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Forward 
 
The Inner Urban Rooming House Project began in 1997/8 with a meeting between the 
Tenants Union of Victoria Rooming House Service (TUVRHS) and the City Of Melbourne. 
The meeting was in response to the upcoming enforcement of Health Regulations, which 
would have a significant impact on the private rooming house sector.   
 
The discussion focused on how the councils intended to enforce the regulations, whether the 
enforcement of the regulations would result in the closure of rooming houses and what could 
be done to retain the already rapidly diminishing rooming house stock. The poor physical 
state of many rooming houses, high support needs of the client group, and lack of support and 
resources to rooming house owners were identified as key problems. 
 
A further meeting brought together a range of organisations and interested groups. The City 
of Melbourne offered to resource the meeting by providing a space, minutes, mail-outs and 
lunch, while the TUVRHS prepared a mailing list of community and local government 
groups, interested persons and later, key representatives from both the Office of Fair Trading 
and Business Affairs (OFTBA) now Consumer Affairs Victoria, and the Department of 
Human Services, Office of Housing. The group met monthly at the City of Melbourne to 
develop ideas on ways to assist the rooming house sector, especially in improving the 
standards of rooming houses and accountability of owners. 
 
A Steering Committee was established under the auspice of the St Kilda Community Group 
with the express purpose of preparing a funding submission for a project to retain rooming 
houses as a viable low-income accommodation option in the inner urban metropolitan area. In 
early 2000, a submission was presented to the Estate Agents Guarantee Fund, however this 
was unsuccessful. The Steering Committee went ‘back to the drawing board’ and investigated 
further funding options. 
 
In 2000/1 six inner urban councils demonstrated their commitment to the project financially, 
on the proviso that the State Government provide the remaining necessary funds. A project 
brief was developed and submitted to the Office of Housing and finally, after four years of 
dogged work, in April 2002 project funding was approved.  
 
The TUVRHS would like to add our very special thanks to Sarah Fair and other members of 
the Inner Urban Rooming House Project who have worked to have the project developed, 
funded and concluded.  
 
This report is the final outcome of strong commitment by many people, to the belief that we 
must do whatever is necessary to retain low-income affordable housing in the inner urban 
metropolitan area. Many of those people are acknowledged in the report. 
 
Colleen Power 
Rooming House Service 
Tenants Union of Victoria 
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Recommendations  
 
Recommendation 1 

 
The Commonwealth, State and Local Governments formally acknowledge the role that 
private rooming houses play in providing affordable and accessible housing for people 
in receipt of low incomes, and support the existence of ‘Socially Responsible Rooming 
House Operators’ who provide lower rental accommodation for people with complex 
needs. 

 
Recommendation 2 

 
The Commonwealth, State and Local Governments develop policies and practices that 
encourage the retention and growth of Socially Responsible Private Rooming House 
Operators, as this will: 
 

� increase the stock of affordable and appropriate accommodation; 
� have a positive impact on decreasing primary and secondary homelessness; and 
� be compatible with Commonwealth and State Government policies to increase 

affordable housing by public–private partnerships. 
 
Recommendation 3 

  
The State Government Department of Human Service, allocate resources to develop 
an inventory of private rooming house stock in Metropolitan Melbourne.  This 
information will enlighten government as to: 
 

� the potential cost of any financial support packages or programs; and,  
� the impact on primary and secondary homelessness of the further loss of 

private rooming house stock. 
 
Recommendation 4 

 
The State Government provide a grant to the Inner Urban Rooming House Project to: 
 

� conduct a feasibility study to ascertain the membership and financial viability 
of a Rooming House Owners and Managers Association (RHOMA); and, 

� develop a strategic plan setting out the goals and tasks for RHOMA. 
 

Recommendation 5 
 

The State Government to provide a Rooming House Financial Assistance Program 
(RHFAP) to arrest the decline, and stimulate the development of, socially responsible 
private rooming houses. 
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Recommendation 6 
 

The State Government in consultation with the Inner Urban Rooming House Project 
develop a Financial Assistance Program for socially responsible rooming house 
operators that includes: 

� grants for rooming house operators to maintain and upgrade building, fire and 
safety standards; and, 

� provision of a land taxation exemption.   
 

Recommendation 7 

 
Local Councils in Metropolitan Melbourne ensure transparency in their oversight of 
the safety and health of rooming houses by Council health and building departments 
implementing a joint rooming house inspection process. 
 

Recommendation 8 

 
Local Councils use the Inner Urban Rooming House Project Local Government Rooming 
House Inspection Guide as the starting point for joint health and building department 
inspections of rooming houses. 

 
Recommendation 9 

 
A Metropolitan Council develop and pilot a rooming house planning tool that 
encourages the development of socially responsible rooming houses.  
 

Recommendation 10 

 
Local Councils in Metropolitan Melbourne develop a coordinated, consistent and 
responsive approach to regulating and responding to: 

� applications for development and expansion of socially responsible rooming 
houses; and, 

� reviewing and upgrading the health and safety standards of socially 
responsible rooming houses 

 
Recommendation 11 

 
Local Councils in Metropolitan Melbourne reduce the car parking designation in the 
Planning Scheme to less than one space per habitable room for socially responsible 
rooming houses. 
 

Recommendation 12 

 
Local Councils in Metropolitan Melbourne provide ‘as a right’ a minimum of one parking 
permit for socially responsible operators of rooming houses.   
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ROOMS FOR THE FUTURE 
 

Introduction 

 

The rooming house sector is an important component of private rental housing at the lower 

cost end of the market.1 It performs a role that cannot be duplicated in the mainstream rental 

market. Rooming houses provide essential lower cost and accessible accommodation in 

Metropolitan Melbourne for many people who are excluded from other forms of rental 

accommodation. Exclusion may be due to:  

� an inability to afford rental or establishment costs;  

� lack of references; 

� agents and landlords not offering rental accommodation due to a person’s situation; 

or, 

� a person’s lack of desire or inability to live in self-contained rental accommodation 

that entails payment of utility bills and managing cleaning. 

 Whilst rooming houses provide an important form of crisis accommodation not all residents 

are transient. A large proportion of residents have lived in the same dwelling for more than 

five years.   Most rooming house residents are in receipt of government income payments, 

particularly disability income payments, as many residents have disabilities including 

psychiatric illness, cognitive impairment and addiction. In 2003 rooming houses provide an 

essential interface between homelessness and lower cost and/or accessible housing that is not 

duplicated by any other form of housing. 

