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Presentation overview

1. Setting the scene 

• Historic and contemporary landscape for people with disability

• Australia’s obligations to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability

2. Provision and experience of Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA)

• Largest government program providing specialised housing for people with disability

• What is SDA, how does it work, what are the benefits and challenges?

3. Future directions

• Reforming the SDA program

• Increasing housing accessibility and inclusivity across the broader housing system



Access to appropriate housing is a human right and fundamental 
for dignity, wellbeing and quality of life. 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD)

People with disability have the right to: 

•  an adequate standard of living including adequate housing 
(Article 28)

• the opportunity to live independently  and the right to be 
included in their community (Article 19). 



Australian Policy to meet Convention obligations

Universal design frameworks, Commonwealth & state support services and 
schemes, such as:

• Specialist Disability Accommodation  (SDA)

• Home modification funding under the National Disability Insurance 
Scheme (NDIS)

• Updates to the National Construction Code (NCC) to increase 
accessibility standards



Appropriate, affordable and accessible housing in inclusive 
communities is absent

PWD absent from national housing and homelessness policy frameworks (Royal 
Commission 2023: 115).

Most of Australia’s dwellings – old and new – do not meet the needs of PWD

• 5% of new home builds meet accessibility standards

• Contributes to homelessness, poor health, lengthy stays in hospitals and 
residential age-care facilities, and constrained social, economic & community 
participation 

• Increased exposure to violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation 

(Source: Royal Commission 2023)



Demographic landscape

• 4.4 million people with disability in Australia (18%) 

• 76.8% report a physical condition “causing the most problems” 

• Approximately 2.47 million Australians under the age of 65 identify as having a disability.

• Three quarters of Australians with disabilities do not receive funding under the NDIS 

• An estimated 5.75 million Australians will have a mobility limitation by 2060 

(Source: Gusheh, Murphy et al. 2021; Hallahan 2021; Royal Commission 2023; Samuel 2020)



Housing landscape

Historically, little opportunity exercise right to choose where to live and with whom .

• Housing provision for PWD largely the responsibility of state and territory governments. 

• Predominantly through institutional accommodation settings 

• Yet, congregate care models failed to fully support the rights of people with disability (United Nations 2006).

‘the enforced separation and isolation of people with disability resulted in their dehumanisation and exposed 
them to horrendous levels of violence, abuse, neglect and exploitation’ (Royal Commission 2023: 91). 



Policy shift away from institutionalised settings

Policy shift in the 1990s towards ‘group home’ accommodation:

• small-scale, neighbourhood-based housing situated within mainstream communities 

• Typically housed 3-10 people with disability (but often more)

Today, approximately 187,500 PWD live in some form of group home or institutional accommodation, 
including:

• Approximately 174,000 (9%) of PWD 65+ 

• A further 13,500 (0.6%) of PWD under 65, 

• with around 5,600 of those living in permanent residential aged care.

• Royal Commission recommended Australian Governments phase out group homes within 15 years 
(Royal Commission 2023: 115). 



‘Mainstream’ housing

96% of PWD reside in the mainstream housing  
system:

• home-ownership

• social housing

• Private rental system

(AIHW 2022: 15)



Home ownership

Provides security of tenure and the right to make home modifications to meet one’s needs.

PWD less likely to be homeowners than people without disability:

• 55% of PWD under the age of 65 own their own home (compared to 61% of younger people without 
disability) 

• 79% of PWD aged 65+ own their own home (compared to 86% without disability) 

• Fewer ageing Australians with disability will own their own home in the future.

(Gusheh, Murphy et al. 2021: 15).



Social housing

• Provided by government and not-for-profit Community Housing providers

• Similar security as home ownership, but less control over physical home environment

• 41% of social housing households contain at least one person with disability.

• Minimal accessibility standards

• Demand exceeds supply

• Limited alternative options available



Private rental sector (PRS)

• 32% of PWD rent privately (compared to 27% of people without disability) 

• Unaffordable and inappropriately designed for many PWD

• 11% of Australians with disability rent in unaffordable housing (Gusheh, Murphy et al. 2021)

• Less that 1% of private rentals affordable for a person on a Disability Support Pension (Anglicare 2023)

• Greater barriers to home modification and adaptation compared to other housing tenures

➢ no mandatory accessibility requirement in PRS

➢ Tenants must pay for initial modification (on entering) and its subsequent removal (on leaving)

➢ Landlord permission required

➢ Tenure insecurity



Need for inclusive and accessible housing

• Most existing homes are inaccessible

• Home modifications are rate: Only 12% (or 511,400) of PWD 

have made modifications to their home

• Inability to modify one’s home can lead to housing precarity

• Recent improvements to the National Construction Code do 

not go far enough



Part 2: Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) program

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/final-reports/417



What is Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA)?

