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About AHURI
As the only organisation in Australia dedicated exclusively to housing, homelessness, cities and
related urban research, AHURI is a unique venture. Through our national network of university
research partners, we undertake research leading to the advancement of knowledge on key
policy and practice issues.
AHURI research informs the decision-making of all levels of government, non-government
sectors (both private and not-for-profit), peak organisations and the community, and stimulates
debate in the media and the broader Australian community.
Our mission is to inform and impact better housing, homelessness, cities and related urban
outcomes through the delivery and dissemination of relevant and authoritative research. To
achieve this mission we deliver four key programs.

National Housing Research Program
AHURI’s National Housing Research Program (NHRP) invests around $4 million each year in
high quality policy-oriented housing research and associated activities. We broker engagement
between policy makers, key stakeholders and researchers. This allows us to undertake
research that is immediately relevant and actively contributes to national housing policy
development.
Our network of university research partners conducts research on key policy issues utilising a
variety of research activities. This ensures the flexibility to undertake longer-term projects when
fundamental research is needed, while also responding quickly to new strategic policy issues as
they arise.

Australian Cities Research Program
AHURI is actively broadening its scope to consider the role, functioning and policy questions
facing Australian cities. We are enhancing our significant evidence base on housing and
homelessness policy and solutions, and consolidating our role in delivering integrated and
robust evidence to guide policy development. We are investing in and developing partnerships
for an Australian Cities Research Program. AHURI is working with governments and relevant
stakeholders to expand our role in delivering research that imforms urban policy and the
shaping of cities in Australia.

Professional Services
AHURI Professional Services draws on our in-depth understanding of housing, homelessness,
cities and urban policy and the expertise of AHURI’s national network of Research Centres. We
deliver evidence reviews and synthesis, policy engagement and transfer, and are experts in
research management and brokerage.

Conferences, events and engagement
Our conferences, events and communications stimulate professional and public dialogue. We
disseminate research in innovative ways and engage with government, private, not-for-profit
sectors and the community.

National Network of AHURI Research Centres
There are currently eight AHURI Research Centres across Australia:









AHURI Research Centre—Curtin University
AHURI Research Centre—RMIT University
AHURI Research Centre—Swinburne University of Technology
AHURI Research Centre—The University of Adelaide
AHURI Research Centre—The University of South Australia
AHURI Research Centre—The University of New South Wales
AHURI Research Centre—The University of Sydney
AHURI Research Centre—University of Tasmania.
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Submission to Review of the Retirement Villages Act
1986
This submission draws on AHURI research evidence to highlight the issues in agespecific housing and retirement villages in Victoria and Australia in relation to the
questions raised in the Issues Paper circulated as part of Consumer Affairs Victoria’s
Review of the Retirement Villages Act 1986 (‘RV Act’).
It should be noted that the most recent AHURI research on retirement villages (Jones
et al. 2010) is now almost a decade old and there is a need to update this work.
Consequently, this submission draws on other more recent research where it is
relevant.

Summary of key issues
Key findings relating to each of the chapters in the Issues Paper are outlined below.
1 The retirement village sector (part 1)
 The market for communally provided housing aimed at older people (including

those marketed as retirement villages) is growing and diversifying rapidly and the
types of services available are diverse, ranging from lifestyle and recreational
facilities, social support and care.
 Defining housing in relation to age and working career is problematic, as people

over the age of 65 are increasingly extending their working careers or do not want
to be residentially segregated by their age. Since service provision is a key feature
of retirement villages an alternative definition of retirement villages as ‘service
integrated housing’ is suggested for the purposes of regulation and policy .
 New forms of service integrated housing are emerging in Australia and overseas,

but relatively few are affordable. There is a need to upgrade existing affordable
stock and develop more housing which is affordable and aimed at renters.
2 Regulatory and policy framework (part 2)
 The RV Act defines retirement villages in relation to ‘ingoing contributions’ and

consequently focuses on regulating the for-profit segment of the market. However,
some important affordable types of retirement housing covered under the RV Act,
for example, Independent Living units (ILUs) charge residents zero or minimal
ingoing contributions. However, much service integrated housing tenanted by older
people sits outside the RV Act.
 Some forms of affordable service integrated housing in congregate settings that are

marketed to older people are not covered by the RV Act, but are increasingly
charging high costs of entry (e.g. residents of caravan and residential parks who
purchase dwellings on leased sites). Many of the issues facing this cohort of
tenants are similar to those covered under the RV Act, including insecure tenures,
and residents’ lack of rights and control. There is a need to review the types of
housing included under the RV Act to take account of the diversity of retirement
housing options (possibly including rental), especially affordable options.
3 Entering a retirement village (part 3)
 Retirement villages offer a package of benefits including the capacity to downsize,

safe and secure housing, in community settings with care services available. Yet,
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only between 5–8 per cent of older people view retirement villages as an ideal type
of housing and only around half of those entering are happy with their choice.
 Disadvantages of retirement villages include lack of independence and high costs.
 The retirement village industry views regulation under the RV Act as inhibiting

investment in the sector.
 Many older people perceive that the lack of alternative housing options (including in

the local area) constrains their choice.
 Consumers require more advice about the ongoing fees and charges involved at

the decision making stage, as a key principle for contracts is knowing what fees are
linked with what services. Some contracts lack clarity about access to subsidised
services (such as aged care packages).
 Better decision-making can also be facilitated through better disclosure

arrangements and by making more information about financial models available to
intermediaries which provide advice to consumers.
 Most older people understand the concept of home ownership, but many struggle

to fully appreciate the financial models used by retirement villages, which involve
high management and departure fees, but which do not confer ownership. There is
a need to develop and implement resources and provide independent advice that
clearly explains these models and demonstrates the financial benefits and risks to
consumers in a way they can understand.
4 Living in a retirement village (Part 4)
 Good governance involves setting goals and measuring outcomes. Important goals

for retirement villages that are consistently identified by the evidence include the
quality of physical housing, quality of life of residents, continuity of residence and
affordability. There is, within the retirement village sector, room to improve in all
these aspects. There exists an opportunity for the RV Act to regulate and hold
providers accountable in relation to these outcomes.
 Accreditation (preferably mandatory) and training of managers are needed to

develop the sector further.
 Residents committees are beneficial in that they allow residents a say in decision

making. However, they are sometimes opposed by management and can be
stressful for some residents.
 Maintenance charges tend to be reasonable for the services provided but

unanticipated increases in fees and charges and a perceived lack of control over
fee changes are causes for concern among residents.
 Some retirement villages (ILUs) are ageing rapidly and declining in number despite

the valuable role they play in providing affordable housing. There is a need to
ensure they implement good asset management processes to guarantee the
continuation of this sector; this requires access to subsidy.
 There is a need for more care services as residents in retirement villages age.

Those organisations already providing residential care services in the community
sector are better placed than private sector organisations to do this.
5 Leaving a retirement village (Part 5)
 Residents are concerned about exit fees, which makes some feel ‘trapped’ and

restricts their freedom to move if needed.
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 Costs of refurbishment are increased by higher expectations of consumers and the

lack of subsidy for affordable segments of the market like ILUs. To upgrade stock,
providers need to have sources of capital. This can only come from four possible
strategies: resident funded contributions; a consolidation (amalgamation resulting in
loss of stock), withdrawal of the organisation from provision of ILUs, or joint
ventures involving a joint partner. There is a need to address capital investment in
this sector in order to preserve affordability of the sector.
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1

The retirement village sector (part 1)