This report is the outcome of research into inner urban rooming houses in Melbourne 

commissioned by the Cities of Yarra, Melbourne, Darebin, Stonnington and Boroondara, the 

Port Phillip Community Group and the Victorian Department of Human Services. The Inner 

Urban Rooming House Project managed the research, which involved: 

                                                      
1 Rooming house charges vary and rents usually include the cost of services. 
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1. Reviewing management practices and procedures of private rooming house owners 

and managers. 

2. Developing recommendations and actions to stimulate the retention and expansion of 

appropriate and responsive private rooming houses for low income people. 

3. Producing a resource package to promote best practice of rooming house owners and 

managers. 

The research was prompted by two concerns: 

� that the decline of rooming houses would create further demand for crisis, transitional 

and public housing, and increase pressure on health and other homeless services; and  

� the recognition that the private rooming house sector needs support in order to 

provide a good standard of housing to people with complex needs. 

The research was conducted by the project team of Beverly Kliger (Beverley Kliger and 

Associates), Emma Greenhalgh (Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute at the 

Queensland University of Technology) and Professor Terry Burke (Institute for Social 

Research, Swinburne University of Technology). 
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SECTION ONE 
 

Research Findings 

 

What is a Rooming House? 

There are many definitions of a rooming house. The use of different definitions by various 

State and Local government agencies affects the quantity and quality of data, and makes 

management of a rooming house complex and difficult.  There is a range of legal and 

technical definitions of rooming houses contained in the Victorian Residential Tenancies Act 

2002, Victorian Health (Prescribed Accommodation) Regulations 2001, and Building Code of 

Australia. 2 These immediately impact on the operation of rooming houses, and do not always 

correspond to popular thinking of what constitutes a rooming house.  

For the purposes of this research a rooming house is considered to have the following 

characteristics:  

� the provision of primarily single room accommodation;3 

� the provision of some shared facilities (bathroom, kitchen, laundry);  

� meals may or may not be provided; 

� no ‘formal’ support for residents with disabilities; 

� registered or unregistered; 

� accommodates short and/or long term residents; and 

� run as private-for-profit. 

 

In other states, such as New South Wales, the term boarding house rather than rooming 

house is used. In this report the terms rooming house and boarding house are 

interchangeable.  

 

                                                      
2 For example the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 regulates rooming houses that provide accommodation to four or more people. 
At the same time the Health (Prescribed Accommodation) Regulations 2001 regulates rooming houses that provide 
accommodation for five or more people. 
3 Many rooming houses have double and group room accommodation as well as single rooms. 
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Rooming Houses are Affordable Housing   

This research has found that private rooming houses offer a crucial housing option to many 

vulnerable people. However, the rooming house sector – residents and operators – is subject 

to stigma stemming from public perceptions that residents are always exploited and that 

rooming houses are always undesirable and squalid.  

The next sections set out information regarding the resident population of rooming houses and 

the characteristics of rooming house operators.  It is hoped that this information will 

encourage appropriate support for socially responsible private rooming houses from State and 

local governments and community services.   

 

Who lives in Rooming Houses?  

The importance of rooming house stock as low cost accommodation in inner city Melbourne 

has been recognised for over twenty years (CURA, 1979; Wilson, 1981; Downey, 1984). 

Rooming house accommodation represents the interface between homelessness and lower 

cost housing. A rooming house is often the only housing that people who are experiencing 

secondary or tertiary homelessness can afford (Chamberlain, 1999).4 Rooming houses are 

viewed as falling below the minimum accepted community standard which is usually deemed 

to be the of equivalent a small rented flat with a bedroom, living room, kitchen and bathroom.  

However, some rooming house residents make the rooming house their home and do not 

consider themselves to be homeless. 

A general profile of rooming house residents indicates:  

� A high proportion of residents with disabilities, particularly psychiatric illness 

(HREOC, 1993), cognitive impairment and alcohol and substance abuse. This 

reflects the higher incidences of mental disorders amongst homeless people 

generally (Hodder, Teesson, and Buhrich, 1998). 

                                                      
4 Primary homelessness: People without conventional accommodation, such as people living on the streets, sleeping in parks, 
squatting in derelict buildings, or using cars or railway carriages for temporary shelter. 
Secondary homelessness: People who move frequently from one form of temporary shelter to another. It covers: people using 
emergency accommodation, such as hostels for the homeless or night shelters; teenagers staying in youth refuges; women and 
children escaping domestic violence staying in women's refuges; people residing temporarily with other families because they 
have no accommodation of their own; and those using boarding houses on an occasional or intermittent basis. 
Tertiary homelessness: People who live in boarding houses on a medium to long-term basis. Residents of private 
boarding/rooming houses do not have a separate bedroom and living room; they do not have kitchen and bathroom facilities of 
their own; their accommodation is not self-contained; and they do not have security of tenure provided by a lease. 
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� An overwhelming proportion of single person households (92 per cent). 

� An increasing number of residents from non-English speaking backgrounds.  

� The majority of residents are male (74 per cent). 

� A growing number of rooming house residents are women. 

� Almost equal proportions of males and females in the youngest and oldest age 

categories (15-24 and 75 plus years). 

� Both male and female residents have much lower labour force participation rates 

than the general population, with 18 per cent unemployed and 54 per cent not in the 

labour force. 

� Very low incomes with the majority of residents receiving their income from 

government payments. 

� Just over half of the residents receive Centrelink Rent Assistance. 

� The majority of residents stated that their usual address was the same address one 

year ago (51 per cent). Approximately 37 per cent were living elsewhere. Mobility 

is aligned with age, with older residents more likely to be residing in the same 

address (Chamberlain, 1999; Davidson, Phibbs and Cox, 1998; ABS, 1995). 

The key aspect of rooming houses is that they provide accommodation for people who are 

unable to access private rental accommodation due to their personal circumstances, and who 

are refused rental accommodation by agents and landlords.  

 

Loss of Rooming House Stock  

Rooming houses have been in decline in Melbourne since at least 1954. In the 25 year period 

from 1956 to 1981 there was a loss of 60 establishments and 420 beds in inner Melbourne 

(Burke, 1984). In the City of Port Phillip (including the former City of St Kilda), between 

1954 and 1992, there was a loss of 563 rooming houses, affecting possibly 46,000 persons. 

