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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,Family violence,Housing affordability,Indigenous people,Rough sleeping,Mental
health,Employment
What best describes your interest in our Inquiry? (select all that apply) :
An advocacy body ,Other (please describe)
CSMC works with and for single mothers and their children and has been doing so for over 50 years. We
provide information, support and referral services in addition to advocacy. Insecure housing and
homelessness have consistently been in the top 3 issues raised by single mothers for the past decade.
Are there any additional themes we should consider?
Many women become single mothers when they and their children escape family violence. Many housing
services have time limitations on assistance despite evidence that family violence continues after separation
and can have a long recovery time.
YOUR SUBMISSION
Submission:

Do you have any additional comments or suggestions?:
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File1: 5e69b1da4072a-CSMCSubmission to the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into Homelessness
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Submission to the Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry
into Homelessness 2020
12 February 2020
Dear Committee Members
The Council of Single Mothers and their Children Inc. (CSMC) is a non-profit organisation founded in
1969 by single mothers to secure a better life for themselves and their children. We achieve change by
championing the voices and needs of single mother families and providing specialist support services:
 Information, support, referral and advocacy services for single mothers with a phone line staffed
9.30am-3.00pm weekdays.
 Accurate information and resources to single mothers including email bulletins and via our website.
 Representation of the needs and issues of single mothers and their children through working with
government and community organisations, the media and research partners.
 Advocacy to improve the social, economic and legal position of single mothers and their children.
Records at the Council of Single Mothers and their Children show housing and homelessness concerns
have been in the top three presenting issues to the Support Line for over a decade. Homelessness
among single mother families tends to take particular forms and we are pleased to have the opportunity
to put these examples and issues before the Committee.
We outline our thoughts and recommendations below.
Regards,

Jenny Davidson
Chief Executive Officer
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Introduction
About us
Council of Single Mothers and their Children (CSMC) celebrated our 50th anniversary at Government
House 2019. It was a bittersweet event as many of the issues that led to our formation are still plaguing
single mothers and their children. Poverty, insecure housing, family violence and family law matters, and
difficulties obtaining paid employment that suits the demands of sole parenting are all issues making life
hard for many single mothers and their children.
For all the fifty years of our existence, Council of Single Mothers and their Children has provided active
support and encouragement to single mothers in Victoria and advocated for them and their children.
We have close to 3000 contacts per year through our telephone support line, dedicated email and
messaging services and of these contacts, for over a decade, ‘housing and homelessness’ have been in
the top three presenting issues. During the decade, figures show women who describe themselves as
homeless have varied from 6% to a peak of 21% in one quarter in 2016.
Council of Single Mothers and their Children has 3,500 members and a further 1,200 members of our
Single Mothers Share House Register. Some of these women have contacted us with contributions for
this submission. Their voices have shaped our response and some are directly included.

Housing and homelessness calls to our support line
In any given year, between 3% and 12% of single mothers contacting Council of Single Mothers and their
Children for information and assistance, describe themselves as homeless. By this, they mean they are
sleeping in a car, sleeping rough, or in an accommodation situation that they describe as putting
themselves and/or their children at risk of harm. In this latter situation, they may be sharing a house
with a man or men with whom they do not feel safe (including through crisis accommodation
arrangements), or be in a caravan park, temporary or overcrowded housing, couch surfing or other
situation where they feel highly insecure.
When single mothers describe themselves to us as homeless, they have usually tried all available options
including couch surfing with friends and family and now feel at the end of their tether. Some of these
women have their children with them and others have left their children with relatives. A few have had
their children taken into temporary care until they have stable housing. We believe that the above
percentage is an underestimate of the single mothers calling us who are affected by insecure housing, as
not all disclose this as an issue.
The majority of mothers contacting us in relation to housing do not say they are homeless, but often the
situations they and their children are living in are so precarious it is clear they are one-step from being
homeless.
We experience a significant number of complex calls due to interconnecting issues such as the increased
costs of renting and of schooling. Low income single mothers find the annual costs of schooling,

