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Inquiry into Homelessness in Victoria
Ms Jane Measday
Organisation Name:Ballarat Community Health
Your position or role: General Manager Social Support

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::
Housing affordability,Public housing,Services,Mental health,Indigenous people,Family violence,Rough
sleeping,Employment
What best describes your interest in our Inquiry? (select all that apply) :
Working in the mental health sector ,Working in the alcohol or other drug services sector ,Working in
Homelessness services ,Working in the health sector

Are there any additional themes we should consider?

YOUR SUBMISSION
Submission:
Our submission is attached
Do you have any additional comments or suggestions?:

FILE ATTACHMENTS
File1: 5e684b968ccd5-BCHsubmission to the Legal and Social issues Committee inquiry into homelessness
Final.docx
File2: 5e684b968db6e-Homelessness in the Central Highlands - December 2019.pdf
File3:
Signature:
Jane Measday
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Ballarat Community Health submission to the Legal and Social issues Committee
inquiry into homelessness.
March 2020

About Ballarat Community Health
Ballarat Community Health (BCH) is a not-for-profit company limited by guarantee and operates as a
state registered Community Health Service under the Health Services Act 1988 (VIC), and is governed
by a Board of Directors drawn from its membership. BCH has an annual operational budget of $20M,
receiving funding from diverse sources and recently celebrated forty years of working in and with the
community.
BCH provides a comprehensive continuum of health and social support services to enable the best
possible health and wellbeing of the communities it serves.
The organisation delivers around 70 programs and services across six sites and via outreach. Teams
include General Practice, a sexual health clinic, specialist clinics, Allied Health, Alcohol and Other Drug
treatment support services, headspace, youth services, youth homeless accommodation and support,
generalist counselling, family violence counselling, trauma and torture counselling, mental health,
health promotion and education, workplace health, exercise and fitness programs, pharmacotherapy
and harm minimisation, migrant and refugee services, School Focused Youth Service, research, quality
and governance, volunteers and students, customer service and corporate services.
BCH has been a provider of youth homeless accommodation and support for 21 years and is a
member of the Central Highlands Homelessness Alliance (CHHA). The Alliance consists of service
providers in Ararat Rural City, City of Ballarat, Golden Plains Shire, Hepburn Shire, Moorabool Shire
and Pyrenees Shire. The area has a population of 200,000.
BCH’s particular area of expertise is in youth homelessness with programs including Youth Housing,
Innovative Health Services for Homeless Youth and Creating Connections. As a health promoting
agency we champion early intervention and the promotion of opportunities for children and young
people to have better health and wellbeing outcomes. BCH’s health promotion priorities are;
healthier eating and active living, improving youth mental health and wellbeing and preventing
family and community violence. These priorities align with the Victorian Public Health and Wellbeing
and the municipal health and wellbeing plans of the local government areas where we provide
services. Young people and broader community members who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness and children and young people in out of home care are priority populations that we
work with in terms of health promotion work (both primary and secondary prevention) and BCH
runs a range of programs that target young people who are homeless, particularly around
addressing food insecurity and improving youth mental health and wellbeing through youth arts.
BCH In partnership with Ballarat Health Services also provides a youth outreach dental health service
targeting young people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness
In 2019 the CHHA commissioned the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) to
research the scale and drivers of homelessness in the Central Highlands. The resulting report Risk
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Factors for homelessness in the Central Highlands Area i . This is referred to as the AHURI report in
the discussion below
1. Scale and Nature of Homelessness
In Victoria young people (10 -24 years) made up almost a quarter of presentations to homelessness
services in 2016 -2017 ii. In the Central Highlands Area, young people under 25 made up 41% of
those experiencing homelessness and 27% of clients entering the service system through the entry
point. According to the 2016 Census 58% of individual homeless clients were male however entry
point data from the Central Highlands Area (CHHA) shows that in 2017-18, 54% of people who
presented to the entry point were female.
At BCH agency level data taken from Specialist Homelessness Information Platform (SHIP) from
between January 2018 – January 2020 also shows that 65% of people who accessed BCH
Homelessness Services were female. This highlights a growing change in the gender demographics of
those who are accessing homelessness.
2. Social, economic and policy factors impacting on youth homelessness
