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Introduction
The Dandenong Rooming House Network has been meeting since August 2013, however it originated in
2011 as a network of social service organisations who were all working at the Shawlands Caravan Park
in Dandenong South. As the park itself improved, the network came to recognise that there were places of
more need in the City of Greater Dandenong: namely the 40 or so rooming houses that some of the most
vulnerable members of the Dandenong community call home. Over the past two years the network has kept
a record of the state of rooming houses in the City of Greater Dandenong, through the eyes of those service
providers and the council.
We recognise there are many factors that make up the complex environment both inside a boarding house
and surrounding it in the broader community. Disturbingly, we have begun to see negative trends around
the physical state of rooming houses, the complexity of service delivery to the sector, the reluctant nature of
residents to assert their rights as tenants, the general culture of disrespect and an ongoing antagonism and
malaise from the general public. As a network these trends have caused us to engage in a research project
with a number of aims.
1. The forming of an accurate snapshot of what life is like for residents, operators and associated
stakeholders.
2. To ascertain through an internet search and other means, best practice in rooming house
operation and resident support.
3. To supply recommendations that will encourage best practice for the sector in Greater
Dandenong and beyond.

After last year’s rooming house forum, ‘Anything’s Possible’, the network commissioned this research,
which was later supported by a grant from the City of Greater Dandenong. The real value of the work that
has been done, is its collection of qualitative data that seeks to clarify the environment in which rooming
house residents find themselves. We have not sought just to highlight the issues but to also point to the
possibilities for rooming houses in Greater Dandenong, with the final part of the document focusing on
some concrete recommendations for the sector.
In all of this we are aware of the limitations of the work we have been able to do. The funding we received,
whilst helpful, was not the amount needed for a full investigation. This has meant a focus on the 40 or so
rooming houses that house those with greatest need, as opposed to a more comprehensive analysis of the
whole sector. The shortfall in funding has also meant a limitation in the number of interviews we were
able to do with relevant services and residents themselves. The transient nature of residents added to this
difficulty. It was also incredibly difficult to connect with operators and so their voice is not as evident in this
document as we would have liked.
Having acknowledged these complexities, we hope this document will grow the understanding of
the rooming house sector as well as fuel some helpful conversations and action that will lead to its
improvement.
Andre Van Eymeren MA
Facilitator Dandenong Rooming House Network
Lead Researcher

Ph: 0400 002 172
Email: andrevan@tpg.com.au
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Setting the Scene
The Melbourne rooming house scene is very active, with hundreds of registered rooming houses, which
serve a market that has always existed. The traditional house has consisted of a predominantly male
residents aged between 40 – 70, with possible alcohol issues. However, increased pressure on housing
(cost, availability, societal change) has changed the mix of occupants in rooming houses.
In Dandenong there are 92 registered rooming houses, which account for around 800 beds, with a further
suspected 200 unregistered rooming houses. The unregistered houses tend to be smaller: a converted 3
or 4 bedroom dwelling that now houses 6-8 people. Most residents would be unaware of whether their
dwelling is registered or not; to them it is simply accommodation. Due to websites such as Gumtree, where
people can advertise accommodation, and notices in shop windows and notice boards, it has been difficult
to regulate the demand away from the unregistered houses.
In terms of registered houses, a number are purpose built and house 15 or more residents. Rooming
Houses are situated in most of the suburbs of the City of Greater Dandenong, however some of these are
grouped to specific needs. Springvale tends towards people originating overseas (similar culture workers,
refugees) many of whom work fruit-picking as far away as Phillip Island. Around the TAFE in Dandenong
North there are rooming houses that cater for overseas students and other migrant workers. There are
even rooming houses that consist of extended families. Scattered throughout the whole city, although
concentrated in Central Dandenong, are the more stereotypical rooming houses. These are the focus of this
document.
The rooming house environment is complex: an individual residents, usually with multiple compounding
issues; an internal dynamic dependent on size and make-up of the house; a social environment including the
physical appearance and up-keep of the property; the social services that interact with the various residents,
and the legislative framework that binds operator, property and resident.
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The Rooming House
According to the Consumer Affairs Victoria website, a rooming house is defined as a building where one or
more rooms are available to rent, and four or more people in total can occupy those rooms. (http://www.
consumer.vic.gov.au/housing-and-accommodation/renting/during-a-lease-or-residency/minimum-standardsin-rooming-houses)
According to the residents we interviewed, their experience of rooming houses in Greater Dandenong is
that they are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Filthy
Infested with rodents and other pests
Not maintained
Expensive (for what you get)
Isolated
Mismanaged
Rife with alcohol and drugs, including people dealing
Places where they experience discrimination (including different costs required from resident to
resident)
Non-relational
Territorial
Lacking in facilities (cooking and laundry), access to the community and security
Overcrowded
Places where people speaking different languages becomes an issue

Types of Rooming Houses
Early on in our data gathering we discovered that there are different types of rooming houses, depending
on size and the involvement of the landlord. There are a number of rooming houses in the Doveton area
for example that house anywhere between 4-8 residents. There is a homely community feel about these
properties with infrequent turnover of residents. Contrasted with this is the rooming house that houses 15
or more tenants. People staying in these places tend to be very transient and have complex needs. Putting
a positive note on this, landlords of the bigger rooming houses tend to give most people a go; the smaller
houses tend to be more selective.
However, even in the former bracket clients from services such as Monash Health, WAYSS and Hanover
are encountering more selectivity from landlords and realestate agents. They are being refused access
to accommodation based on race, state of mental health, drug addiction and even because they are on
Newstart Allowance. There are some operators who have a number of large houses, creating a monopoly,
which enhances their ability to be selective and to charge higher rent.
Agencies and residents report that in the larger rooming houses that comprise predominantly male
occupants, tensions build quicker and there are aggressive outbursts, physical threats and worse. These
outbursts can be over simple things like access to a working microwave or clean fridge. Workers report that
these bigger rooming houses can be quite frightening, especially on a Friday or Saturday night. In many of
these houses it is common for there to be pressure to use and abuse substances and there are constantly
people asking for cigarettes. This environment can be very disheartening and difficult for a resident, with
previous addiction or mental health issues, who is trying to make a fresh start.
Housing workers report that unfortunately there is very little option for someone presenting as homeless.
Around 5 years ago services like WAYSS and Launch Housing (formerly Hanover) were able to give a client
3-4 options for accommodation. Dandenong’s false reputation as being the place to get housing has spread
over the city and even interstate. Now, workers are constantly on the phone looking for rooms. Clients
present to front door services in Dandenong, often believing there are ample spaces available. Despite their
flaws, the bigger houses have become convenient but necessary options.
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Physical State
Many of the rooming houses in Dandenong are dishevelled, run-down or they are seen as dumping grounds.
Another term used by some workers is, ‘people warehouses’. They are perceived as expensive for what they
offer: for example, a base rate of $180/wk for a shared room with 9 others in the house, with 1 shower and
1 toilet. Maintenance is also an issue: for example, a broken window in a bedroom was not attended to. This
becomes a significant security risk for the resident and adds to their feeling of being unsafe in the house. In
some houses there are a lack of fire exits. In one house the back door was even nailed shut. This was done
in an attempt to stop squatters but ended up creating a significant safety risk. Many of the rooming houses
are not kept clean or, in fact, are health risks. The state and cleanliness of bathrooms and kitchens are of
particular concern. Many rooming houses don’t have any communal space outside of the kitchen, which
increases a sense of isolation for already isolated residents. In many rooming houses the kitchen is also an
issue, with inadequate lockable food storage areas, so food can be easily stolen. Quite often facilities for
cooking are very poor.