Whilst this research is re-visiting well known issues there is now an urgent need to reverse the 

decline of private-for-profit rooming houses. In the research area there has been a dramatic 

decline in private rooming houses. For instance, in 2000 in the City of Port Phillip there were 

an estimated 72 rooming houses with 1,138 residents, split evenly between public and private 

                                                                                                                                                        
(From Chamberlain, C. and MacKenzie, D. (1992) 'Understanding Contemporary Homelessness: Issues of Definition and 
Meaning', Australian Journal of Social Issues, 27(4), 274-297). 
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ownership (City of Port Phillip). Fifteen private rooming houses have closed in the City of 

Port Phillip since May 1999, with over 450 beds lost. In the City of Yarra it was estimated 

that there were 31 private rooming houses in 1999 (Jope, 2000). Currently, it is estimated that 

there are 25 private rooming houses, some of which provide backpacker accommodation.5 As 

recently as May 2003 the largest private rooming house in the City of Yarra with 87 beds was 

sold. This could potentially accelerate the decline in low cost accommodation in inner 

Melbourne.  

The demise of rooming houses, demolished or otherwise, needs to be viewed within the 

broader context of the loss of lower cost and accessible housing. Recent research by Wulff 

and Yates (2001) has found that while the demand for affordable housing is increasing, the 

growth in supply in the private rental sector in Australia is occurring in the moderate-high and 

high ends of the market. 6  

The distribution of housing stock at the lower end of the market has been falling despite 

significant increases in the number of households on low incomes between 1986 and 1996. 7 

Melbourne is no exception (see Wulff and Yates, 2001). The loss of rooming houses in the 

inner city is part of a wider decline of low cost private rental housing. At the same time, it 

would be expected that demand for this type of accommodation is increasing (see Price 

Waterhouse Coopers, 1998).  

These trends are mirrored in the research area.  There has been significant decline (61 per 

cent) in the number of low cost housing lettings at a time when there has been only a slight 

decline (-1.6 per cent) in the total number of lettings (Victorian Office of Housing, 2002). 

However, lettings in the upper end of the rental market increased by over 27 per cent in the 

same period. 

The loss of lower cost accommodation, particularly rooming houses, has a number of 

outcomes, including greater competitiveness for housing at the lower end of the market. The 

competition for limited housing at the lower end, is intensified by higher income earners 

living in lower cost housing (Wulff and Yates, 2001). The loss of rooming house stock also 

places greater strain on a declining crisis accommodation sector as fewer rooming houses 

                                                      
5 There were 407 beds in 21 rooming houses in 1999. Four of the 25 rooming houses did not provide information on the number 
of beds. 
6 Wulff and Yates (2001) use the following categories: ‘Low’ $1-99 per week; ‘Low-moderate’ $100-149 per week; ‘Moderate – 
high’ $150-199 per week; ‘High’ $200 or more per week. 
7 Low income is considered to be a 1996 weekly income between $0-299 and a low-moderate income is a weekly income 
between $300-499 (Wulff and Yates, 2001).  
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mean fewer places for people in crisis. Moreover, rooming house closures result in more 

people in crisis and less options for people leaving Supported Assistance Accommodation 

Programs (SAAP).   

 

Rooming House Operators  

As well as gaining an insight into the profile of rooming house residents, it is also important 

to consider the attributes of investors in rooming houses to achieve a greater understanding of 

the motivations behind the provision of rooming house stock.  

The Inner Urban Rooming House Project developed a typology of rooming house owners and 

managers from discussion and interviews with thirty two rooming house operators and 

eighteen representatives from community organizations. Four categories of operator are 

identified:  

Table 1. Typology of Rooming House Operators (Owners and Managers) 

 
Type of Operator Characteristics  
Long Term Operator Established the rooming house 20 or more years ago.  

Usually the only business they know, but the owner is now ageing 
and having difficulty with managing within the current regime of 
regulations. 
Owner-managed premises. 

Unintended Landlord Owner did not consciously set out to be a rooming house operator.  
Facility established and operated by parent.  
Children now operating the business on behalf of aged parent or as 
inherited owner. 

Professional Commercial 
Operator 

Operator bought an existing leasehold (some also bought the 
freehold) of a rooming house and upgraded premises and business. 
Operators usually do not live on site. 
Some operate/own more than one rooming house. 
Impose a selection criterion that will exclude residents with complex 
needs. 

‘Socially Responsible’ 
Professional Commercial 
Operator 
 
 

Established new rooming house, or inherited properties or bought an 
existing leasehold. 
Own freehold and/or lease hold. 
Understand the business and the resident group who prefer, or have 
no other option than, to live in rooming houses. Operators have both 
a commercial business focus and a social commitment to provide 
appropriate housing to people with complex needs. 



Rooms for the Future:  
Strategy and action plan for the retention and development of socially responsible private rooming houses 

Beverly Kliger and Associates for Inner Urban Rooming House Project ~ August 2003 8

There appears to be a high proportion of private-for-profit rooming houses that are currently 

owned by older operators who may not be able to continue to run the business. A change in 

ownership could exacerbate the rate of decline of rooming house stock, particularly if the 

premises are bequeathed to children who may prefer to realise the capital gains rather than run 

the rooming house.  

 

Affordable Housing and Government Policies  

A range of Commonwealth and Victorian State Government policies focus on the provision of 

affordable housing. These policies respond to the concern about increasing homelessness.  

The Victorian State Government has developed the Victorian Homelessness Strategy to 

improve access to housing for many disadvantaged people faced with homelessness.  Other 

government policies have also been developed to promote an expansion in affordable housing 

by creating linkages between the private and public sectors. Of particular note are the 

following: 

� The Commonwealth State Housing Agreement proposes public-private partnerships as a 

mechanism to retain and expand affordable housing in Australia. 

� The Victorian State Government Metropolitan Strategy Melbourne 2030 has an objective 

to increase the supply of appropriately located affordable housing.  The Strategy proposes 

that State and Local Governments work with private sector stakeholders to identify 

opportunities to provide affordable housing in activity centres where there is established 

infrastructure such as public transport. 

� The Victorian State Government’s strategy paper Toward a State and Local Government 

Affordable Housing Strategy recommends that State and local government develop 

strategies to assist with the development of affordable housing, particularly private 

rooming houses. 

However, neither the Victorian or Commonwealth governments have provided practical 

incentives or programs that would act as levers to stimulate the private development of 

affordable housing.   
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Other states, however, have taken up this challenge and initiated policies and programs 

specifically targeted toward assisting private-for-profit affordable housing including rooming 

houses. 

New South Wales has a number of initiatives including land tax exemptions under the Land 

Tax Management Act 1956. The requirements for exemption stipulate that the boarding house 

be occupied by long term residents and that operators must apply each financial year. This 

scheme is not restricted to boarding house operators as other low cost accommodation is also 

exempt from land tax.  

