
22 February 2019 

Dr Antonio Buti, Chairman 
Public Accounts Committee 
Legislative Assembly of Western Australia 
Parliament House, 4 Harvest Tce, West Perth WA 6005 

By email: lapac@parliament.wa.gov.au 

Dear Dr Buti, 

Inquiry into public sector contract management practices 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Committee’s inquiry into public sector 
contract management practices. 

Our submission relates to the public housing maintence contracts entered into by the Western 
Australia Department of Communities – Housing (referred to as “DOC” throughout). 

There are strong indications that current arrangements are resulting in excessive maintenance charges 
assessed against social housing tenants, and are not achieving value for money for the DOC. Further, 
the narrow criteria for selection of head contractors are undermining local and regional economic 
development in the Kimberley. 

We are concerned that current contract management arrangements are unintentionally entrenching 
poverty and inhibiting human and community development in the Kimberley. 

Recommendations 
We suggest that the WA Government: 

1. Allow businesses to tender for maintenance contracts directly at the level of individual remote
communities, rather than contracting only at the level of entire regions.

2. Require maintenance jobs to be located in the communities they service in remote Western
Australia.

3. Establish a regular process of audit and oversight of housing maintenance contracts by an
independent authority such as the Auditor General.

4. Improve the transparency of charging public housing tenants for maintenance work, and
establish an internal “tenant’s advocate” within DOC to review and assess the reasonableness
of maintenance charges before they are passed on to the tenant.
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A new approach, built into contract management across the procurement cycle, should substantially 
increase emphasis on principles of responsibility, accountability, transparency, fairness and respect in 
dealings with social housing tenants in relation to maintence and maintence charges.  

 
Please feel free to contact us in relation to any of the matters raised.  
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

Chuck Berger, KCLS Manager  
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1. About Kimberley Community Legal Services Inc. (‘KCLS’) 

 
KCLS is a non-profit legal service in the Kimberley providing free legal advice, representation, 
education and advocacy on behalf of our clients. More than 90% of our clients are living in poverty, 
and around 86% are Aboriginal. We provide a holistic, client-centred, culturally appropriate service, 
which includes regular outreach to all six towns and more than a dozen remote Aboriginal 
communities across the region.  
 
Most of KCLS’ funding currently stems from six service agreements with Commonwealth and 
Western Australia state agencies, however we also have a growing base of private donors. In 
addition to our legal service, we deliver intensive support services, including tenancy support, 
family violence support, and financial counselling.  
 
KCLS has 13 staff working from our two offices in Kununurra and Broome. Tenancy matters, such as 
those addressed in this submission, represent from 25% to 35% of our legal work. The case studies 
and views put forward in this submission derive directly from our on-ground experience with our 
clients in public tenancy situations.  
 
KCLS would like to acknowledge the substantial contribution of Brandon Smith to this submission. 
This submission is a product of a collaboration between KCLS and the ANU Law School and ANU 
School of Legal Practice, facilitated by Judy Harrison, a pro bono lawyer with KCLS and the KCLS-
ANU Project Coordinator. This partnership has generated over 60 research papers, submissions and 
other projects since launched in August, 2017.  

 
2. Overview of social housing in Western Australia  

 
Social housing in Australia seeks to provide affordable residential tenancies for vulnerable 
Australians, including people who are unemployed, pensioners, low-income earners and others who 
meet the eligibility criteria. Social housing includes three types of residential tenancy agreements 
under DOC’s portfolio and managed by the Housing Authority:  

• public housing;  
• community housing; and  
• remote Aboriginal housing.  

 
Public housing is directly managed by the Housing Authority. Community housing is managed by 
Community Housing Organisations (CHOs), non-for-profit agencies located across different regions 
in WA.1 CHOs are registered with and monitored by the Housing Authority.2 Remote Aboriginal 
housing is managed directly by the Housing Authority in some locations, while in others it is 
managed by Regional Service Providers under a management agreement with the Housing 

                                                        
1 Government of Western Australia, Department of Communities – Housing, ‘Community Housing’, 6 
June 2017 
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/housingoptions/rentaloptions/communityhousing/Pages/default.aspx>. 
2 Ibid.  
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Authority.3  
 
While s 12C of the Residential Tenancies Regulations 1989 (WA) states remote Aboriginal housing 
provided under a Housing Management Agreement is not a social housing tenancy agreement 
under s 71A of the Residential Tenancies Act 1987, maintenance work is still performed by head 
maintenance contractors4 and tenants are still billed by the Department.  
 