Paperless Entry and Exit
Even moving into a rooming house is not simple. A number of landlords prefer paperless entry, which
means there is no agreement of tenancy, making it difficult for clients to access set up funds from an
agency. This even extends to office of housing bonds, with some landlords wanting cash only. They also ask
for 4 weeks in advance when only 2 are required. Paperless entry also paves the way for illegal evictions,
with stand-over tactics used to evict people who may raise questions or push for maintenance. Of course
sometimes there are legitimate reasons for evictions, with landlords using VCAT. Many landlords are
uninformed about the correct process for eviction, which causes frustration. Legal paperwork may not be
filled out correctly, increasing the process and time taken to effectively evict a resident. This leaves other
residents, and particularly the property, vulnerable.
Some of the larger rooming houses operate in a culture of fear, with an onsite manager who may also be a
tenant. This person has some responsibility to the owner of the property but, in many instances, is reported
to dominate over and intimidate other residents.
Very few rooming houses are purpose built and many are considered to be over-crowded and substandard. In a number of cases landlords are sitting on properties that they plan to re-develop, involving the
demolition of the house. This means that there is very little motivation to maintain or improve the property
for the residents.

Internal Culture
The internal culture within a house can tend toward toxicity and exclusion. Whilst many residents in the
rooming house sector form close bonds and a sense of loyalty to other residents, this community can be a
negative for those who do wrong by it or who aren’t seen to fit in. There have been instances of households
ganging up on a member, even to the extent of fabricating issues to have them evicted. In such a case one
landlord evicted a young woman in the middle of the night. Residents and, anecdotally, service providers
have reported issues within a house associated with drug and alcohol abuse. They also report experiences
of emotional trauma, anxiety, fear for life and physical injury. Whilst they may be seen as survivalist
behaviour from other residents, they result in isolation and a reduction in the perception of human dignity
and wellbeing. This reality has led to many front door clients refusing to accept a place in a rooming house,
opting to sleep in their car or sleep rough. This includes families.
Whilst there is support available for residents that choose to connect, many are not aware of these services
and how they could be of benefit. The services that are available include welfare, mental health, drug and
alcohol, anger management and gambling support. However, they tend to focus on the individual and not the
wellbeing of the whole house.
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The Rooming House Resident
In the most vulnerable part of the rooming house community, which this report focuses on, the average
resident is male, aged over 40 and will have or currently be experiencing poverty due to long-term
unemployment, poor mental health or drug and alcohol abuse, or a combination of the three. We want to
stress that this is not every rooming house resident and that to some extent the description is a stereotype.
However, particularly in the large houses, residents fitting this description tend to set the culture. The
culture in turn is often toxic, particularly towards those who don’t fit in. There have been cases reported of
females, young people and families being placed into these environments, which then become emotionally
and physically dangerous for them.

Income Support
Residents are usually receiving some kind of Centrelink support: most often Newstart or a Disability
Support Pension (DSP), which is paid at a higher rate. Because of the transient nature of residents,
Centrelink can have difficulty keeping up with an individual’s changing circumstances. This has resulted in
payment suspension or residents continuing to pay rent to properties they no longer live in. The Centrepay
system, preferred by the majority of landlords, is controlled on the ground by the Centrelink beneficiary.
This has pros and cons, for both operator and resident. For the operator, it is an easier way to keep track
of payments, and generally it means rent will get paid and not spent on other things. However, the resident
can stop payments at any time. This dynamic then sets up the potential for drawn out VCAT hearings,
particularly if details such as a notice to vacate are not worded or timed correctly. For the resident, it gives
them peace of mind that their rent is being paid ensuring a continued place to live. However, if they are to
move, alerting Centrelink is a detail that can easily get missed, particularly if they are on a DSP and need to
cope with other life-affecting issues. The government income support agency will not make any changes to
where Centrepay goes, unless advised by the beneficiary.

Mental Health
Residents and services report a high incident of mental health issues in rooming houses. It would only be
possible to determine on a case-by-case basis, if mental health was one of the contributing factors to people
entering a boarding house, or if mental health issues have developed or been made worse by that space.
The psychiatric ward at the Dandenong hospital can only release people into known accommodation and
for many, rooming houses become the only viable option. De-institutionalisation has also added to the
number of people living in rooming houses. Whilst the move away from institutions can be seen in a positive
light, it has put strain on the housing and services sector to fill the gap and provide for the welfare of these
clients, particularly for those with complex (dual diagnosis) mental health issues. A related concern for
services is when a resident is diagnosed with a mental health issue. There can sometimes be a reluctance
to follow medical advice, leading to instability, and similar instability can be exhibited by those who have an
undiagnosed condition.

Other Personal Issues
Other issues facing rooming house tenants include drug and alcohol abuse, anger management, relationship
breakdown, long-term unemployment and transience. For any one resident there is usually a cocktail of
these issues, which is compounded if the person has a mental health disorder. These complexities usually
have a relational component and, as such, many residents have burnt bridges with family and close friends,
increasing isolation and the likelihood of forming unhelpful relationships. Residents in the larger boarding
houses are quite transient by nature, making it very difficult to build a sense of community in the house.
One reason for transience can be bad behaviour, leading to eviction. Evictions of this sort will make it
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difficult to gain a place in another rooming house, as some operators are keeping an unofficial ‘blacklist’ of
troublesome residents.
Whilst there are those living in rooming houses who are looking for a fresh start, some are unable to leave
past aggressions and continue to exhibit survivalist behaviour, which can include not paying rent, damaging
property and violent outbursts. These sorts of issues can lead to isolation and fear within the house, both
for the proponent and others. Isolation and fear breed mistrust and in one instant led to a man having to
stand guard at the bathroom door, while his female partner took a shower, in order to protect her from the
predator behaviour (real or perceived) of other male residents. A further issue causing isolation is language.
When someone from another country, who doesn’t speak English very well, comes to live in a rooming
house, there is very little space for them to connect. Different customs and diets can also cause disquiet
among residents with the new, foreign resident being ostracised.
Many people living in rooming houses eat a poor diet. This can be attributed to factors such as generational
poverty, situational poverty as well as inadequate cooking facilities. Residents will quite often float between
community meals put on by charities, food vans, food packages / grocery cards and takeaways. Residents
report that food theft is an issue in the houses, with some not having adequate locks on cupboards. This
would add to the reluctance to buy ingredients for a balanced diet.