Another New South Wales scheme is the Boarding House Financial Assistance Program, 

which provides grants to help owners and operators of boarding houses undertake essential 

fire safety work in existing premises.  

There are currently two forms of financial assistance available to rooming house operators in 

Queensland. These are the Department of Housing’s Residential Services Industry Building 

and Fire Safety Improvements Conditional Grant Scheme, and Brisbane City Council’s 

Private Boarding House Support Program. The Queensland Department of Housing 

administers the Brisbane City Council program.  

Queensland Housing operates two schemes: a conditional grant and a principal and interest 

loan. These are to assist eligible applicants with costs associated with the capital works and 

improvements needed to comply with new standards. The main eligibility criteria are that the 

applicant must be an existing operator and must have been given conditional approval by the 

Office of Fair Trading.  

The grants provided by Brisbane City Council are a result of a working relationship between 

the Council and the Queensland Fire and Rescue Authority (QFRA). The two organisations 

are working in partnership to improve aspects of fire safety in multiple dwellings such as 

boarding houses, hostels, bed-and-breakfasts, flats and motels. 

 

Recommendation 1 

 
The Commonwealth, State and Local Governments formally acknowledge 
the role that private rooming houses play in providing affordable and 
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accessible housing for people in receipt of low incomes, and support the 
existence of ‘Socially Responsible Rooming House Operators’ who provide 
lower rental accommodation for people with complex needs. 

 
Recommendation 2 

 
The Commonwealth, State and Local Governments develop policies and 
practices that encourage the retention and growth of Socially Responsible 
Private Rooming House Operators, as this will: 
 

� increase the stock of affordable and appropriate accommodation; 
� have a positive impact on decreasing primary and secondary 

homelessness; and 
� be compatible with Commonwealth and State Government policies to 

increase affordable housing by public–private partnerships. 

 

The Inner Urban Private Rooming House Sector   
 

A primary goal of this research is to develop a resource package and strategies that support 

and encourage the retention and expansion of socially responsible rooming houses. To gain an 

understanding of both the sector and the issues confronted by operators, and to ensure that the 

resource package reflects the needs of private rooming house operators, three research 

processes were conducted:  

1. Development of an inventory of rooming houses. The information was gathered through: 

a. Postal questionnaire sent to all accommodation listed on the Tenants Union of 

Victoria database of rooming houses, which was not also listed on the local 

government prescribed accommodation register (February 2003). 

b. Phone interviews, often in the form of shadow shopping, to all suspected rooming 

houses on the local government prescribed accommodation registers.8 In a majority of 

instances two different people conducted a phone interview with the same 

accommodation in an attempt to gather sufficient information (February-April 2003). 

                                                      
8 The local council prescribed accommodation registers were not a completely accurate source of information. In the process of 
conducting the phone interviews it was found that phone numbers were incorrect, accommodation was not at the listed phone 
number, or the accommodation had changed use.    
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2. Identification of issues of concern to rooming house operators (August-September 2002). 

The identification process entailed:  

a. Circulation of an information flyer about the project with a short ‘snapshot’ survey 

attached and full contact details of the consultant’s phone and fax. 

b. Phone interviews with owners on the local government listing of registered rooming 

houses. Owners were chosen randomly and called without prior warning. The phone 

interviews took between half and three quarters of an hour. 

c. Phone calls to ‘unregistered’ rooming house operators, identified from information 

provided in interviews with community welfare and support agencies. 

d. Face-to-face interviews with owners and managers at a rooming house following 

phone contact. The interviews were comprehensive lasting approximately two hours.   

3. Consultations with rooming house operators and community organizations.  

Consultations were conducted with rooming house operators and community 

organisations to gather comments and feedback on the draft Rooming House Strategy and 

Action Plan (February 2003).  All rooming house operators who had participated in 

interviews and all operators on local council registers were invited to a consultation.  In 

an attempt to entice operators to attend, and to provide them with the opportunity to 

discuss issues affecting them, the principal registrar and senior member of VCAT 

attended the consultation as keynote speakers. Despite this incentive only nine rooming 

house operators attended the consultations. 

 

Inventory of Inner Urban Private Rooming Houses   

Although exhaustive attempts to collect information were carried out, it has been extremely 

difficult to access comprehensive information regarding the number of private rooming 

houses, the cost of accommodation, and the type of communal facilities provided in private 

rooming houses. In many instances operators and residents responding to phone enquiries 

were suspicious and reluctant to provide much information.  
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It is clear from the comments made by rooming house operators that some of the rooming 

houses and beds may be used for backpacker accommodation, particularly during the tourist 

season.  However, switching uses of the rooms appears to depend on demand rather than 

changing the long term use of a rooming house. 

A total of 73 rooming houses provided information for the inventory. Of those, 5 were 

excluded for having a boarding cost considered higher than acceptable for a rooming house 

(i.e. more then $350 per week). It must be noted that rooming house rents include the costs of 

services and facilities, such as the provision of furniture and linen and the cost of heat and 

lighting. 

Table 2. Number of Rooming Houses Participating in the Inventory by 
Municipality  

 
Local Government Area No. Rooming Houses Per cent % 

 Boroondara 7 10.3 

  City of Port Phillip 7 10.3 

  Darebin 3 4.4 

  Melbourne City Council 17 25.0 

  Stonnington 9 13.2 

  Yarra 25 36.8 

  All 68 100.0 

 

Of the 68 rooming houses participating in the inventory, 10 were not forthcoming with 

information regarding the price of rooms. As well, the low participation rate is evidenced by 

the fact that only 7 rooming houses in Port Phillip, out of a probable total in the municipality 

of 29, provided data. Data in the inventory is therefore indicative only. 
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Table 3. Number of Beds in Participating Rooming Houses by 
Municipality  

 

Local Government Area 

Number of Beds …  

  Boroondara 

City 
of 
Port 
Phillip Darebin 

Melbourne 
City 
Council Stonnington Yarra All 

Mean 31 29 41 25 29 19 25

Median 30 20 41 12 15 12 15

Minimum 14 15 12 5 4 4 4

Per 
rooming 
house  

  

  Maximum 50 84 70 134 70 87 134

 Per 
LGA 

Total 
184 143 82 331 202 407 1349

  Missing9 1 2 1 4 2 4 14

 

Table 3 shows data from 54 rooming houses. The size of rooming houses varies dramatically 

from 4 beds to 134 beds per house.  The median reflects the most commonly occurring 

number of beds per rooming house. Across the 6 municipalities the median is 15 beds per 

rooming house.   

