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Jesuit Social Services: Who we are and what we do

Jesuit Social Services is a social change organisation working to build a just society where
all people can live to their full potential. For almost 50 years, we have accompanied the
most disadvantaged members of the community, delivering support services and
advocating for improved policies, legislation and resources. We are a national organisation
with a significant footprint in Victoria, New South Wales and the Northern Territory.

The Centre for Just Places

In 2021, Jesuit Social Services established the Centre for Just Places to support and enable
place-based approaches. The Centre for Just Places engages in research, advocacy and
place-based work across Victoria, New South Wales, and the Northern Territory. A key focus
of the Centre’s work includes enabling climate justice, aiming to bring attention to the root
causes of intersecting social and environmental inequities, and the actions required to shift
them — including the critical work of community service organisations. Our work aims to
build resilience for people and organisations most vulnerable to the localised impacts of
climate change, through place-based, collaborative, and community-led responses.

Dropping off the Edge

For more than 25 years, Jesuit Social Services has collaborated with researchers to examine
complex disadvantage in communities around the country. Over that time, we have
released a series of reports now generally known as Dropping off the Edge (DOTE). DOTE21
is the fifth instalment in the series and for the first time includes a set of environmental
indicators for disadvantage, including heat vulnerability, air quality (particulate matter) and
green canopy.

DOTE21shows clearly that complex and entrenched disadvantage is experienced by a small
but persistent number of locations in each state and territory across Australia. As a society
we cannot, and should not, turn away from the challenge of persistent and entrenched
locational disadvantage, no matter how difficult it may be to solve the problem.

For the full report, key findings and interactive maps, please visit our dedicated DOTE
website at www.dote.org.au.

Our work in NSW

Since 2008, Jesuit Social Services has been building on the strengths of Western Sydney
communities to support them to break out of the cycle of disadvantage. We use a place-
based, community development approach to support community members to develop
local solutions to local problems. We currently support the community in a range of ways,
including:

e Willmot Community Hub — a thriving community centre which offers a range of
programs including Early Childhood Nurse Clinic, Paediatric Clinic, Afterschool
programs, school holiday programs, parent support groups and a range of social
recreational and cultural groups and activities.

e Parenting support — we deliver therapeutic groups for Aboriginal women
experiencing vulnerability during pregnancy and in their children’s early years. This
program is delivered in close partnership with Baabayn Aboriginal Corporation.
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e Pathways to Participation — Jesuit Social Services employs local people and engages
a team of local volunteers to provide pathways to enhanced community
participation, skill building and employment.

e Schools and community engagement — we support high school students to become
more aware and active in social justice through volunteering, helping students and
staff from across Sydney to deepen their understanding of the experiences and
struggles that many community members in Western Sydney grapple with every day.

e Food rescue social enterprises - providing low-cost groceries to the local
community, nutritious low-cost lunches through two school canteens, and a
breakfast program running five mornings a week in different locations in Mount
Druitt.

Jesuit Social Services is also a member of the ‘Together in 2770’ collective, a group of
organisations working across the 2770 postcode in Mount Druitt to create structural and
systemic change, with a deep focus on community-led advocacy. The collective’s current
advocacy priorities are public transport, housing and infrastructure.
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Submission

Executive Summary

Jesuit Social Services supports the introduction of Minimum Energy Efficiency Rental
Standards (MEERS) in New South Wales (NSW). Poor energy efficiency in rental homes is
not only a housing quality issue, but also a matter of equity, health and climate resilience.
Our experience working alongside communities in Mount Druitt in Western Sydney shows
that renters in poorly maintained homes are often forced to choose between unaffordable
energy bills and unsafe living conditions, including extreme heat, extreme cold and
persistent mould. These harms are felt most acutely by people already facing social and
economic disadvantage, including low-income households, First Nations communities, older
people, people with chronic illness or disability, and public housing tenants with limited
capacity to improve their homes or move elsewhere.

MEERS are needed to address a structural market failure in which landlords have little
incentive to invest in upgrades, while tenants bear the costs of poor-performing homes
through higher bills, worse health outcomes and reduced wellbeing. Any standards
introduced in NSW should be enforceable, apply across private and public housing, and be
accompanied by strong protections to prevent upgrade costs being passed on to renters.
Compliance should not rely on tenant complaints alone, given the significant barriers many
renters face in asserting their rights. Alongside MEERS, the NSW Government should pursue
complementary measures including upgrades to existing public housing, stronger planning
and urban design responses to extreme heat, and targeted action in communities
experiencing the greatest climate and socio-economic disadvantage.