Families in Rooming Houses
Alarmingly, there are an increasing number of families moving into rooming houses. This could mean a
small family is in one room or, for larger families, the need to take 2 or more rooms. This adds to the cost,
with families paying up to and in excess of $450 per week. If they could access it this would secure the
family a decent rental in the private sector. However, due to circumstances such as debt, rent in arrears
leading to a notice to vacate, or unemployment this has not been possible. Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS) does not like to see children in rooming houses and has legitimate concerns
for their wellbeing, however there appears to be very little few alternatives. There is a perception in the
community, particularly true of families, that if you are homeless, you will receive public housing quicker.
WAYSS has repeatedly told clients not to hand in the keys to their current rental, only to find those same
families presenting as homeless, with some demanding public housing. This view is also prevalent in
some new arrival communities. They become very strong advocates for their families, demanding that the
government take care of them. There have even been examples of families staging a sit-in at the office of a
housing agency.
Some residents are able to make the most of their time at a rooming house, being able to stabilise and, if it’s
been a good experience, move onto the next phase of their lives. It is hard to gauge for what percentage this
is the reality, as the services don’t tend to hear from people who are moving forward.
For the most par the rooming houses that are the focus of this research are full of very vulnerable people,
due to not understanding or acting on their rights; mental or physical health issues; drug and alcohol abuse;
poverty; relationship breakdown; and a host of other concerns that leave them feeling very disempowered.
This can set up an unfair power differential between the operator and the tenant.
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Operators
As mentioned at the start of this report there is a gap in effective connection with landlords / operators,
however interviews with social services, regulators and residents have allowed us to build a general picture
of operators. Whilst the picture won’t be accurate for every operator, there is enough anecdotal evidence to
draw some conclusions.

Rent
Most operators, in the category of rooming house that we are exploring, consider their rooming house to
be a business. This may seem obvious but it sets up a transactional relationship between tenant and owner.
Examples of this can be seen through operator interaction with Centrelink. Whilst the resident has the
primary say over whether their payment is made via Centrepay to the landlord, there have been instances of
landlords reaching out to the Homeless Outreach team of Centrelink, letting them know that the money has
to go through in order for them to guarantee the resident a place.
Because there is a level of certainty, most operators prefer their residents to pay via Centrepay. The operator
is required to carry the 99c charge per transaction. Centrelink checks that the rooming house is registered
and that it is meeting health and safety, as well as other community requirements and that the costs of
maintaining those requirements are not passed onto the resident. Any changes in rent requires the operator
to notify the tenant before it is updated on the Centrepay system.

Connection to services and maintenance
Operating a rooming house for people with complex needs is taxing and there are some good landlords
that will get in touch with services if clients are struggling. Again, this is primarily about rent-in-arrears,
with some housing agencies feeling pressure from landlords to pick up these arrears. Other issues facing
landlords include maintenance. Many of the properties that house rooming house tenants are run down
and look and feel very dishevelled. There are minimum standards that landlords have to abide by, as well
as health and safety regulations. Many landlords will just do what is absolutely necessary to achieve these
standards, which unfortunately still leave properties in a state less than conducive to creating a positive
environment for residents.
Some landlords are more neglectful, refusing to do basic repairs and only responding when fined or
requested by Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV) or City of Greater Dandenong (CGD). The worst case
scenario is when they are taken to VCAT by one of these authorities and, if the landlord loses, they usually
have to pay a fine and are court-ordered to bring the property back up to standard.
The reluctance around maintenance is quite often related to rooming houses being a secondary business
for operators. In this instance their primary concern is property development. They may have lodged an
application for development of the property and run the rooming house while waiting approval. This leaves
very little motivation to improve the property and make it more like a home for the people living there.

Understanding the resident
Another complexity for the owner / operator is understanding the resident base, which they house. Most
operators don’t have a strong comprehension of issues around mental health, drug and alcohol abuse,
aggression, effects of long term unemployment / poverty and so on. Because of the frustrations around
these things, and the difficulties of living alongside others who are also suffering, some tenants can lash out
at others or take it out on the property. Understandably this is frustrating for the owner. However, a negative
loop has been established where owners don’t improve properties citing previous damage as a reason. Yet,
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from a tenant perspective, there feels like there is no reason to respect a rundown property, particularly in
the face of the challenges they experience on a daily basis.
As alluded to earlier, there is an unfair power differential in favour of the landlord. The demand for housing
is high, which enables them to be selective, and at times discriminatory, against people with mental health
issues, particular ethnic backgrounds and those with a negative history. Those with a negative history have
often been black-listed on the unofficial grapevine and so operators won’t house them.

Types of Operators
Again, this is not every landlord in Greater Dandenong but there is enough who operate this way, or who
have a number of houses creating a monopoly and a power base, which can make it very difficult for
services such as WAYSS to achieve positive outcomes for their clients.
Anecdotal evidence collected by Peninsula Community Legal Centre and others identify 3 types of
operators. There are owners / operators who care and have converted a 2 or 3 bedroom dwelling into a 6
occupant residence which is generally okay. There are also exceptional rooming house operators, who see it
as a long-term business with a strategic end. The third are seen as death traps, where quite often the house
is rotting and a room the size of a child’s bedroom houses two people. 8 rooms are made out of a 3-bedroom
house, with an average weekly income of around $1,600. Quite often in these environments, if a resident
complains, they are ‘evicted’ within 24 hours.

The Rooming House Environment
Rooming houses don’t operate in a vacuum; amongst other things their environment includes regulators
and the social services. The regulators are Consumer Affairs Victoria (CAV), who are ultimately responsible
for licensing and the enforcement of the minimum standards, according to the Residential Tenancies Act.
The City of Greater Dandenong (CGD) inspects houses to ensure compliance with the Building Act (1983),
Public Health and Wellbeing Act (2008) and the Planning and Environment Act (1987).
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Regulators
CAV inspects against the Residential Tenancies (Rooming House Standards) regulations 2012. The
standards relate to privacy, security, safety and amenity in rooming houses. CAV makes no distinction
between whether a resident is on a rooming house agreement or an individual tenancy agreement.
On their website they provide a good practice guide for operators.
http://www.consumer.vic.gov.au/housing-and-accommodation/renting/during-a-lease-or-residency/
minimum-standards-in-rooming-houses

Residents’ Rooms
• Any door used for entry to or exit from a resident’s room must be fitted with a lock that is operated by
a key from the outside, and can be unlocked from inside without a key.
• A resident’s room must have at least 2 working power outlets.
• Residents’ windows must have a covering that provides privacy and can be opened by the resident.

Bathrooms
• A shared bathroom or toilet must be fitted with a privacy latch that can be securely latched from the
inside without a key.

Kitchen
Each resident must have access to and use of food preparation facilities. These can be provided in the
resident’s room or a shared kitchen.
If these facilities are in a resident’s room, they must include:
•
•
•
•
•

Food preparation area
Sink
Oven and cook-top in good working order
Refrigerator with at least 80 Litres capacity
Cupboard with a minimum 0.1 cubic meters (100 litres) of storage capacity

A shared kitchen must have.

• Food preparation area
• Sink
• Oven and cook-top with four burners in good working order for every 12 or fewer residents who do not
have an oven or cook-top in their room (based on the maximum number of residents that the rooming
house can accommodate)
• Refrigerator with at least 400 litres capacity
• Lockable cupboard for each resident, with a minimum 0.1 cubic metres (100 litres) of storage
capacity.

Dining Facilities in a common area
• Enough chairs for the maximum number of residents that can be accommodated in a resident’s room.
• A table that can comfortably accommodate this number of chairs.
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Shared Laundries
• A wash trough or basin plumbed to a continuous and adequate supply of hot and cold water.
• Immediately next to the trough or basin, space with hot and cold water supply outlets suitable for a
washing machine.
• A clothes line or other clothes drying facility.