 

Table 4. Costs of Rooms in Participating Rooming Houses 

 

Local Government Area 

Boroondara 

City of 
Port 
Phillip Darebin 

Melbourne 
City Council Stonnington Yarra All 

Cost 
Per 
week  
 
  
  Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost Cost 

Mean $135 $111 $120 $136 $125 $112 $123

Median $140 $105 $120 $125 $90 $105 $110

Minimum $110 $95 $110 $50 $83 $60 $50

Maximum $150 $143 $130 $301 $230 $200 $301

Missing10 1 1 1 0 0 6 9

The researchers were not able to obtain comprehensive information regarding the costs by 

type of room i.e. single, double or dormitory. Anecdotal evidence indicates that rents can be 

as low as $75 in the City of Port Phillip. 

                                                      
9 14 rooming houses provided only an estimate of the total number of beds in the house. 
10 9 rooming houses would not provide room prices. 
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Figure 1. Participating Rooming House by Cost level 
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Across the 6 municipalities the costs vary dramatically from $50 per week to $301 per week 

for a room, with the most commonly occurring price per room at $110 per week.  To facilitate 

an understanding of the cost of rooming houses in each of the municipalities, we have used 

the data to compile 3 cost levels: low cost, medium cost and high cost.  

• Low cost rooming houses are defined as costing less than $98.20 per week.  

• Medium cost rooming houses are defined as costing between $98.20 and $138.20 per 

week. 

• High cost rooming houses are defined as costing more than $138.20 per week. 

The cost groupings were determined by calculating a median cost per room per rooming 

house. 

Rooming house operators also provided information regarding rooming house facilities.  Only 

70 per cent (49) of the rooming houses contacted provided information about the supply of 

linen. Thirty four rooming houses, 69 per cent of the houses that provided information, 

supplied linen as part of the provision of a room.   
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It is interesting to note that although rooming house operators are not required to provide 

kitchens, the majority of those supplying information (61 rooming houses) did provide at least 

one kitchen for residents.  

 
Recommendation 3 

  
The State Government Department of Human Service, allocate resources 
to develop an inventory of private rooming house stock in Metropolitan 
Melbourne.  This information will enlighten government as to: 
 

� the potential cost of any financial support packages or programs; 
and,  

� the impact on primary and secondary homelessness of the further 
loss of private rooming house stock. 

 

Private Rooming House Owners and Manager’s Practices and 
Perceptions11  

Although a range of techniques was used to contact all possible private rooming house 

operators in the research area (Cities of Yarra, Melbourne, Darebin, Stonnington, Boroondara 

and Port Phillip) contact and discussion was achieved with only 32 rooming house operators. 

 Table 5. Rooming House Operators Participating in Issues 
Identification 

 

Municipality Number 

Port Phillip 8 

Melbourne 12 

Yarra 7 

Boroondara 1 

Stonnington 2 

Darebin 2 

Total 32 

 

The discussions with owners and managers covered topics relating to how the businesses are 

run and problems confronted in operating a rooming house.  

 

                                                      
11 Direct quotes from interviews and surveys are written in italics 
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More Than Just a Landlord 

When asked, most owners outlined that they were in the business because it is a way of life.  

Primarily, owners appear to want to provide housing for people and have a level of care, 

particularly for long term residents (a year or more): they were like my family.   

We do everything, cut their hair, get their meals, and check if they are OK. One owner 

pointed out that he takes some of the tenants to his farm on weekends to help them dry out.  

Another said that she checks on some of the older residents each day and sometimes makes 

them cup-of-soup for lunch.  

Some landlords allow local community and health workers to hold regular workshops and 

meetings in the rooming house to enable the residents to access support and health services.  

One rooming house has been involved in a local government community art program that 

focused on the lived experiences of rooming house residents and created paintings, collages, 

poems and prose works by residents.   

Another rooming house has given a key to some rooms to Royal District Nursing Service 

Homelessness workers to enable them to access their clients.   

However, operators raised concern regarding the lack of public respect for their residents, and 

themselves as rooming house operators. One owner noted the Perception that a rooming 

house is a dumping ground – dump rubbish outside the back door. Moreover, community 

workers interviewed for the project also stated that there is a negative attitude towards, or 

stigma around, private rooming house managers who provide accessible housing for people 

who have no other housing options.  

 

Cost of Building Maintenance and Upgrades   

Operators raised a common concern regarding the cost of upgrades to maintain buildings to 

fire standards, and the absence of government financial assistance.  Some owners pointed out 

that they did not have further capacity to borrow funds to finance the upgrades, as the rents 

from tenants would not provide sufficient income to cover loan payments. For example, the 

cost of installing a sprinkler system in a twelve room shop-top rooming house in 2002 was 
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$44,000.  Often fire safety upgrades include additional costs of installing fire separation 

between walls and floors and improving accessibility of fire exits.  

 

Land Taxation Expense 

A number of operators stated that the increase in Land Taxation costs had placed a financial 

strain on the business.  Operators maintained that the financial viability of their business was 

being put in question, as their tenants do not have the ability to pay increases in rents that 

flow from increased expenses. For example, a rooming house in Port Phillip has experienced 

a substantial increase in land taxation due to the growth in property values. The land taxation 

for this rooming house has increased from $2000 in 2000 to $24,574 in 2003, an increase of 

$22,574. This is an extraordinary growth of 1128% in the cost of land taxation over a three 

year period. Yet, retirement villages, both charitable and private-for-profit, are exempt from 

payment of land taxation in Victoria. 

 
What is Land Taxation? 

Land tax is an annual tax levied on the total ‘unimproved value’ of land owned. Land tax is assessed on a calendar 
year basis, based on the value of the land as at 31 December.  
 
The unimproved value of land is calculated by multiplying the site value for the land, as set out in municipal rates 
certificate, plus the average increase in the value of land (as determined by the Valuer-General) from the time of 
the last general valuation until the 31st December.   
 
There are a number of land uses that are exempt from land taxation including: 
• principal places of residence; 
• retirement villages, charitable and private-for-profit; 
• charities; and, 
• outdoor sporting clubs (other than racing clubs). 
 
Also a concessional rate of tax or partial exemption applies to other non-profit sporting clubs and racing clubs, and 
a concessional valuation applies to heritage properties and properties subject to conservation orders. 
 
(Source: State Revenue Office, www.sro.vic.gov.au) 

 

Inequity of the Residential Tenancies Act (1997)  

A prevalent concern was the difficulty of operating a rooming house business within the 

provisions of the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 (RTA).   All owners/managers raised the 

requirements of the RTA as a major problem. The range of issues included: 
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• The operators perceive that the RTA is designed only for tenants: tenants wreck your 

place and run away owing you money, but the Tribunal not believe you [they] believe 

the tenant. 