At 30 June 2017, there were 33,836 public housing dwellings, 7,847 community housing dwellings 
and 2,649 Indigenous community housing dwellings in WA.5 
 
To be eligible for public housing, a person must be an Australian citizen, earn less than income 
limits,6 not have cash assets in excess of $38,400 for singles, $63,900 for couples or $80,000 for 
seniors and must live in WA.7  
 
However, eligibility far outstrips supply for social housing, with the average wait time in WA being 
105 weeks.8 In the Kimberley, the average wait time is 140 weeks.9 

 
The primary purpose of social housing is to provide access to affordable housing for those who 
could not otherwise afford renting in the private market, or those wishing to remain in remote 
communities, particularly Aboriginal Australians. By providing the security of a permanent home, it 
seeks to address the prevalence of homelessness, both those sleeping rough and less severe forms 
of homelessness.10  
 
This was recognised in the 2017 National Affordable Housing Agreement, in which state and 
territory governments and the federal government committed to ensure ‘people who are homeless 

                                                        
3 Government of Western Australia, Department of Communities – Housing, ‘Remote Aboriginal 
Housing’, 11 December 2017,  
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/currenttenants/aboriginalhousing/Pages/default.aspx>. 
4 Government of Western Australia, Department of Communities – Housing, Aboriginal Housing 
Services Policy Manual, July 2018, 2.  
5 Australian Government, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, ‘Housing assistance in Australia 
2018’, 28 June 2018 <https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/hou/296/housing-assistance-in-australia-
2018/contents/social-housing-dwellings>.  
6 Government of Western Australia, Housing Authority, ‘Income Limits’ 
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/HousingDocuments/Public_Housing_Income_Limits.pdf> 
7 Government of Western Australia, Department of Communities – Housing, ‘Eligibility Criteria’, 
31/05/2016, 
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/housingoptions/rentaloptions/publichousing/eligibility/Pages/default.a
spx>. 
8 Government of Western Australia, Housing Authority, ‘The Waitlist’, Rethink Social Housing, 1 
March 2018 <http://www.rethinksocialhousing.com/The-Waitlist>. 
9 Ibid.  
10 See, for example, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, ‘Housing Assistance in Australia 2017’ 
(Report, 13 July 2017); Productivity Commission, ‘Social Housing in Australia’ in Introducing 
Competition and Informed User Choice into Human Services: Reforms to Human Services 
(Productivity Commission Inquiry Report No. 85, October 2017); Matthew Thomas, ‘Social housing 
and homelessness’, Budget Review 2017-18 Index, May 2017, 
<https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/r
p/BudgetReview201718/Social_housing_and_homelessness>. 
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or at risk of homelessness achieve sustainable housing and social housing’.11  
 
On Census night 2016, approximately 9,000 people in WA were experiencing homelessness, 
measured across five categories — sleeping rough, supported accommodation, staying with others, 
temporary lodgings and overcrowded dwellings.12 The ‘highest counts of homelessness were found 
in north WA (the Kimberley and the Pilbara) and the south-east corridor of Perth’.13  
 
Due to high rental costs, social housing also seeks to reduce poverty for those who have low 
incomes. By providing affordable housing, rental stress is reduced and enables people to afford 
basic necessities.14 According to the Productivity Commission, reducing rental stress and providing 
security of tenure also aids ‘economic participation’, engagement with communities and supports 
health and wellbeing.15  
 
Anglicare WA’s 2018 Rental Affordability Snapshot highlighted that less than 1% of rental 
properties in the private market in Northwest WA are affordable (less than 30% of household 
income) for couples with two children living off Newstart or single parenting payments; or singles 
on age pension, disability pension, youth allowance or Newstart.16 Only 2% of houses were 
affordable for singles earning the minimum wage.17  
 
Given the primary driver of social housing is to prevent homelessness and provide affordable 
housing, liabilities for damage or maintenance to property is likely to cause financial hardship for 
tenants. Many tenants who accrue liability for maintenance are unable to afford repairs, particularly 
given the demographics of WA social housing — 29% are on the aged pension, 29% are on disability 
or medical support pensions and 19% are on parental or caring pensions.18  
 
Further, tenants who accrue liability on vacating properties cannot obtain new social housing 
premises until liability debts have been settled.19 Therefore, ensuring tenants are not overcharged 
for maintenance services is critical.  
 
