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Why are we consulting?

The Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) Design Standard outlines the
technical design requirements to build dwellings that are intended for enrolment as
SDA.

The SDA Design Standard was first introduced in 2019 and became mandatory for
new build and new build refurbished SDA from 1 July 2021. While the SDA Design
Standard has remained broadly unchanged since first released, the environment has
evolved, with advances in accessibility, assistive technology, sustainability, building
practices and shifts in market demand now guiding the need for a review.

The National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) has engaged KPMG Australia to
conduct a Review and to develop the next edition of the SDA Design Standard
(Edition 2.0).

What are we consulting on?

The Review consultation aims to gather meaningful insights about the SDA Design
Standard from people living in, supporting, working with, investing in, and
constructing SDA. Specifically

e How well does the SDA Design Standard meet its intended purpose and
where does it fall short?

e |f the SDA Design Standard doesn'’t fully meet its purpose, what changes are
needed, and which of these should be prioritised?

e Will implementing an updated SDA Design Standard present any challenges
that this Review should consider?

In this discussion paper, there are eight focus areas with related questions to guide
your feedback about the SDA Design Standard, focusing on its strengths and
opportunities for enhancement while also examining the gaps and challenges.

Detailed design requirements

Life safety and fire safety measures
Regulatory alignment and interdependencies
Participant-centred design

Innovative design and building specifications
Environmental sustainability

Future-proofing SDA

Market and financial impacts
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Feedback is being collected through interviews, workshops, submissions and a
survey for SDA providers to inform where the SDA Design Standard may need to be
updated or changed.
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Introduction

What is SDA?

SDA is one type of NDIS support. It is a range of specialist disability housing
designed to help participants live more independently and allow other supports to be
delivered better or more safely. The NDIA may include SDA funding in a participant’s
plan if they have an extreme functional impairment or very high support needs.

SDA aims to provide a range of contemporary housing options that:

e meet the disability related housing needs of eligible participants

e are located in communities that foster social connection and belonging
e provide a home environment

e promote independence

o reflect the preferences of the people who live there.

SDA funding is also intended to stimulate market investment in the development of
new, high quality, fit-for-purpose, innovative housing for eligible NDIS participants
who have choice and control over where they live and who they live with.

What is the SDA Design Standard?

The Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) Design Standard is a technical
design document. It outlines the minimum design and building requirements for the
construction of SDA dwellings in Australia.

The SDA Design Standard includes detailed specifications for physical aspects of a
dwelling as well as other considerations related to the design of a home such as car
parking, external areas, emergency power solutions, and fire safety measures.

The SDA Design Standard is organised into 25 design elements, including
pedestrian entry, doors, windows, kitchen, bathroom, living area, bedroom, storage,
ceiling hoists, emergency power solutions, assistive technology, fire-safe design, and
robust design. Each element comprises multiple minimum design requirements,
which are linked to design categories.
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The SDA Design Standard has 4 design categories:

e Improved Liveability

e Robust

e Fully Accessible

e High Physical Support.

Each design category includes a set of design requirements aimed at addressing
varying levels of functional impairment and support requirements that participants
may have.

All dwelling enrolment applications for new build and new build refurbished SDA
must include SDA Design Standard certification. The certification is to show that the
dwelling meets the minimum design requirements of the SDA Design Standard for
the nominated design category (or categories).

Only qualified independent third-party SDA assessors can sign and issue the SDA
Design Standard certification documents.

SDA assessors are engaged by the SDA developer, owner or provider to certify
compliance of the dwelling with the SDA Design Standard.

The NDIA does not engage SDA assessors to certify dwellings.

What is the purpose of the SDA Design Standard?

The SDA Design Standard aims to provide clarity and direction to the SDA market
about the type and quality of housing that SDA eligible participants should have
access to, to enhance their autonomy, dignity and inclusion in the community.

What is the scope of the Review?

The scope of the review is outlined in the Terms of Reference. An excerpt is
available in Appendix A of this document.
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Focus areas and questions for the Review

The focus areas and background information below are provided to guide your
feedback.