General Rooming House Standards
• An evacuation diagram that complies with section 3.5 and Appendix E of AS 3745 must be
prominently displayed in each resident’s room and in all shared areas.
• Internal rooms, corridors and hallways must have a level of natural or artificial light appropriate to the
function and use of the room.
• Habitable rooms must have access to natural light during daylight hours, and artificial light during
non-daylight hours, appropriate to the function and use of the room.
• Habitable rooms, bathrooms, shower rooms, toilets and, laundries must have ventilation that complies
with the relevant building code of Australia (see section 17 of the regulations).
• All gas installations and fittings must be checked at least once every 2 years by a licensed gas fitter
(compliance certificates need to be kept for 2 years and made available to CAV).
• All electrical installations and fittings must be checked at least once every 5 years by a licensed
electrician (compliance certificates need to be kept for 5 years and made available to CAV).
• All power outlets and electrical circuits must be connected to circuit breakers that comply with AS/
NZS 3000 and switchboard-type residual current devices that comply with AS/NZS 3190, AS/NZS
61008.1 or AS/NZS 61009.1.
• Each external window that is able to be opened must stay securely closed or open without a key.
• Each rooming house entrance must have a lock operated by a key from outside, and without a key
from inside, the rooming house.
• The main entry must have a window, peep-hole or intercom system and a working external light that
provides enough light during non-daylight hours to provide for safe access and to screen visitors to the
rooming house.
There are exceptional circumstances where an exemption to meet these requirements may be granted
(paraphrasing).
• Not able to modify a rooming house due to its nature, age or structure.
• An obligation to comply with a competing law.
• Sufficiently addressed the relevant standards by other means.

CAV reported that when they first started doing inspections against this criteria, 90% of rooming houses
state-wide did not comply.

Local Council Responsibilities
Local councils including CGD are responsible for inspecting against public health and wellbeing standards.
Rooming houses must be registered with the local council. The council may inspect the rooming house to
see if it meets the standards set out in the Public Health and Wellbeing Regulations 2009. These standards
include (but are not limited to).
• At least 1 toilet for every 10 people.
• At least one bath or shower and one washbasin for every 10 people.
• Continuous and adequate supply of hot and cold water to all toilet, bathing, laundry, kitchen and
drinking water facilities.
• Rooms and communal areas in a clean and well maintained condition.
• Rooming houses must have adequate and well-maintained hard-wired smoke alarms to protect
residents.
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There are 3 departments within council that have statutory functions in the rooming house space. They are
the Public Health Unit, Building Services Department and the Planning and Design Department.
The Public Health Unit is responsible for ensuring the rooming house is registered in accordance with the
Public Health and Wellbeing Act 2008 and that it adheres to the wellbeing regulations of 2009, which relate
to standards of habitation, overcrowding, sanitation and control of infectious diseases.
The Building Services Department is responsible for ensuring that the building meets the requirements
of the Building Act 1993. It is also responsible for the correct classification of a building that has been
converted into a rooming house and that the required essential safety measures are provided.
The third department with statutory responsibility is Planning and Design. They are responsible for
administering the requirements of the Planning and Environment Act 1987 and the Greater Dandenong
Planning Scheme. They become involved with the planning requirements for dwellings with 10 or more
occupants. These dwellings need a planning permit.

Relationship Between CAV and CGD
CAV considers itself to have a strong relationship with the CGD and sees it as one of the most proactive
councils in the rooming house area. However, there is some overlap between the Health and Wellbeing Act
and the Residential Tenancy Act, which at times can cause confusion about which department is looking
after a particular issue. Both CAV and CGD are committed to a seamless interface with the rooming house
resident and operator when issues are raised, and they are both fairly pragmatic in addressing areas of
concern. There is some hope that the new licensing regime (still in the design phase) may help tie the 2
regulatory frameworks closer together. If repeated infringements occur, then information can then be shared
in such a way that the director of CAV can decide whether to suspend an operator’s licence.

A Rooming House Accord
Having said that, in the CGD there is some good will amongst operators, shown in recent meetings around
the creation of a Rooming House Accord, which will be detailed later in this document. The accord may help
set up a star based rating system, similar to the way hotels are rated. This would act as an informal guide
for housing services and rooming house residents. The rating system could help operators come on board
with the accord, as it would incentivise involvement.

The Social Services
Rooming House residents in the City of Greater Dandenong have a number of services available to them.
These include but are not limited to,
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Housing Services: WAYSS and Launch Housing (formerly Hanover)
Mental Health: Eastern Region Mental Health Association (ERMHA), Monash Health, GP’s.
Case Co-ordination (complex): Partners In Recovery (PIR).
Drug and alcohol: Monash Health Drug and Alcohol Service (formerly SEADS).
Home and Community Care Support: SEAS (Monash Health).
Income Support: Centrelink.
General Health: (Royal District Nursing Association (RDNS).
Legal support (including advocating for rights of tenants): Peninsula Community Legal Centre
(PCLC).
• Drug Court Chaplaincy: the Salvation Army.
• Food Welfare and support: Cornerstone and various churches.

Despite having so many services available, rooming house residents report that they have found it difficult
to connect with the right service at the right time. This would suggest a layer of invisibility of the services
and the need for a more concerted and integrated approach to working in the sector. It may also require a
simplification of how services are marketed and how they can be accessed.
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The Services
Centrelink is a service that many residents would have in common, receiving one payment or another. As
mentioned previously, many landlords prefer that their residents pay through Centrepay. The process for the
resident to set this is up is reasonably straight forward, however some clients have trouble with the forms.
Because of the nature and sensitivity of working with other people’s money, Centrelink is reluctant to help
clients fill in the forms, preferring them to connect with a friend or family member for help. If a resident
becomes behind in rent, Centrepay will set up 2 payments for them, one paying the current rent and the
second to catch up the arrears.

Recurring Issues and Themes
WAYSS and Launch Housing (formerly Hanover) are the 2 open door services in CGD. WAYSS seeks
to help people find accommodation and offers various supports to maintain tenancy for eligible clients.
These include specific services for youth, women, those experiencing family violence and those on a
drug treatment order. Launch Housing operates in a similar capacity and has crisis housing available.
They are also able to offer a short period of case management. Due to the recent merger of Hanover and
Homeground that created Launch Housing, they are also able to offer specialist youth services (Foyer) and
Homeground Real Estate, which offers services to landlords with the management fees returning to the
core business of housing the homeless.
PIR has direct contact with around 540 people who are experiencing complex mental health issues. They
are able to work longer term with them. A s well, PIR works to uncover the gaps in the support system for
people with complex needs. The partnership holds regular high level meetings with the heads of related
services to determine gaps, and remedies for those gaps, into the future.
ERMHA provides services for people with a diagnosed mental illness, and for their carers. These are
largely aimed at creating independent living skills, coping mechanisms and increasing self-esteem. As well,
ERMHA can help people work towards study and vocational goals.
Monash Health runs many services throughout Greater Dandenong including the Dandenong Hospital.
The drug and alcohol service, in partnership with other providers, offers initial intake and assessment,
counselling, recovery services, non-residential withdrawal and referrals to residential and rehabilitation
services. South East Advocacy and Support (SEAS) helps, amongst others, those living in rooming houses
to access the in-home support that they need. As part of the Dandenong Hospital Monash Health run the
Psychiatric ward. When a patient is discharged they need to be released to some form of accommodation.
Increasingly social workers are relying on boarding houses.
Peninsula Community Legal Centre offers a range of legal services, including specific advice for residents
in caravan parks and rooming houses. They are able to advocate for residents to landlords and regulatory
bodies.
The Salvation Army offers a wide range of services across Melbourne. One service, particular to
Dandenong, is chaplaincy to the drug court. As well as supporting people on the day of their hearing, the
service helps find accommodation and meets other needs.
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Cornerstone offers 2 lunches a week, as well as a community atmosphere for people to connect with. They
give out food packages and work to support the marginalised around Dandenong. Various churches also
support the marginalised through food parcels and the meeting of other needs.

