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The housing issue that I want to bring to people’s attention, to the attention of those of you who work in the sector, who design and plan houses, those who sell houses and to everyone in this room who have friends and family growing older, and who eventually will be older, frailer and more restricted than they are currently.  To those who have a disability or will develop a disability through injury, accident, from birth or from disease.

The issue I want you all to hear about is ADAPTABLE HOUSING.  

What is my interest in ADAPTABLE housing ?– well I live with, work with and spend leisure hours with people with physical disabilities who can not get into the vast majority of houses, flats, units, boarding houses or caravans, privately owned or rented; irrespective of colour or race. 

When I married my husband who has quadriplegic cerebral palsy I had to sell my house in Mt Barker.  Not only did it have steps back and front, a toilet and bathroom that were inaccessible, but the hallway through the house was so narrow that he couldn’t drive his wheelchair anywhere within the house.

So before we married, we obviously had to look for a house.  An affordable house.  A house that if it wasn’t adaptable or accessible to us, one that would be able to be modified at a ‘reasonable’ cost!!

The process demanded we buy 2 light weight, portable ramps at a cost of $9000.  We learnt that 3 steps up and down are manageable by ramp, but only just!

  For 3 months we traipsed with our 11kg ramp into houses that simply didn’t meet our needs and couldn’t be modified.  We eventually found what we needed - a house that would cost about $20,000 to modify with front and back ramps, a complete make over of the bathroom, and some switches lowered and power points raised on the walls, in locations accessible to everyone.

But our problem doesn’t end there with our home.  Now the problem is with everyone else’s houses!  Trevor, my husband as about 42 immediate family members, living in some 7-8 different houses, not one of which has a flat threshold. We always need to heave, lift and bump him up over steps, sometimes only 20-40 mm high, often much more. But always high enough not to allow dignified, independent and equitable entry. His electric wheelchair itself weighs 98 kg and he is a large, tall man. So not easy!

My family also live in houses that require ramps.  My daughter can’t rent a house that we can spontaneously drop into to provide the usual family support offered to young families.  The benefit of that, is that our 3 year old grandson has become very alert to the provision of ramps! Only last week I went for a walk with him to the beach and he said “Look granny, there’s even a ramp!” 

Our friends with disabilities have homes that mostly suit themselves (as ours does) and can usually be accessed by a person in a wheelchair, but it’s quite usual for their toilets and bathrooms to remain inaccessible to visitors.  There are of course many people we cannot visit because it is just too difficult!

When I look to the future, with our aging population, I shudder at the risk the community is taking, by not addressing these housing needs.  The market hasn’t yet begun to prepare for the impact on housing of the aged population.  By 2051, there will be more than five times as many Australians, aged 85 and over than there are now. The over-85 group will experience the highest growth rates of all. Now 20% of the Australian population have some form of disability.    Of these, 3 million people are discriminated against by the built environment – and the most basic buildings of all – homes!

Ageing in place will be necessary in the future.  The high correlation between ageing and disability / means increased disability / and is related to mobility & strength and agility; sensory disability; or perhaps psychiatric disorder and associated incontinence.  

And I am talking about all of us here, our mums, dads, grandparents in relation to the NOW and ourselves, our children and their families into the future.

The real estate market is ignorant about “accessible” or “flat threshold” or “adaptable” housing.  Experience with Real Estate agencies is that we get ‘blank looks’, or are sent to houses with five steps at the front door!    Our need, which is right now perceived as a niche market, will in the future be the market.

Designing-in features that meet universal design principles is cost effective and the cost of housing should address the housing needs of all of us. 

Even if all of the new houses now / were built to be adaptable, the need is growing faster than houses are being built, so we can’t match the real need, particularly with those born with / or acquiring disability living well into their 3rd age.  

The Coalition for Adaptable Housing is calling for developers to build houses NOW, which meet the needs of all users;

To see a cost shift away from the individual and being attributed to the original cost of housing; 

The cost should be met by the Housing industry, not consumers who have already paid for a house;

A house that, more often than not, is inadequate due to poor access requirements in the Building Code. I am pleased to say that now the Australian Building Codes Board has acknowledged the inequity and is keen to provide a proactive national response to the issue.

At the local level councils must amend their development plans to reflect the need for change and to promote inclusive communities.

Thank you.