Detailed Design Requirements

The SDA Design Standard outlines detailed design specifications for areas such as
doorways, bedrooms, kitchens and bathrooms. This includes elements within those
spaces such as benches, flooring and windows. However, there are other aspects of
SDA dwellings that may require further clarity and detailed guidance, such as:

e the location, size, layout, amenity and design category of on-site overnight
assistance (OOA) spaces

e detailed specifications for Robust designs, including a list of appropriate
products and the location, size and layout of breakout rooms

e size, layout or design requirements for private and common open spaces for
apartments and townhouses.

The current SDA Design Standard also includes Appendix A, which provides general
best practice recommendations that are in addition to the minimum design
requirements. The best practice recommendations are not mandatory in the design
of SDA.

The SDA Rules (2020) and NDIS Pricing Arrangements for SDA define 4 SDA
building types: apartment, villa/ duplex/ townhouse, house and group home. These
building types are not clearly articulated in the SDA Design Standard even though
different building types involve different detailed design requirements. There are also
different design requirements linked to the 4 design categories.

The Review will examine the design requirements, including aspects such as Robust
housing, OOA spaces, common spaces, and safety measures. It will assess how
well the design requirements meet participants’ daily living needs and address the
needs of SDA stakeholders. The Review will also consider the best practice
recommendations, their currency and whether they should be incorporated into the
new SDA Design Standard.
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Seeking your feedback

e To what extent do the current detailed design requirements for SDA support
NDIS participants to live more independently and participate in their local
community? What adjustments could be implemented in the future to enhance
these outcomes?

e Are the requirements clearly described? What additional clarity or detailed
guidance is required in the SDA Design Standard? For example, for on-site
overnight assistance (OOA) spaces, Robust housing, private and common
open spaces?

e Are there gaps in the SDA Design Standard which impact on its
effectiveness? If so, please provide examples.

e Are any adjustments required to the design requirements for each design
category to better meet participant needs? Is the current allocation of design
requirements between design categories effective? Please provide examples.

e Should some flexibility within the SDA Design Standard be considered to
enable certification of SDA dwellings that vary from minimum requirements?
Why or why not?

e In what circumstances might flexibility be needed and what would this look
like (for example, performance solutions)? Please share your examples.

Life Safety and Fire Safety Measures

Clause 22 in the SDA Design Standard requires the provision of emergency power
solutions for the High Physical Support (HPS) design category to cater for a
minimum 2-hour outage in no less than 2 double GPOs (power points) in participant
bedrooms and any automated doors provided. A medical grade emergency power
solution is required in the HPS category to support life safety equipment.

Clause 24 and the best practice recommendations identifies fire safety measures
through the provision of fire-safe design principles. Smoke alarms are required in
bedroom and living spaces, and evacuation plans are mandated. Sprinklers are
recommended and references are made to consider fire-resistant walls, fire
compartmentation and emergency lighting.

The Review will consider the minimum requirements of best practice fire safety
measures, such as dwellings with multiple participants or in high-density settings. It
will consider if there should be stronger emphasis on tailored evacuation plans to
reflect the specific needs of the participants, such as participants with high physical
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or cognitive impairments. Specifications for uninterrupted power solutions and
backup power storage will also be explored.

Seeking your feedback

e How well does the SDA Design Standard, including Appendix A best practice
recommendations, address life safety (e.g., uninterrupted power) and fire
safety (e.qg., fire sprinklers) measures for participants, including during
emergencies?

e Are there any areas within the life safety and fire safety measures in the SDA
Design Standard that could be changed to improve participant safety?

Regulatory Alignment and Interdependencies

Building an SDA dwelling requires compliance not only with the SDA Design
Standard but also with other legislative documents such as the SDA Rules (2020),
the National Construction Code (NCC), and state, territory and local government
planning regulations. Each legislative document serves a specific purpose:

e SDA Rules (2020): Defines participant eligibility and funding and dwelling
enrolment requirements.

e National Construction Code (NCC): Covers essential construction and safety
standards such as fire safety, waterproofing, and structural durability. Apart
from any references to spatial requirements, NCC provisions take precedence
if there are discrepancies between it and the SDA Design Standard.

e State, territory and local planning codes: Regulate zoning, land use, and
building approvals, which vary between jurisdictions.