This is particularly so for properties in regional areas such as the Kimberley, Goldfields and Pilbara, 
which are susceptible to damage due to the age and quality of public housing stock and the climate.  

 

                                                        
11 Council of Australian Governments, ‘National Affordable Housing Agreement 2017, 
<http://www.federalfinancialrelations.gov.au/content/npa/national_agreements/national-housing-
agreement.pdf>.  
12 Kaleveld, Lisette, Ami Seivwright, Emily Box, Zoe Callis and Paul Flatau, ‘Homeless in WA: A 
review of the research and statistical evidence’ (Report prepared for the Department of Communities, 
Centre for Social Impact, University of WA, 2018)  
12. 
13 Ibid 17. 
14 Productivity Commission, above n 10, 175. 
15 Ibid.  
16 Anglicare WA, Rental Affordability Snapshot 2018 (Report, 2018), 4. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Housing Authority, above n 8.  
19 Government of Western Australia, Housing Authority, ‘Eligibility Criteria’, 31 May 2016 
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/housingoptions/rentaloptions/publichousing/eligibility/Pages/default.a
spx> 
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3. Public housing maintenance arrangements  
 

In 2010, WA adopted a Head Contractor model for maintenance services of social housing.20 Under 
this model, successful tenderers receive contracts to provide all maintenance within a given 
geographical area. These maintenance providers are then able to subcontract work to further 
maintenance providers, however, this is solely the Head Contractor’s responsibility, and is at their 
discretion. 
 
The current model was adopted following a review of maintenance practices conducted by DoCH in 
2007/2008. This review called for an improved maintenance model to reduce the administrative 
costs associated with a large number of separate maintenance contracts.21 This model replaces the 
previous direct contracting model, where DoCH regional branches would issue job orders directly 
to local contractors to perform maintenance.22 In 2007/2008, an internal audit found DoCH had 
approximately 700 separate maintenance contracts state-wide.23   
 
This move to a Head Contractor model has also occurred in other states and territories. In Victoria, 
Northern Territory, Queensland, New South Wales and Tasmania, Head Contractors are awarded 
maintenance contracts for a given geographical region.24 In September 2013, South Australia moved 
to 14 multi-trade contractors for public housing maintenance, reducing from approximately 350 
contractors (which has now been further reduced to 5 multi-trade contractors).25 ACT has a single 
contractor, currently Programmed Facility Management, who provides all maintenance on public 
housing.26  
 
One implication of the shift to the Head Contractor model is that small and medium-sized building 
companies were practically prevented from bidding directly for the head contracts, because a 
bidder had to propose to cover at least an entire administrative region. For businesses without that 
scale, including nearly all building contractors in remote communities, their ongoing viability 
depended on the Head Contractor’s interest in subcontracting work to them, rather than on public 
and transparent tender processes with the DOC.   
 

                                                        
20 Government of Western Australia, Department of Communities — Housing, ‘Head Maintenance 
Contract’, last updated 2 February 2016 
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/contractors/supplyingtohousing/headmaintenancecontract/Pages/defau
lt.aspx>. 
21 Government of WA, Department of Communities - Housing, Internal audit report: Head Contractor 
Maintenance Model (Report by KPMG, March 2012) 14. 
22 Ibid.  
23 Ibid.  
24 Northern Territory Government, Department of Housing and Community Development, ‘New 
Maintenance Model’, 31 October 2017 <https://dhcd.nt.gov.au/news/new-maintenance-model-contract-
released>; Will Hodgman, ‘Tenders called for Housing Maintenance Contracts’, Tasmanian 
Government, 11 November 2017, 
<http://www.premier.tas.gov.au/releases/tenders_called_for_housing_tasmania_maintenance_contracts
>. 
25 South Australian Housing Trust, ‘Triennal Review 2013-14 to 2016-17’, (Report, June 2018) 23. 
26 Daniel Burdon, ‘New firm to maintain ACT public housing stock, after audit’ The Canberra Times, 
27 July 2018 <https://www.canberratimes.com.au/national/act/new-firm-to-maintain-act-public-
housing-stock-after-audit-20180727-p4zu2c.html>. 

