
City views, a sense of community, and half the 

market rent 

Meet Alice Anderson, a resident in a City West Housing building on land gifted by Transport 

NSW. But getting similar projects off the ground is getting harder. 
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Alice Anderson, 33, who works for the peak body that organises volunteers 
in NSW, pays around half the market rate to rent her one-bedroom 
apartment, which is a short walk from King Street, Newtown, a vibrant 
suburb close to Sydney’s CBD. 

The Platform Apartments, built by not-for-profit developer City West 
Housing, will be familiar to rail commuters from the city to the west. The 
six-storey building, with 88 apartments, can be seen out the left side of the 
train between Macdonaldtown and Redfern stations in North Eveleigh. 

It’s right next door to the swish Carriageworks events space, which last 
week hosted the Sydney Writers Festival, and the week before that, 
Australian Fashion Week. 

 

 
Alice Anderson pays $744 a fortnight for her one-bedroom flat, which is 
calculated based on her income, rather than a set dollar amount.  Peter 
Rae 

https://www.afr.com/by/james-eyers-j7gbd


Unlike some of the neighbours, this building is not glitzy, but it’s functional 
and there is a strong sense of community among the 154 residents. 

Anderson’s abode is about five metres wide, with a bathroom off the entry 
vestibule, then a small bedroom with a sliding glass door connected to a 
single room, with a kitchen along the wall and a living area with a couch 
and television. The north-facing balcony is bathed in morning sunlight and 
adorned with green succulents in pots. 

Her view is across to the modern University of Sydney Business School. On 
the shared rooftop, residents look across the rail lines to the 
Commonwealth Bank’s headquarters in South Everleigh, and, beyond the 
horizon, the eastern beaches. 

To win a place here, tenants must show a connection to communities in the 
City of Sydney; residents are a mix of nurses working at the nearby Royal 
Prince Alfred Hospital, cleaners, community workers and some artists. 
They are low-income earners: those in work mostly earn less than $50,000 
a year, and many are receiving government benefits. 

Anderson works at the Centre for Volunteering, in The Rocks; previously, 
she was in disability employment services in Redfern, also a short walk 
away. She pays $744 a fortnight, which is calculated based on her income, 
rather than a set dollar amount. 

No one who lives here pays more than 30 per cent of their income on rent; 
for those on welfare City West Housing charges 25 per cent. Tax returns 
and payslips are provided to prove they’re not earning too much; once they 
hit about $70,000 a year they have to move out within two years. But if 
they stay below the income limit, residents have security of tenure. 

 
“I have been able to save,” Anderson says. “Living here has provided peace of mind.” 

The story of the creation of the Platform Apartments, and several buildings like it also 

developed by City West Housing in suburbs including Ultimo and Pyrmont, points to real 

benefits from affordable housing supply close to the city – and the many challenges to 

develop this sort of accommodation in a city where land values have soared and supply is 

hard to come by. 

As former Reserve Bank economist Tony Richards wrote in The Australian Financial 
Review last week, greater assistance for lower-income renters is desperately needed, 

including more provision of social and affordable housing. 

https://www.afr.com/property/residential/radical-steps-needed-to-build-more-homes-for-outsiders-20230525-p5db6x
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“The run-up in the cost of housing, both owner occupied and rented, plus the significant 

decline in the share of public housing in the overall housing stock over the past few decades, 

has resulted in significant housing issues for lower income groups,” Richards says. 

 

 
Alice Anderson’s apartment in North Everleigh, which she rents through City West 

Housing. Peter Rae 

The Platform is one of 21 properties operated by City West Housing, which serves as 

landlord to more than 1600 residents in 890 apartments around the city. Of these residents, 14 

per cent have a disability, 12 per cent are First Nations people and 18 per cent are studying. 

The portfolio has a market value of more than $450 million. There are also properties in 

Glebe, Zetland and Bankstown, and construction is about to start on a new development in 

Waterloo. More than 2000 people are on a waiting list even though the developer does no 

marketing. 

