniors in that situation who 
are looking to public housing will stay in public housing. That is the point. It is not transitional; it is not an 
option. This is it for them. It is really good that it is there for them if we can continue to provide for that need. 

To sum up, pensioners in rented accommodation are not doing well. I stand with the WA Council on the Ageing 
in calling mean spirited the state government’s move not to quarantine that extra payment. That is in fact the 
council’s words quoted in the newspaper. Single, older people are at far greater risk of housing stress. As I 
mentioned, this leads to poorer physical and mental health status. Most live on a fixed income and with very 
little latitude for meeting the cost of increasing housing expenses. This is exactly why the federal government 
increased the pension, as I mentioned, by $13 a fortnight. It is not for the state government to dip into that 
increase and take 25 per cent of it to pay for public housing that is the state government’s responsibility to 
provide. If the state government took a look at that bigger picture, it would be saving money by letting 
pensioners keep the living-cost bonus the federal government is giving them. Cutting into the meagre incomes of 
publicly housed seniors leaves them with fewer funds to participate in active ageing programs that keep them fit 
and out of the health system. Again, much of the health system is a state government cost. 

I support this motion and I call on the state government to quarantine these pension increases from the 
calculations in the public housing rent payments. It is only fair. I also call upon the state government to recognise 
that public housing for seniors is unlikely to ever be transitional and, therefore, we need to provide enough 
public housing stock for seniors. We need to build more housing that seniors can live in; we need to build energy 
efficient and water efficient housing for people who are on fixed incomes and cannot afford to pay for a water 
leak or for more electricity because their house is not well insulated or designed well for our climate. We have to 
design our public housing to reduce the costs for people on fixed incomes. That means being smarter about how 
we build homes and who we build them for. I am talking about universal designs for people with different 
abilities and different access who might be on walkers, using a cane or in a wheelchair, for goodness sake. We 
should be able to live comfortably in our homes and, right now, our public housing stock is not meeting those 
needs. We need to build new houses that meet new energy efficiency requirements and new requirements for 
accessibility to futureproof our society because we know that more and more seniors will need public housing. 

Coming back to the motion, this is a very important matter that the government should take note of. I would have 
liked my comments to follow the government’s reply because I cannot imagine how they could reply to this and 
disagree. I am looking forward to hearing the government’s comments because it is a compelling argument. 
These problems will not go away. It strikes me and many of my constituents—I hazard a guess the majority of 
Western Australians—as mean spirited to take away the bonus the federal government has given our seniors on 
fixed incomes. Thank you. 

HON ED DERMER (North Metropolitan) [3.47 pm]: I am very pleased to address this motion. It is another 
fine example of the wisdom of the Leader of the Opposition, Hon Sue Ellery. I think she has a remarkable 
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sensitivity to needs in our community. Interesting also is the foresight demonstrated by the Leader of the 
Opposition putting this motion on notice on 25 May last year, because other motions members may have given 
notice of in May last year may have become redundant or been overtaken by events. In this example, we are 
looking at a motion that was a matter of important need in May last year and the gravity of that need has become 
even more significant since then. I have often visited retired elderly Western Australians. In the way so clearly 
described by Hon Sue Ellery, they start to feel hemmed in. It is tempting to think of retirement as a liberating 
experience when there is no longer a need to attend a place of work and, therefore, we have more freedom to use 
our time as we may wish. I think that, after work, a style of life like that is something we, as Western 
Australians, should aspire to and we as the senior chamber of the Western Australian Parliament should aspire to 
achieve for more Western Australians. 

Hon Peter Collier: Did you say “senior chamber”? I would have said “superior”. 
Hon ED DERMER: Yes. The Legislative Council is clearly the senior chamber of the Western Australian 
Parliament, having started its work in 1832. The Assembly has been trying to catch up since 1890, but I do not 
want to get distracted by that. 

What I am saying is that we as the Legislative Council have a special responsibility to lead by our initiatives, and 
I am so very pleased to have the leader of my party in this chamber in Hon Sue Ellery with the wisdom and 
sensitivity I was referring to earlier that is evident in the motion that we are considering today. 