• Tenants have free legal advice and assistance but the owners/managers have no 

assistance and the paperwork and correct procedures difficult, if everything is not in 

order at a VCAT hearing you lose and are required to start again, to serve notices 

again etc. 

• The operators perceive that the Tribunal (VCAT) is biased against owners, owners 

often feel victimised, and offended by referees comments: I was so embarrassed I 

will never go there again, they called me a liar. 

• It is unrealistic to expect people to pay a bond on short term accommodation. 

• A number of operators stated they would forego collecting rent arrears, i.e. wear the 

loss, rather than go through the arrears procedures set out in the RTA.  Rooming 

house often for short-term accommodation yet procedures for collecting arrears are 

complex and take time. 

 

Uncoordinated Fire and Health Regulations and Inspections  

Many operators displayed a lack of understanding of the interrelationship between building 

and health regulations and inspections.  This is associated with a lack of knowledge regarding 

which government department is the responsible authority.  

Significant comments concerned: 

� the lack of co-ordination between the building inspectors, the water authorities and 

the fire brigade for inspections: can have 3 [inspections] in one month; and 

� the finicky nature of some of the health inspections and lack of explanation as to what 

the inspectors are looking for: look for every crack in the walls. 
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The researchers also held discussions with the health inspection officers from one local 

council, and a municipal building surveyor from another municipality. These discussions 

indicated that: 

� local government officers agreed that there is no formal co-ordination or protocols 

between the health inspectors and building surveyors in a municipality; 

� there is a complex range of regulations governing rooming houses; 

� the health regulations are vague and there are no standards or guidelines set out for 

the health inspections, resulting in each local council interpreting its roles and 

responsibilities differently; and, 

� there is a need for a simple, plain English summary of all the relevant regulations for 

owners, especially as many rooming house operators have English as a second 

language. 

 

Non-responsive Local Government Planning    

Many operators indicated that car park requirements for new buildings create difficulties and 

do not reflect the nature of the rooming houses as few residents have cars.  Also, off-street 

parking is an issue as operators need to be able to access the rooming house at all times, 

particularly in an emergency, and Council’s limit the number of permits allowed. 

    

Changing Nature of Residents  

Operators who had been in the industry for a number of years emphasised the changing nature 

of the resident population. Twenty years ago rooming house tenants were low income earners. 

Now everyone is on a pension and drug or alcohol dependant or schizophrenic. 

Many operators outlined that they could not provide housing for people with drug, alcohol or 

mental health problems, or sex workers, as these residents created problems and disputes with 

other residents and cost them more money in management and maintenance.  This has led a 

number of operators to set up a screening process to block ‘undesired’ residents.  The 
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operators stated that the inability to deal with residents with high needs was exacerbated by 

the manner in which the RTA provisions deal with evictions due to violence.  

A number of operators agreed that they did not have training in how to manage conflict 

between tenants. Alternatively, some operators said that this work required common sense as 

well as clear and strict house rules.  

 

Issues Confronting the Rooming House Industry  

A range of factors contributes to the decline of rooming houses in inner urban Melbourne.  

These factors are revealed from research into the loss of rooming houses along with 

interviews and consultations with inner urban rooming house operators and representatives 

from community support agencies and local government.12 The key factors are summarised 

below.   

The complexity and range of legislation and regulations can cause hardship for rooming 

house operators who have limited experience and knowledge of legal and bureaucratic 

systems. Rooming house operators argue that the Residential Tenancies Act 1997 and the 

enforcement procedures at Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT) do not 

appear to take into consideration the practice of operating a rooming house, the attributes of 

many residents, and difficulties confronted by many operators.  The operators have stated that 

the rigidity of the legislation and procedures used at VCAT has resulted in increasing non-

compliance with legislation.   

The changing nature of the resident population of rooming houses, reflected in the higher 

proportion of residents with mental disorders, addiction and associated challenging 

behaviours, is creating difficulty in managing a rooming house, particularly in dealing with 

grievances and disputes with and between residents. 

Increasing costs, particularly land taxation, building maintenance and upkeep, maintaining 

fire safety standards and insurance costs, place substantial financial burdens on owners, 

jeopardising the continuing operation of the rooming house.  

                                                      
12 Three consultations were held in February 2003.  
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The lack of State Government financial assistance for private rooming house operators that 

provide affordable housing that is safe, healthy, and hygienic. 

Non-responsive planning legislation and policies embodied in local government planning 

schemes can inadvertently create restrictions on expansion or development of new rooming 

houses.   

Retirement of long term rooming house operators, moving out of the industry after 20 or 

more years in the business, either realising capital gains or passing on the property and 

business to children who do not remain in the industry.  

Urban renewal and gentrification in inner urban areas is creating pressure for capital gains. 

Government policies, aimed at investing in urban renewal projects in the inner city, 

negatively affect rooming houses by creating disinvestment in the industry because 

substantial profit can be made from sale or redevelopment.  

 

Assisting Private Rooming House Operators  

In recognition of the issues confronting rooming house operators the Inner Urban Rooming 

House Project has:  

� Produced a Practical Guide for Rooming House Owners and Managers  that sets out a 

framework for good practice in operating and managing a rooming house. This 

publication will help operators to provide healthy and safe living environments for 

residents.   

� Developed an Inner Urban Rooming House Strategy and Action Plan aimed at halting the 

decline, and promoting the development, of socially responsible private rooming houses.  
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SECTION TWO 
 

Inner Urban Rooming House Strategy and Action 
Plan 

 

Inner Urban Rooming House Strategy 
 
Rationale 

Private rooming houses that are affordable, have good quality amenities, are located in close 

proximity to services and allow residents to live independently and with dignity, provide an 

essential housing for many low income and vulnerable people.   

 
Position Statement  

� Housing is a basic human need that contributes to individual and community safety and 

well being.   

� Every person, regardless of their age, culture, gender, race, religion or sexual preference, 

has a right to affordable and appropriate housing to enable their participation in 

community life. 

� Rooming houses provide a vital housing option for many individuals. 

� Rooming houses should be safe and healthy environments for a range of people. 

� Local Government in collaboration with Commonwealth and State governments, the 

community and the private sectors can develop strategies to maintain, improve and 

expand affordable and appropriate private rooming house accommodation. 