1.1 Retirement villages are part of a wider spectrum of agespecific housing
Most older people remain in their own home and most movers do not downsize
In Victoria, around 74 per cent of households in which the reference person was aged
over 65 were home owners, with 8.1% of these still with a mortgage (ABS 2011). 1 Later
cohorts are entering ownership later, and increasing numbers are entering retirement
years with a mortgage. Across Australia, home ownership rates for older people across most birth cohorts – have been around 85%, but have been lower for most
recent cohorts (born after 1950s) (Whelan et al. 2019). The high rates of ownership
among older persons are projected to decline over time because younger generations
are less likely to enter ownership (Yates et al. 2008).
The evidence shows that older home owners are less inclined to move and downsize
than younger persons. AHURI research found that only 18 per cent of Australians
aged 50 years or older had relocated; of those, only 43 per cent had downsized into
dwelings with fewer bedrooms, and only 21 per cent of downsizers moved into
retirement villages (Judd et al. 2014). More recent evidence suggests high degrees of
inertia among home owners, with highest mobility occurring to other types of tenures
like retirement villages and nursing homes over the age of 75 (Whelan et al. 2019).
A range of policies supporting home ownership have encouraged residential immobility
into old age including capital gains tax exemptions on the family home, lack of taxation
on imputed rents, exemption of assets tests on the family home for pension eligibility
and stamp duties on sale of housing (Whelan et al. 2019).
Retirement villages are a small but significant part of housing for older people
Age-specific housing refers to accommodation that has facilities or services specific to
those in later life and has a minimum age requirement (Bridge et al. 2011). This
includes retirement and lifestyle villages. Much age-specific housing is in a communal
setting and integrates services with housing.
Age-specific, service integrated housing in Australia evolved in four key phases (see
Figure 1):
 Independent Living Units (ILUs), were developed by community organisations

under the Aged Persons Homes Act (APHA) from the 1950s, until the cessation of
government capital funding in the mid 1980s.
 Hostels, were developed through funding and legislative changes in the late 1960s

and early 1970s, and progressively transformed to give a greater emphasis on
care, culminating in hostels and nursing homes being brought together under the
Federal Aged Care Act in 1997.
 Retirement villages, were developed by community and private sector providers

from the 1970s, in part filling gaps left by shifts in policies, but emerging without
explicit policy direction.

1

More recent estimates for the rate of home ownership by age were not available on Table builder.
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The sector is growing
Retirement villages are the main form of service integrated housing in Victoria. As at
2013, in Victoria, there were over 400 retirement villages on the Consumer Affairs
Victoria Retirement Village Register (CAV 2013). As at August 2019, there were 467
retirement villages (CAV 2019). At the 2011 Census, 26,204 people lived in self
contained retirement villages in Victoria; by 2016, this had increased to 33,100
persons.
Growth and change is being driven by increasing expectations from consumers
and government policy changes
The social and policy context for retirement housing has changed over the past 30
years:
 older people have different and higher expectations of their housing and living

environment (Olsberg and Winters 2005)
 the baby boomer cohort have more resources than previous cohorts and are more

willing to change housing to meet preferences and spend all their assets in
retirement (Beer et al 2011; Olsberg and Winters 2005)
 there remains a focus on older people ‘ageing in place’ in their own homes and

communities, but some older people choose to move to other locations (including
sea and tree change areas) (Olsberg and Winters 2005)
 community care programs are continuing to expand so people can receive care in

their own home (McNelis 2004)
 Australian Government priorities focus on residential aged care and community

care programs rather than age-specific housing (Jones et al. 2005; McNelis 2004).
While most consumers remain predominantly interested in detached housing, there is
evidence of increased demand for medium and high density living. The physical form of
retirement villages is diversifying with more medium-density apartments and a few
‘vertical villages’ designed as high-rise apartments. Some retirement villages are
offering rental tenure (Jones et al. 2010).

1.2 Service integrated housing best describes the sector as it is
emerging
Defining age-specific housing around the retirement concept is problematic
In Australia, a range of terms are used to describe housing for people in later life (that
is not residential aged care): ‘retirement housing’, ‘housing for the elderly/for the aged’,
and ‘seniors’ housing’. Such housing has been classified in terms of people’s age in
years, or in relation to the typical working career.
The term ‘retirement housing’ has limitations in that not all people have been in the
workforce and it houses people who are not typically classified as older people. Some
cohorts (e.g. chronically homeless) age prematurely and are granted access to
‘retirement’ housing with services and support at a younger age (e.g. those over 50 for
chronically homeless people and those over 45 for Indigenous homeless people). In
some instances, retirement housing is used to house younger people with disabilities.
Furthermore, an increasing number of people are working beyond the age of 65, and
people are less willing to be segregated into housing occupied by only older people.
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Housing for older people can be defined in relation to service provision
One way around this problem is to categorise ‘retirement’ housing in terms of the
support services integrated with the housing rather than the age of residents using the
concept of ‘service integrated housing' (Jones et al. 2010).
Figure 2 below shows that there are those who receive home and community care and
care packages in the community; those in residential aged care homes; and an
emerging group in forms of service integrated housing, which is ‘intermediate between
community care and residential care, and overlapping with both these components’
(Jones et al. 2010).
Figure 2: Service integrated housing as a third component of aged care
intermediate between community care and residential care

Source: Jones et al. (2010)

Three categories of service integrated housing
Jones et al. (2010) present a typology of service integration types based on a
continuum of support and care (Table 1).
Broadly, three categories of service integrated housing now exist:
 service integrated housing offering lifestyle and recreation
 service integrated housing offering social support (comprising either independent

living or shared housing complexes)
 service integrated housing with support and care (comprising housing with care or

housing with continuing care).
At present, this system has been mainly facilitated through the widespread use of
Home and Community Care and Community Aged Care Packages that are flexibly
provided across different housing contexts. This permits flexible and diverse housing
arrangements to suit different groups and life stages, including in people’s existing
homes. In some cases, services are outsourced to other providers, at other times they
are provided by those supplying the housing.
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diversification. In Australia, there are different segments of the sector depending on the
level of care and support provided:
 Lifestyle villages are typically targeted at early retirees still in an active phase of

life, and are integrated with sporting and recreational facilities. Social activities
often focus on a club house or community centre. Some Australian retirement
villages are modelled on resort style Leisure Oriented Retirement Communities
(LORCs) in the United States.
 Retirement villages are is similar to independent living facilities (US), and

sheltered housing (UK). An increasing number of retirement villages cater for older
people requiring care. While some have developed serviced apartments and
assisted living facilities, many providers assist residents in ‘self-care’ units to
access community care services. Although mostly catering for those who buy in by
selling their former home, new forms of retirement villages, including affordable
rental villages, are catering for low-income, low-asset aged pensioners. For
example, affordable rental villages (developed in the 2000s by Village Life and
other private companies) provide low cost apartments with kitchenettes, support
services, all meals in a central dining room and a linen service, but no personal
care services.
 Abbeyfield Housing involves a small numbers of unrelated persons living

together with a mix of shared and private facilities with the aim of providing a
supportive environment. Abbeyfield Housing (in the UK and Australia) provides
private rooms in a communal setting while providing some support services.
 Assisted Living Facilities (ALFs) are similar to Assisted Living Facilities (ALFs) in

the United States and Very Sheltered Housing or Extra Care Housing in the United
Kingdom. Examples in Australia are serviced apartments and assisted living units in
retirement villages, and hostels (pre-1970s). Other similar models include Housing
with Continuing Care, which is housing that emphasises the provision of care that is
adaptive to changing needs over the whole period of later life. It is distinguished
from residential aged care insofar as it does not offer access to 24-hour on-site
nursing care.
 Apartments for Life are similar to Continuing Care Retirement Communities and

Life Care homes in the US, some retirement communities in the UK, and
‘apartments for life’ in the Netherlands. For example, Ocean Street Project (Bondi
NSW) is a high rise ‘apartment for life’ project being developed by the Benevolent
Society of NSW, based on the Dutch Humanitas model. The concept is that
residents can stay in the same high-rise apartment irrespective of changes in their
care needs. Buildings and apartments are designed for barrier-free living and
include assistive technologies. Care services are provided by the Benevolent
Society and other community care providers. The project targets local people from
a wide range of income and asset groups and with a wide range of independence/
dependency (Jones et al. 2010).
Some of these innovative models (for example affordable rental villages or apartments
for life) have integrated affordability at least for some clients. Nevertheless, most of
these models have high entry fees and are premised on clients having assets and
usually selling a property to enter.
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1.3

Demand for affordable service integrated housing will increase

The number of older people who rent housing is increasing
AHURI research modelled future demand for housing across age groups and different
tenures. Table 2 shows a significant projected increase in the number of older people
(aged over 55) over the period from 2011 to 2031. Proportionally more older people
will be likely occupying private rental tenures, with the number of private renters more
than doubling.
Table 2: Projected growth of the population aged 55 and above, 2011 to 2031 by
tenure type, Australia
Tenure
Owners
Private renters
Total

