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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY.

Victoria lacks basic standards for rental 
properties. This makes it legal for exploitative 
landlords to rent out properties with no 
heating, cooking facilities or hot water.

Properties can even have holes in the roof or 
other major structural problems that make them 
potentially dangerous to live in. Old and faulty 
appliances like heaters and hot water services 
mean some renters face expensive energy and 
water bills which they are powerless to reduce.

To find out more about the quality of rental properties 
in Victoria, VCOSS surveyed 116 properties on the 
rental market across metropolitan Melbourne and 
Geelong. While the majority of these properties met 
basic standards proposed by VCOSS, 12 per cent 
were uninhabitable, featuring two or more of the 
following: extensive mould, no heating, lack of 
electrical safety switch, and gaps in the walls and roof. 
Overall, 10 per cent of properties surveyed lacked 
heating, 19 per cent had visible and extensive mould, 
10 per cent had holes in the ceiling, walls or floor, and 
33 per cent did not have an electrical safety switch.

The fact that these properties, which would pose 
a risk to the health and safety of Victorians, were 
available to rent is a testament to the failure 
of the rental market to provide housing that 
is adequate for low income households.

VCOSS is calling on the Victorian Government to 
introduce minimum standards for rental properties 
to ensure that all Victorians can access housing 
that is safe secure and affordable to live in. 

Almost 70 per cent of renters in Australia 
are on a low income01. With ongoing record 
low rental vacancy rates, households which 
have little purchasing power must compete 
even for the worst rental properties. VCOSS 
member organisations have long reported 
that it is these households, which have the 
fewest housing options, that end up living in 
unsafe, unhealthy and unaffordable conditions.

However there is limited information on the quality 
of properties in the Victorian rental market, or the 
behaviour of landlords in relation to those properties. 
This is because tenants are often afraid to speak out 
about the condition of the properties in which they live 
for fear of retaliatory eviction or rental cost increases.

In order to find out more about the standard, safety 
and energy efficiency of rental properties, VCOSS 
undertook a ‘secret shopper’ survey of properties 
for lease on the rental market in March 2010.

Why survey 
Victorian rental 
properties?
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Teams of trained volunteers, including 
staff from VCOSS and the Tenants Union 
of Victoria, posed as tenants in a ‘secret 
shopper’ style survey of 116 rental properties 
open for inspection in 54 suburbs across 
metropolitan Melbourne and Geelong.

The survey was designed to collect basic information 
on property standards that related to health, safety, 
and running costs, including heating and cooking 
facilities, roof insulation, and electrical safety switches. 
A copy of the survey can be found in Appendix A.

Each team was provided with a list of properties 
open for inspection within a certain area of 
Melbourne or Geelong. These lists were compiled 
by searching for properties advertised as open 
for inspection on a major real estate website.

The survey deliberately focussed on properties 
at the more affordable end of the rental market, 
where competitive pressure was likely to be least 
effective. Households on low and fixed incomes 
generally have little choice but to take whatever 
property is available in this price range.

Using www.realestate.com.au to select properties 
means that the survey may have missed those homes 
managed privately or advertised through local papers. 
We know from tenant advocates that, in many cases, 
these properties can be in the worst condition.

In identifying potential properties to inspect, we 
determined a maximum rent per week based on 
the number of bedrooms in the property. Lists of 
all properties advertised under this maximum limit 
in nominated survey areas were provided to our 
volunteers. Volunteers surveyed properties from this 
list, focussing on those identified as most affordable.

Due to the shortage of affordable rental properties 
in Melbourne, the upper weekly rental limit set 
for properties included in the Decent not Dodgy 
survey was much higher than what could really 

be considered affordable on a Centrelink income. 
This was set in order to secure a sufficient 
number of rental properties for this survey.

The Office of Housing Rent Report calculates 
affordable rent based on typical household 
characteristics for that property size. The 
table below shows the rent thresholds used 
in this survey, compared to those considered 
affordable by the Office of Housing.

Table 1 | Maximum rents used in this 
survey compared with the Office of Housing 
affordable housing thresholds.

In inner city areas even the higher rent thresholds 
used in this study failed to garner a significant 
number of available properties for inspection. 
In order to identify sufficient numbers of properties 
to survey in the inner suburbs, the upper 
weekly rental limit was increased by $50.

The fact that we were unable to identify a sufficient 
number of properties to survey at a price that 
would be considered affordable to those receiving 
income support from Centrelink demonstrates 
again how difficult it is for low income households 
to exercise any market power by shopping around.