Response to consultation paper questions

Question I: What are the biggest issues that renters and landlords face in New South Wales
regarding energy efficiency of rental homes?

Poor energy efficiency in rental homes compounds existing vulnerabilities, with the impacts
felt most acutely by communities experiencing complex and intersecting disadvantage,
reflecting broader patterns of social inequity. The lack of incentives for landlords to
maintain or upgrade rental properties compounds these impacts, while renters themselves
generally have minimal ability or incentive to make improvements to homes they do not
own.

Instead, renters are often forced to choose between the higher costs of heating and cooling
poorly performing homes; and enduring extreme heat, cold, persistent mould, and the
associated physical and mental health impacts.

Through our place-based work in Mount Druitt in Western Sydney, Jesuit Social Services
works alongside communities already experiencing the impacts of climate change, including
more frequent extreme heat. These experiences show how climate risks intersect with
existing social and economic disadvantage, highlighting the urgent need for justice-centred
responses shaped by those most affected.

Mount Druitt has some of the highest levels of disadvantage in NSW. The suburbs of Willmot
and Emerton have been in the top 40 most disadvantaged locations (based on SA2) in NSW
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in the 2007, 2015 and 2021 editions of Jesuit Social Services' Dropping off the Edge (DOTE)
report.! The Australian Bureau of Statistics ‘Socio-Economic Indexes for Australia’ (SEIFA)
2021 similarly ranked Emerton and Willmot in the lowest decile of relative socio-economic
disadvantage.? It is apparent that government intervention over time has not made an
impact on reducing disadvantage in these communities.

The area has a high proportion of both private rentals and public housing. According to the
2021 Blacktown City Council community profile, in Willmot around 35% of people own or are
purchasing their home, compared with 61% across NSW; 29% live in social housing,
compared with 4% across NSW; and 23% rent privately, compared with 27% across NSW.3
We hear from community members that housing quality is often poor, with homes
commonly lacking insulation and basic maintenance. Community members express
frustration at public messaging about individual action on climate change, such as being
told to switch to energy-efficient appliances or light bulbs, when they are dealing with
leaking roofs or windows that do not close properly in poorly maintained rental homes.

In summer, many individuals and families experience extreme heat in their homes, and in
winter they can also face extreme cold. During very hot days, residents report regular
suburb-wide power outages lasting several hours as a result of demand on the electricity
grid from neighbouring suburbs. Even when power supply is stable, many people limit their
use of air conditioning or heating because they are concerned about rising electricity bills.

Question 2: What information do renters currently have access to about the energy
efficiency of a rental home before signing a lease, and how could this be improved?

In our experience, advertisements for private rentals don't include information about the
energy efficiency of a home, including information such as energy star ratings, or even
features that improve energy efficiency or reduce energy costs like solar panels. The
property ‘selling features’ include whether the home has air conditioning, but not the
energy efficiency rating of existing appliances or the property as a whole.

Our Western Sydney staff advise that providing more information on the energy efficiency
of a rental home would be of limited value to tenants in areas with low vacancy rates and
high rental costs such as Mount Druitt. Renters have very limited choice, and are often
compelled to accept any property they can secure and afford. In these contexts, energy
efficiency becomes a secondary consideration, regardless of the information provided.

Similarly, long wait times for offers of public housing mean people typically accept the
property they are offered, with little or no opportunity to compare properties based on
energy efficiency. While providing more information about the energy efficiency of a public
housing property may improve transparency, it is unlikely to have any bearing on the
decision to accept it. However, this does not negate the responsibility of the NSW

' Tanton, R, Dare, L., Miranti, R, Vidyattama, Y., Yule, A. and McCabe, M (2021) Dropping off the Edge
2021: Persistent and Multilayered Disadvantage in Australia, Jesuit Social Services: Melbourne.

2 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2023) Social-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA): Technical Paper:
Canberra [Weblink]

3 See: https://profile.id.com.au/blacktown/
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Government to provide homes that are built and maintained to a high standard, including
regarding their thermal efficiency.

While improved disclosure would be an important step toward accountability and
transparency, it must be accompanied by minimum standards and upgrade requirements.
Without these, information alone risks placing the burden on renters to navigate poor-
quality housing, rather than ensure all homes meet an acceptable baseline of energy
performance.

Question 3: Are some groups of renters disproportionately affected by poor energy
efficiency? Please explain.

Yes. Poor energy efficiency disproportionately affects renters who are already experiencing
overlapping forms of social, economic, environmental, and health disadvantage. This reflects
broader structural inequities in the housing system, where those with the least resources
and choice are more likely to live in lower quality, thermally inefficient homes and have the
least capacity to improve them or relocate. In our experience in Mount Druitt, the groups
most affected include First Nations communities, older people, people with chronic illness
or disability, households with overcrowding, and public housing tenants.