Year

Percentage change

2011

2031

4,001,508

6,163,060

54%

531,478

1,131,235

112%

5,237,516

7,636,923

46%

Source: Wood et al. (2017) Table 2, p.16 using HILDA data and assumptions around tenure
projections

With this projected increase in demand for housing for older people, it is likely that
demand for retirement villages (which currently house around 3.7 per cent of Victorians
aged over 65) will also increase (CAV 2019:13). There is likely to be high demand for
service integrated housing offering a significant level of care, but less than that offered
in residential aged care homes (RACHs), requiring services like those offered by
Assisted Living Facilities (Jones et al. 2010).
Demand for affordable rental housing is rising
While the number of public housing units is not projected to rise significantly, older
people will likely occupy more of them. Presently, around 44 per cent of public housing
tenants are aged over 55 (Wood et al. 2017: 57). An increasing proportion of public
housing stock is likely to be occupied by older people, as many will age in that tenure.
In 2011, 56 per cent of rebated public housing tenants were aged over 55; this is likely
to increase to 63 per cent by 2031 (Wood et al. 2017: 36).
At the same time, the demand for Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) is likely to
increase among older renters and around 626,000 older renters (aged 55 or above) will
qualify for CRA by 2031 (Wood et al. 2017:38).
AHURI research suggests that housing need2 in Victoria will increase from 291,000 in
2017 to 462,000 in 2025 (Rowley et al. 2017). This is likely to influence the need for
service integrated options for this group as well.

2

This is the number of households requiring assistance with their housing costs, and an estimate of the number
of households attempting to form, but without the resources to enter home ownership or private renting, thus
requiring social housing or some form of subsidised affordable rental.
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It is likely that demand for service integrated housing for those with high needs
but without the financial resources to pay for them will increase
AHURI research shows there is likely to be a significant increase in the need for
service integrated housing among older people ‘who do not have a housing asset or
other financial resources to enter the mainstream retirement village industry, but whose
frailty or disability is such that they require some level of support and care’ (Jones et al.
2010:7). The researchers identify three main groups of older persons in need:
 private renters, including those in inappropriate, unsupported and often expensive

housing—while they can access community care services, physical and social
aspects of their housing circumstances make effective provision of community care
difficult and they would benefit from more supportive living arrangements
 public housing tenants, whose needs for support and care services are

increasing
 people with complex needs, who in many cases are insecurely housed, at risk of

homelessness, or are homeless (Jones et al. 2010).

1.4

New forms of affordable rental supply are needed

While growth in the retirement village sector has facilitated new forms of service
integrated housing, most of this is unaffordable to those on low incomes. AHURI
research suggests that left on its own the sector will grow but will not provide new
forms of affordable housing. While the retirement village sector is growing and
diversifying its services, Jones et al. (2010) argue that policy interventions could
facilitate current trends and enhance the roles being played by retirement village
providers in supplying service integrated housing, while still relying principally on the
entrepreneurship of private and community sector operators. The main ways
improvements could be made are to:
 develop supportive housing for older, low-income people as part of wider affordable

or social housing policy frameworks
 improve the geographic spread of service integrated housing so that older people

can adjust their housing while remaining in their familiar local neighbourhood.
Presently, older people with low wealth or income rely on low cost service integrated
housing options such as:
 Independent Living Units (ILUs)
 boarding or rooming houses
 residential parks, manufactured homes or caravan parks.

There is scope to reconfigure or upgrade some of these tenures to make them more
appropriate to the demands of older tenants and to generate new forms of affordable
housing for older people across many of the models articulated in Table 1. Rental
models such as rental villages (e.g. Village Life) and new generation ILUs
(Wintringham) are of particular importance.
In general, not-for-profit ILUs and some rental villages are covered under the
Retirement Villages Act 1986, while other ILUs, most rental villages, boarding houses
and residential parks/caravan parks are covered in the Residential Tenancies Act
1997. Key options for affordable retirement villages are briefly discussed below.
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Option for affordable retirement villages: upgrade Independent Living Units
McNelis (2004) defines3 an Independent Living Unit (ILU) as a self-contained dwelling
which is accessible to older people with low incomes and low value assets. Dwellings
are often one bedroom units in small clusters with limited communal facilities and
spaces. Not for profit ILUs under the RV Act charge an ingoing contribution and
ongoing fees and often an exit fee.
Other ILUs (under the Residential Tenancies Act 1997) are available on a rental basis
(McNelis 2004). Tenants in this tenure lack security of tenure, though dwellings are
generally offered on the basis tenants can stay as long as they need to.
ILUs remain an important source of affordable housing for older people: in 2004, there
were around 34,700 ILUs Australia-wide, which constituted around 27 per cent of social
housing for older people. McNelis (2004) found that 72 per cent of organisations
targeted pensioners who did not own their own homes, while 49 per cent and 47 per
cent of providers respectively targeted pensioners who owned their own home or were
self-funded retirees.
Although ILUs are considered affordable or social housing, they are not funded through
the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement. Capital subsidies were at one
time provided by the Australian government under the Aged Persons’ Homes Act 1954
but this ceased in 1986. This has meant that entry fees for many ILUs have increased
since that time.
ILUs have historically kept their rents at a level affordable to pensioners but that is at
risk with increased demands undermining financial viability. Given the desire to
maintain affordability for residents, without capital from federal and state governments
through low interest loans or joint ventures, ILU organisations may not be financially
sustainable. McNelis (2004) argues that there is a risk is that many ILU organisations
will withdraw from the sector leaving a gap in the supply of affordable housing for aged
people in need. They may have no option but to withdraw or move ‘upmarket’ and
target older people with higher levels of assets.
Jones et al. (2010) argue that governments could selectively intervene on behalf of
low-income, low-asset older people whose needs are not well met in existing
arrangements for service integrated housing. This could include upgrading
accommodation developed under earlier public programs and promoting service
integration by service integrated housing providers who are also community service
providers. Possible models are illustrated by recent projects in public housing catering
mainly to older people and service supplementation to residents in independent living
units. A dedicated sub-program under an affordable housing program (like the now
defunded National Rental Affordability Scheme) could be the trigger for action to
refurbish the ILUs or rebuild on the sites.
Option for affordable retirement villages: expand rental villages
Rental villages are commonly found in non-metropolitan areas and cater to people with
relatively low savings and who rely on the aged pension. Village operators take a fixed
proportion of pension income as rent (generally between 75% and 85%).
Rental villages have the advantage of not attracting stamp duty or having entry fees,
however there may not be security of tenure. There is scope for community housing

3

The term is also used to refer to the dwellings of those living independently in retirement villages, otherwise
referred to as self-care units (Jones 2010:242).
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providers to enter into this area of affordable housing provision if sufficient subsidies
are made available. AHURI research argues in favour of government support to further
encourage the development of supportive housing developments for low-income older
people through federally funded social or affordable housing programs. Such housing
developments might involve co-location of older people in new ‘rental retirement
villages’ or by including a proportion of rental units in existing or proposed conventional
retirement village developments. This development would integrate community care
provision at design stage (Jones et al. 2010).
Option for affordable retirement villages: facilitate new generation affordable
providers
ILUs have often been used to service particular groups, such as ex-servicemen or
ethnic or religious groups. Some new generation providers offer ILUs for emerging
need groups, for example, Wintringham (Melbourne) is a not-for-profit organisation
providing independent living units together with support and care services in both
campus and high-rise settings for older people who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness. Support services include supervision, health support, cleaning, meal
support and recreational activities. Wintringham is an accredited community care
provider and uses its own staff to provide Community Aged Care and Extended Aged
Care at Home packages to this group of older people, many with complex needs.
Another option is to convert some small, stand-alone low-care RACHs experiencing
difficulties in delivering higher levels of care to a service integrated housing program
with care provided though community care packages (Jones et al. 2010).
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2.