Studio 
1 bed-
room 

2 bed-
room 

3 bed-
room +

Affordable 
rent per week 
on Centrelink 
incomes02

$125 $125 $195 $255

Rent per week  
thresholds for 
‘decent not  
dodgy’ survey 

$150 $200 $300 $400

What did we do?
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The properties surveyed were spread across 
metropolitan Melbourne with a small number 
of properties surveyed in Geelong.

Within these areas we surveyed properties of 
all sizes and types. Smaller properties such as 
studios, and one and two bedroom properties 
were over-represented in this survey compared to 
the general housing stock in Australia04, probably 
because of the affordability criteria applied or the 
nature of properties available on the rental market.

Table 2 | Size of properties surveyed.

Similarly, detached houses are under-represented 
in this study05. Again we believe that this variation 
is due to the affordability criteria requirement or the 
nature of properties available on the rental market.

Table 3 | Type of properties surveyed.

Region03 Properties LGAs surveyed

Inner 48

Boroondara, Darebin,  
Glen Eira, Maribyrnong,  
Moonee Valley, Moreland, 
Port Phillip, Yarra

Middle 43

Banyule, Brimbank,  
Hobsons Bay, Monash,  
Whitehorse, Greater  
Dandenong, Kingston 

Outer 22
Casey, Frankston, Hume, 
Whittlesea, Wyndham 

Regional 3 Greater Geelong

Studio 1 bed 2 bed 3 bed 4 bed+

3% 8% 37% 47% 5%

Bungalow Flat Townhouse/unit House

2% 30% 18% 50%

Where we went.
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The majority of the properties inspected 
were well-maintained, and would need very 
little alteration to meet minimum standards. 
However, our volunteers also found a significant 
percentage of properties which did not meet 
basic standards. The survey also found 
significant variation in property standards 
within the same price bracket and suburb. 
This indicates that there is not a clear link 
between rental housing quality and price.

Table 4 | Summary of survey results.

In addition, there was a surprising lack of knowledge 
about key features of the properties amongst property 
managers opening the properties for inspection.

Table 5 | Summary of access to 
information about properties.

Category 
per cent of 
properties 
surveyed 

No safety switch 33

Visible and extensive mould 
( majority in bathroom )

19

Not connected to gas 19

Electric hot water system 19

No deadlocks06 17

One or more rooms with no ventilation 12

Visible lack of weather proofing 10

No fixed heating07 10

No roof insulation 7

Not all rooms have a power point 3

No bathroom ventilation 3

Not all rooms have a light fixture 1

Could not get information about…
per cent of 
properties 
surveyed 

Roof insulation 68

Safety switches 31

Type of hot water system 17

What we found.
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What these results 
mean for tenants.

Electrical safety.

Electrical safety can depend on the age 
of a property, its wiring and the provision of 
adequate power points and lighting to make 
sure that existing points are not overloaded.

Safety switches are a relatively inexpensive 
way to help prevent electrocution as they  
cut off all power when a surge is detected.  
Thirty-three per cent of properties surveyed did 
not have a safety switch and our volunteers 
were not able to find out if a safety switch was 
in place in a further 31 per cent of properties.

Alarmingly, while 19 per cent of properties surveyed 
had all electric appliances, 8 per cent of those 
properties did not have an electrical safety switch.

Of the total properties surveyed, 3 per cent had at least 
one room without a power point. One had three rooms 
without a power point, meaning that the household 
would have to run a number of extension leads to 
deliver power. Energy Safe Victoria advises against 
the use of extension leads as a permanent power 
source due to the electrical safety risks involved08.

Security.

VCOSS’s 2004 Housing as a human right project, 
which recorded the stories of people experiencing 
insecure housing and homelessness, identified 
household security as a significant contributor to 
mental health and well-being, particularly for women 
fleeing family violence. Properties without deadlocks 
are less secure, making it more difficult and more 
expensive for tenants to get contents insurance.

Seventeen per cent of properties in the Decent not 
Dodgy survey had no deadlocks on any of the doors  
and 39 per cent had at least one external door 
with no deadlock.

Ventilation.

Being able to open windows allows tenants 
to control the temperature and air flow in a house. 
Adequate ventilation is important to prevent 
respiratory illness and the build up of damp 
and mould. Being able to open windows on hot 
summer days provides cross ventilation which 
can cool a house down, particularly overnight.