Relationship between services and landlords
During the interview and research process there was some discussion around the question of the
relationship between service providers and rooming house operators. There were mixed responses about
whether a better relationship between services and operators would improve the sector. Some felt the
dichotomy of interests were too great. However, services like WAYSS and Launch Housing expressed that
they had good relationships with some operators and that it was helpful for placing people. On the flip side,
other operators had asked to be removed from their lists, determining not to take the clients coming from
these services.
Through the reporting function of our network meetings it has become clear that some of the services
feel powerless when it comes to landlords. It is obvious that the condition of many properties are poor, yet
residents feel they can’t complain because of the fear of being evicted. Services often feel they can’t push
too hard for improvement, as operators can just refuse to take their clients. This power balance needs to be
addressed but is made more complicated by the lack of other housing options.

Differing Views of the Key Stakeholders
The rooming house environment is diverse, with the various stakeholders – that is, regulators, services,
operators and residents – each looking for something different. Quite often, operators in CGD and beyond
see they are running a business and the bottom line is the key concern. They are protective of their property
and critical of those who trash a room etc. On the flipside, many operators do not maintain their property
well, engendering a disrespect for space.
Residents are for the most part looking for a safe place to live, in a welcoming environment. In many
instances they find a very hostile environment, both in the upkeep of the property and the atmosphere of the
house.
Housing providers, particularly, are looking for a place to house the homeless. They have taken a
higher ground approach that it is better for someone to have a roof over their head than nothing at all.
Unfortunately, because of the state of many rooming houses, clients from all walks of life are questioning
why they have been sent there.
Regulators are wanting operators to maintain their properties to a minimum set of standards that comply
with various pieces of legislation. If these are not adhered to fines result.
In light of these competing concerns, the overarching environment for rooming houses becomes
confrontational, rather than an environment that engenders co-operation and focuses on the needs of all
stakeholders.

House Operation
A recurring issue for rooming houses in the City of Greater Dandenong is the state and operation of the
houses. For the group of people this research focuses on, the majority of rooming houses where they live
are dilapidated and unclean. The physical environment is not welcoming, nor conducive to positive mental
health or general wellbeing. The cost of a room, and the standard delivered in that room, are not compatible.
Particularly in the larger houses, there is a culture of fear, either perpetuated by the landlord or a manager.
Residents are very reluctant to speak out about standards or maintenance for fear of physical harm or losing
their tenancy. Whilst many houses do have a set of house rules, these appear to be minimal and seem to
be very hard to enforce. What ensues is a culture of disrespect between residents and an environment of
intimidation, as well as a lack of pride of place. Many of these properties are simply human warehouses.
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Power Imbalance – owners threaten to shut down
The services and others in Greater Dandenong have noted the power imbalance in favour of the owner /
operator. They have the right to determine who comes into their property however, discrimination based
on race, income support, or whether someone is referred from a service or state of their mental health,
makes it very difficult for services to find appropriate accommodation for some of the most vulnerable in
our community. In the same manner, owners are able to raise objections to various constraints on their
operation, lamenting that if it gets too hard or too costly they will close the door. This, of course, will leave
people homeless once again.

Client Perceptions
There are a growing number of people, presenting as homeless, who believe that the housing services
should be able to house them. Families have presented as homeless, demanding public housing, which
is simply not available. Whilst relationships are being built between services, there is still a perspective
from mental health and other services that once referred to a housing service, that they will automatically
get housing. A few years ago the housing services were able to give clients an option of 3-4 places to try
for housing; now they are advocating to landlords for any vacancy. We are not sure of the origin of this
perception however, the local housing services see people coming from other parts of the city and even
interstate believing that there is housing in Dandenong, which is simply not the case.

Mental health issues
Statistically a third of people in rooming houses have some kind of mental illness, with a considerable
percentage having a dual diagnosis. Before de-institutionalisation some of these residents would have
been living in a facility with specialised care. One could argue whether this was a helpful environment.
However, placing someone with significant issues into a shared environment, where they are expected to
live independently, could be overwhelming to say the least and has the potential to lead to a degeneration
of their physical and mental wellbeing. The Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) desires to
see stable housing for people in this group, which is difficult to achieve in the environment we are exploring.
Due to non-compliance to medication regimes, feeling unsafe or threatened, or fearful of eviction (illegal or
otherwise), this group of people tend to be quite transient and resistant to help.

Focus of the services
The services in Greater Dandenong would be the first to admit that when it comes to the rooming
house sector they are under-resourced to meet the growing need. Whilst each do good work within
their framework, the service paradigm is focused on the individual, as opposed to the community of a
rooming house or, indeed, the broader environment. Working with an individual within a house limits the
effectiveness of any intervention, as the environment is largely not taken into account. The model of the
person with which they work is also, for the most part, coming from a needs or deficit perspective. It is not
truly focussed on the strengths and reserves of the individual, nor looking holistically at the environment.

Resident responsibility
The responsibility of the individual resident is reasonably low and most operators have a similar low
expectation of their residents. This leads to very little ownership of the rooming house environment,
which leaves the door open for rooms and houses to be trashed. It is very difficult to change residents’
thinking to encourage active participation or the use of their skills to improve their environment. However,
a culture of participation needs to be fostered, both for the benefit of the house, the other residents and the
empowerment of the individual.
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Other players in the space
Whilst not a major theme emerging from the research, it is worth noting that there are other potential
players in the rooming house space. These include insurers (currently there is no rooming house insurance
in Australia), regulators of amenities (i.e. electrical safety, plumbing industry commission), the real estate
sector, and the building services departments of local councils (needing to be more engaged). These
services could add to the regulation of rooming houses and help tighten compliance.

Make-up of rooming houses
The make-up of rooming houses has been a consistent theme throughout our investigation period. The
network is most concerned that at times there is no alternative but to place families into rooming houses
that are known to be violent; single women into a house with 10 or more men aged over 50, and young
people, who are addicted to Ice and other drugs, into a house with children or into other reasonably settled
environments. Within the network there have been calls for purpose built housing for different clientele.
Whilst in some situations this has its merits – purpose building for families, or single women escaping
domestic violence – grouping people with similar issues together can be problematic, unless the household
is seen as one, made up of individuals, and services are employed to help in the smooth running of the
house.