Before I was distracted by the disorderly behaviour across the chamber, I was working towards the very 
important point that we as a house of the Western Australian Parliament have a responsibility to do what we can 
to ensure that the experience of retirement is an experience of liberation, rather than one of lost opportunity. The 
appeal of retirement and of no longer having a large proportion of our life constrained by the requirement to 
attend the workplace should be an opportunity for retired Western Australians to pursue all of those life activities 
that they would have liked to pursue earlier on but were confined by the need to attend a workplace for a large 
portion of their life. For them to be able to do that, two requirements have to be found. One is good health and 
the other is money. People do not need a large income to enjoy the types of activities that are available to 
Western Australians when retirement gives them more time, but they need a reasonable income. Good health is 
such a fundamental requirement for all of the things that we might do not only to make life richer for ourselves, 
but also to contribute to making life richer for members of our family, our immediate friends and the Western 
Australian community more broadly. 

As much as I enjoyed Hon Sue Ellery’s speech, there were parts of it that I found very disturbing. The one part 
that disturbed me most was this notion of people reducing their medication because of the financial pressure they 
are under. I have enormous admiration for doctors, nurses and other health professionals in the way that they, 
with such care, do their best to understand what is happening inside another person’s mind and body, and to 
guide them and to provide through prescription the appropriate medications to help them have a healthier and 
more active life. I am disturbed by the idea of a general practitioner, or perhaps a specialist, working out with the 
utmost care precisely the medication that is best for a person; preparing the prescription and sending the person 
off to a pharmacist for further care and often sensible advice; having all that careful planning to enhance that 
person’s health; and then it all falling apart because the person concerned cannot pay their rent, power and water 
bills at the same time so that they either discontinue taking their medicine or halve the dose or divide it by some 
other proportion, perhaps taking a tablet once a day when they should be taking one three times a day. That is 
dreadful. What is the likely consequence? The likely consequence is that the person’s health will suffer further; 
their medical needs will become larger; and their ability to enjoy some of the freedom of no longer needing to go 
to work and adding to our community in many ways, by enjoying many activities they may have been waiting 
patiently for during their working years, will diminish. 

Ultimately, if someone compromises their health by not taking their full and appropriate medication, their health 
cost in the future will likely increase; they will become unable to sustain themselves in their own home; they will 
need to go into care or to access hospital care more often; and that will increase the cost, of course, for the whole 
community. I am sure that Hon Sue Ellery, who has researched this issue—it was very informative for me to 
listen to the various documents that she referred to in her contribution to this debate—is aware that not taking 
full medication is a quite established and understood practice that occurs among people who are under pressure. 

The object therefore for all of us, which should be our responsibility as a house of Parliament and, as I said, that 
of the ministers of the Crown in this place with us, is to frame the opportunities in life for Western Australians so 
that when they retire they can do so with confidence that their income, which by then is usually fixed, is able to 
meet their basic needs and give them some opportunity for modest but real activity to enjoy their retirement and 
to actually find retirement a liberating experience. But of course if someone is in a situation in which the income 
they have planned or have for their retirement is diminished in its spending power by the types of increases in 
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energy costs that all Western Australians experience, retirement, rather than being a liberating experience, 
becomes a confining experience. This is unfair, unsatisfactory, bad for the people concerned and bad for our 
whole community. 

The cost of housing is ever increasing, and the requirement for people to seek public housing is becoming a 
necessity for an ever-increasing proportion of people in our community, not least because of the expensive 
private rental that is becoming ever more expensive. For all of these factors, adding a burden on retired Western 
Australians and diminishing their opportunity to enjoy the freedom they have every right to anticipate as part of 
their retirement is a tragedy. It is very important that we take whichever initiatives we can, and in that sense the 
Leader of the Opposition’s initiative of putting this motion on notice back in May last year and moving it today 
is one to be commended. 