While the SDA Design Standard focuses on participant accessibility, safety, and
increasing independence through use of smart technologies, overlapping or
conflicting requirements between the SDA Design Standard and other construction,
design and planning frameworks can create challenges.

The Review aims to explore whether the SDA Design Standard can simplify the
process of navigating these regulations and strengthen alignment with other
legislative frameworks.
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Seeking your feedback

e What challenges or misalignments, if any, arise when navigating between the
SDA Design Standard and other related government regulations during the
design and construction of SDA?

e What suggestions or solutions might help the SDA Design Standard align with
other related government regulations?

Participant-centred Design

While the SDA Design Standard aims to meet the broad needs of participants living
in SDA, the current SDA Design Standard and dwelling certification process does not
allow for instances where flexibility may be needed. For example, the SDA Design
Standard doesn’t allow for flexibility in design that may be needed to better
accommodate participants' cultures, lifestyles, preferences, or social and family
structures.

The Review will consider how incorporating some flexibility in the SDA Design
Standard, in limited circumstances, could improve participant-centred outcomes
while still maintaining compliance.

Seeking your feedback

e How effectively does the current SDA Design Standard allow SDA dwellings
to be tailored to the diversity of individual disability related needs,
preferences, cultural background and lifestyles of SDA participants?

e To what extent do the SDA design requirements facilitate or act as a barrier to
a participant choosing different models of support to be delivered in their
home?

Innovative Design and Building Specifications

Innovative design and building specifications, such as assistive technology and
smart home automation systems, can support the delivery of best practice, cost-
effective, and participant-centred in-home supports. Examples of such technologies
include voice activation, motion-sensor lighting, automated blinds and environmental
control units, which can create adaptable and flexible living environments that
support participants to live more safely and independently.
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The current SDA Design Standard includes the use of Assistive Technology (Clause
23), through design requirements for internet connectivity and communication
systems, such as video intercoms, to help with communication between participants
and their support workers when they are not in line of sight. Other future-proofing
and assistive technology features referenced in the SDA Design Standard include
automated doors and windows, height-adjustable benches, provisions for ceiling
hoists and high impact-resistant walls.

The Review will explore examples and options to adopt more innovative design and
building specifications into the SDA Design Standard, including those aimed at
enabling the delivery of best practice and cost-effective in-home supports (including
shared supports), as well as their likely cost impacts.

Seeking your feedback

e To what extent should the SDA Design Standard incorporate innovative
design and building specifications, such as smart home automation and
assistive technology? Please provide examples.

e How can assistive technology be incorporated into an SDA home to enable
more effective delivery of in-home supports? What factors, such as cost-
effectiveness, should be considered?

e What barriers, if any, exist to adopting these technologies, and how could they
be addressed?

Environmental Sustainability

The environmental sustainability of SDA dwellings is currently guided by regulatory
frameworks and tools, including the National Construction Code (NCC), the
Nationwide House Energy Rating Scheme (NatHERS), and BASIX (for New South
Wales). These frameworks set minimum standards for energy efficiency, thermal
performance and environmental sustainability across residential buildings in
Australia. They ensure that key measures, such as energy use, water efficiency, and
greenhouse gas emissions are consistently applied. As these requirements are
mandatory and enforceable, they take precedence in shaping the environmentally
sustainable design of any SDA dwelling.

The current SDA Design Standard does not include specific measures to address
environmental sustainability or energy-efficiency. SDA may have environmental
impacts that are unique to this form of accommodation, such as increased energy
use, heating and cooling, water consumption and building repair and maintenance.
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The Review will consider the appropriateness of including environmental
sustainability and energy-efficient measures in the SDA Design Standard such as
the source and storage of renewable energy.

Seeking your feedback

e How should the SDA Design Standard incorporate requirements to better
support environmental sustainability and energy-efficient measures, such as
source and storage of renewable energy?

e Are there any considerations regarding balancing environmental outcomes
with participant outcomes, safety and affordability?

