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Protfessionalisation of Housing Management:

Australia

< Terry Burke, Professor of Housing Studies, Swinburne University of Technology, Melbourne, Australia

The scale and form of professional housing
management in Australia is a reflection of the
attributes of the residential housing system. Two
important attributes in particular shape professional
housing management in Australia. The first is that
it is, and has been for over a century, a home
ownership society. With around 70 per cent of
housing owner-occupied for the last fifty years, the
bulk of housing is self-managed and therefore does
not require any substantive levels of professional
management. The second feature, and one unusual
by international standards, is that the rental sector
(of which around 25 per cent is privately owned
and almost 5 per cent publicly owned) is largely
made up of detached housing, or small-scale
apartments rarely more than three storeys high
and containing typically four to ten separate units.
Moreover, ownership of this rental stock is highly
fragmented, with most investors owning only one
or occasionally two properties. Multi-unit landlords
are rare. Private sector high rise apartments are
relatively new, with very few built before 1990.
While the public sector constructed high rise
apartments in the 1960s, there are only about forty
such towers nationally, virtually all in New South
Wales and Victoria.

The small-scale building form of the private rental
sector and the fragmented landlordism, like
home ownership, does not create the context for
professional management in the same way as high
rise developments or condominiums. Private rental
properties are ‘managed’ but not in a particularly
professional way. Their leasing out is largely
handled by real estate firms who also sell property.
The training requirement to be an estate agent varies
from state to state (Australia has a federal system
of government) but rarely exceeds six months full-
time intensive training or thirteen months parttime
training, including working for a licensed agent for
a year during or after such training. Most of these
six month programs concentrate on the sales side
of the business, and only token training is provided
in residential property management. However, in
very recent times more attention is being given to
real estate training and some states, for example,
Victoria, now require continuing professional
development whereby all agents have to undertake
a minimum level of training every year.




Most apartments in Australia are strata-itled, that
is, in a form of legal ownership which enables
a building to be subdivided into ‘lots’ held by a
number of individual owners who as a ‘body
corporate’ share the rights and responsibilities of the
common property (for example, stairs, driveways),
but with the freedom to use and dispose of their
own lot as they please. Thus a block of apartments
may be owned by a mix of owner-occupiers and
landlords. Given the small size of most such blocks,
the body corporate is managed by the owners
(landlords or owner-occupiers) themselves, with
one of them being the chair of the body corporate
and all the others the members. Only in large
multi-unit apartment blocks is the body corporate
professionally managed.

Thirty to forty years on from the introduction of strata-
titing legislation, problems with this ownership
form and its lack of professional management
are emerging. Many — perhaps most — owners
will not see their occupancy of the building as a
lifetime thing and will be reluctant to make, or will
defer, any financial contribution other than basic
maintenance for upgrading of the property, for
example, replacement of roofs or plumbing. The
result is that many older strata-titled buildings are in
decline, with the body corporates which manage
them having only limited capacity to muster the
resources to upgrade them. There is now a growing
push for compulsory maintenance plans for strata-
titled residential buildings to address the problems
of long-term maintenance and property upgrade.

The new post-1990s high rise apartments do have
designated body corporate managers but whether
or not they can be deemed professional is an
interesting question. There is no formal training
required, although they tend to draw staff from the
real estate industry where there is some training,
and a number of universities in Australia are
beginning to offer property management programs
in recognition of the need.

The social housing sector, largely made up of
public housing authorities plus numerous small-
scale third-sector providers, manages some

400,000 properties for low-income and complex-
needs households. Historically there has been
minimal professional training for this sector, but
the last decade has seen a much greater interest.
The Australasian Housing Institute (equivalent to
the British Chartered Institute of Housing) has been
established to encourage a greater professionalism
and to give the sector a professional voice, and
a national suite of university housing management
courses  (Graduate  Certificate,  Graduate
Diploma and Masters) has been developed for
the sector, along with a Certificate 4 course for
new employees. In addition, a rigorous set of
accreditation standards has been established for
the third-sector or community providers, including
staffing and practice skills.

Overall one can conclude that residential property
management in  Australia  has not reached
high professional standards. Probably the most
professional sector is social housing, but this
amounts to less than 5 per cent of the stock. The
growth of large high rise apartment blocks of the
sort that dominate Hong Kong and other Chinese
cities has yet to spawn a professional management
sector, although emergent problems and
consumer complaints would suggest that greater
professionalisation of management through more
professional development programs and more
rigorous accreditation processes is just around the
corner.
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