I would like members to try to share the image that sits in my mind of many people in difficult circumstances 
when they are retired. If their rent is increasing as they get older and as their health may well be deteriorating, 
especially if they are neglecting their medicines, their capacity to respond to those increases by going to work is 
disappearing. The rent increases, the electricity bill increases and the small joys they had at an earlier time that 
may have involved some expense and activity are becoming unaffordable. The person is getting older and has a 
sense of moving closer towards their final days. It is a very depressing conception and one that we need to try to 
place our own minds in so that we understand it when we make the types of decisions that we make. I find the 
idea of making callous, throwaway references about people in difficult circumstances from leaders in the state 
very discouraging. I say again that I am very pleased that my party leader is of the calibre and sensitivity of Hon 
Sue Ellery. We can visualise a person whose income is limited at a time when bank interest rates are 
diminishing. It is obviously good news for many Western Australians in business and for those paying off a 
mortgage, but it can often be bad news for retired Western Australians. It is a demoralising thought for those 
people who depend on the pension, whose income is struggling to meet various costs—for the cost of housing to 
be ever increasing in proportion—and who have had taken away from them the capacity to have the odd 
pleasure, the odd joy or the odd activity that might have entailed a small cost; for those people whose health is 
deteriorating and whose capacity to pay for the pharmaceuticals to help them sustain and hopefully improve their 
health is diminishing; and for those people who, sadly, were in a long-term marriage or life partnership and lost a 
partner and, through reduced disposable income, have lost their opportunity to get out and enjoy activities with 
others and, therefore, are experiencing the deterioration of their wider social structure. We have this duty to 
make sure that we do all we can to assist in those circumstances and not be in a situation in which the Western 
Australian government, in a misplaced sense of priority, chooses to spend money on trivial and unnecessary 
matters. I must say that the Perth foreshore keeps coming to my mind as the most ridiculous of expenditures, 
given that so much can be done to help retired Western Australians in their important need.  

My very learned colleague, a person of enormous sensitivity, Hon Linda Savage pointed out to me in private 
conversation—it is something that I was aware of but my colleague reminded me—how difficult the 
circumstances can be for senior women in Western Australia. It is difficult enough for men, but my colleague 
Hon Linda Savage reminded me that women often have their span in the workforce interrupted by the bearing 
and raising of children and have correspondingly diminished superannuation; and, after a lifetime of work, if 
they have been fortunate enough to accrue superannuation at all, are likely to live longer and are more likely to 
outlive their life partner. Therefore, we have this scenario of increasing age, possible deteriorating health, a loss 
of opportunity to socialise and be involved in activities that may entail a small amount of cost, and the cost of 
petroleum is also a fact of life for every person in Australia, probably throughout most of the world. People need 
petrol to get around in their cars and many of the activities that they find add to the richness of their life are 
becoming more difficult to access because of the cost of fuel. There is so much that can give a retired person a 
sense of being hemmed in, having their options removed and coming under pressure, that we need to take a great 
deal of care to make sure that the cost of accommodation is not an extra pressure. We need to do what we can to 
diminish that pressure.  

If I was writing the state budget, I would take a significant amount of money and put it into extra investment in 
public housing. I have never had the responsibility of being a minister of the Crown, particularly Treasurer or 
finance minister, so I can say that to some extent in the comfort of not needing to make those decisions about 
where to take the money from, but I think we need to spend more on public housing. Again, something that is so 
obvious that we do not have to think about it is that the money being spent on what I think is vandalising the 
perfectly good Perth waterfront as it is now would be much better spent on public housing. 

Anticipating future costs is not easy. I have met a number of constituents, pensioner couples, who may have 
owned their own home and who, as they approach or enter the retirement phase of their life when the opportunity 
to earn significantly more money essentially disappears or becomes very small, are in the situation in which they 
suddenly find that they need to apply for Homeswest accommodation. I remember a particular couple—I will not 
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mention them by name—who visited me in my electorate office and said, “We need a pensioner house.” The 
gentleman understood that we have Homeswest accommodation, which he described as pensioner houses, to 
give people a backup if their financial situation deteriorated and they found themselves in need of such 
accommodation. This couple—as I am sure many others do—went through life with the comforting assumption 
that Homeswest was there to provide them with a pensioner house in the event that they found themselves in 
difficult circumstances that they did not anticipate. Members should have seen the look on the faces of that man 
and lady in my office when I explained to them the waiting list periods for Homeswest at the time. They had 
believed, as much as they never expected to need Homeswest accommodation, and taken comfort from their 
expectation, that pensioner houses were there should their circumstances deteriorate to the point at which they 
needed to accommodate themselves with assistance from Homeswest.  

So many people out there do not understand that there is an urgent need to spend more in Homeswest on the 
development of new stock to shorten those waiting lists, because when they find themselves in the situation in 
which suddenly their circumstances have changed and they need to access Homeswest and are given the length 
of the waiting period, it is a matter of shock. As the Leader of the Opposition pointed out earlier, we are now at 
the point that the emergency list for Homeswest accommodation is such that people would not want to be in 
circumstances of real emergency. There is even an extraordinary waiting time for the emergency list. I remember 
again having a constituent in crisis in my electorate office and I was talking to a very helpful officer from 
Homeswest. I invariably find the staff and officers at Homeswest to be extremely helpful, and they must also be 
frustrated by the limited resources they have to work with in their quest to assist people. When I was first told 
the extraordinary length of time people wait on the emergency list, I had to ask the question: is there an 
emergency emergency list? The answer was no. 