Future-proofing SDA

The Review will explore how the construction of SDA dwellings can support future
adaptations, reducing the cost and complexity of retrofitting.

Seeking your feedback

e What could be included in the SDA Design Standard that would reduce the
cost and complexity of modifying or retrofitting features in certified dwellings
post construction?

e Are there any challenges with refurbishing existing SDA to meet the
requirements of the current SDA Design Standard?

Market and Financial Impacts

Certain aspects of the SDA Design Standard may be resulting in unintended cost
impacts on the market. For example, the SDA Design Standard may require some
features that, in some cases, may exceed participant needs while also increasing
construction costs, such as height-adjustable benches for participants who use
height-adjustable wheelchairs.

Since the introduction of the SDA Design Standard, participant preferences for SDA
are continuing to evolve. Key trends include:

e A growing preference among participants to live alone, and
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e A preference for self-contained dwellings, such as apartments or villas, that
share communal facilities like an On-Site Overnight Assistance (OOA) space
or a central courtyard.

The implementation of the SDA Design Standard may influence different parts of the
SDA market over the short, medium, and longer term, including development costs,
pricing, investment and provider sustainability.

Seeking your feedback

e What market, or financial opportunities or challenges arise from the
implementation of the SDA Design Standard?

e How might these affect participants, providers, investors and the broader SDA
ecosystem?

Other insights that may emerge

While the Review will focus on the areas outlined above, we acknowledge that there
may be additional challenges or stakeholder experiences that are not specifically
covered in these focus areas or related questions.

We invite submissions that address other issues relevant to the Terms of Reference.
For instance, stakeholders may wish to highlight a specific challenge or opportunity
experienced in SDA dwellings or in the use of the SDA Design Standard.
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Summary of questions

How well does the SDA Design Standard meet its intended purpose and
where does it fall short?

If the SDA Design Standard doesn’t fully meet its purpose, what changes are
needed, and which of these should be prioritised? Please provide specific
suggestions based on the topics in this paper.

From your experience, or the topics outlined in this paper, what challenges
are anticipated with implementing an updated SDA Design Standard that this
Review should consider?

Detailed Design Requirements

To what extent do the current detailed design requirements for SDA support
NDIS participants to live more independently and participate in their local
community? What adjustments could be implemented in the future to enhance
these outcomes?

Are the requirements clearly described? What additional clarity or detailed
guidance is required in the SDA Design Standard? For example, for on-site
overnight assistance (OOA) spaces, Robust housing, private and common
open spaces?

Are there gaps in the SDA Design Standard which impact on its
effectiveness? If so, please provide examples.

Are any adjustments required to the design requirements for each design
category to better meet participant needs? Is the current allocation of design
requirements between design categories effective? Please provide examples.
Should some flexibility within the SDA Design Standard be considered to
enable certification of SDA dwellings that vary from minimum requirements?
Why or why not?

In what circumstances might flexibility be needed and what would this look
like (for example, performance solutions)? Please share your examples.

Life Safety and Fire Safety Measures

How well does the SDA Design Standard, including Appendix A best practice
recommendations, address life safety (e.g., uninterrupted power) and fire
safety (e.qg., fire sprinklers) measures for participants, including during
emergencies?

Are there any areas within the life safety and fire safety measures in the SDA
Design Standard that could be changed to improve participant safety?
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Regulatory Alignment and Interdependencies

e What challenges or misalignments, if any, arise when navigating between the
SDA Design Standard and other related government regulations during the
design and construction of SDA?

e What suggestions or solutions might help the SDA Design Standard align with
other related government regulations?

Participant-centred Design

e How effectively does the current SDA Design Standard allow SDA dwellings
to be tailored to the diversity of individual disability related needs,
preferences, cultural background and lifestyles of SDA participants?

e To what extent do the SDA design requirements facilitate or act as a barrier to
a participant choosing different models of support to be delivered in their
home?

