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Inquiry into Homelessness in Victoria
Mrs Amber McSwiney
Organisation Name:Junction Support Services
Your position or role: Manager

SURVEY QUESTIONS
Drag the statements below to reorder them. In order of priority, please rank the themes you believe
are most important for this inquiry into homelessness to consider::
Public housing,Services,Rough sleeping,Housing affordability,Family violence,Mental health,Indigenous
people,Employment
What best describes your interest in our Inquiry? (select all that apply) :
Working in Homelessness services

Are there any additional themes we should consider?
1. Children
2. Young people Leaving Care (foster and residential care)
3. Young parents
4. Prison
5. Drug and alcohol
6. Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Communities

YOUR SUBMISSION
Submission:

Do you have any additional comments or suggestions?:
Thank you for holding a hearing in Wangaratta.
Junction Support Services is scheduled to present at that hearing on 12 March.
FILE ATTACHMENTS
File1: 5e4b76a0f3c48-Submission - Junction Support Services - Homelessness Inquiry 2020.docx
File2: 5e4b76a103a95-Infographic - Homelessness Inquiry submission - Junction Support Services.png
File3:
Signature:
Amber McSwiney
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Submission to Victorian Government’s Homelessness Inquiry
-

Compiled by managers Katharine Hodgens and Amber McSwiney, based on input from staff across
Junction Support Services

Background:
For the past 30 years, Junction Support Services has supported people experiencing or at risk of
homelessness across north-east Victoria.
Our work started in Wangaratta in 1989 with one program and one worker to support people who were
experiencing or at risk of homelessness.
More than 30 years later, our mission is to support people to achieve their full potential. We run 28
programs, have 150 staff, 70 volunteers and support people in need right across their lifespans.
For the past 20 years, we have operated the Wodonga Youth Refuge emergency accommodation for 15-17
year olds. We support children, individual adults, families and older people who are experiencing or at risk
of homelessness.
Junction is an active member of the Hume Region Homelessness Network and we know from our work
over the past 30 year that “housing first” works. When people have safe and secure accommodation they
are more likely to, and have more capacity to address factors in their lives that are preventing them from
achieving positive outcomes, such as education, caring for their children and reducing the risk of entering
the criminal justice system.
We welcome the Homelessness Inquiry holding a public hearing in Wangaratta and present the following
submission for consideration.
Our submission consists of:
1. A summary of the main issues our workers see across north-east Victoria
2. A list of suggested actions that would help reduce homelessness in our region
3. An infographic, in a separate document, showing Junction’s homelessness work across north-east
Victoria in 2019-20
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Impact of recent bushfires:

Recent devastating bushfires across the north-east have put increased pressure on local housing stock,
meaning that people who are experiencing homelessness will be homeless for longer.
In our region, public housing stock is “on hold” until the end of February in anticipation of bushfire affected
individuals and families requiring long-term accommodation.
The impact of the bushfires on homelessness in our region will be felt for years to come. We anticipate
that the trauma experienced by people because of the bushfires will also lead to family violence, significant
substance abuse, mental health and family breakdown. This will combine to create further homelessness
across north-east Victoria.

Children
The Royal Commission into Family Violence created much higher visibility for children, but they continue to
be lost in the system when it comes to homelessness.
There is still a tendency for children to be seen as an “add on” instead of clients in their own right. It is
important that children's voices and perspectives are heard on homelessness. If a child is experiencing the
trauma of homelessness, how can they be successful at school and meet developmental milestones? The
trauma of homelessness for children can have life-long consequences.

Young people and young parents
Young people who are leaving foster care or residential care and are transitioning to independent living are
among the most vulnerable people in our community and are at high risk of homelessness.
The Create Foundation, a national body representing the voices of children and young people with an Out
of Home care experience, found that almost 35% of young people experience homelessness within a year
of leaving care.
There is a lack of step-down models that assist in building independence. When the young person turns 18,
statutory services withdraw and young people often find themselves homeless. Because of the age and
sometimes inexperience of young people, housing plans developed while in care often break down. Young
people leaving care need to be a priority because their outcomes after leaving care are often dire.
Junction Support Services matches young people Leaving Care with mentors, positive role models in our
community, and we’re working hard in this area to provide more support to these young people.
We operate an Enhanced Lead Tenant model for young people leaving care, but unfortunately there is a
growing demand for Out of Home Care for young people and this creates pressure on young people in
leaving care to move on to independent living.
We work with young people aged as young as 15 who are experiencing or who are at risk of homelessness.
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Young people leaving care, such as at this residential care house in Wodonga, are among the most vulnerable
people in our community when it comes to the risk of homelessness.

If a young person is 16 or 17 they can rent privately if they have a guarantor, which is generally unlikely
given their family situations and lack of connections, but their income is limited to Youth Allowance.
Technically, they are also required to go to school, but trying to gain an education while trying to find a job
is near impossible.
Wodonga has a high teenage pregnancy rate and, as a consequence, Junction works with parents as young
as 14 and runs a Supporting Young Parents Program and Young Mums Unit. We see young parents face
great challenges securing stable accommodation. We’re currently working with a 15-year-old mum who
cannot get public housing or Centrelink because of her age.
Homelessness severely affects young people’s education disengagement and creates fewer opportunities
in the future.

Housing:
Public housing:
Public housing stock does not meet demand in our region. Increase in rental prices and availability locally
present further barriers for clients who would've previously rented.
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Brad was living rough in bush near Wodonga until Junction Support Services and Beyond Housing assisted him to
secure and maintain public housing.

