
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR CHANGE

The Problem.

The building and construction sector employs about 8 per cent of all NT workers. With residential 
home builds expected to fall by 21 per cent, builders and tradies will be doing it very tough and the 
economic impacts for the NT will be felt through reduced wages, increased unemployment, and less
income in the economy. The Territory has already seen a 17.6 per cent drop in wages income in the 
three weeks to April 4, more than twice the level nationally. An estimated 11,000 Territorians have 
lost their jobs due to COVID-19 restrictions and business closures, with many more expected to 
follow. Now is the time for action on how to emerge from this crisis in a way that minimises the 
carnage to business and helps keep Territorians at work and rebuilding our economy. All options 
must be brought to the table, consistent with the Chief Minister’s commitment to do “whatever it 
takes to save lives, save jobs and protect Territorians”.

Master Builders Australia predicts that residential
construction will fall by 27 per cent next financial year,
which means 43,000 fewer homes will be built in an already
slowing industry. Construction, Australia’s third-largest
employer, sheds labour quickly in a downturn but picks up
much more slowly because of the time taken getting
planning approval, running marketing campaigns, booking
up pre-sales and securing finance. The impact of a construction downturn also ripples through 
sectors like building supplies and real estate services. Perhaps it’s no surprise that Master Builders 
Australia has joined with its traditional rival, the construction union CFMMEU, in calling for the 
federal government to stump up $10 billion for 30,000 new social housing dwellings. Community 
agencies agree: the Community Housing Industry Association has combined with National Shelter 
and Homelessness Australia to propose a Social Housing Acceleration and Renovation Program, or 
SHARP, to spend $7.7 billion to build 30,000 new homes and repair thousands more, and ACOSS 
applauds the initiative. 

This might sound like special pleading by vested interests and the usual bleeding hearts, but these 
proposals are a far more practical and immediate response to the Territory's recession than 
grandiose plans like the Ship Lift and Marine Industries Park projects. How do we know this? At a 
cost of less than $6 billion over three years, Kevin Rudd’s post–global financial crisis social 
housing initiative created 14,000 jobs. Every dollar spent generated $1.30 in economic activity. 
Almost 20,000 new dwellings were built and another 12,000, some uninhabitable, others on the way
to become so, were repaired. Along the way the initiative helped to build the capacity and asset base
of Australia’s nascent not-for-profit community housing sector.  National peak bodies, the 
Community Housing Industry Association [CHIA], Homelessness Australia, National Shelter, and 
the national housing campaign, Everybody’s Home have defined a process with four overlapping 
waves to deliver urgently needed high quality housing within three years. 
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https://www.communityhousing.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/SHARP-Program.pdf
https://nteconomy.nt.gov.au/labour-market
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The Social Housing Acceleration and Renovation Program [SHARP] involves:
 Wave 1 – social housing maintenance and upgrading;
 Wave 2 – acquisition of properties requiring renovation suitable for social housing;
 Wave 3 – shovel ready development projects;
 Wave 4 – longer term new development projects. 

SHARP calls for total government investment of $7.7 billion; $7.2 billion for new build/acquisition 
and $500 million for renovation of existing homes. Commonwealth contributions should be 
complemented by the Territory government in the form of land and/or capital and local 
governments may also make a valuable contribution. The SHARP will engage multiple players in 
the private, not-for-profit and government sectors. Commonwealth funds would be channelled 
through a tender process open to registered community housing providers [CHPs] who will leverage
these resources to secure debt finance. State/territory and local governments will contribute land, or 
make other contributions, via an equity investment or via discounted land sale to CHPs. House 
builders and maintenance contractors will construct new homes and renovate existing dwellings. 

The Solution.

Institutional investors will be invited to subscribe to high quality bonds issued by the National 
Housing Finance Investment Corporation [NHFIC] -  a corporate Commonwealth entity dedicated 
to improving housing outcomes, with a particular focus on affordable housing. SHARP will be 
administered by the NHFIC accountable to an oversight body reporting to the National Cabinet. The
Affordable Housing Bond Aggregator [AHBA] has been created to provide low cost, long-term 
loans to registered CHPs to support the provision of more social and affordable housing. NHFIC 
funds AHBA loans by issuing its own bonds into the wholesale capital market. The Federal 
Government has also provided a $1 billion line of credit facility through which NHFIC may 
advance initial loans to CHPs prior to issuing bonds. The AHBA uses a ‘pass-through’ model to 
provide greater funding certainty and lower finance costs to CHPs. This assists them to expand their
operations and the supply of social and affordable housing. These are immediate actions 
Governments can take now that will make inroads into our shortfall in rental housing affordable to 
ordinary people. Immediate renovation work on existing social housing properties will improve 
their energy efficiency, and bring down bills for tenants.
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https://www.nhfic.gov.au/media/1164/nhfic_ahba-loans-factsheet.pdf
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We know that in the NT there is an estimated shortfall of 8000 to 12,000 social and affordable 
homes. Wait lists for public housing are as high as eight years. Many low to moderate income 
earners need housing and there are concerns that this number will grow as the economic impacts of 
the pandemic continue to bite. Under the proposal, Commonwealth-sourced funds would be 
available for investment in social housing projects in the Territory. For its part, the NT Government 
would be expected to make a contribution too. And here’s the really good news. With the Territory 
facing challenges with its budget, it wouldn’t need to stump up cash. Instead of dollars, the Territory
could contribute land. NTG owns significant parcels of land across the NT, including Crown Land 
which can be released for mixed development. Opportunities for urban infill can also be pursued. 
This is where Local Government can be particularly effective. An asset review would indicate those
properties that are not being used and may form the basis for complementing Commonwealth 
contributions in the form of land and/or capital.

NHFIC’s first AHBA loan was announced in January 2019, and in March a $315 million social 
bond was issued providing funding for several CHPs at under 3% per annum fixed-rate interest-only
over 10 years. In late 2019 NHFIC announced its second bond issuance of $315 million. The funds  
supported loans to CHPs in NSW, Victoria, Queensland, WA and SA. A new NHFIC bond will pass 
on the benefits of strong investor demand by providing a fixed rate of 2.07% for 10½ year interest-
only loans to seven CHPs, saving them an estimated $50 million in interest payments over the term 
of the loans. NHFIC released its 2018-19 Social Bond Report in November detailing the use of 
proceeds from NHFIC’s inaugural social bond issuance. The report demonstrates the positive 
impact that NHFIC’s financing is achieving in improving housing outcomes for Australians. 
Unfortunately, it appears that neither of the two Registered Tier 2 CHPs eligible for participation in 
the NT have lodged applications. In order that the opportunity presented by SHARP commences 
immediately the next round of funding is available, these organisations must gather the 
documentation necessary to make an EOI.
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So where’s the catch? It’s hard to see one. Builders and developers get back to work building houses
that Territorians need, using funds from Canberra. The NT Government enables community housing
organisations to take on projects which deliver housing as has been happening in other states for 
years. By releasing some of its land, NTG will immediately generate larger and longer-term social 
and economic returns. The NTG knows the huge problem it has with its housing shortfall but 
currently does not have a plan. Now, more than ever, is the time to get cracking on housing. If we 
can get money from Canberra, house people who need housing, and keep builders and tradies 
working in the process, everybody wins.

This document was initiated by a news report by Peter MacMillan – NT Shelter.
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https://ntshelter.org.au/document/lets-get-cracking-on-housing%20