 
Aim and Objectives   

The aim of the Inner Urban Rooming House Strategy is: 

To encourage and facilitate the retention, improvement and expansion of affordable, 

accessible and appropriate private rooming house accommodation in the inner urban 

municipalities of Boroondara, Darebin, Melbourne, Port Phillip, Stonnington, and Yarra. 
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The objectives of Inner Urban Rooming House Strategy are: 

� To provide training and resources to rooming house owners and managers to assist them 

to stay in business and promote safe and healthy living environments.  

� To promote best practice standards in the provision of private rooming houses. 

� To advocate for State and Local Government incentives and subsidies that assist private 

rooming house operators and investors to upgrade existing premises and develop new 

rooming house accommodation that provides safe and healthy living environments. 

� To advocate to Commonwealth, State and Local Government to enact regulations, 

legislation, polices and procedures to stimulate the maintenance and future development 

of socially responsible affordable private rooming house accommodation. 

 

Inner Urban Rooming House Action Plan 
 
Action Focus One: Rooming House Industry  
 
Goal:  Assist Rooming House Operators conduct their business as Socially 

Responsible Operators 
 
 
ACTION 1: Produce a Private Rooming House Operators’ Handbook 

To assist rooming house operators to navigate and comply with the complex range of 

legislation and regulations, the Inner Urban Rooming House Project has produced a Practical 

Guide for Rooming House Owners and Managers. The Practical Guide provides a framework 

for good practice in operating and managing a rooming house and will assist operators to 

provide healthy and safe living environments for residents.  The areas covered by the guide 

include, health, safety and hygiene of the building and facilities, operator’s rights, 

management requirements, as well as communication strategies for managing disputes, 

negotiating resident grievances and managing distressed residents.  
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ACTION 2: Establish a Rooming House Owners and Managers 
Association (RHOMA).   

Rooming house operators do not have any professional body that can provide them with 

assistance or advice to ensure that they operate their business in an efficient and responsible 

manner and hence provide safe and healthy accommodation to residents.   A RHOMA would 

be able to develop protocols, guidelines and training to assist private rooming house operators 

operate as socially responsible providers of affordable and accessible accommodation. 

The tasks that RHOMA could undertake include: 

� Keeping the Practice Guide for Rooming House Owners and Managers up-to-date.  

� Organising training and professional development, particularly with regard to legislative 

requirements. 

� Developing a socially responsible rooming house operators accreditation process in 

collaboration with the State Government. 

� Oversight of best practices guidelines.  

� Organising legal advice and/or support for owners and managers. 

� Investigating group public liability insurance. 

To ensure that a RHOMA is the appropriate structure for performing these tasks, it is 

proposed that rooming house operators work in collaboration with the State and Local 

governments and community service organizations to: 

� carry out a feasibility study to ascertain the membership and financial viability of 

RHOMA; and, 

� develop a strategic plan setting out the goals and tasks for RHOMA.   
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Recommendation 4 

 
The State Government provide a grant to the Inner Urban Rooming House 
Project to: 
 

� conduct a feasibility study to ascertain the membership and 
financial viability of a Rooming House Owners and Managers 
Association (RHOMA); and, 

� develop a strategic plan setting out the goals and tasks for 
RHOMA. 

 

 

Action Focus Two: State Government  
 
Goal: The Victorian State Government to provide a Financial Assistance Program 

for Socially Responsible Private Rooming House Operators  
 

Similar to New South Wales and Queensland governments, the Victorian State Government 

should provide financial assistance to rooming house operators that would promote the 

retention and expansion of affordable housing and reduce the risk of homelessness for 

vulnerable members of the community. Currently, the Victorian State Government provides 

financial incentives for retirement village development, as charitable and for-profit retirement 

villages are exempt from payment of land taxation.  

A financial assistance program that stimulates the retention of affordable private rooming 

housing would be cost effective for the State Government. The cost to the State Government 

of providing assistance is far lower than the capital costs associated with development of 

public or community housing stock to replace the loss of rooming houses. The NSW and 

Queensland State governments have recognized the cost effective nature of a financial 

assistance package.  The NSW government provides tax exemption for affordable housing 

and upgrade grants for boarding houses offering low cost accommodation. The Queensland 

government has a subsidy program to assist boarding houses offering low cost 

accommodation achieve and maintain fire safety standards. Moreover, Brisbane City Council 

contributes financial assistance to boarding houses offering low cost accommodation to 

achieve and maintain fire safety standards.    
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ACTION 3: Establish a Financial Assistance Program for 
Socially Responsible Rooming House Operators 

The Inner Urban Rooming House Project has develop a framework Rooming House Financial 

Assistance Package based on the precedents set by New South Wales and Queensland 

government programs.  Given the substantial decline in the number of rooming houses 

operating in inner urban Melbourne it is not anticipated that the financial assistance program 

will result in substantial cost to the State government. 

 

Proposed Rooming House Financial Assistance Program 

(RHFAP) 

 

Aim of RHFAP 

 To encourage the retention of affordable and appropriate private rooming house 

stock as low cost accommodation.  

 

Program Rationale  

The RHFAP reflects State and local Government concern about housing 

affordability in Metropolitan Melbourne. This package will contribute to the 

delivery of well-located affordable housing that meets the needs of the many 

vulnerable members of the low income population of Metropolitan Melbourne.  

 

The RHFAP provides a mechanism for the State government to meet the 

Housing Affordability objectives of the State Government’s Metropolitan Strategy  

Melbourne 2030, particularly by creating opportunities to provide appropriately 

located affordable lower cost rental housing for single people in activity districts 

located in close proximity to transport and services. 

 

 The RHFAP will enable the State Government to stimulate the growth of lower 

cost rooming house accommodation in Metropolitan Melbourne with a limited 

financial commitment due to the partnership with the private sector. Without this 

partnership the State Government would be required to input substantial capital 

funds to compensate for the loss of lower cost rooming house accommodation.  
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Rooming House Financial Assistance Program Guidelines  

The RHFAP has two key components: 

1. Fire and Safety Protection Support Assistance Package 

2. Land Taxation Exemption Scheme 

 

Eligibility Criteria – Socially Responsible Rooming House 

Operator  

To be eligible for either or both components of the Rooming House Financial 

Assistance Program (RHFAP) the rooming house must provide low cost short and 

long term accommodation that is both affordable and appropriate. The specific 

eligibility criteria13 is: 

1. The premises must be a building classified under the Building Code of 

Australia, as either a Class 1b or Class 3 building:  

� Class 1b boarding houses are ‘small boarding houses’ defined as 

premises both accommodating not more than 12 persons and where 

the gross floor area of the premises is not more than 300 square 

meters.   

� Class 3 premises are big boarding houses that accommodate more 

than 12 persons or have a gross floor area of more than 300 square 

meters. 