Legal frameworks
CAV and the CGD are diligent in their legislative responsibilities, however it can be difficult to force a
landlord to make improvements. Many see fines, due to non-compliance, as simply a cost of doing business
and they are not particularly motivated to improve their property. Tying these requirements closer to the
right to hold a licence will be an important shift in the legal framework. Other concerns relate to planning
permits and the ability of landlords to lodge these and then say they don’t want to improve a property that
is used as a rooming house, as it is only temporary with their plan being to redevelop. The network would
like to advocate strongly that the legislation be changed so that, once a planning permit is submitted, a
rooming house cannot be run on the property. There are a host of other legal considerations, particularly
around the way landlords treat residents. One particular concern is around bonds. There is no compulsion
on a landlord to accept an Office of Housing bond. Many prefer cash and do not issue receipts, which makes
it easy for the bond to disappear. Also, without adequate paperwork, services are not able to support with
HEF funds, and Centrelink cannot pay rent support. There needs to be some legislative framework that
compels operators to act responsibly with bonds and necessary paperwork.
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The Ideal Rooming House
As part of our research process we asked what would constitute the ideal rooming house. Residents’
responses included.
• A feeling of personal safety and belongings being safe.
• CCTV to film all areas of the property.
This is understandably limited, according to research conducted by the Peninsula Community Legal Centre
(PCLC). Residents equate their current living experience to the worst they have had. This means that,
aspirationally, the bar is very low. The services and regulators were able to further elaborate, through their
direct contact with residents and the rooming house environment. A clean and well-maintained property,
which includes access to a clean fridge and working microwave, was seen as very important. Also desirable
are secure, working and good facilities, including access to clean linen and, perhaps, even the availability
of an ensuite and kitchenette. A broad but telling statement is that a rooming house needs to reflect what it
means to be human. It also needs to be affordable and in a good location, which facilitates connection with
the broader community. It was felt smaller numbers in a house lead to a better sense of home. That sense of
home would also be enhanced if there was a sense of pride from the residents towards their environment.
This could include a belief that they are a household and that they live by a certain set of rules.
Other aspects that would help create the ideal rooming house include opportunities for residents to get
involved in the maintaining of the property. This could include a vegetable garden, simple maintenance,
painting and so forth. One thought was for a landlord to set up a communal space and then have the
residents responsible to maintain it. All these things will help improve the self-worth and sense of
achievement felt by the residents. There was a strong feeling that a rooming house that houses over 15
people needs an onsite manager. Many people living in rooming houses feel disconnected from the broader
community and so access to the community through meaningful activities such as volunteering, work or
sport was seen as part of the ideal environment.
The environment around a rooming house also needs to ensure there is easy access to services. This may
include some services visiting the rooming house to connect with residents. There was a sense of wanting
to create a safety net around the house so that individuals were receiving the care that they needed.
The make-up of the house was also questioned, with some respondents feeling gender specific houses
would be most helpful. Others felt houses based on demographics such as age, culture and interests would
be best. This was seen as a better option to grouping people by need.
There was a perception that residents wanted to feel proud about the place where they live and that, with
a sense of pride, a boarding house could become a long-term residence. Perhaps, too, this would help
overcome the stigma that many feel about living in a rooming house. A helpful addition would involve the
owner being a good landlord and taking responsibility for the timely maintenance of the property. This
would include creating a common standard of rooming house across the board, rather than the current
situation of one being seen as better than another.
There were comments that the block of housing on Clow St, Dandenong could be a space to set up an ideal
environment, with the residents responsible for the upkeep. There are individual units with the possibility of
shared space, communal kitchen and a vegetable patch. The space could be overseen by residents and the
council. This kind of environment is more common internationally, but could be adapted for use in Australia.
The environment of the house was also seen as very important, with people feeling as if they had a home,
not just a room and a sense of safety, so they didn’t need to be anxious every time they went back to the
place they pay rent for.
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The attitude of the landlord was also seen as important. They should understand that they aren’t just
running a business, but are providing housing for some of the most complex and vulnerable people in the
community. There was a suggestion that perhaps landlords could have some kind of education about the
complexities of the people they were housing. Also as a business, just like any other business, they need to
supply to a basic standard. It is hoped that the new legislation will help with this.
From a service perspective, the intake process into a boarding house is important and perhaps the intake
tool used for DHHS properties could be circulated to landlords and others. Information such as required by
the form will help owners and others assess the suitability of a potential resident for that property.
It has been noted that some landlords move towards overcrowding their rooming house/s in order to make
more money from the rent. Some services believe that this actually creates a poor environment with the
greater likelihood of bad behaviour and property damage. The suggestion is to scale back the number
of people in a house, which will help to create a better sense of community and home, leading to a more
harmonious and sustainable house environment.
Finally, it was recognised that there needs to be a network of care around the houses, which includes
connection with hope-givers; people who can simply build relationships with the residents, encouraging
them to pursue their goals. Services also need to be connected to the house. These can include churches,
which can help supply any welfare needs.
The Registered Accommodation Association of Victoria has produced a helpful guide to creating a positive
rooming house environment. Running a Better Rooming House: A Best Practice Handbook for Operators
is aimed at improving rooming house operations; encouraging owners / operators to review their social
and legal obligations; raising rooming house standards, and providing an incentive to increase the number
of registered rooming houses in Victoria. Their suggestions are congruent with much of what is outlined
here as an ideal rooming house. They even focus on the importance of maintaining good relationships
with tenants, between tenants and with neighbours. They encourage the creation of a welcome pack that
includes the house rules and information about the local community. Operators are encouraged to move
towards best practice, as it will improve the image of their property, the health and wellbeing of residents,
increase profits and set the operator apart from those who do not use best practice principles. (http://www.
raav.org.au/raav_handbook.pdf).

Best Practice Case Study
To more fully examine best practice, it will be helpful to understand what rooming house residents need
from their environment. In addition to a roof and food, residents need a space that they can feel is their own.
Most of us know this as ‘home’. The concept of home is so fundamental to our way of lives that we can tend
to take it for granted, until it goes missing. For a whole plethora of reasons, the majority of rooming house
residents find themselves disconnected from that sense of home and the family relationships that make it
up. This means that it is more difficult for them to find the anchoring needed to thrive and flourish as human
beings.
Home can have many connotations and conjure up good and bad memories. Shelly Mallett in her article,
Understanding Home, seeks to draw together much of the literature on this topic. Throughout her article
she weaves differing elements together to show that home is about place (neighbourhood, village, country),
positioning, people (relationships), identity and our orientation to the world.1
1

Shelly Mallet Shelly 2004, Understanding Home, The Sociological Review
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Rooming houses have the opportunity to foster these life-giving elements for some of the most vulnerable
in our community. Extreme examples of the creation of home, allowing for the thriving and flourishing of
residents include Betel Australia (http://betelaustralia.org/) and San Patrignano (http://www.sanpatrignano.
org/) in Italy. Based on similar models, they give the opportunity for people to find community and purpose,
through relationship and meaningful engagement in work. They focus on rehabilitation of addicts and
others through the rediscovery of identity, self-worth and the value of contribution. They are residential
programs that give the participant skills to live well in the world. Betel Australia is based on the work being
done in over 20 countries around the world and provides the opportunity for those having gone through the
program to come onto the staff and help others. More models like these are needed to provide a home and
sense of self-worth for hurting people. However, many will not desire such a radical break with the familiar
in order to move forward, and the vast majority of rooming house operators would not be interested in
creating such holistic environments.