CMP Submission 13



 

6 
 

As of 1 November 2014, there are four Head Contractors for WA: Lake Maintenance WA 
(Goldfields, Wheatbelt, East Kimberley, West Kimberley), Pindan Contracting (Mid-West, Pilbara), 
Programmed Facility Management (South Metro, South West, Great Southern) and Spotless Facility 
Services (North Metro, South East Metro).27  
 
Lakes Maintenance, Programmed Facility Management and Spotless all employ subcontractors to 
perform maintenance work, while Pindan Contracting employs a mix of in-house and 
subcontractors.28 In 2018, these Head Contractors performed approximately 250,000 work 
orders.29   

 
4. Inflated maintenance charges assessed against tenants 

 
It is a standard term of all residential tenancy agreements in WA that tenants ‘shall keep the 
premises in a reasonable state of cleanliness’30 and ‘shall not intentionally or negligently cause or 
permit damage to the premises’.31 As such, where social housing tenants intentionally or 
negligently cause damage to social housing properties, they will be liable for maintenance costs.  
 
The charging of maintenance costs to social housing tenants is governed by the Maintenance Policy 
Manual (MPM).32 Under Policy Statement 4.1, tenants accrue tenant liability during occupation or 
on vacation for ‘all internal and external maintenance and repairs to a property caused 
intentionally or through neglect or recklessness (whether by misuse or otherwise)’ and ‘heavy 
cleaning and rubbish removal on vacation’.  
 
KCLS experience in acting for social housing tenants in the Kimberely and input indicates widespread 
concerns that tenants are being overcharged for tenant responsible maintenance under the current 
Head Contractor model, as illustrated in the following case studies: 

 

1. Tenant A received a notice from DOC for $9400 in tenant liability charges after vacating their 
social housing property in Broome in 2017.33 In the breakdown of charges obtained by KCLS, 
the client was charged $1550 to slash approximately 750 square metres of overgrown grass at 
the property. After negotiations with the Housing Authority, $1,260 was waived for ‘excessive 
charges for slashing and mowing the lawn’. Quotes obtained from private companies who 
provide lawn mowing services in  Broome, were all within the range of $200-300 to complete 
the same service.34 

 
                                                        
27 Ibid.   
28 Shelter WA, ‘Head Maintenance Contracts on Remote Communities’ (Background Paper, January 
2019) 4. 
29 Ibid.  
30 Residential Tenancies Act 1987 (WA), s 38(1)(a).  
31 Ibid s 38(1)(c).  
32 Government of WA, Housing Authority, Maintenance Policy Manual, May 2018.  
33 Brandon Smith, ‘KCLS File Note of Interviews for LAWS4230 Law Internship Paper’, 28 January 
2019, 1.  
34 This information was obtained through phone interviews conducted with private companies 
providing gardening services in Broome, Australia in January 2019. KCLS asked for cost estimates to 
slash and mow a lawn of approximately 750m2. 
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2. Tenant B called DOC to request assistance from the maintenance department after locking her 
keys inside the house. During the phone call, the tenant was not provided with a quote for the 
maintenance work, but was informed it would be a tenant liability charge. The maintenance 
work took under 15 minutes, and Tenant B lives within 5 km of a major town. DOC charged 
$339.87 for a locksmith to attend the property. Quotes provided by other local locksmiths for 
the same service were $80.00, $95.00 and $110.00.  

 

3. Tenant C was charged approximately $1,000 for replacement and installation of an oven. An 
online search for the oven’s retail price indicated it was worth $400. Even allowing for 
transport costs of $100 and an hourly contractor rate of $200, Tenant C still appears to have 
been overcharged by at least $300, or around 40%, for the oven. 