We have a responsibility to ensure that retirement is an experience of liberation for more Western Australians in 
which the freedom from their working responsibilities is matched by an income that can be reasonably said to 
correspond with their expenses. As people get older, their opportunity to work becomes an ever more remote 
possibility. They need to be able to anticipate long term what their costs will be. The experience of many 
Western Australians in recent years has been one of increasing costs, totally out of proportion with whatever 
they may have expected at the time that they retired. Parallel with food, water and clothing is the need for 
accommodation. We have a duty and a responsibility to make sure that the resources of the state are applied 
where the need is greatest, and it is very clear that we should apply resources in the realm of public housing to 
meet one need. The equation of matching need to resources is one that many senior Western Australians take 
very, very seriously. 

I know that there are still Western Australians with us who experienced the Great Depression, the series of 
unfortunate events that followed the New York stock market crash of 1929. For 10 years I had the privilege of 
working for Hon Kim Christian Beazley—Kim Beazley Jr—who was a very effective defence minister, finance 
minister, communications and transport minister, and also education and employment minister in the time of the 
Hawke and Keating commonwealth governments. I remember listening to various speeches of Hon Kim 
Beazley, and one that stayed with me—he was reflecting on the generation of his parents and mine—was of 
people who lived through the Depression understanding the importance of turning out a light when they leave a 
room. I have tried to instil that understanding in the two young men with whom I share my life, my two sons. It 
is a struggle, but I do persist in reminding them of the importance of this.  

When we are talking about seniors, particularly seniors who would be over the age of 80 or a little older again, 
who have lived through the Depression, those people have lived through hard times before. The cruellest 
possible outcome would be to see them have a similar time of constraint in their final years by virtue of 
increased costs and their inability to match those increased costs with their income. They are people of 
extraordinary pride. It is not pride in a negative way. I think of pride most often as a negative instinct. Pride can 
be a positive instinct when it is pride based on self-respect and a determination to carry their own weight and not 
to be a burden. Many Western Australians who are in their 80s and older carry an enormous sense of pride. 
Probably the experience of the privations of World War II following on from the Depression would have added 
to that sense of the need to be responsible. These are people who would have contributed so much to our society 
that they have more than earned their age pension many times over. For them to be in a situation in which they 
cannot cover their bills is a cruelty that any government that contributes to pressure that leads to that cruelty 
should be ashamed. 

Again, Hon Sue Ellery mentioned before that many people who are under the most horrendous financial pressure 
would be the least willing to put up their hand and ask for assistance. I think that experience of going through the 
Depression, the frugality that Hon Kim Beazley talked about for people who turn off the lights at every 
opportunity, means those people would have the utmost reluctance to seek assistance. It is very important that we 
do not wait for them to ask for assistance and that, as representatives of the people of Western Australia here in 
the Legislative Council, the most experienced chamber in the Western Australian Parliament, we take the 
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initiative and remind the ministers who sit here and also their colleagues in the cabinet room from the other 
chamber of the importance of not putting pressure on people who deserve better to make them cry out for help, 
but for us to take the initiative and to increase the proportion of our revenue assigned to public housing and in 
that way address this need that the Leader of the Opposition’s motion most clearly and articulately demonstrates 
for all of us. 
The other interesting issue is the question of energy efficient housing design. I am reminded of my late friend 
and colleague who I had the good fortune of sharing my electorate office with for many years, Dr John Crouch, 
who was the most articulate of spokespeople for the importance of energy-efficient housing design and how that 
was very much a heart-and-soul Labor issue, because the cost of energy was a matter of fundamental need and 
therefore the money required to meet that cost was a very important social policy aspect. Obviously, the extra 
dollars required to meet an ever-increasing energy bill are ones that a person on a limited income does not have 
for their other needs. The honourable Dr John Crouch—I say “honourable”, not referring to any particular title, 
but as an adjective well deserved by that gentleman—was forever reminding me of the importance of energy 
efficiency. I hope that the Barnett government and its ministers of the Crown here present will act to improve the 
resources applied to Homeswest. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to standing orders. 

[Continued on page 8516.] 
Sitting suspended from 4.15 to 4.30 pm 
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