First Nations communities are disproportionately affected. Mount Druitt is home to the
largest urban Aboriginal population in NSW, and the ongoing impacts of colonisation and
systemic underinvestment in housing and health has contributed to inequitable living
conditions and poorer health outcomes, including higher rates of chronic iliness. Poor
energy efficiency in housing can exacerbate poor outcomes by exposing residents to
extreme indoor temperatures, increasing the likelihood of heat stress and related
hospitalisation, particularly for older people and those with pre-existing health conditions.

Overcrowding further compounds these risks. First Nations households are more likely to
experience overcrowding, and other communities, including some Pasifika households, are
also more likely to live in overcrowded conditions. In these settings, extreme heat and poor
energy efficiency combine to create particularly unsafe living environments. Through our
relationship with Baabayn Aboriginal Corporation, we have heard that during periods of
extreme heat some First Nations community members need to leave their homes to access
public air-conditioned spaces because it is unsafe to remain in their homes. Yet poor public
transport access in Mount Druitt can make it difficult to reach cooler community spaces.

Public housing tenants are also disproportionately affected due to significantly constrained
housing choice and limited agency within the system. Unlike private renters, they are rarely
in a position to compare or refuse properties, and must typically accept what is offered
following extended wait times. This lack of mobility restricts their ability to avoid thermally
inefficient housing. Public housing homes are often small and may be overcrowded, which
intensifies the effects of extreme heat and cold. In addition, tenants must obtain council
approval before installing fixed appliances such as air conditioners, and both air
conditioners and heaters must be installed by licensed tradespeople.* These requirements
create further barriers to making changes that would improve thermal comfort and reduce
the harms caused by poor energy efficiency.

4 See: Alterations to a home policy | NSW Government
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Across these groups, the impacts of poor energy efficiency are not isolated but cumulative.
They contribute to higher energy costs, reduced thermal comfort, and increased health
risks, reinforcing cycles of disadvantage over time. This underscores that energy efficiency
in rental housing is not only a technical or environmental issue, but a matter of housing
justice and health equity.

Question 4: Would you like to share any experiences related to energy efficiency in rental
homes with the team conducting this investigation?

In our work in Western Sydney, we regularly encounter households where poor housing
quality directly exacerbates financial stress, health vulnerabilities, and social disadvantage.
One example is Sharon* (not her real name), a volunteer engaged in our community canteen
program. Sharon is a single mother raising two children, both of whom have autism and
additional health needs. The family resides in public housing in a double-storey brick
townhouse built in the 1970s. Despite the property’s relatively solid construction and
location within a higher-density estate, it lacks any form of fixed heating or cooling. During
summer, indoor temperatures become extreme, particularly on the upper level where the
bedrooms are located, creating an environment that is difficult to manage for children with
sensory sensitivities and complex health needs.

Sharon has no practical means of addressing these conditions. She cannot install air
conditioning due to tenancy restrictions® and, even if permitted, would be unable to afford
the upfront and ongoing costs. As a result, the family relies on strategies such as pedestal
fans and sleeping downstairs on the couch, though these provide inadequate relief during
heatwaves. These conditions place additional strain on the family’s wellbeing, affecting
sleep, increasing behavioural distress for the children, and compounding existing health
challenges. In situations like Sharon's the home environment, rather than providing stability,
becomes a source of ongoing stress, reinforcing existing inequities.

This example reflects a broader pattern observed across older public housing stock in
Western Sydney. While some ageing fibro dwellings are being demolished and replaced,
many older brick townhouses remain in use without basic energy efficiency upgrades.
Tenants in these properties are effectively locked into poor-performing homes, unable to
make improvements and disproportionately exposed to extreme temperatures. Introducing
MEERS would help address this structural inequity by ensuring that all tenants — particularly
those with complex needs — have access to homes that are safe, liveable, and fit for
purpose in a changing climate.

® Homes NSW requires tenants of public and social housing to have council approval before installing
air conditioning units, and both air conditioning units and built-in heaters must be installed by
licensed tradespeople.
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Question 8: If MEERS were introduced in New South Wales, what objectives should they
have?

Our Western Sydney staff report that reducing the cost of heating and cooling is the most
immediate priority for renters in Mount Druitt, alongside practical improvements such as
water-saving fixtures and appliances that help lower household bills overall.