 

 
There are a number of potential causes why social housing tenants are being overcharged. However, 
at the outset it should be noted that it is often difficult for tenants to ascertain exactly what they are 
being charged for and why. KCLS has assisted clients in many cases where no breakdown of charges 
is provided – for instance, into labor, parts, travel, etc. – and no benchmark against the schedule of 
rate is given. In these circumstances it is often difficult to judge the fairness or otherwise of a 
particular change, especially for clients who by definition are living in poverty or with other significant 
disadvantages.  

 
5. Causes for excessive maintenance charges 

 
5.1 Potentially flawed head agreements and/or negotiated Schedule of Rates.  
A deficiency in achieving value for money during the procurement of HCMM could lead to inflated 
maintenance prices. Procurement of public goods and services in Australia is heavily regulated with 
the aim of ensuring cost effective and high quality products for governments. Procurement of the 
Head Contractor model in 2014 by the Housing Authority was governed by six Housing Procurement 
Principles (HPP).35  

 
The primary principle is to ensure DoCH obtains maintenance services at a fair market value is Value 
for Money (VfM). VfM seeks to achieve the best compromise between price and non-cost factors 
such as ‘alignment to Housing’s strategic intent’, ‘fitness for purpose’, ‘supplier capability’ and 
‘managing risk exposure’.36 Tender documents from the procurement of the Head Contractor model 
were not located. However, generally the Housing Authority would have been seeking to balance the 
timeliness and quality of maintenance services offered by tenderers with the cost involved.  

 
The schedule of rates (SoR) for per unit maintenance would provide the most valuable information 
for determining whether the procurement process achieved VfM, as figures could be checked against 
anecdotal and statistical information from the private sector. However, the Housing Authority has 
not made the SoR publicly available. This makes it difficult to determine per unit costs of 

                                                        
35 Government of WA, Housing Authority, Housing Authority Procurement Principles, April 2017.  
36 Ibid. 
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maintenance. Work orders provided to tenants only state the maintenance work performed and 
total cost.  

 
KCLS experience and input from tenancy advocates and former contractors, suggests the SoR, and/ 
or outcomes how it is applied, is incommensurate with the private sector.37  

 
Compared to the previous direct contracting model, Head Contractors are taking a ‘piece of the pie’ 
as stated by one former contractor, meaning that the overall rates charged for maintenance are 
likely be increased.38  
 

5.2 Incorrect charges 
A second potential cause of inflated prices across WA is the incorrect charging of public housing 
tenants for maintenance work. To ensure Head Contractors are correctly charging for maintenance 
performed, the Housing Authority imposes a number of internal controls on work order 
submissions, and the performance of maintenance work. As its primary mechanism of control, the 
Housing Authority reviews all work orders to ensure the ‘correct SoR’ is applied, ‘correct budget 
codes have been applied’, and required documentation is provided by Head Contractors.39 Further, 
departmental officers inspect all vacated properties where tenants are charged for repairs, as well 
as any repairs above $500 in metropolitan regions and above $1,000 in regional locations.40  
 
Housing Authority also conducts random audits of work orders submitted for compliance with 
contractual obligations. After recommendations made by the WA Public Accounts Committee, the 
Housing Authority now publishes the number and percentage of audits conducted, and also any non-
compliant work orders.41  
 
In 2018-19, Housing Authority audited 5% of work orders above $500, and 6% of work orders under 
$500.42 These audits found 20% of work orders above $500 and 17% of work orders under $500 
were non-compliant.43 This included 1411 orders where the Head Contractor incorrectly charged 
the SoR to DoCH, and a further 1,181 included work already claimed in another work order.44 
Additionally, 339 work orders where the SoR unit did not relate to the original task, and 579 
maintenance works where the incorrect measurement or quantity was claimed.45 The Housing 
Authority recouped $1,142,784 in incorrect charges due to this audit. 
 
If 20% of all work orders submitted by Head Contractors are potentially “noncompliant”, it follows 
that potentially hundreds of public housing tenants have been overcharged due to flawed work 
orders being passed on to them. 

