
A Home Among the Hipsters: 

Housing security in Sydney’s Inner West 

 

Two beds, one bath 

	
Lying on a mattress on the floor of my brother’s spare room in 2015, I came to the surprising 

realisation that I was homeless. In fact, I had unknowingly been in that state for the past five 

months. What had started as a temporary stay at my mum’s place, had become a constant 

shifting of blankets, plastic dinosaurs and baby clothes from one house to another. We were 

living with whichever family member had room for us that week, beneath a roof of rejected 

rental applications. Somewhere along the way, I had added two more names to the list of 

17,845 homeless children in Australia. 

 

 

My son seeking solitude and adventure during our time at his grandmother’s home. 

 

 



It was from within that limbo that I began to pay attention to Sydney’s housing affordability 

crisis; a dull news story I had skimmed past in my previous life as a comfortable suburban 

homeowner. Where once I would have suggested that people simply find somewhere more 

affordable to live, I was now willing to spend most of my income renting a cramped, algae-

coated unit, if it meant I could be closer to my support network in the city. I would convince 

myself that the algae lent a bit of colour to the walls—a minimalist vertical garden, if you 

will—and that anything was better than that state of drifting untethered.  

 

Homeownership was laughable. In the suburbs of Western Sydney, the pricier houses had 

been around the $600,000 mark, but that same amount would be hard-pressed to secure you a 

studio in Sydney.  

 

Finding somewhere inhabitable and affordable to rent seemed almost as impossible. My 

budget was $400-450, the same amount I had used to help repay the mortgage at my old 

home. The average rent in Sydney was $530 a week. 

 

How housing affordability in Sydney stacks up. The original interactive graph can be found here. 

 



My brothers live on the same street in Petersham, ten houses apart, and their semi-detached 

homes became my base camps. I spread maps out across their polished wooden floorboards 

and made my battle plans beneath plaster ceiling roses. The hordes of wannabe-tenants that 

lined up outside of each inspection were my enemy; they had just as many tricks up their 

sleeves as I did and they would use them all in the desperation to secure a home. I envied the 

professional couples who politely held doors open for me as I dragged a screaming toddler up 

four flights of stairs. I knew their childlessness made them more desirable than us. 

 

So, what can you get in the Inner West for $450 a week? I won’t lie, it’s most likely going to 

be a unit in a red-brick apartment complex with a balcony of questionable construction. It 

will be hidden away from all the little cafes and mint green bicycles, somewhere along a train 

line on a street lined with more discarded sofas than cars.  

 

 

 A screenshot of today’s offerings 

 



When I finally secured a home for us, it was the bottom unit of a duplex—basically a semi-

detached terrace tipped on its side. Our ceiling is the floor for the man upstairs, whose son 

plays with my kids in a communal concrete backyard. We are in a friendly area of Petersham, 

within walking-distance of everything we need, including our extended family.  

 

How did I manage it?  

 

Well, the house was incorrectly listed as a studio on realestate.com.au, and had blurry, grey 

photos of the interior. This would have filtered it out of the search criteria for most of my 

competitors. The day of inspection was overcast and miserable, and the house looked grungy, 

dark and rundown. I was the only one desperate enough to apply and, after finding two 

guarantors to sign the lease with me, they had no choice but to hand me the keys. Sometimes 

all is takes is sheer, dumb luck. 

 

What’s the average rent in your area? Have you used the The Earth Awaits affordability 

calculator to find out which city best meets you budget? Let me know in the comments! 
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Neighbours, everybody analyses their neighbours 

 

Send out an anthropologist to our street, and they will capture a pretty wide snapshot of the 

people and housing of today’s Inner West. Let’s take a look. 

 

There’s the homeowners, a more elusive breed. The first live on the corner behind a high 

wall, in a Victorian mansion which tries its hardest to be inconspicuous in camouflage-green 

paint. This place sold for $3.102 million last year, breaking the Petersham sales record. I have 

never seen the people who live here. Presumably they enter through a secret tunnel à la 

Stonecutters.  