Innovative Design and Building Specifications

e To what extent should the SDA Design Standard incorporate innovative
design and building specifications, such as smart home automation and
assistive technology? Please provide examples.

e How can assistive technology be incorporated into an SDA home to enable
more effective delivery of in-home supports? What factors, such as cost-
effectiveness, should be considered?

e What barriers, if any, exist to adopting these technologies, and how could they
be addressed?

Environmental Sustainability

e How should the SDA Design Standard incorporate requirements to better
support environmental sustainability and energy-efficient measures, such as
source and storage of renewable energy?

e Are there any considerations regarding balancing environmental outcomes
with participant outcomes, safety and affordability?

Future-proofing SDA

e What could be included in the SDA Design Standard that would reduce the
cost and complexity of modifying or retrofitting features in certified dwellings
post construction?
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e Are there any challenges with refurbishing existing SDA to meet the
requirements of the current SDA Design Standard?

Market and Financial Impacts

¢ What market, or financial opportunities or challenges arise from the
implementation of the SDA Design Standard?

e How might these affect participants, providers, investors and the broader SDA
ecosystem?

Next steps

How to submit your response

You are invited to share your feedback, along with any evidence and insights that
are relevant, by making an online submission before Friday, 19 December 2025 at
NDIS Engage.

You can submit your response in these ways:

e in writing
e audio recording, or
e make a video

Review updates

Updates about the SDA Design Standard Review will be published on the NDIS
website. For more information or assistance with the submission, email the KPMG

team.
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Appendix A: Terms of Reference

The published Terms of Reference can be found on the NDIS website. It outlines the
context of the review, the regulatory environment, objectives, scope, approach and
governance. For convenience, the scope of the review from the Terms of Reference
is provided below.

Regulatory environment

The SDA Design Standard operates within and according to legislation and national
construction regulations. The Review aims to improve technical and regulatory
alignment by identifying and addressing gaps in the current Standard, clarifying
definitions, and ensuring consistency with relevant legislative frameworks, including:

e The National Disability Insurance Scheme Act 2013 (NDIS Act)

e The NDIS (Specialist Disability Accommodation) Rules 2020

e National Construction Code (NCC)

¢ Disability Discrimination Act 1992

e NDIS Quality and Safeguarding Framework

¢ Relevant state, territory and local planning regulations.

Scope

The SDA Design Standard Review will examine whether the current Standard
remains effective, nationally consistent and responsive to the needs of NDIS
participants.

The Review will include activities such as consultation, research, and analysis, to
provide clear recommendations that will guide the development of SDA Design
Standard Edition 2.0.
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Key areas of scope

Stakeholder consultation and research

Consult with a wide range of SDA stakeholders (including participants and
their families and carers, SDA providers, peak bodies, developers, investors,
architects, town planners, SDA assessors, access consultants, building
certifiers and surveyors, state and territory statutory bodies and local planning
authorities, allied health professionals, technology providers, NDIS Quality
and Safeguards Commission and NDIA staff), through interviews, workshops,
submissions and surveys.

Gather meaningful insights from the experience of key SDA stakeholders and
relevant research to inform recommendations and develop best practice
guidance.

Detailed design requirements

Review and update technical and design requirements to identify gaps,
strengthen safety (including both life and fire safety) and quality measures.

Examine design-specific elements, including detailed requirements for Robust
housing and Onsite Overnight Assistance (OOA) spaces.

Review alignment of current and proposed technical and design requirements
with relevant legislative and regulatory frameworks.

Review the allocation of technical and design requirements across current
design categories.

Investigate options to enhance participant-centred design such as culturally
appropriate designs and processes for limited exceptions (performance
solutions).

Innovation, technology and environmental sustainability

Assess opportunities for innovation in design, including the integration of
assistive technology and home automation, and design solutions that support
independence, the delivery of best practice and cost-effective in-home
supports, and future-proofing of properties.

Consider environmental sustainability, including the inclusion of
environmentally sustainable and energy-efficient features.

Market and financial impacts

Review the financial and market impacts of proposed changes to the SDA
Design Standard, including a baseline cost review to analyse the short,
medium and long-term implications for participants, providers, developers and
investors.
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Appendix B: Terms we use

Meaning

Building Type There are 5 types of building that can
be built as SDA. These are described
below.