If MEERS are introduced in NSW, a central objective should be to address the structural
imbalance in the rental market, where renters bear the costs of poor energy performance
but have limited ability to improve their homes. MEERS should therefore aim to reduce
energy costs by improving the thermal performance of rental properties and lowering the
need for expensive heating and cooling.

MEERS should also seek to reduce inequalities in housing quality by lifting the standard of
the poorest performing rental properties, particularly in communities already experiencing
socio-economic disadvantage, high energy burdens, and heat vulnerability. This includes
prioritising improvements in areas like Western Sydney, where the impacts of poor energy
efficiency are most acute.

In this way, MEERS can function not only as an environmental or technical reform, but as a
mechanism to advance housing justice and health equity, while also supporting broader
outcomes such as reduced household energy use, climate resilience, and emissions
reduction.

Question 10: Do you support the introduction of MEERS for rental homes in New South
Wales? Why or why not?

Yes, we support the introduction of MEERS for rental homes in NSW.

Jesuit Social Services’ own research through DOTE (outlined in our response to Question 1)
shows that the communities where we work in Western Sydney — including Bidwill and
Emerton — are nearly three times more likely to face heat vulnerability than the rest of the
state. These communities have appeared in the most disadvantaged lists in every DOTE
edition since 2007, demonstrating that disadvantage here is persistent and entrenched.
When DOTE expanded its indicators to include environmental data for the first time in 2021
(adding measurements of heat stress, poor air quality, and green canopy), it found that the
same communities already facing the deepest economic and social disadvantage are also
the most environmentally exposed.

The communities most at risk from poor quality, energy-inefficient rental housing are not
distributed evenly across NSW. They are concentrated precisely where people have the
least power and agency to advocate for upgrades, the least financial capacity to absorb
rising costs, and the greatest vulnerability to extreme heat. MEERS, if well designed and
properly enforced, can begin to address this inequity.

The Victorian Government’s recent decision to improve and expand minimum energy
efficiency standards for rental homes was underpinned by long-standing evidence that
voluntary programs and incentives don’'t encourage investment in energy efficiency
upgrades in rental homes — because the costs are incurred by the homeowners while the
bill saving and health benefits largely go to the tenant. The same logic applies to the
application of MEERS in NSW.
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Question 13: If MEERS were introduced in New South Wales, what are likely to be the main
challenges and opportunities of introducing MEERS in social and community rental housing,
affordable housing, boarding houses, build-to-rent housing, student accommodation, and
other rental accommodation?

A key challenge in social and community housing is how to prioritise energy efficiency
upgrades alongside the NSW Government’s broader efforts to improve the quality and
availability of public housing. The quality of older public housing stock is often poor, with
many homes not being well sealed or lacking fixed heating and cooling.

The NSW Government is in the process of replacing older public housing properties, e.g. the
mid-twentieth century fibro homes which are common in Mount Druitt, and replacing them
with higher density, newer buildings. This is a prime opportunity to ensure these new homes
are built to a high standard of energy efficiency.

While that process is underway, the NSW Government must also improve the energy
efficiency of public housing that is not slated for replacement in the short to medium term,
such as the two-bedroom brick townhouse described in the case study under our
response to Question 4. We note and support the commitment in the Homes for NSW
Strategy 2025-2035 to upgrade 33,500 existing public and Aboriginal homes by 2028 to
improve quality, energy efficiency and thermal comfort.

Another key challenge to be mindful of in the introduction of MEERS is whether landlords
will pass on the cost of energy efficiency upgrades to tenants through raising rents. This is
a key concern in areas like Mount Druitt which already experience high rental costs and low
rental availability. The NSW Government should consider what incentives are required to
support private landlords to make upgrades, as well as monitor the cost of rental homes to
ensure these costs aren't passed on to renters who are already disproportionately affected
by high energy and housing costs.

Question 15: If MEERS were introduced in New South Wales, how could potential impacts on
rents be minimised to ensure renters are better off overall, including both rental and energy
costs?

Renters must be protected from rent increases or eviction arising from the introduction of
MEERS. Landlords and proprietors should not be able to avoid accountability or pass
upgrade costs on to tenants who are already under financial pressure. This is particularly
important for renters already facing disadvantage, including the groups highlighted in our
responses to previous questions. Any new regulatory framework should include explicit
renter protections, including limits on rent increases associated with compliance works.

Question 16: Please indicate if you think there should be variations in how MEERS applies to
certain home types, and if so, how and why?

Minimum energy efficiency standards should apply across all rental property types, based
upon the principle that access to a safe, healthy and thermally comfortable home is a basic
standard that should not depend on tenure type or housing form. This should include
requirements at the design and construction stage for new builds, as well as requirements
to improve the energy efficiency of existing rental properties. For existing homes, this could
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include requirements for ceiling insulation, draught-proofing of windows and doors, and the
provision of effective heating and cooling.

