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OECD chart
The following chart was supplied as a piece of evidence in favour of the idea that more
housing leads to lower prices.

My response to this piece of evidence is as follows.

1. Supply should lead to lower prices (and lower rents)
First, the argument at stake is not whether more supply is better and will have some price
effect. The argument at stake is that planning regulations are causing less supply than the
private landowners want to provide given market conditions. Yes, more new dwellings for sale
will reduce prices holding demand for homebuying constant. And yes, more dwellings in the
stock of housing will reduce rents for a given level of demand. It is this very feedback of faster
supply on prices that generates the limit to the rate at which the market will sell—if you flood
the market you make less money because you reduce prices.
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2. Cherry picking
Second, there are at least four ways in which data choices generate the OECD chart with the
negative relationship between dwelling stock and prices.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Selection of countries
Selection of time period
Selection of population measure (age 20+ population only)
Selection of price metric (inflation-adjusted asset price)

In Figure 1 is a replication of this chart using the latest OECD data since 2015 for all available
countries and for all four different housing price metrics of
1.
2.
3.
4.

Nominal housing price growth (top left)
Real housing asset price growth (top right)
Change in the price/income ratio (bottom left)
Change in nominal rents (bottom right)

Only the change in real housing asset price has a statistically significant negative relationship.
This indicates that mechanism generating this relationship is not that private markets delivered
new housing faster, reducing both prices and rents in the process, otherwise rents and rent-topincome ratios would see the same pattern.
There could also be cherry-picking here too—after all, there is no reason that 2015-20 period
across national aggregate data provides clear insights. Many countries have cycles in
property asset markets that are out of sync.
Notably, Australia (AUS) had nearly the lowest real house price growth in this period, lower
than even Japan.

Figure 1: OECD measures of housing price and change in dwelling stock per capita
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What developers say and do
I was asked on notice to provide sources of evidence where developers had explained
publicly that they choose not to flood the market with housing even if they can.
A first puzzle is that in their annual reports, listed companies like Stockland and Lendlease do
not report that planning is inhibiting their ability to produce housing. In fact, in their 2021
annual report, Lendlease blamed themselves for not meeting the surge in market demand
The Australian Communities business has not been positioned to take full advantage of
the favourable market environment over the last year. We expect sales to accelerate
in FY22, boosted by the commencement of new projects. However, with the typical lag
between sales and subsequent settlements, volumes are expected to remain below the
annual settlement target of 3,000-4,000 lots. (p 16)
It is interesting to see them note that their own choices about positioning their projects were to
blame for them not meeting their own conservative sales/settlement targets.
In 2011 Lendlease gained approval for a major master-planned subdivision at Yarrabilba in
South East Queensland. At the time of approval there was much public discussion about a
housing shortage and how this approval would help.
Now, ten years later, the project remains in the first stage only. Lendlease has held the bulk of
the land vacant for a decade when these other stages could have been developed in parallel
(by themselves of sold to another developer) rather than in sequence. Indeed, as they explain
in Figure 2, they expect the project to last 30 years. Why not 20 years? Or 10 years?

Figure 2: Yarrabilba masterplan details from Lendlease investor presentation from 20111

Lendlease in their 2018 annual report noted that they are holding plenty of developable
assets in “capital efficient structures” so that have “flexibility around delivery and timing, in
line with market cycles”. They said they could be “disciplined and patient with the pursuit of
future opportunities”. This does not sound a business that is developing as fast as possible
within planning constraints.

1

https://www.planning.org.au/documents/item/3031
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Figure 3: An explanation (highlighted) of patiently holding landbanks from Lendlease's 2018 annual
report (p 75)

Stockland reported that their sales increased 54.2% in FY2021 (up 75% since 2019). How is
that possible if planning is constraining housing supply? If the demand was there in 2019, could
they have matched their 2020 sales? Or could they have increased sales by reducing prices?
They also not that they raised prices by 10% on average for their residential lots. Why? Are
prices not cost-driven, as they claim? Why not increase the rate of sales rather than increase
the prices? Doesn’t it make more money to do that?

Figure 4: Stockland FY2021 residential results presentation
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Figure 5: Quote from Stockland in 2016 AFR article2

In 2016 Andrew Whitson, CEO of Stockland Communities, told journalist Su-Lin Tan that is it
“costly and inefficient to hold inactive land”. In that same year, the Director’s report noted that
they would “maintain an optimal pipeline” and “actively manage the portfolio to improve
returns” (see Figure 6) This sounds like their landbank is actually not costly to hold, but a key
part of their asset portfolio. Indeed, though it was noted that 90% of projects were “active”,
these projects are estimated to produce 58,800 housing lots, yet they were selling only 6,000
per year at the time (see Figure 7). That would take 10 years to sell. If it were truly costly to
hold so much land, they could sell faster or sell parts of projects to other developers and
reduce this massive landbank.

2

https://www.afr.com/property/the-free-market-has-failed-to-provide-affordable-housing-insydney--melbourne-20160802-gqixlw
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Figure 6: Stockland’s 2016 Director's report about maintaing "an optimal pipeline" (p 13)

Figure 7: Stockland's 2016 residential pipeline

I also gave evidence to the inquiry that build-to-rent (BTR) property managers also have the
same incentives to regulate the rate at which they rent out dwellings. The Smith Collective on
the Gold Coast is Australia’s first major BTR project and was the former Commonwealth games
athlete’s village. The project has 1,251 one-, two- and three-bedroom dwellings, all of which
were completed prior to the 2018 Commonwealth Games.
When I enquired about the project progress in January 2021, I was provided the following
response (Figure 8), which noted how the project was on a staged releases to avoid flooding
the rental market.
During the 2019-20 period when this project had hundreds of completed dwellings sitting
unoccupied, the rental vacancy rate3 in the regions was between 2 % and 3% and has since
fallen to below 1%.

3

Measured as the number of properties advertised for rent over a calendar month as a share of total
estimated rental properties in the region.
https://sqmresearch.com.au/graph_vacancy.php?sfx=&region=qld%3A%3AGold+Coast+North&t
=1
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Figure 8: Email from BTR manager (14 Jan 2021)

Questions for developers
I was also asked on notice to suggest developers to bring as witnesses before the inquiry and
what questions to ask to determine whether they limit the rate they develop based on market
conditions or planning regulations.
People who have insights into the question of market limits to developer would include the
heads of the communities or residential divisions of major listed Australian housing developers
like Stockland, Lendlease, PEET, Mirvac, Frasers, and private developers like Meriton. Key
personnel from JLL who manage the Smith Collective BTR project would be useful.
Questions to put to them would centre on:
1. If a new competitor established themselves besides your major residential projects and
sold similar dwellings for 25% less than what you sell them for, would that be good or
bad for your business financially? Good, or bad?
2. Yet is it not your argument, or at least that of many property lobby groups, is that
rezoning will lead to lower housing prices, and the mechanism will be through more
competition from cheaper competitors?
3. Why do you target such small rates of housing completion?
4. Would you sell faster if you had an inactive project rezoned?
5. Do you think that rezoning in Australia will lead to dwellings prices more than 20%
lower than they are now?
6. If holding big landbanks is costly, when demand falls, why don’t you reduce prices
sufficiently to keep the sales rate up to its previous level?
7. How much are your landbanks worth as undeveloped assets?
8. If dwelling prices fell 20%, how much would that affect the value of you balance
sheet?
9. Are prices set by input costs, or by the market? I.e. Do you increase prices when the
market rises, regardless of whether you had additional costs? (prices seem unrelated
to costs?)
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