Apartments Buildings with self-contained units that
are part of a larger residential building.

Duplexes, villas, and townhouses Buildings with separate but semi-
attached properties within a single
land title or strata titled area. This also
includes stand-alone villas or granny-
flats.

Detached low-rise buildings with

garden or courtyard areas with fewer

than 4 bedrooms.
Houses T

SDA Design Category There are 4 design categories in the
SDA Design Standard and 1 extra
design category that older SDA
dwellings could be. These are
described below.

Improved Liveability Housing that has been designed to
improve ‘liveability’ by incorporating a
reasonable level of physical access
and enhanced provision for people
with sensory, intellectual or cognitive
impairment.

Fully Accessible Housing that has been designed to
incorporate a high level of physical
access provision for people with
significant physical impairment.
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Meaning

Housing that has been designed to
incorporate a high level of physical
access provision and be very resilient,
while reducing the likelihood of
reactive maintenance and reducing the
risk to the participant and the
community.

High Physical Support Housing that has been designed to
incorporate a high level of physical
access provision for people with
significant physical impairment and
requiring very high levels of support.

This design category is not part of the
SDA Design Standard. It is housing
without specialist design features but
with a location or other features that
cater for the needs of people with
disability and assist with the delivery of
support services.

Enrolled Dwelling A dwelling enrolled under section 26 of
the NDIS (Specialist Disability
Accommodation) Rules (2020) to
provide SDA.

National Disability Insurance Agency

National Disability Insurance Scheme

Specialist Disability Accommodation

There are 4 types of SDA that can be
enrolled under the NDIS (Specialist
Disability Accommodation) Rules
(2020). These are described below.
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Term Meaning

New Build A dwelling that is enrolled to house
five or fewer long-term residents and
that was issued its first certificate of
occupancy, or equivalent, on or after 1
April 2016. All its shared areas, and
any bedrooms for use by SDA-eligible
participants must comply with the
minimum requirements for a SDA
design category other than Basic.

A dwelling that is enrolled to house
five or fewer long-term residents and
that was built before 1 April 2016 and
that was used as disability related
supported accommodation under a
previous state, territory, or
Commonwealth scheme. All shared
areas and at least one bedroom and
one bathroom of existing stock
dwellings must comply with the
minimum requirements for a SDA
design category.

Legacy Stock A dwelling that meets the Existing
Stock requirements except that it
houses more than 5 residents.

New Build (Refurbished) A dwelling that was built before 1 April
2016 but has been significantly
refurbished since 1 April 2016 and
now meets all of the requirements for
a New Build.

Assistive Technology Any device or system that allows
individuals to perform tasks they would
otherwise be unable to do, or which
increases the ease and safety to
perform tasks.

Fire-compartmentation The practice of dividing a building or
part of a building into smaller fire-
resistant sections or compartments to
limit the spread of fire and smoke to or
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Term Meaning

Participant A person who is eligible for the NDIS.
In this document participant means
NDIS participants who meet the
eligibility criteria for SDA to be funded
in their plan.

SDA assessor A person who is on the NDIA SDA
assessor list has met the criteria to
become and maintain their status as a
registered SDA assessor. SDA
assessors can’t have an actual or
perceived interest in the project; they
must be independent.
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from another part of the same building
or an adjoining building.

The National Construction Code
(NCC) is an initiative of the Council of
Australian Governments (COAG)
developed to incorporate all on-site
construction requirements into a single
code. The NCC is comprised of the
Building Code of Australia (BCA),
Volume One and Two; and the
Plumbing Code of Australia (PCA),
Volume Three; and administered by
the ABCB. References to BCA in the
SDA Design Standard means NCC Vol
1 and or Vol 2.



National Disability Insurance Agency

ndis.gov.au

Telephone 1800 800 110
Webchat ndis.gov.au

Follow us on our social channels

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, LinkedIn

For people who need help with English
TIS: 131 450

For people who are deaf or hard of hearing
TTY: 1800 555 677

Voice relay: 1800 555 727

National Relay Service: relayservice.gov.au

ndis.gov.au
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