We see vulnerable people who are in a hyper-aroused state because of homelessness, leading to
depression, anxiety and self-medicating behaviours with drugs and alcohol that further increase the risk of
family violence, neglect and the abuse of children.
We have one client who is 115th on the waiting list for public housing and facing a wait of at least five
years.
What damage is being done during that time they are on the waiting list?
A woman may have her children removed by Child Protection because she is unable to leave a violent
partner.
Children and families are rough sleeping in tents across north-east Victoria. This is especially difficult
because there are no free, public showers or laundry equipment in Wodonga.
Couch surfing is the hidden homelessness and a big issue in our region. People can be couch surfing in
places that can be just as dangerous to their well being as sleeping rough, but do so as it is "a roof over
their head”.
Cost of renting:
The cost of renting is downplayed in north-east Victoria because it’s a “regional” rather than metropolitan
area.
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The cost of rentals in north-east Victoria are out of reach of most people who are dependent on a pension
(Newstart, Carers, DSP, etc). Single people can't afford a one-bedroom property and families of four can't
always afford a house big enough to accommodate them.
Previously clients on benefits could afford private rentals but the cost of private rentals pricing is
escalating.
There is an urgent need to invest more money in community housing.
We believe there is an opportunity to encourage and support clients to purchase community housing in
the future.
The cost of renting has increased significantly in recent years and competition for houses is strong.
In Wodonga, an average three-bedroom house costs $360 a week and is simply unaffordable.
We’d like to see in Victoria, as there are in NSW through agencies such as Homes Out West, incentives and
protections to encourage landlords to rent to people in need.

Environmental issues in the north-east:
North-east Victoria experiences extreme temperature changes that put pressure on people experiencing
homelessness and also those in public housing.
This summer, Wodonga reached 46 degrees. In winter, the temperature can reach 0 overnight.
Air conditioning is currently classed as a “non-essential” item. We urge a review of this because it poses a
health risk, particularly for older people and infants living in public housing.
Public housing isn’t modern design or energy efficient therefore it doesn’t minimise temperature changes
so cooling and heating is costly, which is causing further financial hardship for people already doing it
tough.
Several of our clients have purchased inappropriate cooling systems that are cheap to buy but expensive to
run. This has presented further issues client financial stability.
Home Establishment Fund (HEF) emergency relief is available for extreme temperatures but it is very
limited.

Single parents
The majority of the families we work with are single mothers who are in financial hardship.
These mothers have taken their child or children and fled a family violence relationship. This results in the
family having to rebuild their lives, including housing and sometimes moving schools.
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Immediate support is available to assist through organisations (mainly Centre Against Violence) for shortterm refuge and counselling but families are still struggling to find long term accommodation and are
financially struggling months/years after leaving violent relationships.
Short term accommodation or moving between houses impacts on families as they may need to remain in
a refuge for safety, have to move towns, move schools and lose support networks.

Mental health
People with mental health diagnoses are overly represented in the homeless sector. People with ongoing
high needs mental health issues are highly unlikely to get private rental due to their behaviour and
presentation making it more difficult for them to obtain long term housing outside of DHHS. Related to
this is the fact they are often single which then makes them fall into the limited public housing for single
adults category.

Supporting and educating people in need
There need to be incentives for clients to sustain housing, education programs to inform clients of the
consequences of failed tenancies. Significant money is spent on repairing houses after failed tenancies.
Education and training and upskilling may prevent this.
Also, there need to be incentives to ensure people are upskilled, access employment and study and people
are encouraged to see the benefits of purchasing homes, creating an alternative to entrenched intergenerational public housing occupancy. Education to obtain and sustain tenancies is a must. Last year, we
ran a “Rent it Keep It” program for 12 young people. One young person said: “I learnt a lot and feel a lot
more comfortable about renting.”

Single adults
There is extremely limited public housing for single people under the age of 55 - and not just for those on
Newstart but also those who are working and earning a minimum wage. In Wangaratta, there is a high
proportion of single people needing housing but no public housing one-bedroom properties in town.
People leaving prison are especially prone to homelessness in our region. While the policy is that no one
should be released into the community without accommodation, the reality is that we see this regularly.

A single man, Dave was sleeping rough in Wodonge and could not have care of his young daughter.
Junction supported him into housing and obtained free swimming lessons for his daughter so they could reconnect.
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Services:

While much work has been done in the family violence sector to share information and connect services to
better support clients, the same cannot be said for the homelessness sector.
There could be improvements in the way services work with each other to better support people
experiencing or at risk of homelessness. More holistic practices in which everyone understands the barriers
the client faces would allow the best advocacy to be provided and support people experiencing or at risk of
homelessness to achieve the best outcomes.

Recommendations:
-

Better resources and services to deliver support and service provision in order to provide early
intervention services, crisis services and case management services

-

Introduce incentives in Victoria, as exist in NSW, for landlords to rent to people in need

-

Introduce incentives for public housing tenants to purchase properties in the long term

-

Provide accessible free showers and laundry facilities in Wodonga

-

Provide more public housing stock, especially one-bedroom properties

-

Reclass air conditioners as “essential” in public housing and design future public housing stock to be
adapted for the extreme temperatures in north-east Victoria

-

Give more support and special consideration given to young parents experiencing and at risk of
homelessness

-

Special consideration given because of bushfire

-

Fund education programs for people around obtaining and keeping private rental properties

-

Better connect homelessness agencies to better support people in need as has happened following
the Royal Commission into Family Violence

-

Programs to support public housing tenants to sustain their tenancies and address issues that cause
homelessness to occur

-

More funding to support people in crisis eg HEF and refuge funding
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