3 of 20

LC LSIC Inquiry into Homelessness
submission 295

including fees, supplies and uniforms, to be a massive burden that sometimes means they slip in rent
arrears.
Additionally, we find increased rental costs are pushing women into rural and outer metro areas,
particularly in the west and north. Some of these areas have fewer community support services, less
public transport, and higher concentrations of unemployment. Single mother families in these areas are
heavily reliant on cars and the costs of petrol, car repairs and registration are additional essential
expenses they have to find from very little income. Those without cars in these areas are often isolated
with limited opportunities to find suitable employment or to socialise. Without ongoing assistance from
extended family members, single mother families can fall through the social security safety net.
Our contact workers are noticing increasing number of families resorting to living in caravan parks,
choosing this option over what their housing service offers which too often is sleeping in a rooming
house (often unclean and with a room that cannot be locked and is therefore unsafe for both mother
and children), or paying $500 per week for a hotel room, which despite the cost is also too often
substandard. Thus, even without the compounding effect of family violence, drawn out family law
matters, or unpaid child support, the housing situation of low income single mother families is
precarious.
Among low income single mothers who contact us in relation to housing stress, we see high rates of
housing turnover as families move due to eviction (an increasing number have been required to vacate
their premises so the property can be sold for the development of units and townhouses), to escape
family violence, or in search of cheaper rent. These women describe the impacts on their children having
experienced life in a variety of precarious arrangements including in a refuge, motel, caravan or
transitional house; couch surfing; living away from their immediate family; and sharing housing with
strangers, often with insufficient security features. Additionally, these children may need to change
schools, have their learning disrupted or stopped for a period, leave their friendship group behind, leave
personal possessions behind or move away from significant family members or supports. Research
indicates this sort of disruption can have long-term effects on the health and mental health of children
and ultimately, their ability to move forward into a positive future.

Single Mother Share Housing Register
As far back as 1980, Council of Single Mothers and their Children recognised the interface between
domestic violence, poverty and homelessness among single mother families. CSMC researched and
wrote a book on sharing homes and commenced keeping a small register of single mothers wanting to
share housing. This time consuming, paper based and relatively local service continued until we created
a closed Facebook group in 2014.
In mid-2016, the Council of Single Mothers and their Children Share House Register had 236 members.
Today, it has 1,200, an increase of well over 350% in just under four years.
Activity on the register varies each month but overall, the majority of mothers posting are planning for
the end of lease period and looking for another family to share with to make the rent affordable.
There are some urgent and desperate posts including a few from mothers who are pregnant or have
recently given birth and due to domestic violence have no home to which they can return with their
baby. Some hospitals if they are aware of the mother’s housing status will not release the baby until the
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mother finds accommodation. The situations in which a mother is able to find secure shared
arrangements within a few weeks and complete her pregnancy in a secure environment, take her baby
home after birth, or settle her children after escaping family violence are among the most moving posts
on the register.

