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Robust = (Hopefully Not Too) Hard 
 
SILC is a SIL Provider. SILC’s Participants typically are on the autism spectrum and have 
intellectual disabilities and so Robust is the relevant design category for most of them.  
 
We believe that Robust is the category most requiring attention for the SDA scheme to 
satisfy its objective. 
 
Robust is in the “too hard” basket. Potential SDA Providers are not inclined to build Robust 
because: 

• Robust means different things for different Participants. Consequently, the SDA 
Design Standards are able to be very specific for High Support Needs and Fully 
Accessible but cannot be so specific for Robust.  

• Whereas architects and builders have many years of experience designing and 
building accessible and high physical support buildings, there is virtually no 
experience with Robust. 

• If Design Standards for Robust are too specific, it is likely that costs will be incurred 
that are not necessary for the particular residents. On the other hand, if Design 
Standards for Robust are too flexible, it is likely that expensive modifications made 
be needed in future if new residents with different needs move into the house. 

• The SDA Design Guidelines were considered too prescriptive for Robust so the first 
version of the SDA Design Standards had Appendix B proving Recommendations for 
Robust. This has been removed from the Final version of SDA Design Standards.   

• Whereas other Design Categories suit apartments, Robust requires free standing 
houses, duplex or villas.  

o Sites are more difficult to find. Multiple apartments can be built on a large 
block of land so one largish site can cater for several participants. However, 
even if a site can be found on which two Robust houses could be built, to 
accommodate the same number of Participants Robust requires a larger 
number of smaller blocks. 

o In heavily populated areas when most Participants will want to live, there are 
virtually no level, vacant blocks or blocks with knock-downs. So, there is a 
hidden cost equal to the value of the existing buildings that need to be 
demolished.  

o Ratio of cost of land to cost to build is higher. For example, in Sydney – North 
Sydney to Hornsby, a Robust house for 3 residents land cost per participant is 
approximately $600,000 versus build cost per participant approximately 
$300,000 whereas for apartments the land cost can be spread over more 
participants but the build will be about the same depending on Design 
Category. This is factored (hopefully correctly) into Location Factors – 
apartments 1.08 versus 1.36 for House for 3 residents whereas in Sydney – 
Eastern Suburbs, 1.96 for house versus 1.10 for apartment. 

• The cost of “reactive maintenance” is difficult to estimate and will vary dramatically 
depending on the Participants. 

• Robust frequently involves possible issues with neighbours. Noise is often an issue 
and whereas neighbours tend to welcome people with physical disabilities, they are 
sometimes wary of people with intellectual disabilities. 
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No public data is available on Demand (Need) for SDA by design category or building type.  
Demand data is scheduled to be published in COAG Quarterly Report from December 2021. 
 
We believe that Providers have been building apartments for fully accessible and improved 
liveability in locations where land is relatively less expensive but not building houses for 
Robust in areas where land is relatively expensive because they know Robust involves the 
issues identified above but they don’t know if there will be eligible Participants wanting to 
occupy Robust houses in the locations in which they build them. 
 
The Design Standards require some features that are not required for some Participants. For 
example, a Participant requiring Robust may not need accessibility. However, the Design 
Standards require accessibility features in case they need them in future or so the 
employees and visitors can use the dwelling. 
 
Appendix O of the Disability Reform Council Quarterly Report provides extensive data on 
the Supply of different Design Categories in each location. The extract below shows: 

 

 
 
As at 30 June 2019, there were 286,015 NDIS Participants of 460,000 assumed at full roll out 
of the Scheme. 13,309 Participants (4.7%) had SDA in their Plans (28,000 (6.1%) assumed on 
full roll out). Only 3,170 properties were enrolled. 1,611 of these were “basic” (not new) 
and 1,559 were New. Of these only 123 were Robust and of those only 10 were in Sydney. 
There were no Robust in North Sydney – Hornsby or Northern Beaches. 
 
It is not known how many Robust SDA need to be built but it is obvious that the existing 
supply is substantially less than the need/demand. 
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As at 30 June 2019, 21,052 Participants (7.4%) had SIL in their Plans. Not all of these will 
need SDA. However, it is likely that many will. 30% of Participants have autism as their 
primary disability and 26% intellectual disability. A significant proportion of these groups 
that will require SDA will require Robust. 
 
Furthermore, the need for New SDA includes replacement of legacy and basic stock that will 
not meet the SDA Design Standards. It is believed that a significant proportion of 
Participants current with Basic SDA will need Robust New SDA to be built. 
  
Conclusion 
The construction of Robust is occurring much more slowly than is needed. 
 
Solution 
It is likely that the Pricing in the current SDA Framework does not provide sufficient 
incentive for potential Providers to compensate for the above. Hopefully, this will be 
addressed in the Limited Review of SDA Framework that is scheduled to be announced in 
2019. 
 
Even if pricing is increased for Robust, it is possible that Robust will remain in the too hard 
basket. Sam Crinall proposed forming a smaller group of Reference Group members to focus 
on how to get Robust SDA happening. This will commence from the SDA Reference Group 
meeting. 
 
 
The definition of Robust is: 

 
 
SDA certifiers will be required to certify that the dwelling meets the minimum Design 
Standards. 
 
