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Public inquiry into Homelessness
In May 2017 the Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), released a
Minister’s Message (then Martin Foley, the Minister for Housing, Disability and
Ageing), titled ‘Homes for Victorians Social Housing and Homelessness Reforms –
Industry Engagement Plan – May 2017’. The Minister’s Message included
statements such as:“Homes for Victorians outlines the delivery of the government's
biggest ever commitment of support for homelessness services and
social housing.”
“It commits $799 million in additional homeless and housing
support and $2.1 billion in financial instruments to deliver thousands
of homes. These social housing and homelessness reforms contain
a broader range of housing and homelessness assistance –
including financial products, durable subsidies, increasing social
housing supply and a focus on social outcomes – than the current
system. They aim to increase and renew social housing supply,
improve housing services for Victorians in need and promote
stability for low income renters.”
In the same Minister’s Message the announcement about the new Victorian
Housing Register was made. This new initiative was to:
“….. bring together all public and community housing waiting lists
into a single place, providing a simple, fair and easy way for people
to access a range of social housing options.”
Finally, some substantial funding and a serious commitment to a sector in crisis, or
is it?
An Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), media release on 14 March 2018 in relation
to the 2016 Census of Population and Housing, revealed a rise in the rate of
homelessness in Australia by 4.6%1
Causes for homelessness outlined by the ABS following the 2016 census included:Housing crisis – 40%
Family & domestic violence – 35%
Financial difficulties – 11%
Relationship & family breakdown – 5%
Mental health, physical illness or addiction - 2%2
Homelessness is a combination of many complex and diverse components and the
same can be said of interventions required to successfully address this multitude of
issues and challenges. It is however clear that an obvious limitation in addressing
homelessness is the lack of safe, secure and long term housing. “… the guiding
1
2

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/lookup/2049.0Media%20Release12016
Vincentcare.org.au/homelessness‐statistics
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principle of Housing First is that safe and secure housing should be quickly provided
prior to, and not conditional upon, addressing other health and well-being issues.”
“The development of Housing First in Australia has been constrained by the lack of
appropriate affordable housing stock necessary to quickly house those experiencing
homelessness.”3
The purpose of this submission is to bring attention to the gulf between stated
government policy of support for homelessness services and social housing and
delivery. In particular I write as a concerned citizen from the perspective of the
Abbotsford Street Public Housing Estate in North Melbourne, which is the most
familiar to me.
The Abbotsford Street Housing Estate in North Melbourne had 112 dwellings made
up of 88 x 2 bedroom and 44 x 3 bedroom. Using a conservative calculation of one
person per bedroom it had the potential to house 308 tenants. In 2017 it was
announced the Estate would be one of ten Estates to be redeveloped4 – the ultimate
aim would be public and private dwellings - a later announcement also included
plans for a vertical primary school on the same site.
By December 2018 all tenants had been moved out and the site was empty. Some
minor works such as disconnecting the gas and electricity commenced in
July/August 2018 and a laundry block was demolished. In November asbestos was
found in the garden beds and all work was stopped. The site is currently derelict. It
had initially been communicated by the DHHS that rebuilding the site would begin
sometime in 2021 and that in-between demolition and rebuilding the land would lie
empty. When asked why the tenants were moved out so early, their reply was that
‘they did not know that the tenants would move out so quickly.’
When the new public (social), housing is available, in 2022 or later, there will be 133
dwellings made up of 47 x 1 bedroom, 80 x 2 bedroom and 6 x 3 bedroom. Using
the same conservative calculation of one person per bedroom it will have the
potential to house 225 tenants. The same development site will include 180-230
private dwellings, 60-100 one bedroom and 75-115 two bedroom (final numbers,
configuration yet to be determined), and a vertical school, specific details of which
are also unknown at this stage.
As part of the ‘Homes for Victorians Social Housing and Homelessness Reforms’,
the Victorian Public Housing Renewal program claims there will be an increase in
public (social), housing of 10% at the end of the program. For the ten existing public
housing estates the program covers, the calculations and percentages are all based
on dwellings (as outlined for the Abbotsford Street Housing Estate in North
Melbourne example above), not individuals housed.
The availability of affordable housing in Victoria has reached critical levels. There are
currently 84,000+ people waiting for social housing. Not only will the Abbotsford
Street development when completed (and other public housing redevelopment sites),
result in fewer social housing dwellings, but in the four or more years while the
3
4

https://www.ahuri.edu.au/policy/ahuri‐briefs/what‐is‐the‐housing‐first‐model
Victorian Public Housing Renewal Program
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redevelopment takes place, the housing and homelessness crisis continues to grow
while resources continue to shrink.
In July 2018 The Age newspaper featured a story about a building in South
Melbourne owned by a Nursing Home Operator due to be redeveloped, sitting idle
due to red tape, which was rented to the YWCA for a nominal fee to become a popup shelter for 38 homeless women over 55.5 In 2019 in North Melbourne, 112 public
housing dwellings stood empty. A proactive government, committed to addressing
homelessness, could have found a creative way to utilise 112 empty dwellings.
There is a wealth of information available; one such report is by the Australian
Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI).6 The AHURI report details cost
effective options for addressing the current low stocks of social housing and growth
requirements for the future. It also refers to lessons learned from other countries who
are addressing their own social housing challenges.
The ‘Homes for Victorians Social Housing and Homelessness Reforms’ initiative will
not provide any solutions to the housing and homelessness crisis. Given the
substantial size of the Government’s financial contribution, there needs to be a
legitimate form of accountability, and transparency, in relation to return on
investment and what will actually be delivered at the end of the program. Without a
robust and effective program to substantially increase desperately needed affordable
housing stock over the long term, this ill-conceived initiative will ensure that
homelessness issues will not be adequately addressed and will become increasingly
arduous for a significant number of vulnerable individuals. Victoria will be confirmed
in its current status of the lowest level of public (social), housing in the OECD.

5

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018‐07‐20/melbourne‐pop‐up‐homeless‐shelter‐launched/10013946
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Social housing as infrastructure: an investment pathway. From the AHURI Inquiry - Social housing as
infrastructure.
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