a. Lack of affordable housing including private rentals. Single people were the largest cohort
of people (48%) experiencing homelessness in the Central Highlands in 2016 iii. There is a
significant shortage of single bedroom units in Ballarat and a young person is competing for
limited housing stock with single adults. Social housing stock in Ballarat has historically been
3 bedroom homes. There is priority access to housing stock for Street to Home clients and as
a result of the recent bushfires families and individuals who have lost their homes have also
been identified as a priority.
b. Accessible housing is needed for young people if they are to engage in support services and
education opportunities. Ballarat is following other city trends with housing in the centre of
the town being more expensive (higher rents) than the city fringe. The rental vacancy rate
for regional Victoria in December 2019 was 1.7% with the average rental costs for a two
bedroom unit in Ballarat is $293.10 per week iv.
c. Ballarat entry point data for 2017-18 shows that 88% of all people who accessed housing
support services were receiving government income support. The majority of young people
accessing BCH services are facing financial difficulties. Primarily receiving Independent rate
Youth Allowance ($462.50 per fortnight).
d. Young people experience discrimination based on age by both the private rental market
and some service providers asking “why are they not at home with their parents?” As
highlighted in the AHURI report, young people under 25 make up 41% of those experiencing
homelessness however only make up 27% of those accessing the entry point. This is of
particular concern when anyone requiring Homelessness Support in Ballarat must first
register through the single entry point. More work is required to improve young people’s
access to early intervention homeless support services.
e. BCH level data the Specialist Homelessness Information Platform (SHIP) 2016-2017 shows
that 41% of clients accessing our Homelessness Support Services have a prior mental health
diagnosis. There is also childhood experience of family violence, and 80% reporting Sexual
Assault often by a family member or close family friend.
f. Assistance with life skills to maintain tenancy. BCH Homelessness and Support Services
provide young people with skills training to maintain their tenancy. This has been an
effective strategy to build capacity and opportunity for young people.
3. Policies and Practices
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a. Young people experiencing homelessness are often interacting with a range of services or
government systems that are not working in collaboration to best meet the needs of the
client. A current case study of a BCH Youth Housing client, illustrates this- A young parent
with three children aged under four who has a number of services involved in her case
management. The young person feels blamed and shamed by services because they are not
able to meet all service expectations, however, much of the difficulty is due to lack of service
coordination. The client has experienced services withdrawing her support due to an
exhaustion of inadequate funding. Lack of funding has also resulted in support periods
ending before goals are achieved, leaving the young person without support and needing to
constantly reengage with new services, forcing the young person to re-tell their story over
and over. As a result, the young family are impacted further by the system failing them
continually and misguidedly labelling the young person as “too difficult” by providers.
BCH supports young people transitioning from the Out-Of-Home Care setting including
Residential Care, Foster Care, and Kith/Kinship Care. Once young people turn 18 they are
exited from their current living arrangements and moved to caravan parks/motels/hotels
and other short-term accommodation settings without support to manage, or gain entrance
into the housing market. Often these young people are told that they are on the Office of
Housing list due to their traumatic upbringings and lack of family support, however this is
not always the case and these young people fall through gaps time and time again v.
b. Centrelink is difficult to navigate, and at risk young people often need support with
Centrelink processes. Young people often struggle demonstrating that they meet the criteria
to receive a payment, the system can seem to discriminate against those who do not have
stable and supportive family relationships.
c. Centrelink and job Seeker agencies who support people to work on their pathways to jobs
education and training have sometimes created barriers to success. An example of this is a
client missing a job network appointment to attend a job interview and the job network
agency suspending Centrelink payments (although they were notified over a week in
advance and client had requested a rescheduled appointment) apparently because the
agency had not set the interview. Another example of this is of a young parent with three
children including a newborn, who was required to attend court for a custody agreement
and with a support letter from the courts, support letters from Child Protection. The young
person was told if they did not attend their Centrelink and Job agency network
appointments on that day they would have their payments suspended.
i

