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Monique found new life beyond family duties

Monique van Tulder wrote a book about her ‘‘grown-up gap year’’. Photo: Dominic Lorrimer

Lauren Ironmonger

“As women, we need to
step back a bit because
eventually, the good
men will step up.”
Monique van Tulder

Monique vanTulder spentmost of
her life caring for others – putting
her career on the backburner for
her husband, raising her children
andhelpingwith the care of ageing
parents.
‘‘Myhusbandwas earning a lot

moremoney, so froma family point
of view, itmade financial sense [to
putmy career on holdwhen I had
children]. And I thought, ‘OK,
that’s cool. This is just a few
years’.’’
‘‘[But] a fewyears became

decades, and that’swhen the rot
set in. I thought, ‘is this it?’’’
At 54, shemade the radical

decision to leave her husband and

two sons – then in their late teens –
and travelAustralia andEurope
for eightmonths.
The experience,which van

Tulder details in her book,A
GrownUp’s GapYear,
fundamentally changed her life.
‘‘I came alive again. Itwas as if I

was living a life in sepia, and
technicolor came intomy life
again,’’ she says.
VanTulder’s experience of the

motherload is not unique. Leah
Ruppanner, a professor of
sociology and founding director of
TheFuture ofWorkLab and the
GenderEquity Initiative at the
University ofMelbourne, saysmen
are starting to take on a greater
share of householdwork.
Still, the amount of domestic

work done bymen in homeswith
dependent children (under 15) has

not increased in the decades since
2002, according to the latest
Household, Income andLabour
Dynamics survey.
When it comes to themental

load,women still bear the brunt.
Pinpointing howmuch free time

mothers have is difficult, in part
because time-use surveys have
historically equated unpaid labour
and leisure as one and the same.
Ruppanner says amother’s

leisure time is often described as
‘‘contaminated time’’ by
sociologists, since children still
tend to be involved.
A study published this year,

analysing time use of parents
across 13European countries,
found that fathers consistently
havemore leisure time than
mothers.
VanTulder says she never felt

guilty about taking time for herself
but sincewriting her book, she has
received somenegative comments.
‘‘There’s been quite a bit of

pushback fromsomemenwho
suggest I ama sh-tmumandwife,
and that Iwouldn’t bewelcome in
their home.
‘‘A lot ofwomenhave also

said, ‘what kind ofmother does
that?’’’
VanTulder’s gap year has

reshaped her life since returning
home. She nowdivides her time
betweenSydney,where her family
lives, and an interstate property,
where she lives alone.
While she remains close to her

family – she is still with her
husband – she’s learnt to lay down
stronger boundaries aroundher
spare time.
‘‘Aswomen,we need to step

back a bit because eventually, the
goodmenwill step up,’’ she says.
‘‘Inmygeneration, no one asked

uswhatwe [women]wanted.
‘‘We just kind of trudged along a

path until the end and thought, ‘the
life that I’ve created, itmight not fit
me anymore’.’’

No relief for tenants as vacancy
rates well below a fair market
Caroline Zielinski

1.3%
The national

rental vacancy
rate in June.

The slower pace of rental growth
offers little relief for tenants as a
severe supply shortage keeps af-
fordable housing out of reach for
many, with rental vacancy rates
well below a balanced market.
Australia has been in a land-

lord’s market for much of the past
two decades, research shows, ex-
cept when the pandemic hit.
Historically, the rentalmarket is

considered balanced when there is
a vacancy rate of 3 per cent, which
is said to strike a reasonable bal-
ance between the supply of avail-
able rental properties and the de-
mand from tenants.
The national rental vacancy rate

was well below that in June at
1.3 per cent, edging up from 1.2 per
cent in May, figures from SQMRe-
search show.
In Sydney, the vacancy rate rose

slightly from1.5 per cent inMay to 1.6
per cent in June.
It comes after separate figures

from Domain last week showed the
pace of rental growth has eased from
once-breakneck speed, although
rents remain at record highs.
While vacancy rates have picked

up slightly relative to ‘‘those all-
time lows we had from 2022 to
2024,’’ they are still below long-
time averages, SQM Research
managing director Louis Christo-
pher said.
Twenty-year SQM data shows

February 2024 as having the lowest
vacancy rate at 1 per cent, with only
5288 dwellings available for rent.
‘‘After the lockdowns lifted, we

had a surge of international stu-
dents, migration, people moving
back ... from interstate and the
country,’’ he said, adding that not
enough homes were being built.
‘‘That created the squeeze.’’

The lack of housing availability
paints an even bleaker picture
when compared to June 2005,
when Melbourne’s vacancy rate
was at 3.9 per cent. Sydney’s va-
cancy rate was 2.4 per
cent in the same month.
‘‘Melbourne was

building a lot then –
Docklands was starting
to come on, and so was
Southbank,’’ Christoph-
er said. ‘‘Population
growth was also not as
strong as now, and the housing
supply response was a lot better
than what we have now.’’
Both state and federal govern-

ments have vowed to plug the
housing shortage, with PrimeMin-
ister Anthony Albanese giving the
nation five years to build 1.2 million
homes, divided proportionately by
population among all the states
and territories.

The NSW government has been
rezoning land close to Sydney train
and metro stations to allowmid- to
high-rise development. Mean-
while, Victoria set its own target in

September 2023 to build
800,000 homes in a dec-
ade – separate to its na-
tional goal of 306,000
homes by 2029 – which
Christopher believes is
going well.
More homes could not

come fast enough for
Harry Millward, secretary for the
Renters and Housing Union, who
said record rents are pushing peo-
ple further into poverty.
‘‘It doesn’t matter if [rent prices]

hold for now; there is nothing to
stop them going back up,’’ he said.
‘‘What this says for renters is

absolutely nothing. It gives no sta-
bility, no confidence for renters to
be able to plan their lives when

they don’t know when rent will be
skyrocketing or going past record
levels again.’’
Millward said the decision to

tear down 44 public housing
towers in Victoria and rebuild as
part of the state’s ‘‘big build’’ will
leave people on the social housing
waitlist without stable and afford-
able housing.
‘‘It’s a mistake to just focus on

just the residents themselves,’’ he
said. ‘‘While they are being taken
care of and moved on, what about
all the people currently on the wait
list that will miss out on affordable
and stable housing?’’
Real Estate Institute of Victoria

president Jacob Caine said the
low vacancy rate means ‘‘we have
half the properties available that
we need to rent to meet all the
demand.’’
‘‘We are seeing household sizes

increase as a result,’’ Caine said.