Of the 12 per cent of properties surveyed, where 
one or more rooms did not have a window that 
was able to be opened for ventilation, 53 per cent 
had one room with no ventilation, 29 per cent 
had two rooms where windows could not be 
opened and two properties surveyed had five 
rooms where windows could not be opened.
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Affordability and efficiency.

Properties with no fixed heating, electric hot water 
services, and no insulation can be expensive to 
run. Often the cost of heating and cooling such 
properties can add significantly to household 
costs, as our first case study below illustrates.09

The VCOSS survey found 10 per cent of properties 
had no fixed heating. This means that tenants in 
these properties will either go without heating or 
use expensive portable electric heaters to warm 
their homes. A 2.4 kilowatt portable electric heater 
is 100 per cent more expensive to run that even a 
two star gas heater and 43 per cent more expensive 
than a 2-3 star split system. Assuming that only 
one portable heater is run ( which would mean a 
very cold house during a Melbourne winter ), these 
households would be paying between $112.14 
and $186.90 more on their winter energy bill than 
households with split system or fixed gas heating.10

Similarly 19 per cent of properties had electric hot 
water services. Running an off-peak electric water 
heater ( the cheapest form of electric hot water heating ) 
is 100 per cent more expensive than running a two 
star gas hot water service. This makes a financial 
difference of around $336 a year on energy bills.11

Up to 35 per cent of heat in winter is lost in properties 
without ceiling insulation.12 Lack of insulation 
significantly increases the cost of heating and cooling 
properties. Our survey found at least 7 per cent of 
properties did not have ceiling insulation, while the 
real estate agents representing another 68 per cent of 
properties did not know whether there was insulation 
or not. While this survey indicates that properties 
without insulation may be as high as 75 per cent, other 
Victorian evidence suggests a rate of approximately 
28 per cent.13 If a household with no insulation was 
running a 2 star split system heater, the lost heat would 
cost up to $91.58 over the three winter months each 
year. With an electric space heater, lack of insulation 
could cost up to $176.62 over the same period.

NO HEATING =HIGH BILLS. 
Sally* lives with her teenage daughter in a double 
story unit in Box Hill. The electric heater in her 
rental home broke down, and her landlord, who 
lives overseas, did not respond to her requests 
to fix it. She and her daughter therefore rely on 
portable electric heaters to keep warm in winter. 
Sally quickly fell behind in her energy bills and 
had been disconnected a number of times 
before being referred to Kildonan Uniting Care 
for assistance. Her electricity bill was costing an 
average $103 every fortnight and she was $6,380 
behind on her energy bills. As the home has no 
insulation, it is very difficult to heat with portable 
heaters, so Sally and her daughter live upstairs 
in one room over winter to try to keep costs down.

While Kildonan can provide information on how 
to get the best value for existing appliances, 
it is extremely difficult to keep energy costs 
down where there is no efficient fixed heater.
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Information.

Getting the right information about property features 
and facilities is essential for prospective tenants to 
estimate the costs of living in that property. In the 
Victorian rental market, the main source of this 
information, at the time when the property is open 
for inspection, is the property manager or landlord.

The Decent not Dodgy volunteers found it extremely 
difficult to get specific information from real estate 
agents showing the property. For example, in 
68 per cent of properties surveyed, the property 
manager did not know if the property had insulation.

Similarly, in 31 per cent of properties, our survey 
teams could not get information on whether the 
property had a safety switch or not, an important 
feature particularly for households with small children.

This lack of information severely limits a prospective 
tenant’s ability to make informed choices in applying 
for properties. The Council of Australian Governments 
( COAG ) has agreed to introduce mandatory 
disclosure of energy efficiency information for rental 
properties. This is an important step in making sure 
that tenants are more informed. However VCOSS is 
concerned that, in the current rental market where low 
income tenants have little capacity to exercise choice, 
information alone will simply mean that households 
with fewer housing choices will continue to live in poor 
quality rental housing. The only difference is they will 
know more about its flaws before they move in.

Habitability.

While the majority of properties surveyed required 
limited improvements, a subset of properties had 
multiple significant problems that would affect the 
health and safety of tenants. In total, 12 per cent of the 
properties we surveyed were deemed uninhabitable.14

To be defined as uninhabitable, the property had to 
have two or more of the following characteristics:

no heating; ·

visible lack of weatherproofing ( big holes or  ·
cracks in floors or roof, broken windows etc );

visible and extensive mould; and ·

no or only some deadlocks on external  ·
doors and no safety switch.