The regulatory and policy framework

2.1

Purpose of the Retirement Villages Act 1986

The Retirement Villages Act 1986 (RV Act) recognises the unique aspects of the
retirement village sector and seeks to protect residents of such communities in relation
to:
 protecting resident in-going contributions before occupation, after occupation and

upon departure
 protecting residents from inappropriate contracts through information disclosures,

contracts and cooling off regimes
 protecting residents’ tenure through controls on the operator’s ability to terminate

contracts
 controling residents’ living costs through controls on increases in maintenance

charges
 improving amenity of village living through facilitating resident participation,

including powers to make village by laws, dispute resolution and financial reporting.
This is important as residents otherwise have recourse only to Australian consumer law
to pursue any issues that might arise in relation to their contract. However, contracts
may not provide for protections normally afforded to residential tenants under the
Residential Tenancies Act 1997 (RTA) for example around repairs and maintenance to
properties.
At the same time, retirement village residents covered by the RTA are assumed not to
need the protections available under the RV Act because they are not subject to
ingoing or maintenance fees and do not have contracts with operators but leases which
are regulated under the RTA.
At various times, regulation of the contract terms have been reformed to create greater
transparency around ongoing fees, exit payments and decision making, as well as
enhanced disclosure requirements. For this reason it is necessary to understand
whether the best interests of the consumer are served under the present RV Act and
whether there are aspects that might be changed to improve consumer outcomes.
Evidence from this submission is drawn from a range of jurisdictions and suggests
there is scope for improvement.
At the same time, the protections involved in the RV Act should not be so cumbersome
as to limit investment in new forms of retirement housing appropriate to the needs of
consumers. AHURI evidence suggests that growth and diversification has
progressively occurred through the market, but has also uncovered concern by industry
players about the restrictiveness of the RV Act and its effects on discouraging
investment.

2.2

Application and scope of Retirement Villages Act 1986

The Retirement Villages Act 1986 covers only some service integrated housing
The RV Act defines retirement villages in relation to them charging tenantsrefundable
‘ingoing contributions’.
McNelis (2004) argues that in most states:
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…the Retirement Villages Act is largely framed around legislative
requirements for the for-profit sector. For example, in Victoria, even though an
ILU organisation may require low ingoing contributions, if any, and some of
these are in the form of donations, once one resident provides an ingoing
contribution, the whole site is then subject to the Retirement Villages Act
(McNelis 2004:48).
Financial models for retirement housing vary between for profit and not-for profit
operators:
 The financial models of for-profit villages vary considerably, but generally involve

an up-front payment (accommodation bond), and weekly rental fees to cover day to
day operations under a Lease/Licence or Loan/Licence contractual arrangement.
Departure or exit fees also typically apply.
 Similar financial models exist for not-for-profit villages, although the up-front

payment is often in the form of a donation or loan to the managing organisation,
which is commonly not refundable or partially refundable, together with a similar
weekly fee (Davy et al. 2010).
These models differ fundamentally from freehold home ownership, as the value a
person holds in the property is less than it would be if they owned the property on the
open market. This is often cited as a matter of concern to people who enter retirement
villages, since they do not have the rights of a freeholder and still need to pay on-going
fees (Judd et al. 2014).
Nevertheless, some retirement village units are provided on a freehold basis and many
operators charge rent. Table 3 below shows that according to the most recent Census,
of the 33,099 retirement village housing units in Victoria, over two in every five were
owned, and over 12 per cent were rented—some by state and territory providers and
some by cooperatives like churches and community groups.
Table 3: Tenure type of retirement village units, Victoria, 2016
Tenure
Number

Percentage

Owners/purchasers

13,541

40.9%

Rented – housing cooperative

1,867

5.6%

Public renters

809

2.4%

Other renters

1,436

4.3%

All renters

4,112

12.4%

Other tenure type
Not stated or not applicable
Total

6,331

19.1%

9,115

27.5%

33,099

100%

Source: ABS Tablebuilder, Census 2016.
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A large number of residents who were asked about the tenure of their housing (9,115
or 28%) did not state or argued that the tenure wasn’t applicable while another 6,331
(19.1%) indicated it was an other tenure type. Many or most of this group are likely to
be covered by loan/ licence arrangement involving a paying an ingoing fee or loan, and
on-going management fees rather than rent.
Even ILUs, which are often run by not for profit organisations and are now the longest
serving form of retirement village regulated under the Retirement Villages Act 1986,
also offer units to residents on a rental basis, and are regulated under the Residential
Tenancies Act 1997.
Migrate some ILUs to community housing?
The qualifying feature of being governed by the Act is that the retirement village must
charge a refundable in-going contribution. Most ILUs charge an ingoing fee, but they
sometimes do not, and the fee is not always refundable – sometimes it is seen as a
charge or a donation. Many consumers do not pay any in-going fee, which makes it
affordable.
AHURI research suggests that not for profit operators of Independent Living Units
seeking to provide affordable housing have an issue of remaining financially viable. In
part this might be addressed by seeking to get to a scale whereby they can sustain a
professionalised management structure capable of strategic asset management. This
could be by partnering with other existing organisations (McNelis 2004).
Some ILUs have already partnered with Residential Aged Care operators, but have
found that that they have been neglected in the process. McNelis (2004) suggested
that ILU organisations could consider migrating more of their stock to rental housing,
and be governed as community housing organisations rather than retirement villages
under the Retirement Villages Act. Jones et al (2010) also see benefit in drawing on
other funding sources available to community housing providers. This would mean that
they would no longer be able to charge entry contributions on those properties but
could potentially benefit from other federal government support available to the
community housing sector. AHURI has done extensive research on the potential of the
community housing sector to expand and provide affordable rental housing for low
income people including older persons (e.g. see Milligan et al. 2009). However this
option has largely not been taken up by the sector, raising continuing issues around its
sustainability as an affordable form of service integrated housing.
Other housing types not covered by Retirement Villages Act 1986
Other housing types in communal settings that accommodate older people are
presently not covered by this legislation and so in one sense are out of scope of this
Review. These include:
 Rental Villages
 Caravan park residents or residential parks
 rooming houses.
 villages where all own the strata titles to their unit (owner residents).

Many of these housing types are not covered by the RV Act because they are
predominantly rental tenure (usually they are covered by the Residential Tenancies Act
1997) or provide for outright ownership. However they all have operators who oversee
a congregate or communal space, they often share a similar client base and some
have financial models similar to Retirement Villages and integrate a range of services
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appropriate to older people. There is a question whether they should be included in
this legislation or if not at least have similar consumer protection provisions to govern
them.
Some housing types, like rooming houses and caravan parks, are not categorised by
the age of the persons in the housing. In those cases, AHURI research tends to argue
in favour of legislative approaches that categorise the housing according to the
services the premises offer rather than the residents they might target. As Goodman et
al. (2013) argue in relation to marginal housing more generally:
Underpinning this approach is the development of legislation and regulations
that are comprehensive and cover boarders and rooming occupants in all
types of living arrangements. Where legislation is narrow and lacks total
coverage, arrangements will continue to be made under the radar: ‘if it’s not
hotels, it’s going to be something else’ (OWS1). In short, mandating
occupancy agreements and defining all categories of accommodation strictly
on the basis of the services offered, fulfils the necessary formality,
transparency, basis for appeals and criteria for standards across various
marginal rental housing sectors.’ (Goodman et al. 2013:57).
The principles here may be relevant for approaches to legislating and regulating the
diversifying array of service integrated housing options marketed to older people.
Legislation might be organised around the services provided to consumers rather than
the demographic group, and the service integration needs different groups have. The
present legislation in some ways does this by making a functional distinction between
rental and non-rental tenure arrangements but the services that are linked to each of
these payments are not always well defined. The principle of housing focused on
service needs rather than the age of the clientele also needs to be weighed against the
fact that the sector more generally does market itself as being only available to over
55s and there are issues particular to this group.
AHURI research highlights that many of the issues relating to retirement villages are
common to other tenures such as residential and caravan parks and rooming houses,
including:
Insecure tenure: While many people in caravan and residential parks were renters,
some had unconventional arrangements to secure tenure suggesting a need for
increased consumer protection:
 residents can purchase the housing that they place on the site (if they own they

have responsibility to pay for this unit and its upkeep) but face insecure leaseholds
on the underlying land. Payments to secure long leases have been capitalised into
the cost of purchasing the unit. Some jurisdictions have facilitated 99 year leases
but these now come with a higher cost, and there are some segments of residential
parks that serve a more gentrified group of retirees (Goodman et al. 2013).
 some residents have used shared equity arrangements which involve considerable