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• NDIS program delivering housing for PWD with extreme functional impairment or very high 
support needs. 

• SDA program is not designed to provide housing for all PWD (approx. 30,000 individuals)

• Structured very different from previous government programs. 

• Federally governed, marketized program designed to: 

➢ incentivise private market investment

➢ reduce reliance on public funding mechanisms

 



Some statistics

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• Demand for SDA is high

• Annual SDA budget of $700 million, yet less than half committed in 2023

• Only 14,097 individuals reside in SDA housing despite the program being operational for 8 years

• 5,231 individuals with SDA funding, waiting for an SDA allocation as at Dec 2022

 



Physical characteristics of SDA dwellings

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

A range of SDA design categories and building 

types

Broadly categorised into two groups of dwellings:

• ‘New build’ SDA: post-2016 in line with best 

practice SDA design standards 

• ‘Basic’ SDA: pre-2016, largely consisting 

former government-owned group homes

 

Proportion of enrolled SDA by ‘Basic’ and ‘New Build’ design categories



Benefits of SDA program

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• Tailored Housing Solutions

• Greater Choice and Control

• Support for Aging in Place

• Enhanced Quality of Life

• Incentives for Developers and Investors

• Sustainable Living Environments
 



Challenges of the SDA program

• Complex application processes

• Difficulty finding suitable, well-located SDA

• Inappropriate SDA funding decisions

• Compromised right to sole-occupancy

• Complex, costly and long appeals process

 



Complex application process

Application process is a significant barrier for people with 
disability:

• Requires specialist knowledge of the program

• Lengthy assessment process, often involving appeals tribunal 
before the search for housing can begin

• Subsequent cognitive demands undermine physical and 
emotional wellbeing of people with disability

• The complexity of the application process is not appropriate

 



Difficulty finding a home

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• No centralised and comprehensive database or hub to 
search for SDA housing

• NDIS as a marketplace means the search for SDA differs 
across jurisdictions

• Reliance on private and not-for-profit organisations, 
including engaging: 

➢ Directly with SDA housing providers

➢ With support and care providers

➢ Private services and private online platforms

• Costly and potential conflict of interest
 



Inappropriate funding decision

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• Lack of transparency, consistency, accuracy and timeliness of SDA funding decisions 

• SDA determinations often contradict individual’s demonstrated housing needs and clinical evidence

➢ E.g., two individuals with similar housing needs receive very different SDA outcomes

• Justification for decisions is rarely provided by the NDIS 

• ‘Value for money’ and ‘reasonable and necessary’ typically cited as rationale

 



Compromised right to sole-occupancy

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• Individuals largely funded for shared accommodation SDA settings

• Regardless of their preferences to live alone or with family

• 567 (16%) of 3,507 funded to live in sole-occupancy SDA (Skipsey, Winkler et al. 2022).

• Article 19 of the UN Convention is unmet when an individual is forced to share their home with others



Difficult appeals process

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

• Individuals can appeal SDA determinations

• Long, arduous and costly process

• 60% of all appeals identify initial SDA determination incorrect

• Meaning, 60% of participants receive the SDA funding level they initially applied for

• Negative health and wellbeing outcomes documented

• Led many to abandon SDA program, or accept inappropriate SDA outcomes

(Source: NDIA 2023)



Part 3: Future directions

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

Where to from here?

• Much work required to meet Australia’s 
obligations under the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

 



Reforming the SDA program

Authors: Crowe, A., James, A., Peaty, G, Malbon, E., and Ellis, K.

SDA reform must be done in partnership with people with disability to deliver true choice and control

• Address right to sole-occupancy housing 
outcomes

• Reassessment of funding decision-making 
process

• Improved clarity, consistency and transparency 
of funding making decision

• Framework required to improve or replace 
‘Basic’ SDA housing.



What is the role of government beyond SDA?

• Social housing sector is pivotal to providing appropriate accommodation for PWD ineligible for SDA

• Yet, the creation of the federally governed, market-oriented SDA program presents a new conundrum:

➢ state/territory governments no longer view specialised housing provision as within their remit

➢ federal government contents that social housing providers remain responsible 

Consequently tangible measures beyond SDA are lacking!



Delivering an inclusive and accessible housing system

Possible policy directions might include:

mandatory accessibility requirements for all new and extensively modified housing

• quotas for accessible social and affordable housing delivery

• progressive application of universal design principles across the entire housing system

• Further include design-informed approaches for flexibility and adaptation 

• This should include co-design with PWD 

Embedding these approach requires a shift in the mindset of decision-makers, 
governments and all Australians.



Thank you!
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