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Information on Cowra Housing Market
INTRODUCTION

This information on Cowra Housing Market examines the affordability, adequacy and appropriateness of housing to meet the needs of the local community, with a particular focus on low and moderate income earners who may be in housing need.  The term ‘affordable housing’ applies to housing that is appropriate to the needs of a household and within their means to pay for it. 

Data for this housing market analysis has been drawn from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006 and 2001 Census, Centrelink, Rental Bond Board data, Valuer General’s data and Housing NSW’s asset database. For analysis purposes, Housing NSW’s Housing Market Strategy groups Cowra LGA as part of the Central West NSW market together with Blayney, Forbes, Lachlan, Parkes, Weddin, Bathurst Regional, Orange, Lithgow, Mid Western Regional and Oberon local government areas. These market groups have been identified largely on the basis of shared geographical, demographic, and socio-economic characteristics.  There have been a number of amalgamations in this housing market between 2001 and 2006, so data will not be comparable over this period for all local government areas.

Attached to this analysis are a number of explanatory notes and fact sheets that elaborate on the information included in the housing market analysis.  The explanatory notes discuss housing stress, adequacy of affordable housing stock, housing diversity as well as what can be done about these issues.  The fact sheets included here provide information on boarding houses, caravan parks – accommodation and residents, the housing needs of older people, homelessness and indigenous housing, with some ideas on what can be done about these issues at a local level.

HOUSING MARKET

A Glance at the Market

At the 2006 Census, Cowra had a population of 12,475 (up marginally by 0.1% from 12,462 in 2001).  Cowra had a total of 4,878 occupied private dwellings at June 2006 (up by 2.2% from 4,774 in 2001), giving an average occupancy rate of 2.56 persons per dwelling (down from 2.61 in 2001).  This occupancy rate is just above the average for the Rest of NSW (excluding the Greater Metropolitan Region) of 2.53 (down from 2.62 at the 2001 Census) and below the GMR of 2.69 (down from 2.75 in 2001).  The occupancy rate in Cowra at 2006 is in the mid range of occupancy rates in neighbouring local government areas, which vary from 2.39 in Weddin to 2.74 in Bathurst Regional, with Orange having 2.63 and Lithgow 2.55 persons per dwelling on average. 

Indigenous Population
Unlike the total population, the indigenous population in Cowra has increased between 2001 and 2006 by 9.3% from 687 to 751.  Indigenous people now represent 6.0% of the total population in Cowra local government area, compared with 4.7% on average for the rest of NSW (excluding the Greater Metropolitan Region or GMR) and 1.2% in the GMR at June 2006.  Neighbouring local government areas in the Central West housing market have indigenous populations ranging from 1.6% in Weddin to 14.9% in Lachlan.  Across Australia the indigenous population is growing at three times the national average.  Between 2001 and 2006 across Australia the indigenous population grew by 11%
.  Part of the growth in regional centres is due to a drift into urban areas and part due to the extremely high birth rate.
Private Rental Market

General

The private rental market represents 15.30% of all occupied private dwellings in Cowra compared to an average of 17.3% in the Rest of NSW and 21.9% for the Greater Metropolitan Region.  Cowra has a marginally lower proportion of private rental stock in 2006 than at the 2001 Census (15.35%), but has experienced a very small increase in the actual number of private rental dwellings.  The proportion of private rental stock in Cowra is towards the middle of the range in neighbouring local government areas (from 9.79% in Weddin to 20.65% in Bathurst) with a number of LGA’s in this housing market experiencing a loss of rental stock (although almost all the lga’s experiencing loss of rental stock had not amalgamated or had boundary adjustments – for those lga’s with boundary changes the picture is not entirely clear).  Coastal areas of NSW and major regional centres tend to have a higher proportion of private rental stock than less intensively populated rural and regional areas (for example Coffs Harbour has 21.6% of its stock in private rental, Orange 20.5%, Broken Hill has 10.6%, Gundagai 11.2% and Cooma-Monaro 15.4%).  