disadvantages for owner-renters—some have argued that such arrangements
should be made illegal (Goodman et al. 2013:80)
 those buying into residential parks are increasingly expecting capital gains on those

properties but there is limited capacity for owners to reap benefits of capital
appreciation of the value of their properties (with some operators requiring they
share in up to 50 per cent of any capital gain or up to 10 per cent of the value of the
on-site sale price) (Goodman 2013:81).
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 Security of tenure is also an issue in rooming houses. There does not appear to be

a market to secure this tenure through a fee or contribution type of arrangement.
However there is evidence there has been some gentrification of boarding houses
with middle-income retirees competing along with other groups (Goodman et al.
2013).
Lack of rights and resident control: Goodman et al (2013) show that residents of
marginal housing like caravan parks have fewer rights because of the managed nature
of the housing. Rights available to private or public renters (around privacy, and
justification for eviction, and processes for appeal) are limited. Residents are not fully
aware of their rights and are not able to adequately look after their own interests in
relation to signing the site agreement, especially in relation to rent increases. The
culture of informality means some did not have documentation and in some cases the
agreement changed each time with rent increases.
For this reason, there may be good reason to examine how present regulation of
residential and caravan parks4 and rooming houses5 relate to retirement villages acts
and associated consumer legislation.

2.3

Purpose and use of current register

According to the Issues Paper, the register ‘should enable members of the public to
know which communities in Victoria are retirement villages subject to the RV Act’
(p.22). However the fact that many of those villages may operate units that are covered
by the RTA and not RV Act, and many villages may not be covered at all by the RV Act
may make this register a confusing document to understand and intepret. Consistent
with the argument raised above, bringing more of the sector under one set of
legislation, or having a comprehensive list with a description of the services offered
may be a more useful resource for prospective and present consumers.

Residential and caravan parks are covered by a range of legislation and regulations including:
The Residential Tenancies (Caravan Parks and Movable Dwellings Registration and Standards)
Regulations 2010, Part 4A of the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 and Consumer Law and Fair
Trading Act 2012.
4

Rooming houses are regulated under the Victorian Residential Tenancies Act 1997. Rooming
houses are further defined in public health, planning, building, consumer protection and
residential services legislation. This sector is growing in size, especially in Victoria (Goodman
et al. 2013:22).
5

AHURI Submission to the Review of the Retirement Villages Act 1986

18

3. Entering a retirement village
3.1

Aspirations of living in age-specific housing

Most older people prefer to age–in-place in their own home, and there is a
preference for detached housing.
AHURI research has shown that most older Australians live in larger or detached
dwellings and few in smaller dwellings (Whelan et al. 2019). Most (between 78% and
81%) of older Australians see ownership (whether full-joint or shared) as the ideal
(James et al. 2019). Many people still prefer to stay in their present housing and seek
to utilise additional rooms for recreational purposes (Judd et al. 2010).
Relatively few people aged over 55 move each year. Some of these people are
seeking to downsize their housing, either physically or financially:
 Physical downsizing means moving to smaller housing (usually in terms of number

of bedrooms)
 Financial downsizing means moving houses in order to release equity for other

purposes (i.e. it means selling a house so they can purchase a cheaper one).
(Whelan et al. 2019).
Of those moving, around 43% had physically downsized their housing. Only around 21
per cent of downsizers (and 6 per cent of other movers) moved into a retirement village
(71 per cent of downsizers remained in the general community) (Judd et al. 2010).
Only a small proportion see age-specific housing like retirement villages as an
ideal option
AHURI research shows that 5 per cent of 55-64 year olds, 8 percent of 65-74 year olds
and 6 per cent of 75+ year olds see living within a lifestyle or retirement village as the
most ideal tenure type. (James et al. 2019).
Of those that do move to retirement villages, most (80%) move in the same area where
they had previously lived (Judd et al. 2014).
Retirement villages are a key option for older people wanting to downsize in a
safe community with care
Downsizers were more likely to move into retirement villages than other movers and
entering a retirement village is a ‘primary alternate means’ by which older people
downsize their property (Judd et al. 2014:4).
Downsizers were more likely to be older, female, single, living in one-person
households, fully retired and low income (Judd et al. 2014). Downsizing is usually
correlated with specific life events like change in partnership status, adult children
leaving home or change in health status (Whelan et al. 2019). Key selling points for
older people downsizing into retirement villages are the safety and security of the area
and availability of care (Judd et al. 2014). Retirement villages were generally single
storey buildings which are better for those not able to climb stairs.
An additional attraction for some clients is the community and social dimensions that
come through interacting with neighbours, joining in with organised activities, and
making use of amenities such as gyms or restaurants. The fact that many retirees are
around during the day means they are not as socially isolated. However a key aspect

AHURI Submission to the Review of the Retirement Villages Act 1986

19

of entering into a new retirement village or community was developing new friendships.
Having a pre-existing contact was valuable, as were proactive strategies such as doing
volunteer work or joining community groups, in making friends. In this sense, the
presence of formalised activities like coffee mornings or dinners, and newsletters can
ease this process of knowing neighbours (Judd et al. 2014).
But some older people (especially younger retirees) are not attracted to
retirement villages
Not all older people are attracted to retirement villages, with some preferring to keep in
touch with wider community. Some view retirement villages as a type of ‘gated
community’ with ‘like-minded people growing old and cranky together’ (Judd et al.
2014:100).
There is evidence of generational changes in ideas around retirement living. While
historically most Australians want to age in place, the baby-boomer generation are less
likely to want to age in place and are more willing to move locations (Olsberg and
Winters, 2005, Beer and Faulkner, 2009). Some retirees are not attracted to living in a
development that is exclusively made up of older people and preferred a mix of ages:
Part of what we also like about this community is it’s very mixed in age. So we
have couples with infants living in the building as well as people considerably
older than we are but there’s quite a mix. Something we were both clear about
was we weren’t going to go to a retirement village where everybody was over
55 and didn’t want to see a child in sight. (Female, 55–59, couple, owner,
urban, NSW, from Judd et al. 2014:).
There was concern by many people about what retirement villages implied in terms of
severing family relationships in favour of a ‘mono-generational surrogate’, and a loss of
control to administrators (Olsberg and Winters, 2005:X). Baby boomers, with higher
owner occupier wealth, are more likely to use this wealth as a conduit to for housing
options. An additional factor is that some younger older people may still be
participating in work and so have other social outlets.
High costs and lack of independence are negative aspects of retirement villages
Downsizers have cited costs and financial arrangements as key reasons why they
decided against retirement villages. Negative outcomes were often associated with the
financial arrangements of the retirement village loan/lease model due to unforeseen or
escalating weekly/monthly fees, or the lack of capital gain inherent in the loan/lease
model. (Judd et al. 2014). Those interviewed who lived in retirement villages thought
that retirement villages were ‘a poor choice in regards to investment and capital gains,
but a positive choice in regards to reducing ongoing costs’ (Judd et al. 2014:134).
Even amongst ILUs, some providers are now having to increase their entry fees,
undercutting affordability outcomes (McNelis, 2004). More recent evidence suggests
that home owners were put off by age-specific accommodation because of a
combination of social and financial reasons:
 They perceived that moving to a retirement village would result in a loss of

independence in part because of the complex social situation and the need to
navigate communal areas
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 They were motivated to stay in their current tenure by the desire to own the

dwelling and land.
 They also were concerned about the high entry costs (James et al. 2019).