                                                        
37 KCLS File Note, above n 33, 2.  
38 KCLS File Note, above n 33, 3. 
39 Government of WA, Housing Authority, 2017-18 Annual Report, 2018, 99. 
40 Government of WA, Housing Authority, 2017-18 Annual Report, 2018, 99-100.  
41 39th Parliament of Western Australia, Public Accounts Committee, ‘Review of Auditor General 
Reports No3: Selected Reports 2012 and 2013’ (Report No.8, 23 October 2014) Ch 3.  
42 Government of WA, Housing Authority, 2017-18 Annual Report, 2018. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid 101. 
45 Ibid.  
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KCLS experience and input from other tenant advocates suggest that Housing Authority officers 
have in the past charged tenants for all maintenance, without sufficient regard to the actual cause 
of damage – which may be poor construction, environmental factors, third-party damage or other 
issues not attributable to the tenant.46 As stated by one tenant advocate, DOC in some cases 
‘charges for the full cost of maintenance and then lets the appeals process, if engaged, to rectify 
incorrect charges’.47 This is particularly the case with vacated liability — the Housing Authority send 
out contractors to perform all maintenance and cleaning and then charge the vacating tenant.48 It 
is not unless charges are disputed that DoCH considers the extent of tenant liability.49 
 
This is very concerning, as tenants are not provided with an itemised list of maintenance work 
undertaken when charged with tenant liability in the first instance.50 The burden is placed on the 
tenant or their advocate to obtain an itemised breakdown of such charges, and to seek to obtain 
underlying invoices.51 According to one tenancy advocate, ‘my experience is that all items for vacated 
tenant liability need to be appealed (with the exception of rubbish removal and cleaning)’.52  

 

5.3 Incorrect assessment of wear and tear 
 

Another potential cause of social housing tenants being overcharged for maintenance is the 
incorrect application of fair wear and tear for maintenance repairs.  
 
Tenants are protected from maintenance charges when the maintenance relates to fixtures, 
appliances etc. which have suffered from fair wear and tear. Fair wear and tear is defined as ‘the 
gradual and expected deterioration to fixtures and fittings caused  by normal usage over time’.53 
The correct application of fair wear and tear will reduce maintenance costs for tenants, particularly 
where they are responsible for damage. Accordingly, damage caused by the ordinary use of fixtures 
or fittings, should not be charged to the tenant.54  
 
While we are not aware of any systematic study into wear and tear in the W.A. context, in 2017 the 
Victorian Ombudsman conducted an ‘investigation into the management of maintenance claims 
against public housing tenants’.55 A finding of the report was that fair wear and tear was often 
totally overlooked by Departmental staff and therefore tenants were charged the full cost of 
repairs.56 Where fair wear and tear was considered, Department of Housing staff were ‘uncertain 
about how to calculate and apply depreciation costs’.57 For example, one tenant was charged 

                                                        
46 KCLS File Note, above n 33, 10–11. 
47 Ibid.  
48 Ibid 11.  
49 Ibid. 
50 KCLS File Note, above n 33, 10. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid 7.  
53 Government of WA, Housing Authority, Maintenance Policy Manual, May 2018, r 4.1.4;  
54 Residential Tenancies Regulations 1989 (WA), sch 1, form 4.  
55 Victorian Ombudsman, Investigation into the management of maintenance claims against public 
housing tenants (Report, October 2017). 
56 Ibid 44. 
57 Ibid.  
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$7,148.65 to replace carpet and paint walls due to damage caused by her young children.58 A 
review of the department file found fair wear and tear had not been applied. The matter went 
before Victorian Civil and Administrative Appeals Tribunal, which ordered the tenant pay no liability 
charges for either the carpet or painting.59  
 
There are no publicly available policies or guidelines in regard to how fair wear and tear is applied in 
WA. While it is defined in the MPM, this manual does not provide calculation methods. As outlined 
in the case above, if similar issues exist in WA to those in Victoria, this could be a contributing cause 
of overcharging of tenants in WA.  