Brackertz,N ( 2019) Risk Factors for homelessness in the Central Highlands Area, report prepared by AHURI Professional
Services for the Central Highlands Homelessness Alliance, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited
Melbourne
ii Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2016) as cited in Council to Homeless persons The Specialist Homelessness
Sector Transition Plan 2018-2022
iii Brackertz,N ( 2019) Risk Factors for homelessness in the Central Highlands Area, report prepared by AHURI Professional
Services for the Central Highlands Homelessness Alliance, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited
Melbourne
IV https://sqmresearch.com.au/weekly-rents.php?postcode=3350&t=1
v (2014) Young people transitioning from Out-of-Home Care in Victoria and Homelessness: The Perspective of Homeless
Services Workers, Louise Rice & Philip Mendes
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Homelessness in the
Central Highlands
December 2019
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This summary report has been compiled by the Central Highlands Regional
Partnership as a direct response to community calls to better understand
homelessness in our region.
At each of the three Regional Assemblies that the Central Highlands Regional
Partnership has hosted since 2016, our community called for a better
understanding of, and more action on, homelessness.
We hope the community finds this report useful in their ongoing discussions about
how best the region can respond to homelessness – as community members,
service providers and government. Afterall, homelessness is a community issue,
so it requires a whole-of-community response.
The Central Highlands region spans the east-west transport corridor connecting
Melbourne to western Victoria and comprises the following municipalities: Ararat
Rural City, City of Ballarat, Golden Plains Shire, Hepburn Shire, Moorabool Shire
and Pyrenees Shire. It is home to a population of almost 200,000 and has a Gross
Regional Product of $8.8 billion, with around 20 per cent of jobs in the
accommodation, food service and retail trade industries.
To inform this summary report, we commissioned research on the scale and
drivers of homelessness in the Central Highlands. The data and most of the
discussion found in this report is taken from that work:
Brackertz, N. (2019) Risk factors for homelessness in the Central Highlands Area,
report prepared by AHURI Professional Services for the Central Highlands
Homelessness Alliance, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute Limited,
Melbourne.
The Partnership has chosen not to publish the original research in order to protect
individual identities of those in our community who contributed to the research.
However, the central findings of the work are presented in this summary report.

George Fong
Chair of the Central Highlands Regional Partnership
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Homelessness in the
Central Highlands
At the time of the most recent Census in 2016, the ABS identified 601 homeless
persons in the Central Highlands Area (including those in transitional housing). In
addition, 259 persons were marginally housed in either crowded dwellings,
caravan parks or other improvised dwellings. 2
Reporting from within the region suggests the incidence of homelessness is
increasing. In Ballarat, where the majority of housing services are located, there
has been a rapid rise in the number of requests for housing support since 2015/16.
Over a two-year period (2015/16 to 2017/18), housing services report:
•

a 43% rise in requests for long-term housing assistance
(from 1,350 to 1,926 requests); and

•

a 31% rise in requests for short-term housing assistance
(from 1,330 to 1,748 requests).3

2

ABS Census 2016 as quoted in Brackertz, N. (2019) Risk factors for homelessness in the Central
Highlands Area
3

Specialist services requested by clients at SHS agencies in CHA, 2015–16 to 2017–18 as quoted in
Brackertz, N. (2019) Risk factors for homelessness in the Central Highlands Area

8 of 21

LC LSIC Inquiry into Homelessness
submission 289

A person’s age seems to have a bearing on the type of homelessness they
experience in our region. Table 1 shows that according to the 2016 Census, in the
Central Highlands:
•

no children or youth were sleeping rough in 2016, but a significant proportion
of homeless adults aged 55–64 (30%) and 35–44 (8%) were sleeping rough;

•

most homeless children (87%) and homeless youth (72%) and many homeless
people aged over 65–74 (37%) were accessing supported accommodation;

•

a high proportion of homeless people aged 35–44 (35%) and
aged 45–54 (41%) lived in boarding houses; and

•

a high proportion of homeless young people aged 19–24 (39%) and 25–34
(26%) lived in severely crowded dwellings.