Hard to get information and advice about retirement housing options
An important issue in accessing retirement villages is around provision of accurate
information ahead of making decisions. Some people found it difficult to access
information and advice about moves. Some people consulted the internet,
organisations like COTA and ARPA or used seniors magazines. Both state and federal
governments have in the past provided information for older people considering moving
to new accommodation like retirement villages, and how this might impact on eligibility
for Age Pension and other benefits. One initiative that may be of note for Victoria is the
WA Seniors’ Housing Centre which provides a large amount of information and
resources for older people in Western Australia considering moving into retirement
villages or residential parks (Judd et al. 2014).
There is a lack of available age-friendly housing for downsizing
Housing availability is an issue in facilitating downsizing more generally and for
retirement villages as well. The lack of options in the retirement village sector was
linked to the development approvals process (which was a barrier for developers
attempting to build innovative properties in inner ring suburbs). In addition, costs of
moving such as stamp duty were also impediments to people moving into retirement
villages. This is despite the fact that age-friendly adaptable properties suitable for older
people to downsize into were relatively uncommon. Options were even more
constrained for renters and low income earners who did not have financial capital to
help ease entry to retirement villages (Judd et al. 2014).
AHURI research shows those seeking to downsize (and those seeking to access
retirement villages) face a number of issues impeding access. These include a lack of
dwelling and locational availability, financial disincentives and the psychological and
practical challenges of the moving process (Judd et al. 2014). The aged pension
assets test seems to be a financial impediment to downsizing (Whelan et al 2019).
Accessing new housing in the local area was problematic since the bulk of new
housing and existing stock remains unsupportive of ageing in place, with many houses
not embracing adaptable or universal design. Policy forums around downsizing found
that the most effective policy strategies for overcoming these barriers were improving
information and support services to assist in the moving process, removing financial
disincentives, and fostering innovation in the housing industry (Judd et al. 2010, Judd
et al. 2014).
Supply is constrained by regulation and planning
Industry were frustrated with the current regulatory regime, stating that private financial
investment was ‘repressed’ by the Retirement Villages Act. They advocated for
modifications to the law to make investment in retirement style housing more attractive.
They argued this could increase its availability, affordability and attractiveness for older
Australians and allow housing providers to try different housing and financial models
(not just retirement villages). This could include rental options for a lower income
demographic marketed as ‘lifestyle options for older people’ rather than retirement
villages (Judd et al. 2014:152). There was scope to address some of these issues
through the planning system, to especially focus on age-friendly, accessible housing
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through in-fill development. This should preserve amenity (such as walkable
neighbourhoods), green space and sympathetic design with heritage of the area.
Half of those entering retirement villages are happy with it
Most who occupy retirement villages are happy with their choice (Olsberg and Winters,
2005). But the lack of options (including options with ownership) remains a potential
issue. Of those who downsized into age specific housing, half were happy with their
present accommodation, while 41 per cent wanted home ownership. Most wanted
accommodation either in the middle-outer suburbs of a capital city (46%) or regional
towns or cities (39%) (James et al. 2019:46). Some felt that they were not able to find
the sort of housing that they wanted, so settled for retirement village ‘as the next best
thing’ (Judd et al. 2014).
AHURI research shows that the most cited reason for living in age-specific housing
was to be in a home that was suitable in which to age, followed by lifestyle choice, the
availability of amenities and the ability to remain independent. The desire to feel safer
was also a strong reason for living in this housing (James et al. 2019).

3.2

Disclosure obligations

Uninformed consumers may lead to poor outcomes
AHURI research suggests the lack of up front knowledge and advice about the
affordability of maintenance charges was a problem:
There doesn’t seem to be a mechanism which—the place is advertised in
glossy journals and it attracts people, and there’s nothing in the process which
says, well can you really afford this? Do you have the funds and the resources
… moving into a place where you’re not an owner on the same basis as you
were in your previous house, and you’re not aware of some of those … Part of
the deal here is you have an expectation of a CPI increase each year with 2.5
per cent or whatever, it doesn’t sound very much, but if you’re looking at it
[over] 10 years … those sorts of things I think are inadequately explained or
perhaps inadequately understood …. (#11, DS, Male/Female, 75–79, couple,
lease, urban, NSW) (Judd et al. 2014).
Better information at downsizing stage
AHURI research supports better information and forward planning to help people
downsize and understand housing options, especially around the financial dimensions
of downsizing and entering retirement villages (Judd et al. 2014).
Information disclosure may also be provided to other organisations that could help
older people make decisions. AHURI research finds that there is a lack of
understanding of the sector and the options available. Other organisations that have
experience in helping older people seeking age-specific housing still have problems
understanding the nature of particular organisations and whether they are suitable for
older people to enter (Bessant, 2018). Greater transparency about the options
available including a better categorisation of different models would be beneficial.

3.3

Contracts (form and complexity)

We have no recent AHURI evidence about whether the recent changes in 2014 have
improved consumers’ comprehension of contracts.
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The present system of contracts is helpful in codifying the service offer to consumers.
Operators can contract externally or provide internally a range of services, which can
permit for flexible and wider service offer to the client. However because these are
subcontracted to the operator and there is no direct relationship with the ultimate
consumer there can be issues around service pricing and responsiveness to the needs
of the consumer.
Consumers need to be made aware of services that are provided in-house and costs
relative to indicative prices for those services or alternatives. Consumers could also
qualify for Community Aged Care Packages (CACP). Clarifying that the consumer
might also be able to obtain this subsidised form of care would be important and also
assist in ensuring consistency and flexibility:
Some residents appear to be uncertain about their access to subsidised
services vis-a-vis services provided under their retirement village contract,
including care services available on a user pays basis. Extending village
operators roles in delivering CACPs is a means of promoting equitable access
to services for which residents qualify on the basis of assessed need (Jones et
al. 2010:126).
A key principle around contracts should be clear explanations about what fees are for
and the assumptions behind them. For example, AHURI evidence shows that
overseas contracts in the US (Continuing Care Retirement Communities) usually
involve a sizeable entry fee as well as monthly rents/charges - these contracts are
effectively a form of insurance against the risk of requiring nursing care in later life.
Clarifying the role of the contracts might help in enabling consumers to understand
what the fees are for and what they represent. However the types of contracts can vary
- in some the period of nursing care provided in this initial contract is capped and in
others nursing care and other services incur additional charges. In this sense many
CCRCs in the US should be viewed as offering continuous care within the one facility,
but not necessarily on terms that guarantee complete ‘life care’ (Jones et al. 2010).

3.4 Financial models and deferred management fees and
departure fees
Consumers compare financial models to ownership so relative financial benefits
need to be spelt out
The evidence above suggests that many people entering retirement villages are still
attracted to the idea of ownership and see this as the key alternative to entering
retirement villages. Linked to this is the idea that they retain an asset that can be
passed on or sold to provide an inheritance to relatives. This means that when
assessing the benefits and costs of retirenement villages, financial advisors should do
comparisons with continuing or pursuing ownership (where they are existing owners).
This is also supported by AHURI evidence that suggests that there remain issues with
the operation of the deferred management fees and the impact this will have on the
amount that could be passed on in inheritance. This was a common reason why people
were put off entering retirement villages (Judd et al. 2014). Including the deferred
management or exit fees in advertising the ‘price’ of the unit up front would assist
consumers. There would also need to be some way of enabling consumers to
understand the financial ‘present value’ implications of these fees (taking into account
the time value of money). This is important in weighing alternatives.
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4. Living in a retirement village
4.1

Governance

Goal setting and outcome measurement are needed
A key aspect of governance is to ensure a consumer focus to activities – this means
addressing goals and measuring outcomes for residents. Jones notes that one
consequence of the rapid growth of Assisted Living Facilities in the United States has
been the development of a significant body of research addressing issues of service
quality and access. Four key themes have been:


the quality of the physical environment,

 the quality of life of residents,
 continuity of residence and
 affordability (Jones 2010:63).

These issues are discussed in turn.
Quality of physical environment
A key outcome for providers is that the physical environments – including the dwelling
design, build quality and grounds as well as location should be appropriate and high
quality. AHURI research suggests that retirement villages were often designed for older
people and as such had a number of design aspects valued by residents. Design
aspects of value for older people included:
 Wider doorways
 Stained timber around doorways and windows to guide visually impaired
 Doorless bathrooms with bench built in and tiled to shower area
 Wheelchair access to toilet and shower and easy to clean and maintain bathroom
 Easy access to roadway, no stairs (Judd et al 2014).