 

 

Take a peek behind these private walls. 

 

The more modest homeowners are almost as hard to spot. Although their houses are always a 

hive of activity, it is their team of builders, electricians and carpenters that we have gotten to 

know on a first name basis.  

 



There are those who bought their homes sixty years ago, when my grandfather still roamed 

these streets. And then there are those elderly citizens who have found themselves renting 

alongside university students. It hurts my heart to see them, knowing that their homes are 

unaffordable on an Age Pension. The sweet lady who likes to chat outside our gate as she 

walks her scruffy dog, could be numbered among those who prioritise paying their rent and 

survive the rest of the week eating white bread while they waiting for the next cheque to 

come in. 

 

Upstairs is the quiet German man who puts up with my toddler’s 5am scream-fests and once 

surprised us by singing I Wanna Rock ‘n’ Roll All Night back down at her through the ceiling. 

He encourages me to contribute to our communal compost bin and inadvertently induces guilt 

by lining up his organic laundry liquids beside my own brand of I-don’t-have-the-energy-to-

think-about-this powder. He rides a tandem bike with his son and attends protests against 

WestConnex. He’s basically the stereotype of an Inner West resident. 

 

 

Source 

 

Next door are the hipster students. They stage their own protests against our landlords 

whenever they lop off branches from an overhanging mulberry tree that drops a jam factory 



worth of fruit onto our pavement. They’re the kind of people that, when first I heard of the 

cafes offering reduced-price smashed avocados as a tongue-in-cheek solution to housing 

affordability, had me guessing it was their idea.  

 

And then there’s the empty apartments to our left. 

 

Last week, I attended an open home with approximately thirty other people lined up out the 

front, yet there are four units next door that have been inhabited by nothing but dust since I 

moved here. In Melbourne, it was estimated that up to 20% of investment-owned homes are 

empty, and the same is expected of Sydney. This is one of the factors contributing to 

Sydney’s soaring house prices and it is especially worrying when you consider Scott 

Morrison’s recent solution:  increasing housing in a manner that encourages the development 

of massive apartment complexes. 

 

Solutions like that will not lead to a diverse, thriving street of stress-free housing, if the past 

is anything to go by. They will lead to the construction of ghost skyscrapers, empty apartment 

buildings snapped up by investors, in which you can go for months without seeing another 

soul.  

 

A ridiculous property development in neighbouring Lewisham. 



 

Is Scott Morrison on the right track with his supply solution? Do you think you will still be 

renting in your retirement? Let me know in the comments! 
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Rats considered upon application 

 

My children have started petitioning for a pet. There has been a lot of ‘meow-meow’ from the 

toddler and long, wistful sighs from the four-year-old. I haven’t been much better and my 

Facebook feed is now inundated with photos from the local cat rescue organisations. We’re 

hoping that when we move, we can find landlords that are open to a little kitten tearing 

through the place. 

 

 

Welcome to the internet. There will be cats. 

 

But how likely is that, really? In a climate of housing shortages and rental insecurity, a pet-

friendly home in Sydney is no easy task. There are 260 properties currently available for rent 

in Petersham—only four are listed as pet friendly. That number grows if you include ‘pets 

considered upon application’, but I have a sneaking suspicion that line is used to encourage 

potential tenants to be upfront about pet ownership—so that they can be rejected.  

 



But there are properties available, right? Well, yes. But consider for a moment that 63% of 

Australian households have a pet. That is a lot of people (and animals) to cram into four 

houses. 

 

Let’s suppose that I do find a house and that my pet’s resume passes muster. What happens 

when it’s time for us to move on? As things currently stand, I would be gambling my housing 

security on the hope that lightening strikes twice. It’s a gamble that has left people living in 

their cars for months while they wait for a pet-friendly home, only to find they have to 

surrender their furry friends anyway. In the 2014-2015 financial year, over 133,000 animals 

were surrendered to the RSCPA, a number I do not want to contribute to.  

 

 

Adopt me!  