Robust means different things for different Participants. 
 
Proposal: prior to a Participant moving into a Robust home, an SDA certifier be required to 
confirm that the variable options suit the needs of the Participant based on an assessment 
provided by the Participant’s Occupational Therapist. 
 
Examples: 

I punch or kick holes in walls or cupboards 

I break glass e.g. windows or lights 
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I slam doors and windows 

I make loud noises – shouting or banging 

I attack housemates or support workers 

I break items such as taps, door handles, towel rails, toilet 
seats, lights, blinds, furniture and equipment 

I leave home without supervision 

I am not aware of water temperatures so I can burn myself 
with hot water or use cold water when showering 

I set fire to objects or allow things to burn whilst cooking 

I feel compelled to turn off switches to appliances that 
need to be left on 

I become frightened in confined spaces 

I access chemicals, medications and tools if they are 
unlocked without supervision 

I climb to dangerous places 

I have fears entering specific rooms or crossing specific 
doorways 

I run in circles around the house 

I would take medication inappropriately if unsupervised 

I throw away useful objects such as clothes, books, remote 
controls 

I throw and damage objects such as televisions if not fixed 

I like to spill water 
 

I urinate on the floor 

I defecate on the floor or smear faeces 

I run onto roads 
 

I require a harness when travelling in a car 
 

I try to flush full toilet paper rolls down the toilet 
 

I am unsure of my footing and trip on stairs or slippery 
surfaces 
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I engage in pica behaviour 
I eat …… 
 

 
SDA Providers should be required to provide features that suit the needs of resident 
Participants as determined by the Participant’s Occupational Therapist. They should be 
permitted to build without elements that are not needed for their residents provided they 
are willing to incur the cost of making modifications that are needed for future residents. 
Examples include types of taps, grab rails etc. 
  
Presumably, Providers will allow for modifications that would be structural and expensive to 
do at a later time in the original design. For example, door sizes, room dimensions and 
widths of corridors add a small additional cost at time of construction but would add a lot if 
done later. If a lift may be required in future, it might be prudent to allow space for it in the 
original construction and use it as a storage cupboard until or if it becomes necessary. Many 
Participants are transported in vans so parking spaces and minimum heights of garages 
should cater for this. 
 
Providers can choose between spending more on the initial build so that it will cost less to 
make modifications if they are needed for Participants in future or to spend less on the 
initial build and be prepared to pay more for future modifications if or when they are 
required for a particular Participant. 
 
Good design allows flexibility for creative solutions. Being too prescriptive will stifle good 
design. Clever design should be encouraged to provide better solutions that merely 
adhering to constraints that may not be necessary. Electronic keys may enable the fully 
accessible Participant to lock and unlock doors independently but give support workers the 
ability to lock doors if necessary for the safety of a participant requiring Robust. 
 
The needs of Participants requiring Robust can be the opposite of those requiring fully 
accessible. Features such as hand rails and grab rails may, in practice, conflict with the goals 
of Participants that frequently aspire to greater independence. People in wheelchairs 
require low windows but some people needing Robust may need high windows.  
 
Some elements of the Design Standards may be problematic for some Participants requiring 
Robust. For example, switches and power points must be no more than 1 metre from floor 
level to cater for people in wheelchairs. Easy access to switches is important for Participants 
requiring Fully Accessible but some Participants requiring Robust feel compelled to turn 
switches on and off (sometimes repeatedly). For them, less accessible switches may be 
preferable. Design Standards should allow flexibility in such cases. Restrictive Practice 
approval may be required. 
 
Clever design for a home that may need to cater for both types of residents, could involve 
windows from 1 metre above floor level to say 2.5 metres above floor level with Robust 
cover that can be moved up for fully accessible or down for Robust.  
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Some design elements will only apply to a relatively small number of participants. For 
example, there is no need to incur costs to address pica behaviour unless one or more 
residents needs them. 
 
The existing SDA Pricing Framework assumes a single pricing for each Design Category and 
Building Type. It may be possible to attach incremental cost allowances for unusual design 
elements. Robust with additional design features could be treated as “Innovative”. 
 
Chicken and Egg Problem 
NDIA has been slow to process applications for eligibility for Participants requiring Robust. It 
prioritises Participants currently accommodated in aged care facilities and those waiting for 
places in enrolled SDA dwellings. As there is very little supply of Robust SDA, this means 
SILC’s Participants are not getting their applications processed. Catch 22! 
 
Proximity to Public Transport 
Many Participants requiring Robust are not able to catch public transport unsupported. 
Consequently, they are often driven by support workers and so proximity to public 
transport, whilst still desirable, is not as important for other Design Categories. 
 
Higher Cost of Vacancy Risk 
Participants requiring Robust typically have behaviours of concern. When a Participant 
moves out of an SDA home, it is likely to take longer to find a replacement resident if the 
residents are Robust. The matching process to ascertain that residents will be compatible is 
likely to take longer and specific modifications may be required to suit the Robust needs of 
the new resident for her or him to live successful in the house 
 
 
 
Steve Anthony 
pro bono CEO 
SILC 
10 September 2019 