It should be noted that the proportion of properties in the private rental market across the rest of NSW declined marginally between the 2001 and 2006 Census – from 17.5% in 2001 to 17.3% in 2006.  Over the same period the total number of dwellings in the rest of NSW increased by 4.7%.  The decline of private rental stock is more marked in inland rural areas, often where the private rental market is already a relatively small proportion of the total stock.  The loss of long term rental properties was also identified by the National Sea Change Taskforce at August 2007 as a major issue for sea change communities.  The loss of private rental stock is an issue because it reduces housing options, particularly for lower income earners.

People in Housing Stress

Using 2006 Centrelink data the Department has calculated what proportion of people on low incomes in the private rental market and in receipt of Commonwealth Rent Assistance are paying more than 30% of their income and therefore will be in housing stress.  Cowra has 650 residents receiving Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) and of those, 18% are in housing stress.  Single person households are by far the largest group in housing stress in the private rental market in Cowra, comprising  78% of all households in receipt of CRA and in stress.  This indicates that the private rental market is not catering adequately for single person households.  This is impacting on both younger and older renters in Cowra, with 21% in receipt of CRA and in stress being aged under 25 years and with 15% in receipt of the Aged Pension at a time when it is important for older people to remain close to social and support networks, as well as a range of services. More information about housing stress and about the housing needs of the elderly is included in the attached explanatory notes.  

Caravan Parks

According to the 2001 Census, there were 21 people living permanently in caravan park accommodation in Cowra.  Of these, 86% owned their van or manufactured home and rented the site and the remaining 14% rented both the van and the site.  This is a higher than NSW average proportion owning their van and renting the site, as the attached fact sheet on caravan park residents and accommodation shows.  Centrelink data for the same year indicates that 57% of all residents living in caravan park accommodation in Cowra were in receipt of a pension or benefit, with half being in receipt of the Age Pension.  This suggests that caravan parks are providing affordable aged housing for lower income earners, mostly in single person households.  

According to Centrelink data from 2006 there were 13 residents living in caravans in Cowra who were in receipt of a pension or benefit. 

Additional information about caravan park accommodation and residents is included in the attached fact sheet.  It raises questions about the long term suitability of this kind of accommodation for older residents, particularly frail aged, people with mobility problems and a range of disabilities.  In addition, these residents are particularly vulnerable to homelessness if there is any redevelopment of caravan park accommodation or change from long term to short term sites.  The ABS regards marginal residents of caravan parks (those who rent the van and have no employment or other address) as part of the homeless population, as the attached explanatory notes explain.
Boarding Houses

Boarding or rooming house accommodation has traditionally provided affordable private rental housing predominantly to single people on low incomes.  There are a range of models but essentially boarding houses provide individual bedrooms and some shared facilities.  More recent boarding house developments tend to be more self-contained accommodation, with fewer shared facilities.

Additional information about boarding house accommodation and residents is included in the attached fact sheet.  New boarding house development would assist in meeting some of the housing needs of single people on lower incomes currently struggling in the private rental market in Walgett.  Harden local government area was able to address some of this demand (particularly from seasonal workers) through the development of a large (90 bed) backpackers hostel/boarding house.  

The Department of Housing recently commissioned a study of boarding house accommodation in NSW to research and analyse economic issues affecting the provision of boarding house accommodation, including estimating as accurately as possible their number and location.  Both boarding house residents and operators have been surveyed to provide a better understanding of the sector.  The study is close to completion.
Housing Diversity

It is noted that at the 2001 Census, 5% of dwellings in the private rental market in Cowra had one bedroom (compared to 9.2% in Orange and 2.6% in Blayney).  Cowra had 39% of private rental stock as two bedroom dwellings and 56% as three or more bedroom.  In Orange the proportion of three or more bedroom stock was 59% and in Blayney 71.8%.  Cowra has a fairly typical mix of one, two and three bedroom stock for a rural local government area – with three bedroom stock being the predominant housing configuration outside the inner and middle areas of Sydney.  