These characteristics were chosen because 
a combination of any two would be hazardous.  
Extensive mould, holes in the roof or walls or a lack 
of heating makes a property unhealthy to live in. Lack 
of deadlocks and a safety switch makes a property 
unsafe, both in terms of security and electrical hazards.

The presence of properties like these in the rental 
housing market indicates a minority of landlords are 
failing to invest in maintaining even a basic standard 
of habitability in the rental properties they own.

WHY TENANTS DON’T 
SPEAK OUT. 
David* lives in Carrum in a weatherboard bungalow out 
the back of another property. His home is run down with 
draughts coming in under ill-fitting doors and windows. 
The property has no insulation, no heater and the stove 
does not work. He’s paying $120 a week in rent.

David is unemployed following a workplace 
injury and so lives on a limited income. Because 
of the poor quality of his rental home and his 
reliance on portable heaters to keep warm, his 
electricity bills average $50 each fortnight and 
he has fallen behind in payments by $2200.

While Kildonan offered to approach his landlord about 
the necessary repairs and the impact that the poor 
quality of the property was having on him, David 
did not want to ‘rock the boat’ for fear of retaliatory 
eviction. His Kildonan auditor commented that this 
is very common amongst the people the group 
assists: “the majority of clients we see don’t want 
to make a fuss because it is so hard to get a rental 
property – they don’t want to get kicked out”.
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A small but significant number of rental  
properties in Victoria are in such appalling 
condition that they are uninhabitable, and 
yet these properties are still being offered 
on the rental market. With a shortage of 
affordable and available rental housing, 
many low income households are forced 
to take any property they can find.

In this context it is impossible for tenants, particularly 
those with a limited income, to shop around to find a 
better property. Tenants often fear being evicted if they 
complain about property standards or ask for repairs.

To ensure that all rental properties are safe, secure 
and affordable to live in, VCOSS is advocating 
for minimum rental standards to be introduced 
to the Residential Tenancies Act to ensure that 
all properties provide the basic amenities 
that the community would expect.

These minimum rental standards include:

Healthy living environments.

This means properties should be:

free of damp; ·

weatherproof ( without holes or gaps  ·
in the roof or walls );

properly insulated and properly ventilated; and ·

be connected to hot and cold running water and  ·
provide a fixed heater and cooking facilities.

Safe.

Houses should not risk a tenant’s safety. They should:

be structurally sound; ·

have windows that open and shut and can be locked; ·

have external doors that have deadlocks; and ·

have safe wiring including a safety switch  ·
and hard wired smoke detectors.

Affordable to live in.

Houses that are affordable to run have:

hot water and fixed space heating that is as  ·
energy efficient as possible to make sure 
that people can afford to heat their homes, to 
shower, and wash their clothes; and

low-flow shower heads and dual flush toilets that  ·
will help keep costs down as water prices rise.

For more information on these standards see 
VCOSS’s discussion paper A Future Focussed 
Housing Standard at http://www.vcoss.org.au.

So how do we fix 
this problem?
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The majority of homes surveyed either met 
basic housing standards listed in the survey, 
or would do so with the installation of one 
or two basic and inexpensive items.

A very high proportion, 41 per cent, already meet these 
proposed standards or require only the installation 
of a low-flow showerhead and/or a deadlock.

An additional 12 per cent would require two changes; 
21 per cent need to make upgrades to three items; and 
26 per cent would need to make four or more repairs.

Because survey teams were often unable to get 
information on insulation and safety switches these 
items have not been included in the statistics above.

With there being little difference in the rental cost 
of properties surveyed, it seems that price is not 
a significant factor in determining the quality of a 
property. In fact, in the current tight rental environment, 
it appears that the market is not functioning to drive 
higher standards or value for money but rather is 
being driven by record low vacancy rates. This 
demonstrates the failure of the private rental market 
to ensure that people are able to access adequate 
housing that is safe, secure and affordable to live in.

Because this survey confined itself to the lower end of 
the rental market, the resulting information on standards 
cannot be generalised across the market. It is possible 
that properties at the higher end of the rental market 
provide a greater level of amenity and would need less 
investment to meet proposed minimum standards.

Since this survey VCOSS has made our Decent not 
Dodgy survey tool available online. It was completed 
by 160 people in the first month after it became 
publically available. While the results of the online 
survey are not a random sample, the issues identified 
support VCOSS’s findings and indicate that many 
tenants are living in poor quality accommodation 
which impacts on their health and well-being.

Minimum rental standards are needed to ensure 
that these individuals and families can get housing 
that is safe, secure and affordable to live in.

What now?
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