AHURI research shows that retirement villages were also applauded by downsizers for
the safety and security they provided (Judd et al 2014). The few who were dissatisfied
following downsizing to retirement villages attribute this to defects, maintenance and
management issues and inadequate space (Judd et al 2014).
Quality of life of residents
Quality of life should be a key goal of all providers. Jones acknowledges that “while
there is some evidence of a gap between expectations and the reality of the availability
of services in retirement villages … other studies have found that many residents of
retirement villages report improved quality of life, particularly linked to the social
environment of the village, the support provided for house and garden maintenance,
the health support and the quality of the physical environment (Gardner, Browning and
Kendig, 2005)” (in Jones et al. 2010:34). Other factors associated with good quality of
life outcomes in places like Assisted Living Facilities include ‘facilitating individual
choice and control, an individualised approach to care, and goodness of fit between the
resident and the facility’s social environment’ (Jones et al. 2010:63).
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Continuity of residence
A valued goal for residents is the ability to age in place in a retirement village
development. Some models of service integrated housing (such as retirement
communities in the UK, Assisted Living Facilities in Australia or Continuing care
retirement communities in the US) enable people to stay in the same facility as their
circumstances change from independence to reliance on assistance with self care,
though most don’t offer ongoing care irrespective of changes in health (see Jones et al.
2010). Some retirement villages (e.g. ILUs) have collocated with residential aged care
homes to enable people to be relocated near to where they were living. However they
also noted that the three tiered nature of care has broken down and access to
residential care is not seamless – it is dependent upon Aged Care assessment (like it is
for those in other tenures) (McNelis, 2004).
Affordability
Affordability will be an important goal of organisations providing service integrated
housing. Cost and affordability were cited as issues for those downsizing to retirement
villages (Judd et al 2014). While there remain some relatively affordable options such
as ILUs (McNelis, 2004), waiting lists are long and for some it is chosen because of
lack of other options (HAAG, 2016).
AHURI research finds that the needs of low-income, low-asset older people are
generally not met in existing arrangements and that governments need to selectively
intervene on behalf of this group of older people. Organisations will need to consider a
range of affordable options including rental. The main limit of the mainstream
retirement village model in Australia is that it is restricted to those who can pay the
entry charge through sale of their family home or some equivalent funding source. Low
income, older renters are thus excluded in most cases from retirement villages. It
seems likely that as the number of low–income older renters increases, the demand for
forms of supportive housing with care options will also increase.
Burden of regulation on small ILU organisations is high
ILU retirement village organisations range from stand-alone housing organisations to
those providing a broad range of aged care services (in particular, residential aged
care services). McNelis (2004) found that ILU organisations are mostly small in size
(30 per cent of those surveyed had only 20 units or less), but some are large (13 per
cent had more than 200 units). The diversity in size, geographic spread, target groups,
and management arrangements all provide challenges around governance.
Extensive changes in legal responsibilities (occupational health and safety, taxation,
residential rights, privacy, corporate, financial and auditing requirements etc.) have
further complicated the management of ILUs. Many ILU organisations lack knowledge
and strategic management skills or resources to address recent changes to the legal
rights of older people. Most ILU organizations are small and are isolated from other
ILUs, constraining their capacity to adopt best practice or to manage risks. For other
larger organisations operating ILUs, ILUs ‘were not a high priority but one of a range of
services’ (McNelis, 2004, iv).
While three quarters of all ILU organisations had a board of directors responsible for
governance, others relied on individuals to ‘keep the organisation going’. Some ILU
organisations, especially the smaller ones reliant on volunteers, are struggling to
manage their units properly; they lack a good knowledge of their primary legal
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framework, have difficulty in managing their broader legal responsibilities, and have
inadequate written policies and procedures ILU organisations with small housing
portfolios have little capacity to manage property risks. Those with larger portfolios can
spread their risks.
Despite these challenges, many ILU organisations have transformed themselves in
response to the new cultural imperatives such as the rights of residents, respect for
and promotion of their independence, and a recognition that many older people have
active lives outside the retirement village. However, some are only slowly becoming
aware that their current style of management is at odds with these cultural changes
(McNelis 2004).

4.2

Accreditation and qualifications and training of managers

Accreditation and training is needed and should be provided through peak
bodies
AHURI research suggests that many organisations need improvements in their
management practices (McNelis, 2004). It also affirms the importance of accreditation
processes and code of practice to drive further development in the retirement village
sector. A focus of many providers of Independent Living Units has been achieving
accreditation and certification in relation to residential care but there is a need to now
look at how they regulate services to those with low income or assets in independent
living units. However there will also be a need for resourcing to enable this
improvement to occur – infrastructure support from government would be needed to do
this (McNelis, 2004). McNelis points to the importance of representative and peak
bodies which can affordably provide many of the infrastructure such as:
 Education and training for volunteers and paid staff to build their knowledge,

competence and skills (especially in tenancy and asset management);
 Accreditation and codes of practice which assures both residents and other

interested parties that the organisation is delivering services to a specified
standard;
 Policy and systems development shared across organisations and building upon

their cumulative experience and creative innovations;
 Meeting places to share experiences, solutions and strategies.’ (McNelis, 2004:48)

There may be benefit in drawing from the expertise from community housing peak
bodies in this area.

4.3

Residents’committees

Good residents’ committees are positive for satisfaction of residents
Downsizers often move to multi-unit living in either a strata/community title or a
retirement village. Both of these tend to have owners corporations and/or a building or
development manager.
AHURI research has found that satisfaction levels with new housing in a retirement
village or strata title development after downsizing was related to a range of factors,
including the existence of a good residents’ committee or owners corporation. By
contrast, dissatisfaction with building or development management was a prominent
issue with some residents citing inadequate resident consultation/ representation; lack
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of on-site care and support; and stressful experiences of involvement on residents’
committees of strata title developments or retirement villages (Judd et al. 2014).
Retirement village management does not always address resident’s interests
Some residents felt that the company managing the retirement village complex was not
always acting in the best interests of residents:
[The management company] in my opinion, are only after as much money as
they can take out of the villagers. (#41, DS, Male, 80–84, couple, lease, urban,
VIC) (Judd et al. 2014:125)
Some managers oppose residents’ committees
Some organisations faced opposition to setting up residents’ committees:
[The village management] opposed the formation of the residents’ committee
right from the start, quite vigorously, but we went ahead anyway and over the
last three years the achievements we’ve been able to get would not have
occurred unless we had a … residents’ committee. Basically we had to force
[management] to make some significant improvements to the place and we
also took them to the tribunal about one issue as well. So we’re actually quite
… assertive in basically looking after the interests of residents. (#3, OM, Male,
65–69, couple, lease, urban, NSW) (Judd et al. 2014:125)
In some cases, residents wanted to have oversight over the way money was spent but
these were discouraged:
These accountants look after all the bills, pay all the bills and money, and we
have no idea what bills are paid, what they’re paid for or anything else …
What I’ve tried to do—we tried to do—is to set up a financial committee to try
and look at where our finances were going, and we were very quickly shut
down— very quickly shut down—in the sense that they don’t want you to
interfere with any of what they’re spending the money on. They can spend it
how they want … Your cost goes up every year. (#41, DS, Male, 80–84,
couple, lease, urban, VIC) (Judd et al. 2014: 126).
Committees can be stressful for residents and some prefer management to do it
for them
Some management companies left much of the management of the building up to
residents, causing stress to those residents taking on this role:
I’m no longer secretary of the residents’ committee but everybody still thinks I
am … I have been under considerable stress … because of this position I held
as secretary of the residents’ committee. A lot of the people and I got used to
dealing with these people over the years, but some of them can be very
demanding and some of them can be very critical. Some of them are only
looking after themselves. They can be very selfish, if I can put it that way …
living in a building like this, when I came here I said, now I want this to be a
community. (#23, DS, Male, 85+, single, lease, urban, SA) (Judd et al.
2014:126)
Similar varied experiences are apparent for those participating on executive
committees of owners’ corporations (body corporates), with some enjoying participating
on those bodies, and preferring to work with their neighbours in resolving matters, while
others are happy for other to do it for them (Judd et al. 2014).
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For some residents, a key attraction for retirement villages was that the management of
buildings and grounds was managed centrally and done by paid staff. Some also
preferred retirement villages run by not-for-profit organisations as they felt that their
contributions would go towards the running of the village rather than go towards profit
(Judd et al.2014).