From the 2006 Census, 45% of all low
 and moderate
 income households renting in the private rental market in Cowra are in housing stress.  This is an increase of 11.4% from the 2001 Census (which is significant, given the very marginal increase in private rental dwellings over that period).  This is lower than the 50% of low and moderate income earners in stress on average for the Rest of NSW (excluding the GMR) and compares with 45% in Orange and 46% in Bathurst.  It should be noted that there are more low and moderate income renters in housing stress than there are purchasers in housing stress in Cowra, and this trend is true generally across Australia.

Rental Affordability 
At June 2007 the proportion of housing that was theoretically affordable for rental in Cowra was 94.8%, which is above the average for the Rest of NSW (excluding the GMR) of 70% but is comparable with other LGA’s in the Central West housing market (which range from 71.4% in Forbes to 100% in Weddin).  However, not all affordable private rental housing is occupied by lower and moderate income earners, as the attached explanatory notes and fact sheets explain – and that is obvious from the number of CRA recipients in housing stress in Cowra.  The explanatory notes also give more detailed information about rental housing affordability.

The chart below shows the difference in median rental levels between Cowra, Bathurst, Cabonne, Forbes, Lithgow, Mudgee, Oberon, Orange and Parkes LGA’s over the period from September 2002 to March 2006.  Rental levels rose relatively slowly over this period, with some seasonal variation in rents in most LGA’s.  The chart also shows that over this period, Orange had the highest median rent while Cabonne had the lowest.

Median rental levels for all dwellings (houses and units) in Cowra increased between September 2002 and December 2007 by 27.3% from $110 to $140 per week for two bedroom dwellings and by 12.9% from $155 to $175 for three bedroom dwellings.  The level of rental increase over this period for two bedroom dwellings in Cowra is comparable to most of the other local government areas in this housing market, with Forbes having the lowest rental increases and four bedroom dwellings in Parkes (at 52.9%) having the highest.  While in the GMR and some parts of non-metropolitan NSW rental levels have soared over the last 12 to 18 months (with very tight vacancy rates), this does not appear to be the case in the Central West NSW housing market, with the possible exception of Lithgow – which had a 14.7% rise in median rent for three bedroom dwellings just in the last 12 months.  Median rental levels at December 2007 are highest in Orange with $130 for one bedroom, $185 for two, $230 for three and $320 for four plus and lowest in Lachlan with $125 for two bedroom dwellings.  According to the Real Estate Institute of NSW the vacancy rate in the Central West region of NSW is 3.7% at February 2008, down from 4.8% at January 2008.  

Private Purchase

At 2007, the proportion of dwellings affordable for purchase to households at the 40th percentile of median income
 was 47.3% in Cowra (compared to an average of 18.8% in the Rest of NSW at June 2007 and 2.2% in the GMR).  Purchase affordability in Cowra is above the average for the Rest of NSW.  The proportion available for affordable purchase in the Central West housing market at June 2007 ranged between 0.0% in Weddin and 69.6% in Lachlan, with Cowra towards the upper end of the range, with Orange 11.3%, Bathurst 13.6%, Mid Western 13.2% and Lithgow 38.1%.    

From the 2006 Census, the proportion of low and moderate income households in Cowra who are purchasing and are in housing stress is 35%.  This represented an increase of 13.4% in low and moderate income purchasers in mortgage stress in Cowra between 2001 and 2006.  The number of low and moderate income households purchasing and in housing stress in Cowra is increasing at a faster rate (between 2001 and 2006) than the average for the Rest of NSW (10.8%).  Cowra has a lower proportion of low and moderate income households purchasing and in housing stress than the average for the Rest of NSW (43%) but is comparable with other LGA’s in the Central West, which range from 25% in Lachlan to 49% in Bathurst.  
The explanatory notes provide more detail about housing purchase affordability issues.