City West Housing’s funding comes from a range of sources: around half its revenue is 

historically from contributions paid by private property developers under the City of Sydney 

Affordable Housing Program set up by the NSW government. This creates a levy linked to 

the gross floor area of new residential construction. The rest comes from rental income, a few 

commercial leases on the ground floors of its buildings, and various government grants. 

“Effectively, most of our funding to date for developments has come from council’s 

affordable housing inclusionary zoning plan, which has been incredibly successful. I am 

astounded that we don’t have a national, uniform, mandatory inclusionary zoning scheme,” 

says Leonie King, CEO of City West Housing. 

Of the $24 million cost to build the Platform Apartments in 2015, $5.5 million came from 

contributions by private developers to the Redfern Waterloo Affordable Housing 

Contributions Plan. These included Frasers Property Group, which worked on the $2 billion 

redevelopment of the former Carlton & United brewery site, near the University of 

Technology in Chippendale, known as Central Park Sydney. 



There was also substantial support from governments. The land was gifted to City West 

Housing from the NSW government’s then Sydney Metropolitan Development Agency, 

which owns the rail corridors. The civil works were funded by the federal government’s 

Housing Affordability Fund. 

The Platform Apartments also received money from another Commonwealth program, the 

National Rental Affordability Scheme (NRAS). This has made annual “availability 

payments”, linked to rental income, helping to lift City West Housing’s cash flow. 

 

 
Pedro, a resident at The Platform Apartments, doing his morning exercises. Peter Rae 

NRAS was killed by the Abbott government, but the Albanese government’s Housing 

Australia Future Fund policy (which is being blocked by the Greens in the Senate) is seeking 

to recreate similar availability payments, which King says will be crucial to provide income 

to support borrowing for new projects. 

Despite the dire shortage of affordable housing – the national shortfall is 640,000, according 

to 2022 research by the University of NSW – King says it is getting tougher to bring on more 

supply. 

Grants of land from the state government are harder to come by. City West Housing is 

increasingly competing for sites with private developers, pushing up costs. “Obtaining access 

to private and public land for affordable housing is challenging because use as affordable 

housing is not the ‘highest and best’ use. Unsurprisingly, governments and private 

landowners are seeking the highest value when they sell land,” King says. 

“We could scale up if we had a bigger pipeline. The bigger constraint is how you fund, and 

how you find land. One of the greatest issues for the not-for-profit community housing 

industry is access to land.” 

 

https://www.afr.com/policy/economy/councils-and-nimbys-make-the-housing-squeeze-harder-20230530-p5dcdd


 
Alice Anderson says she has been able to save and is searching for a house of her own. Peter 

Rae 

Other problems include the state government operating in silos, creating different definitions 

of what qualifies as affordable to access grants, and numerous procurement and commercial 

frameworks, which add to costs. Each development is bespoke and requires different funding 

sources. Construction costs have doubled since 2014 and are approaching $1 million per 

apartment in the city. 

Another challenge is access to debt funding, which is typically based on cash flow and so 

restricted given City West Housing’s limited rental income. However, the National Housing 

Finance Investment Corporation (NHFIC), a lender to the community housing sector created 

by the former Liberal government in 2018, is providing debt funding for the new project in 

Waterloo on a long-term fixed interest rate lower than commercial banks would offer. 

If the new Housing Australia Future Fund is created, King says it will allow the NHFIC will 

join with private banks to back more debt funding into the sector, which will need equity, 

potentially from institutional investors. 

Getting the funding right will help support more residents trying to get a break. Another 

resident, Pedro, is exercising with dumbbell weights on Monday and encourages us to take 

his photograph. The building has won architecture awards, including the Urban Development 

Institute of Australia NSW Award for Excellence 2015 for an affordable development build. 

Anderson has set up a Facebook group and a project to provide grants for improvements – 

although there was not enough in the kitty to erect a shade cloth on the exposed roof. 

Anderson says she is nudging towards the income limit to stay in the Platform, so has started 

to search for a place of her own and is shopping around for a mortgage. But with rising 

interest rates and property costs, she’s likely to be pushed out of Sydney. She is looking in 

Lithgow, beyond the Blue Mountains, or, potentially, in Adelaide. 
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