Any variation in how MEERS are applied should be carefully designed to avoid entrenching
existing inequalities in housing quality. Stronger (rather than weaker) requirements should
apply to housing types serving low-income and vulnerable renters. This includes social and
community housing, where governments and providers have a clear responsibility to ensure
homes meet adequate standards. In these contexts, MEERs can play an important role in
addressing historic underinvestment and improving equity in housing conditions.

Question 21: What would be a fair and effective approach to compliance monitoring for
MEERS, if they were introduced?

Enforcement and monitoring of MEERS will be critical to their impact. Accountability for
compliance should be on landlords and rental agencies with enforcement overseen by an
independent body through proactive monitoring and clear consequences for non-
compliance. While a complaints mechanism is necessary, it should not be the responsibility
of renters to proactively report properties that are not compliant.

Existing laws and regulation of rental property standards have insufficiently enforced
compliance by landlords and rental agents, which has led to a significant power imbalance
between tenants and landlords, and an onus on renters to raise issues of quality and safety.
Renters face an already difficult rental market. Therefore, any MEERS need to ensure clearly
articulated renter rights, and enforcement must ensure landlords and rental agents are
informed of their obligations and the consequences of inaction.

Question 22: What role should education and support play compared with enforcement,
particularly during any transition period?

Education and support will be important during any transition period, but are not a
substitute for clear obligations and strong enforcement. Education is needed to help
landlords, agents and renters understand the new standards, the rationale for reform, and
the steps required for compliance. It can also support renters to understand their rights
and help property owners identify practical upgrade pathways.

However, implementation of MEERS should not rely on a complaints-based model. Many
renters face significant barriers to asserting their rights, including language and literacy
barriers, limited internet access, low digital confidence, and fear of eviction or other
negative consequences. In our experience in Western Sydney, there is already considerable
frustration with complaint processes in public housing. These challenges have been
compounded by the closure of the local Homes NSW office, which means complaints often
need to be pursued by phone or online, creating additional access barriers for many
tenants.

During the transition period, education campaigns can also be used to provide practical
information on low-cost ways to reduce energy use and improve comfort in the home.
However, responsibility for compliance must remain with landlords and rental agents, and
enforcement should be overseen by an independent body through proactive monitoring
and clear consequences for non-compliance.
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Question 27: Are there any policy alternatives that you believe the NSW Government
should consider on top of, or instead of, MEERS that would achieve the same objectives as
those proposed in the potential objectives for minimum energy efficiency rental standards
in New South Wales?

Beyond the energy efficiency of individual buildings, broader urban design of suburbs in
Western Sydney plays a critical role in shaping climate risk and thermal conditions. Many
areas have limited green space, inadequate shade and tree canopy, and a prevalence of
dark roofing materials in new developments, contributing to the urban heat island effect
and increasing ambient temperatures. Limited and unreliable public transport also
increases car dependence. For residents who do rely on public transport, the lack of bus
shelters often leaves people waiting in direct sun for extended periods. These factors
highlight that energy efficiency at the dwelling level alone is insufficient to address the lived
experience of extreme temperatures in Western Sydney.

From a climate adaptation and disaster resilience perspective, the NSW Government should
complement MEERS with strengthened planning, building, and urban design standards for
new developments. This should include requirements for urban greening and tree canopy,
climate-responsive building orientation, and roofing materials that reduce heat absorption.
These measures would help reduce overall heat exposure, lower cooling demand, and
improve community-level resilience to extreme weather.

Community members also report that Mount Druitt experiences frequent electricity
outages due to ageing energy infrastructure, which increases the risk of physical and
mental health impacts during periods of extreme heat or cold. Power failures during
heatwaves or cold periods can create acute and life-threatening risks, particularly for older
people, people with a disability, and those with chronic health conditions. Given these risks,
the NSW Government should explore options to strengthen energy system resilience
alongside MEERS. This could include the deployment of community batteries, which are
currently being trialled by Blacktown City Council, and targeting investment in grid reliability
in high-risk areas. These approaches can improve energy security, reduce the likelihood and
impact of outages, and support communities to better withstand climate-related shocks.

Taken together, these measures recognise that improving energy efficiency is not only
about reducing energy use, but also about preparing homes and communities for a
changing climate. A comprehensive policy response should therefore integrate building
standards, urban design and energy system resilience to reduce climate and disaster risks,
particularly in communities experiencing high exposure and vulnerability.
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