Experiences of homelessness impacts people’s wellbeing. Long-term rough
sleeping is associated with chronic health effects and reduced life expectancy. The
finding that a high proportion of rough sleepers are in the older age group
highlights an area of concern, while even short periods of homelessness can be
disruptive to a child’s social and emotional wellbeing.
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Figure 1: Homeless age distribution in the Central Highlands 2011
and 2016 4

4

ABS Census 2011 and 2016 as quoted in Brackertz, N. (2019) Risk factors for homelessness in the
Central Highlands Area
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Table 1: Number of homeless persons in each age category, Central
Highlands 2016 5

5

ABS Census 2016 as quoted in Brackertz, N. (2019) Risk factors for homelessness in the Central
Highlands Area
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ABS Census data shows that homelessness in the Central Highlands
tends to be concentrated in areas where supported accommodation is available.
Sixty-nine percent of people experiencing homelessness in
Central Highlands (or 413 persons) were in Ballarat. The remainder tended
to be in other areas with supported accommodation (Moorabool, Hepburn
and Ararat) (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Numbers of homeless persons in the Central Highlands
by local government area, 2011 and 2016 6

6

ABS Census 2011 and 2016 as quoted in Brackertz, N. (2019) Risk factors for homelessness in the
Central Highlands Area
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What causes
homelessness?
To help understand the role for community in preventing homelessness, we must
understand the common causes of homelessness. Homelessness is caused by a
combination of individual and structural risk factors, chief among which are housing
affordability, family violence and poverty.

Individual risk factors driving homelessness
Domestic and family violence
Domestic and family violence (DFV) is the most frequent cause of homelessness in
Australia, affecting women, young people and children. People experiencing DFV
may leave their home and seek insecure or unsuitable alternative accommodation
options to escape the violence. The loss of a relationship in general, be it through
DFV, divorce or the death of a partner, increases the likelihood of homelessness
and places older people, women and children most at risk.

Intergenerational homelessness
Children who experience homelessness are at significant risk of experiencing
homelessness later in adult life. Studies suggest that almost half of all adults
experiencing homelessness first experienced it as a child. This indicates an urgent
need for a focus on early intervention and prevention to break the cycle of
intergenerational homelessness.
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People leaving institutional settings
People leaving institutions, such as hospitals, prisons and out of home care can
often face immediate barriers to employment and housing. If discharge processes
insufficiently plan for appropriate and sustainable housing for these people, it
becomes a common pathway into homelessness.

Aboriginal Australians
Aboriginal people are vastly overrepresented among the homeless population.
Records for people seeking assistance for homelessness in the Central Highlands
during 2017-18 showed that 6 percent identified as Aboriginal8. This is well above
the representation of Aboriginal people in the Central Highlands (1.4%)9.

Older people
Older people comprise a growing proportion of the Australian population, and the
number and proportion of older people accessing housing services is increasing
significantly. Older people, particularly older women, are at increased risk of
homelessness due to factors such as divorce, separation, loss of partner, ill health,
disability or employment insecurity.

8

Uniting Ballarat Entry Point Data 2017-18. Note that Entry Point Data counts requests for assistance
only and does not include any people experiencing homelessness who did not seek assistance.
9

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2019). 2016 Census QuickStats: Ballarat.
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The role for community in addressing
homelessness
Alongside the efforts of the Victorian Government and homelessness and housing
services in our region, many community members in the Central Highlands told us
that they want to be part of the response to homelessness.
Where possible, preventing homelessness before it occurs has far better outcomes
for people. Some actions community members or groups may wish to consider
include:

Building skills and awareness
For example:
•
•
•

mentoring young renters to help avoid tenancy failure (a major driver of
homelessness).
building financial literacy.
building awareness across the community of specialist services and
community supports available.

Building inclusion
For example:
•
•

providing opportunities to participate in activities that people with low or no
income would struggle to join – shows, sports, community events.
providing practical support, such as driving people with limited transport to
services and events.

Encouraging more house building
For example:
•
•
•

campaigning for more affordable and social housing.
increasing rental housing stock on private property.
looking at how we can provide more appropriate housing - such as more single
bedroom housing.
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