 

It makes it awfully tempting to take a different gamble and join the 11% of pet-owning 

tenants  who sneak their pet in under the radar. My brother and his partner have been doing 

this for years without repercussion. In order to block their new kitten, Franklin, from 

constantly climbing out of the yard to play with the dog next door, my brother strung up an 



elaborate system of netting across the top of their fence. As you can see, it was a huge 

success. 

  

 

Franklin. 

 

Despite his unlawful behaviour, any landlord would be lucky to have my brother as a tenant. 

He is that person who actually improves the houses he rents. He sews new grass over the 

dead patches of lawn, builds raised vegetable patches, replaces broken pavers and mends pre-

existing cracks in the walls. My brother takes pride in polishing-up the houses he rents, 

however short a time he may be there, because he sees them as his home.  

 

My brother is not alone in this. Despite the stigma, research has shown that pet owners make 

some of the best tenants. They are often willing to pay more rent and are careful to take care 

of their homes, since they are just grateful to find somewhere to live in the first place. When 

you think about it, 2.16 million pet-owning tenants can’t all be bad.   

 

Have you ever had to write a resume for your pet? Is it reasonable for landlords to refuse to 

lease to pet owners? Tell me what you think! 
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A ceiling in full bloom 

 

As I mentioned in my last few posts, we have started looking for a new place to live. Why, 

you ask? Well, it’s not just the desire for a kitten, a bathtub, or a garden that is motivating 

me.  

 

Between 2006 and 2011, I lived in six different rental properties across two states. They were 

all grungy in their own way, but it wasn’t until I started moving closer into the city that they 

started to affect my health. What started as a persistent cough, soon lead to my entire face 

face swelling up with hives, and it became apparent that I was developing an allergy to the 

houses I was living in.  

 

The culprit? Mould.  

 

 

Kind of pretty under the microscope. 

 

Sydney’s high humidity, as well as the low lighting and poor ventilation found in many 

rentals, makes it a prime breeding-ground for mould. Our current home fits into most of those 



categories, but it was spotless when we moved in. Or so I thought before I opened the 

bathroom cupboard.  

 

 

Ah, nuts. 

 

When you’re allergic to mould, it’s a difficult thing to have your bathroom turn black by the 

end of each fortnight.  

 

According to a 2011 Australian housing report, ‘People who are living in dwellings that are 

damp, cold or mouldy are at greater risk of respiratory conditions, meningococcal infection 

and asthma’. Asthma is an even more likely risk for children whose parents already have an 

allergy. AKA, my children. So, we’re looking for somewhere a little less deadly to live. 

 

We could complain to our real estate agents, right? After all, it is the landlord's responsibility 

to ensure our home has adequate ventilation. Well, we tried. Apparently it is up to us to keep 

the windows open. In the middle of winter. Whilst showering. In full view of the apartment 

block behind us.  

 



Instead, we could go to the NSW Civil and Administrative Tribunal providing evidence that 

the house is poorly ventilated and affecting our health, but we would rather use that energy to 

move on to someplace new. Maybe find a pet-friendly house in the right school catchment, 

just like we have been daydreaming about.   

 

What I don’t want is to find that the mould has become so problematic that we have no time 

to wait for the right house to come along. My partner experienced that panic after last year’s 

freak hailstorms left him homeless. Highly dangerous black mould spread through his unit 

when the storm damaged his ceiling, and he was given a few weeks to move out before it was 

torn apart.  

 

 

Our backyard after the hailstorm. 

 

Once again, it comes down to questions of housing security. How long can we safely live 

here? Will we be able to find a new home? Will it be financially viable? Will it be safe?  

How much can we sacrifice? Will we find ourselves desperate enough to take on 

accommodation in squalid conditions just to have a roof over our heads? 



 

It is hard living with mould, but it is harder living with uncertainty about your future and the 

future of you children.  

 

What nasty surprises have you discovered in your rental? Do you think mould should be the 

responsibility of the tenant or the landlord? Let me know what you think below! 
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