The chart below shows the median purchase price for Cowra, Bathurst, Cabonne, Forbes, Lithgow, Mudgee, Oberon, Orange and Parkes LGA’s over the period from March 2001 to March 2006.  The chart shows that dwelling purchase prices increased slowly between March 2002 and March 2003, when all these LGA’s experienced a more rapid increase in median purchase price, easing after about March 2005.   Many LGA’s in the Central West housing market exhibit strong seasonal variation in purchase price.  Over this period generally Orange had the highest median purchase price while a number of LGA’s had the lowest median purchase price at some stage, particularly Forbes and Parkes.

At March 2001 the median purchase price for Cowra was $94,000, while in the rest of the Central West housing market, the median purchase price ranged between $137,000 in Orange and $68,000 in Lachlan and Weddin.  Over the period to September 2007, Cowra experienced an increase of 112.8% in the median purchase price to $200,000 with a significant 32.5% rise in just the last 12 months.  In the rest of the Central West housing market, the highest increase in median purchase price was in Oberon, which increased by 118.2% to $216,000 at September 2007 and the lowest increase was in Cabonne, which rose by 61.7% to $186,000.  At September 2007, the highest median purchase price in the Central West housing market was Mid Western Regional with $270,000 and the lowest was in Lachlan and Weddin with $135,000.  

Social Housing

There are currently around 351 social housing dwellings in Cowra, with 246 public housing dwellings, 27 Aboriginal Housing Office dwellings and at least 78 properties managed by Indigenous Housing Providers.  Public housing represents 5.1% of all housing in Cowra, compared to an average of 3.5% in the Rest of NSW.  

KEY ISSUES
In Cowra, key housing issues for the community include:

· The rapidly growing indigenous population in Cowra is likely to present particular housing issues for the local community.  One issue is the very young age of the indigenous population compared to the very old age composition of the rest of the population.  This is something that all levels of government need to work together on.

· The relatively small and declining proportion of private rental stock.  The decline of rental stock reduces the housing options available to residents, particularly lower income earners. Again this is an issue that is not unique to Cowra and requires further research to understand the causes and determine appropriate responses.

· While theoretically the vast majority of private rental accommodation in Cowra is affordable, in practice this is not the case, with Census data showing 45% of all low and moderate income renters in Cowra are in housing stress.  There are more low and moderate income renters in housing stress than low and moderate income purchasers in stress in Cowra.

· There is still insufficient smaller bedroom stock to meet the needs of the community – with 78% of CRA recipients in housing stress being single person households.  Other councils have used their DCP to require a mix of one, two and three bedroom stock in new residential developments.  This would assist in meeting the needs of households through different stages of their housing life cycle, and in particular young people and older people.  New boarding house style development may also assist in meeting the needs of lower income earning single people in the private rental market.  However, this can be difficult to achieve if the market is stagnant.

· There are also a number of CRA recipients living in caravans, some of whom are in receipt of the Aged Pension.  Caravans are not a good long term housing option for the elderly, particularly for frail aged and those with mobility problems.  More purpose built aged housing, or greater housing diversity, including accessory dwellings or granny flats, particularly targeted to lower income earners is required to meet the housing needs of older lower income Cowra residents.  Ensuring that there is sufficient adaptable housing to allow older residents to age in place is also important.  Again this kind of housing diversity may be difficult to achieve if the market is stagnant.

· The fact that there are numbers of people living permanently in caravans in Cowra indicates that there is not sufficient affordable housing to meet demand. These residents are at risk of losing their housing if there is any move from long term to short term sites or redevelopment of the caravan parks.  The loss of this low cost housing would have significant impacts for the residents and flow on effects to the local housing market.  The attached explanatory notes show what other councils (particularly Gosford) are doing to protect this form of accommodation for long term residents.

 (More information on what can be done about these issues is included in the attached explanatory notes and fact sheets.)
� http:/www.smh.comau/news/national/caught-out-by-an-ruban-time-bomb/2008/03/10/120…


� "Low income" households are those whose income is under 80% of the median household income.





� "Moderate income" households are those whose income is between 80% and 120% of the median household income.





� Based on 30% of income 