Servants Community Housing
A model closer to a traditional rooming house that has many of the characteristics necessary to create
home, is Servants Community Housing based in Hawthorn. It was founded in 1986 as a work of the
Hawthorn West Baptist Church in partnership with other service providers. It started with 1 house and
today is its own incorporated association with 3 houses, housing around 90 people, mostly men, with the
majority of residents suffering from some kind of mental illness.
Each resident has their own room, which includes a bar fridge. Their room becomes a space they can make
their own. For the most part, bathrooms are shared and there is plenty of communal space. A small team
of managers live onsite at each of the houses. They may hold other jobs or study, but are at least around
on evenings and weekends, when issues can sometimes arise. Servants provide 2 meals a day (breakfast
and dinner). Meal times are very important, giving the opportunity for connection between residents, staff
and the community. From time to time members of the local community will be invited to join residents for
a meal. This helps to normalise the experience of living in a rooming house and helps to build meaningful
relationships. Nutritional meals often also help people’s medication to be more effective. There are no
programs for residents to attend and no expectations on them, apart from the house rules. The houses and
grounds are maintained to a high standard, creating pride in place and a comfortable place to live.
The rules are clearly explained on entry to a Servant’s facility and there is zero tolerance of drugs, threats
of violence or violent behaviour. The CEO, Matt Maudlin, believes very strongly in the importance of the
individual, but states that the community is more important. If there is an individual that threatens the
community, then Servants is not for them. That sense of safety for all residents is paramount.
Safety and the sense of home are created through the closely held values of respect, dignity and hope. A
person is seen and valued for who they are, and not the labels that society has put on them. Dignity is seen
in staff getting alongside residents, building relationships and being present for them. All staff work to treat
residents with common courtesy, politeness, genuineness and warmth. Many people come to Servants
hopeful of a fresh start. This hope is nurtured through a caring environment, where space is given for people
to discover who they are and what makes life worth living.
Matt recounts the story of a man who came to live at Servants, who was essentially a recluse. Through
the connection with the community that many grow to see as family, he has reconnected with his sisters in
America and has flown over to visit them. As a testament to the community and sense of home Servants is
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able to create, there are a number of residents that say they are only leaving Servants in a pine box.
Servants has a mix of paid and volunteer workers, including senior management, house managers, house
keepers and cooks. People from local community groups volunteer to help in the grounds, run BBQ’s and
just generally connect with the residents. Matt has established a good network of services around the
houses that are available if residents need their assistance.

Elements from Servants Experience
Servants Community Housing is a not-for-profit, however it does not make a loss, whilst providing top
quality accommodation for otherwise homeless people. Some points to note from the Servants’ experience,
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Buildings and grounds maintained to a high standard
Provision of meals
Plenty of communal space
Hired cleaners
Residents treated with respect and dignity
Onsite managers
Community fostered through meals
Clear set of house rules
Zero tolerance for drugs and violent or threatening behavior
Relationships formed with community groups and individuals
A knowledge of the local services and how to connect residents to them

Recommendations
These recommendations take into account the stakeholders in the rooming house sector. In Greater
Dandenong, the stakeholders are the residents, the owner / operator, the social services, the regulators and
the community around the house. There needs to be much better connection and communication between
these parties and a lessening of the power imbalance experienced by residents and social services.
We feel a key aspect in this process is the Rooming House Accord that has been developed on the initiative
of Victorian Police.
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Rooming House Accord
Introduction
Late 2014, Victoria Police (VicPol) contacted the City of Greater Dandenong (CGD) to initiate work on a
‘Rooming House Accord.’ The idea for an accord of this nature was inspired by the successful liquor accords
that have been implemented in many communities across the state. CGD was keen to connect the accord
with work already started by the Dandenong Rooming House Network. Around two years ago, this network
of social service providers, broadened its focus from the work at Shawlands Caravan Park to rooming
houses in Dandenong. Over this time the network and others have seen trends in the condition of rooming
houses. These include: their poor physical state; the complexity of needs andand the associated difficulties
of service delivery; the reluctant nature of residents to assert for their rights as tenants; a generalised
culture of disrespect and antagonism, and a malaise from the general public.
The process of putting the accord together has involved consultation with regulators (CGD, Consumer
Affairs Victoria, VicPol), rooming house owners / operators and a limited number of leaders in the social
service field.
The document below is broken up into stakeholder (owner / operator, tenants, service providers, regulators)
and, then the principles that relate to each stakeholder, with associated behaviours and hoped for outcomes.
Unpacking the principles, we are convinced that the owner / operator plays a crucial part in the creation of a
positive culture and we believe that if they show respect for the property and tenants, others will follow. The
second principle is similar, building on the first, and encourages an effective working relationship between
tenant and manager. A core principle for tenants is to be responsive to the owner / operator’s respect and
to, in turn, work for the creation of a positive environment. Social services believe it is important to cultivate
a positive relationship with the owner / operator, to better serve them in the establishment of a sustainable
house and to better ensure tenants are aware of the services around them. The accord also asks regulators
to commit to easier processes for connection and compliance with owners.
As the accord begins to roll out, as it relates to the day to day operation of a rooming house, we clearly see
the need to uncover where the sometimes competing needs of operators, tenants and service providers,
interact. It will be at this point that the accord will gain its best traction.
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Stakeholder

Principle

Behaviour

Outcome

Encouraging a positive culture
within the house, through respect
for the house environment and
tenants

• Ensure house is kept clean inside and out.
E.g.: hire a cleaner, gardener and provide a
linen service
• Work with tenants to develop an agreed set
of house norms aimed at helping tenants see
they are ‘here for a new start’
• Create a zero tolerance for rule breaking
environment

• Safe, clean and tidy
environment
• More settled residents
• An increased sense of
wellbeing and feeling of safety
for all stakeholders
• Residents gain a sense of
positive ownership of the
house

Effective management of property
and creating a positive connection
with tenants

• Ensure facilities are up to code
• Provide appropriate security for common
areas
• Work to develop relationships of mutual trust
and accountability with tenants
• Provide opportunities for resident
involvement in place-making; e.g. creation of
a vegie patch, painting, simple maintenance
• Provide a property manager that is available
24/7 to help address tenant issues; e.g.:
noise, effect of drug and alcohol abuse

• Creation of a safe and secure
environment
• Less isolation as tenants feel
safe to be in common areas
• Residents experience a sense
of welcome and belonging as
relationships are formed
• Residents begin to feel a sense
of home and connection to
place
• Residents feel they can
assert their right to ‘peaceful
enjoyment’ of their home

Tenants

Showing respect for the property,
owner, other tenants and
themselves

• As appropriate, work with owners to develop
a set of house norms
• Agree to live by the house norms
• Accept responsibility for their own behaviour
and that of their guests or those they let in
• Commit to a relationship of mutual trust with
the owner / manager
• Commit to keeping the standards of the
house
• Commit to showing respect to other tenants

• Increased sense of positive
ownership of the house
• Improved relationship with
owner / operator
• Improved relationships with
other tenants
• Sense of responsibility to
maintain house standards

Services (social work,
mental healtHousing,
recreation, job
readiness etc.)