 

5.4 Zone Rate Percentages 
 

Zone rate percentages (ZRP) are a charge imposed for maintenance by sub-contractors in addition 
to the per unit maintenance cost of items on the SoR. ZRP is is in effect a ‘loading’ available to 
subcontractors on the baseline unit prices for maintenance for a given geographical area.60 ZRP 
fluctuates significantly between urban and remote communities. A 2012 internal audit of the 
HCMM compared the relative ZRP costs for maintenance from 2009 and 2011, before and after the 
adoption of HCMM.61 Apart from metropolitan areas and larger cities such as Geraldton and 
Albany, the new model has significantly increased ZRP costs in all other locations, particularly in the 
Kimberley and Pilbara.62   
 
In 2017, the term ‘zone’ was removed from the MPM — Housing Authority officers stated ZRP is 
considered as an internal cost procedure and therefore information regarding its calculation is not 
made publicly available.63  
 
Despite statements from the Housing Authority officers that zone adjustments are not charged to 
tenants,64 we have experienced examples to the contrary. For example, a KCLS client was charged 
approximately $1670 to reglaze a glass door due to tenant responsible damage. On obtaining the 
invoice for the maintenance work, the actual per unit cost under the SoR was approximately $830 — 
the remaining cost was charged as a zone rate adjustment.65 This suggests that DOC is not applying 
a policy of cost equality for tenants across the state, but rather that tenants are bearing differing 
costs according to their geographic location.  

 

5.5 Travel costs and timeliness of repairs 
 

There are concerns that Head Contractors significantly overcharge for costs as travel to social housing 
sites in remote communities. According to one tenancy advocate, ‘the maintenance and travel 

                                                        
58 Ibid. 
59 Victorian Ombudsman, above n 55, 44.  
60 Ibid 15.   
61 Government of WA, Department of Communities - Housing, Internal audit report: Head Contractor 
Maintenance Model (Report by KPMG, March 2012) 31. 
62 Ibid.  
63 KCLS File Note, above n 33, 14. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid 15. 
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component for regional areas is extravagantly expensive, and is charged to tenants who are already 
below the poverty line’.66 We are aware of a case in another region of W.A. in which a tenant was 
charged over $500 dollars to repair a water leak, including over $350 in travel costs, despite the 
tenant living within 20km of a regional city. Additionally, DOC was charged approximately $3,400 in 
‘variable travel costs’ by the contractor.67 

 
In another example, a subcontractor travelled to a regional community near Geraldton to perform 
maintenance on a number of social housing properties on the same day. However, each individual 
tenant responsible for maintenance was charged the full cost of travel  by the maintenance 
provider, despite only one trip being made to the community.  
 
According to an industry source KCLS has spoken with, Head Contractors have charged $150 in 
travel costs to assess maintenance repairs of properties within 5km of Fitzroy Crossing,68 while 
under the former direct contracting model, contractors were located in Fitzroy Crossing, and 
therefore no travel costs were incurred.69 
 
Additionally, two former contractors in the Kimberley have suggested to us that travel costs are 
further inflated by sub-contractors attending housing in remote communities and leaving ‘calling 
cards’ (which state that the sub-contractor attended the property but the tenant was not home). It 
was also found that even when tenants are at home, the ‘calling card’ is often left without 
knocking.70 Leaving a ‘calling card’ logs the job as complete, meaning that sub-contractors can 
charge travel costs without performing any work.71  
 
A related issue is the timeliness of maintenance repairs in remote communities, which often results 
increased damage to properties and for tenant responsible damage, increased liability. The priority 
of maintenance is separated into four categories from emergency repairs (P1), such as no electricity, 
to routine repairs (P4), such as repairing doors.72 Former Kimberley contractors have stated remote 
Aboriginal communities have requested maintenance for broken glass windows, holes in the floor 
and broken decking which has been left unrepaired for months after logging the job.73 This is because 
the jobs are logged as P4 rather than more urgent repairs, which in remote communities can take 
months to be completed.74 One tenancy advocate remarked 
‘It seems that is the policy … not to conduct maintenance until there is a sufficient amount to be 
done at the property or surrounding properties at the one time.’75  
 

                                                        
66 Ibid 9.   
67 Ibid.  
68 Ibid 4.  
69 Ibid.  
70 Ibid 3. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Government of Western Australia, Housing Authority, ‘Reporting Maintenance’, 11 December 2017, 
<http://www.housing.wa.gov.au/currenttenants/publichousing/housingmaintenance/Pages/default.aspx
>. 
73 KCLS File Note, above n 33, 4. 
74 Ibid.  
75 Ibid 9.  
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When maintenance is not conducted in a timely way, there is a risk that the original issue will become 
exacerbated, increasing the maintenance costs unnecessarily. 