4.4

Maintenance and maintenance charges

The present RV Act limits operators’ ability to increase maintenance charges but does
not mandate who is responsible for carrying out maintenance—this is required to be set
out in the residence contract. The Issues Paper asks if there is potential for the Act to
be more prescriptive in relation to these matters. AHURI research supports that there is
be scope to improve consumer protection both ahead of and during their residency.
On-going costs may be reasonable
Some retirement village residents felt that costs were reasonable given the
alternatives:
Council rates and water rates [at previous property] would be in excess of
what we pay [for] maintenance here because the maintenance covers …
Council rates, water rates and structural maintenance—gardening on the front
of the units normally. So I don’t think that’s too bad. (#28, DS, Male/Female,
80–84, couple, lease, urban, SA)
I believe that what we pay in a year is much less than what a normal suburban
house occupation would cost when we consider Council rates, water rates,
water usage, maintenance of house and garden. I think we get off lightly. (#47,
DS, Female, 85+, single, owner, urban, VIC) (Judd et al. 2014).
Concerns about unanticipated increases of or lack of control over charges
AHURI research found that there were complaints about on-going maintenance
charges and the way charges were increased after management companies took over
retirement villages. Residents were concerned about the way this would erode any
residual amount that would flow to their relatives after they died:
We pay 3 per cent per annum to them on my contract. As soon as [new
management company] took over, they made that 6 per cent over five years,
instead of over 10 years as it was with 3 per cent. So I’ve paid my 10 per cent
now—my 30 per cent, so when I die or leave this house, or give the house up,
we pay 30 per cent of the sale price direct to them, plus we pay all of the
renovations or rectifications, such as painting the house, putting down new
carpets, putting maybe new cookers in, and things like that. We’ve got to
establish that out of our money … you’re up for probably another $24 000, to
the family, if you know what I mean. That comes off your estate when you die.
Okay, it doesn’t affect me. I’ll be dead and gone. But it does affect the young
people who are taking over. To me, it’s a rip-off, quite honestly. (#41, DS,
Male, 80–84, couple, lease, urban, VIC) (Judd et al. 2014: 135).
Others complain about the uncertainty and lack of control over fees:
We are at the mercy of the owners when it comes to weekly fees over which
one has no control. - female (56 years)
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The information on retirement villages is very uncertain and the whole things
seems very iffy on costs and charges and the discrepancies seem so great.” female (62 years) (Olsberg and Winters 2005:47).
There are also concerns around consumers not being sufficiently informed about
retirement village fees and charges before entering into the tenancy (see section 3.3),
and about changing conditions after a management takeover. While there is scope for
residents’ committee to approve changes to charges, many consumers nevertheless
felt a sense of powerlessness.

4.5

Maintenance and capital replacement funds and plans

ILU stock is ageing and are declining in number
There is a need to address capital replacement in many retirement villages, especially
ILUs. Most ILUs are cottages that are located in areas which provide good amenity for
residents. However, most ILU building stock is ageing. McNelis (2004) surveyed ILU
organisations and almost half reported that more than 75 per cent of their housing
stock was more than 20 years old and 32 per cent rated their stock below current
community standards. Stock therefore often no longer meets older people’s needs and
expectations. McNelis (2004) estimates that 34 per cent of ILU stock in Australia needs
upgrading.
McNelis (2004) estimated that there were 6,200 ILUs in Victoria in 2004, though this is
a lower number than the number funded under the APHA (7,543), suggesting a marked
decline in the stock in this state over time (this is in contrast to other states which have
expanded). Organisations either will need further public support or sacrifice
affordability. This issue is discussed further in section 5.2.

4.6

Regulation of care services

Provision of care services in some retirement villages should increase
AHURI research suggests a need for increased care provision in many forms of
housing, including service integrated housing. Access to care is an important outcome
for many people downsizing, and especially those choosing retirement villages.
Retirement villages typically include call buttons, on-site/on-call management and (in
some retirement villages) a nurse (Judd et al. 2014).
However, in some forms of retirement housing (like ILUs) care is inadequate. For
example, an increasing proportion of residents in ILUs are very old (42% aged over 80
years). Most ILU organisations (81%) also provided residential care, but some were
giving ILUs a lower priority in preference to residential aged care (McNelis 2004). The
provision of support for some in seniors independent living housing may be inadequate
in some cases, and the company responsible not managing in the interests of
residents:
There are 70-odd people living in this building, they’re all getting older. It’s
supposed to be independent living … I keep on telling them that a lot of people
here are no longer capable of living independently. … When you’ve got people
on eight different floors and somebody on one floor decides in the middle of
the night decides to go down and knock on somebody else’s door or goes out
in the street and nearly gets knocked over, you’ve got all these sorts of
pressures. As I said, nobody’s in charge of this building … No staff on the
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premises at all and I cannot get them to do two things. (#23, DS, Male, 85+,
single, lease, urban, SA) (Judd et al. 2014).
Access to community care services should be provided in all tenures
By enabling community care services to be delivered in all forms of housing, the
Australian Government has laid the foundation for a highly flexible and diverse
approach to the provision of service integrated housing. This facilitative approach has
been strengthened by the Retirement Villages – Ageing in Place initiative which
provides further opportunities for retirement village operators to become involved in
community care provision, albeit at this point on a small scale. This foundation could
now be built on more widely (Jones et al 2010).
Although this encouraged all retirement village operators to apply for allocation of
CACP places and the related approved provider status, it seems likely that community
sector retirement village providers will be best placed to take advantage of this
opportunity. This is because community sector providers are at an advantage in the
provision of service integrated housing relative to the private sector due to their existing
experience. Most community sector providers of retirement villages are also providers
of community care and Residential Aged Care Homes (RACHs). This facilitates the
provision of HACC and CACP and EACH packages to residents in community sector
retirement villages, provision of assisted living services and service integrated housing
in three-tier complexes (Jones et al. 2010).
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5. Leaving a retirement village
5.1

Selling/re-leasing a retirement unit

Balance of interests of residents and operators
AHURI research found that home owners were put off by the cost of exiting retirement
or lifestyle villages, which they perceived as being too high and impacting on the
amount they could leave in inheritances to offspring. This was because of high exit fees
and the fact that it was sold off at the entrance price not market value (James et al.
2019).
Exit fees make it very difficult for a person to move to a new development:
Once you get in here, you were trapped. You couldn’t move, because you lost
too much money and you couldn’t afford to lose that money. If you got the
value of the property, without the 30 per cent off it, you might be able to move.
But with the 30 per cent off it, what can you buy with it? It’s going to kill you.
You won’t buy it. You’re 30 per cent down the drain before you go anywhere.
(#41, DS, Male, 80–84, couple, lease, urban, VIC) (Judd et al. 2014).

5.2

Reinstatement and refurbishment

AHURI research found that ILU providers faced high refurbishment costs:
… not only are ILU organisations faced with the normal cycle of
upgrading/refurbishing units, they are also faced with higher housing
expectations with increased demand to increase the size of units and provide
substantial improvements to units over and above that in the normal
upgrading/refurbishment cycle. Thus, they face abnormal capital requirements
to ensure that they meet the reasonable expectations of their residents. This
may be further complicated by their liabilities for refunding previous ingoing
contributions’ (McNelis, 2004:37).
Key issues relate to:
 the relative preferences of middle class tenants for higher standard and larger

housing
 whether bedsits (most suitable for men) should be retained or converted to one

bedroom apartments (favoured by women) or two bedroom units (for those wishing
to have grandchildren to stay or are wishing to do hobbies).
Providers are faced with the dilemma of trading housing affordability for improved
standards of housing. This is already occurring through increased charging of entry
fees, and reliance on operating on a resident-funded basis. Some organisations have
not made provision for refurbishment or redevelopment of their stock. McNelis argues
that in order to meet increased consumer expectations, ILUs need to upgrade,
refurbish, reconfigure, redevelop or demolish their present stock. To do this, ILU
providers need access to capital. This can only come from four possible strategies:
resident funded contributions; a consolidation (amalgamation resulting in loss of stock),
withdrawal of the organisation from provision of ILUs, or joint ventures involving a joint
partner (McNelis 2004: p.vii). McNelis (2004) suggests that ILU organisations could
address their management issues by migrating to be governed as community housing
organisations rather than RV Act (this framework does not require entry contributions).
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