2. The Premises must be registered with the local government authority in 

accordance with the Health (Prescribed Accommodation) Regulations 2001.  

3. At minimum 35% of the available bedrooms must have been occupied in 

the last financial year by long term residents (i.e a person residing in a 

boarding house for 3 consecutive months or any period totalling 3 months 

in the course of a year). 

4. A minimum of 75% of the residents of a rooming house should be in 

receipt of a Centrelink income. 

5. In the last financial year rents should not have exceeded the median rental 

for rooming houses in Metropolitan Melbourne, currently estimated to be a 

maximum of  $125 per week single accommodation; and $220 per week 

shared accommodation. The rental costs to be calculated annually. 

6. The premises for which assistance is sought must not be primarily used for 

tourist accommodation. 

7. The Applicant must not be a charitable or non-profit organisation.  

                                                      
13 This criteria sets out the characteristics of a socially responsible rooming house operator 
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Funding Responsibility  

State Department of Human Services, Department of Sustainability and 

Environment and the Treasury.  

 

Proposed Private Rooming House Fire and Safety 

Protection Assistance Package  
 

Purpose  

The Fire and Safety Protection Assistance Package will provide financial 

assistance to directly assist in meeting costs of upgrading fire safety in 

registered boarding houses in Metropolitan Melbourne. 

 

The Fire and Safety Protection Assistance Package seeks to support 

rooming house proprietors who wish to improve fire safety standards and 

conditions in premises, but who may not otherwise be able to do so without 

impacting negatively on the financial viability of the business. 

 

Funding Process  

In an effort to minimise any financial stress, eligibility for these grants will be 

determined prior to works being carried out. However, funds will only be made 

available after works are completed and the operator provides the government 

with a building inspectors report for the completed works.   

   

A grant will only be provided once every 3 years. If a rooming house closes, or 

changes use within 3 years of receipt of a grant, the grant will be fully 

refundable. The government will require formal security (e.g. mortgage or 

caveat) to ensure the property continues to operate as a rooming house for 3 

years after the grant has been provided.  

 

Funding Amount and Duration 

The Package will provide a maximum grant of up to $10,000 per premises to 

contribute to the cost of carrying out: 
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1. works specified in Municipal Building Surveyor’s building orders that relate 

to the upgrade or maintenance of essential services, defined in 

Building Regulations 1997 11.2; 

2. improvements set out in an inspection report of the essential services 

carried out by the Municipal Building Surveyor or a Metropolitan Fire 

Brigade Fire prevention officer; or, 

3. upgrades to fire and/or safety equipment or facilities determined by the 

Building Commission Victoria.   

 

Applicants will receive a reimbursement of up to three quarters of the cost of 

completed works, up to the maximum amount allocated.  

 

Proposed Land Tax Exemption Scheme  
 

This is an extension of the current land taxation exemption system operating in 

Victoria. Exemptions are provided for a range of circumstances including: 

� principal places of residence; 

� retirement villages, charitable and private-for-profit; 

� charities; and, 

� outdoor sporting clubs (other than racing clubs). 

 

Purpose  

The Land Tax Exemption Scheme will provide financial assistance to assist 

the owner to maintain the premises as lower cost rental accommodation that 

provides safe and healthy living environments for low income and vulnerable 

people. 

 

The Exemption Scheme seeks to support rooming house proprietors who wish to 

improve building standards and conditions in premises, whilst maintaining the 

accommodation as lower cost accommodation.  It is anticipated that the cost of 

provision of exemption will be more than compensated for by the stimulus to 

new investment into the rooming house sector. 
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Funding Process  

Applicants are required to complete an application form and a statutory 

declaration that set out the occupancy of all rooms (whether long term and short 

term tenancies) for the previous year:  

 

Room No. Occupancy 
details 
(length of 
stay) 

No. of people Services 
provided 
(linen, 
meals, etc.) 

Amount of 
weekly rent 

     

 

 

The level of the exemption will correspond to the proportion of long term low 

income tenants residing in the rooming house. The determination of the 

proportion will be accordance with clauses 3 and 4 of the Eligibility Criteria – 

Socially Responsible Rooming House Operator.    

 

If a rooming house ceases to operate as a lower cost accessible accommodation 

for low income and vulnerable individuals within 12 months of the grant of the 

exemption, the exemption is to be refunded. 

 

Recommendation 5 
 

The State Government to provide a Rooming House Financial Assistance 
Program (RHFAP) to arrest the decline, and stimulate the development, 
of socially responsible private rooming houses. 
 

Recommendation 6 
 

The State Government in consultation with the Inner Urban Rooming 
House Project develop a Financial Assistance Program for socially 
responsible rooming house operators that includes: 

� grants for rooming house operators to maintain and upgrade 
building, fire and safety standards; and, 

� provision of a land taxation exemption.   
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Action Focus Three: Responsive Local Government Policies 
and Practices 
 
Goal:  Local Councils in Metropolitan Melbourne develop a uniform approach to 

encourage the development of socially responsible rooming houses 
 
ACTION 4: Ensure transparency in implementation of the Health 
and Building Acts and associated regulations 

The local government building and health departments oversee the health and safety of 

rooming houses. However, the roles, responsibilities and relationship between these 

departments are unclear and uncoordinated. This has led to rooming house operators being 

confronted with a local government inspection regime that is confusing and appears 

unaccountable. To reduce rooming house operators’ confusion and improve efficiency of 

local government, the health and building departments of local governments in Metropolitan 

Melbourne should adopt a coordinated approach.  

ACTION 5: Establish a formal collaborative working 
relationship between the health and building departments of 
local councils 

The Inner Urban Rooming House Project has developed a Proposed Local Government 

Rooming House Inspection Guide. This Inspection Guide provides the underpinning for 

building a formal collaborative working relationship between health and building departments 

within local councils.  

Proposed Local Government Rooming House Inspection Guide  
This guide relates to the inspection powers and authority set out in the 
Building Act 1993, Building Regulations 1997, Health Act 1958, Health 
(Prescribed Accommodation) Regulations 2001. 

 

What the inspectors are looking for Who is Inspecting  

General  Key: H – Health 
Inspector; B – 
Building Inspector; 
MFB – Metropolitan 
Fire Brigade 

Register of residents H 

Prominent display of list of essential fire and 
safety services and annual maintenance review  

B 

  

Number of bathrooms  (toilets, wash basins, 
bath/showers)  

H   

Safe storage of Cleaning Equipment  H 

Rubbish collection areas inside and outside (eg. 
bins clean and in good condition and regularly 

H 