 
Even when jobs are logged as P1 or urgent, KCLS experience was confirmed by tenant advocates 
who reported that jobs are often not completed in the required time in remote communities. For 
example, one public housing tenant in the Kimberley with a leaking tap, was left unrepaired for a 
number of weeks despite being a priority repair with a maximum completion time of 48 hours.76 
This caused significant water damage to the internal walls, which was also charged as tenant 
responsible damage.77 
 

 
6. Consequences of the “head contractor” model on remote economic development and 

wellbeing. 
 

 
With the shift to a head contractor model, it became outside the ability of most small and medium 
enterprises – especially those in remote Aboriginal communities – to tender for state maintenance 
work.  
 
Instead, small enterprises had to hope that the head contractor would find it in their interest to 
engage them as subcontractors. The fate of those small businesses and the jobs and economic 
contribution they made in remote communities was thus entirely in the hands of the business 
models of the head contractors.  
 
In many instances, the head contractors adopted a “drive in – drive out” business model, in which 
maintenance in remote communities was delivered from regional hubs, rather than by people 
living and working in those communities.  
Inevitably, this results in a redistribution of income and wealth within regions away from remote 
communities and into the major towns and, ultimately, urban centres. The loss of jobs, money and 
energy from remote communities has been serious. Aside from the direct economic damage done 
to these places, the loss of workers from remote communities also means a loss of positive role 
models for young people, loss of community skills and capabilities, and a loss of spirit and 
hopefulness. 
 
Unfortunately, none of those consequences appear to fall within the narrow definition of “Value 
for Money” set out in the Housing Authority procurement principles. Even if shifting to a head 
contractor model did generate “value for money” for the DOC, the erosion of economic 
opportunity for remote Aboriginal communities does not appear to have been contemplated in the 
decision to shift to head contractors, nor in any obligation on their part to foster jobs and training 
in remote areas. 

                                                        
76 Ibid 3. 
77 Ibid.  
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7. Conclusion and recommendations 

 
This submission outlines a number of factors contributing to the high likelihood that social housing 
tenants are being overcharged for social housing maintenance in the Kimberely and across WA.  
 
Factors include: the lack of VfM achieved in the SoR for maintenance work;  incorrect charging of 
liability to tenants; and, incorrect application of fair wear and tear. In  remote communities, zone 
rate percentage costs, travel costs and delay of maintenance work appear to be substantially 
increasing maintenance charges for tenant responsible maintenance. All of these problems appear 
to be particularly severe in a number of regions, including the Kimberley.  
 
Lack of information in the public domain regarding the SoR and other charges permitted by the 
Department, disadvantages social housing tenants trying to evaluate maintenance charges passed 
onto them by the Department.  
 
The Department’s approach places the onus on tenants to prove charges are unfair rather than 
require the Department to justify them. 
 
Finally, the shift to a head contractor model has had the overall effect of stripping good jobs and 
money out of remote communities, because the head contractors have found it convenient and 
profitable to use “drive-in, drive-out” maintenance arrangements from major towns, rather than 
supporting in-community subcontractors.  
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We suggest that the W.A. Government: 
1. Allow businesses to tender for maintenance contracts directly at the level of individual remote 

communities, rather than having to bid for entire administrative regions.   
2. Require social housing maintenance jobs to be located in the communities they service in 

remote Western Australia. 
3. Establish a regular process of audit and oversight of housing maintenance contracts by an 

independent authority such as the Auditor General. 
4. Improve the transparency of charging public housing tenants for maintenance work, and 

establish an internal “tenant’s advocate” within DOC to review and assess the reasonableness 
of maintenance charges before they are passed on to the tenant.  
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