Better liaison with the owner /
operator

• Check in with operator about the purpose of
the house; e.g. all male, single mums, etc.
• Check in with operator about the current mix
in the house and suitability of clients
• Ensure that rooming house owner / operators
are aware of all services available to clients in
the community

• Owners feel respected by
services and that the purpose
and mix in their house matters
• Better connected owner /
operators who can direct
residents to appropriate
services as required
• More settled residents as they
get the help they need

Commitment to longer term
tenancies

• Improve screening of the client to better
ascertain strengths and weaknesses and
suitability for accommodation
• Agencies to stay connected with clients
longer to be available to work through any
emerging issues

• The agency and the owner
/ operator will have a better
understanding of the new
resident
• Owner / operators not feel as
if the client has been dumped
on them.
• Helps to increase service and
tenant sense of responsibility
to the house

Commitment to less complicated
connection with owner /
operators

• Where possible, phone-calls requesting work
be done rather than initial threatening letters
• Regular communication with operators
outlining any change in expectations
• Ensure owner / operators and residents have
a clear understanding of VCAT processes and
their rights and responsibilities
• Encourage the connection with consumer
advocates, to support other residents as
issues arise.
• A register of tenants to be maintained and
easily accessible as required.

• Owner / operators feel
respected by regulators,
opening the door for a healthier
relationship
• Owner / operators feel
supported as they go through
VCAT to evict a resident who is
not paying rent or misbehaving
• VicPol can more easily liaise
with owners, regarding
residents and follow up on
complaints
• Residents feel connected to the
regulatory process and more
able to advocate for their rights
• In the event of an emergency
owner / operator and
emergency services can ensure
all tenants are accounted for

Owner / Operators

Regulators (local
council, VicPol, CAV)
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Other Recommendations
Improving the Rooming House
1. Adoption of the Rooming House Accord by residents, owners / operators, regulators, and social
services as a move towards best practice in the sector.
• The accord outlines specific principles and behaviours seen as necessary for the creation of a
successful rooming house.

2. Wide spread distribution of the Registered Accommodation Association of Victoria’s Running a
Better Rooming House booklet
• Though not connected, the booklet is a helpful introduction to the Rooming House Accord. This
booklet is useful as it not only addresses the physical challenges of running a rooming house but
recognises what it takes to build a successful rooming house culture.

3. Introduction of a consumer-led rating system, that allows residents to rate their rooming house,
their experience of it and make comments about it.

• This could incentivise landlords to ensure that the rooming house is clean, well maintained and has
a pleasing presentation to the surrounding community.

4. To connect the accord, the RAAV booklet and the rating system to incentivise buy-in from
landlords.
5. Rooms to have amenities such as bar fridge, kettle, microwave.

• This enhances the ability of a resident to create their own space and feel relaxed in their house; it
creates food security, and the ability for people to act independently.

Seeing the house as a community
6. Social services, together with residents, to devise a way of working with the house as a
community, as opposed to only working with individuals. This could include house meetings,
facilitating household activities and relationship building.

• An approach such as this is akin to community development and would allow residents the
opportunity to build meaningful relationships, grow in living and other skills and develop conflict
management tools.

7. Owner / Operators to find ways to encourage the ownership of space, allowing residents the
opportunity to personalise their house, making it feel more like a home.

• This could involve decorating their room, simple maintenance, creation of a vegetable garden etc.

8. Operators to make sure properties are as safe as possible.

• This includes ensuring bedroom doors and entry and exits have the ability to be securely locked and
that CCTV cameras are installed in common areas.

9. Recognising the need for a relational web around residents, owners / operators to work with
social services and residents, to build helpful networks into the community to support the house.
• These networks will include connections with the social services themselves, as well as community
groups, churches and interested individuals.
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Legislative Change
10. Appropriate legislation be amended to prohibit the use of properties for the purpose of a
rooming house, once a planning permit has been lodged with a local council.

• Many operators run rooming houses as secondary businesses to property development, which is
a disincentive to maintain the property. Prohibiting use of the property in this way will also help to
ensure people with a genuine interest in running rooming houses are in fact the ones running them.

11. The creation of one body to monitor and regulate rooming houses, including the licensing
regime, health and safety requirements, building and so forth.

• Whilst this could be problematic, finding a way to simplify the interaction with the regulating bodies
would be an important step forward, making it easier for owners to comply with the necessary
standards.

12. Regulators to hold licensed operators to greater degrees of accountability.

• Operators to work to be truly compliant to minimum standards, with penalties for non-compliance
tied closer to license suspension or withdrawal.

Purpose Built Houses and Environments
13. More purpose-built rooming houses be developed in consultation with potential residents and
with sensitivity to urban place making strategies.

• These new developments could be managed by appropriate social services and designed in such a
way as to promote community inclusion and connection.

14. The creation of more specialised housing.

• Whilst it might be appropriate to house single women, families etc. in specialised accommodation,
it may be helpful to think outside the box and encourage people of similar interests, culture etc and
so on, to live in the same house. At the very least, perhaps, a network of houses in an area could be
established to encourage joint activities and connections along lines of interest. Again this may be
something the social services, working with residents, can achieve.

15. The social services together with appropriate businesses and not-for-profits, design and
provide opportunities for rooming house residents to engage in meaningful work, either paid or
voluntary.
• This would allow residents the opportunity to gain skills, grow in their existing abilities, gain selfworth through achievement and make a meaningful contribution.

16. A service such as PIR be tasked to pull a network of high-end social service leaders, owners /
operators and residents together for the purpose of designing some of the above strategies.

• For these strategies to be effective there needs to be joint ownership between the key stakeholders.

17. Rooming houses over 15 people to have an onsite manager, to be the first port of call for any
issues arising.

• Lead tenant arrangements don’t tend to work in the rooming house space, however a person based
at the rooming house, responsible for the day to day management of issues, is essential to the
smooth and professional operation of the rooming house. It could be the manager who liaises with
services and others in the community to help build a network around the house.
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Conclusion
The Dandenong Rooming House scene is complex, comprising of registered and unregistered houses
of varying standards and purposes. The 40 or so houses that were the focus of this study, house some of
the most complex and vulnerable people in the Dandenong community. Many of the houses these people
occupy are run down and dishevelled, with landlords that see them as a secondary business to property
development. There are a range of services seeking to support people living in rooming houses, however
their work is multifaceted and tends to be underfunded. The result is piecemeal services focused on the
individual rather than the whole community within a house. The regulatory framework is governed by CAV
and CGD and for the most part these entities work well together, however the regulatory frameworks they
operate don’t go far enough to ensure the safety and wellbeing of residents.
Rooming Houses need to do more than provide a roof, they need to be places where residents can create a
sense of home, this involves landlords maintaining high standards of maintenance and cleanliness, which
shows respect for the property and tenants. Social Services need to explore how to work with a whole
household, not just individuals in order to help create a positive culture. Tenants need to be able to be proud
of where they live and to take the opportunity to create their own space, by making their rooms their own
and being involved in the positive upkeep of the property.
Overall, for the Dandenong rooming house scene to improve, it needs the co-operation and co-ordination
of all the key stakeholders, to commit to raise the standards, and provide and maintain excellent
accommodation for, and with, the residents.
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