Stories from the Council of Single Mothers and their Children Support line
Bernie and her four children are living in transitional housing after escaping family violence. Her children
endure travel times of over an hour each way in order to continue their education at the same school and
maintain consistency of schooling and friendships. The thought of having to change schools now and
then change again once they secure permanent housing is causing them all anxiety. The costs involved,
the disruption to her children’s lives, and her own anxieties about their safety and future are
overwhelming Bernie. The children have missed quite a bit of schooling and both their housing and
school futures remain uncertain.
Teresa is trying to make ends meet on Newstart. One of her three children has autism, and another has
issues arising from a head injury, which means she spends a lot of time taking them to specialist
appointments. She struggles to find any paid work that fits within her limited available hours, has been
unable to keep up with bills and school expenses, and now car repairs and high bills have severely
threatened her ability to maintain her rental house.
Naazira escaped domestic violence twelve months ago and has been largely homeless with her four
children since. The family is under severe mental stress and she says one child is expressing suicidal
thoughts. She has no friends or family with whom they can stay and has had to sell their stored
belongings, as she could not afford to pay for storage.
Marina and her three children fled their home six months ago due to family violence and lived in crisis
accommodation for several months before securing a private rental in a safe area away from the
perpetrator. Marina has borne the financial cost of moving, four weeks’ bond and rent in advance, as
well as removalist costs and storage costs accumulated whilst she was in crisis housing. All the children
started new schools so new uniforms and books were required. Although Marina had paid the school
fees at the old school, she was required to pay for them again at the new school. The personal device she
had for her eldest was not suitable for the new school and she was required to purchase a new one. She
took out a store loan for the laptop at the place of purchase. Marina says although the children are now
safe, they have left all their friends behind and are still emotionally vulnerable and requiring ongoing
counselling. Though the school is aware of Marina’s financial difficulties, she has felt too ashamed to tell
them about the family violence. The school put Marina on a payment plan for the school fees but she
struggles to keep up with this and seeks help from emergency relief agencies to help her purchase food
and other basics. At the start of this school year, Marina is struggling with a new round of school costs,
and increasing financial and mental pressure. She tells us she lives in terror of not being able to keep up
with her rent and becoming homeless.
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Terms of Reference
Recommendations for policies and practices from all levels of government
to improve both predisposing factors to homelessness in our State and
delivery of services to those people experiencing homelessness.
1. Recognising the contribution of poverty to homelessness, the Victorian Parliament and local
government advocate for reform of federal welfare legislation to strengthen the security and
adequacy of social security payments.
2. The Victorian Parliament and government agencies explore all possible avenues to lower or
supplement the cost of utilities and schooling for those on very low incomes for whom rent is at or
above 33 % of their income.
3. The Victorian government continue efforts to increase the quantum and range of public housing
available and also, prioritise those on low incomes (below $45,000) and those with children, both in
public and social housing.
4. The Victorian government improve and better resource services to assist people stay in their homes
(through for example, support to pay rent in advance and bonds. rather than only emergency
housing options) and thereby reduce the trauma of constant relocation.
5. The Victorian government take whatever steps necessary to ensure women seeking emergency
accommodation are not sent to any unsafe and unclean accommodation including rooming houses.
6. The Victorian government work with services to streamline policy and practice: e.g. if a woman and
her children are put into transitional housing when fleeing family violence, they should not be
moved regularly because there are ‘more important cases’, nor lose their option for family violence
support if their transitional housing arrangements are extended a number of times.
7. Commonwealth, State and Local Government funded services be required to note the critical need
for integrated models of care and service collaboration in preventing homelessness. This includes
the need for weighted risks and costs in for example, ensuring no child is removed from their
parents nor deprived of education due to homelessness. These models of care may include early
intervention work across child protection, mental health, disability, and housing supply portfolios; in
addition to brokerage or facilitative roles across real estate, community support, housing services,
child protection, courts, schools, and health supports.
8. The Victorian government create schemes and work with Federal government counterparts to
support those on low incomes increase their savings, access reduced utility bills, and receive
education support
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9. The Victorian Parliament recognise the problems unpaid or erratically paid Child Support is causing
families and urge the Commonwealth to both collect the unpaid or late paid funds and ensure the
receiving parent suffers no family tax benefit penalty when it is paid late.
10. Work with organisations such as Council of Single Mothers and their Children that represent
parents, and the Department of Education and Training to ensure all government schools fulfil their
obligations to economically disadvantaged children including those experiencing insecure housing
and homelessness.
“I believe the answer is more housing cooperatives by nonprofit organisations like South East Housing
Cooperative. In my local area a house has sat condemned for nearly 6 years. A housing cooperative
house has been cleaned up in 2 months and housed a single parent or low income parent/person.
We need more properties that can be adjusted to fit more women and their families with the assistance
of government funding. Nonprofit organisation run extremely well and profits are reinvested homes.”1

The changing scale and nature of homelessness across Victoria
Nationally, 32% of sole parent families, of whom 82% are single mother headed, are living in poverty.
The implication of this is that 39% of children in sole parent families are growing up in poverty compared
with 13% of children in partnered families.2 The accepted definition of poverty in Australia is 50% of
median income before housing costs.
Looking at Victoria, we see that:
 Of the 1,532,077 families, 12.7% or 194,245 are single mother families.
 The percentage of single parent families in housing stress has been steadily rising since 2001 from
32.9% to 50% in 2016.3 82.2% of these are single mother headed families.4
According to the Anglicare Victoria, Rental Affordability Snapshot 2019:
 0.3% of properties are affordable for single parents on the minimum wage in metropolitan
Melbourne.
 Those in regional Victoria who also receive Family Tax Benefits have access to 11% of properties,
down from 14.7% in 2018.
 Single parents whose primary source of income is the Parenting Payment or Newstart have access to
no rental properties across all 31 LGAs in metropolitan Melbourne.
 In regional, rural and coastal LGAs, only 2% of available listings are appropriate and affordable to
these single parents.
1

Single mother comment from responses to CSMC Facebook post and bulletin to our members
Davidson, P., Saunders, P., Bradbury, B. and Wong, M. (2018), Poverty in Australia, 2018. ACOSS/UNSW Poverty
and Inequality Partnership Report No. 2, Sydney: ACOSS, page 13. Accessed at: https://www.acoss.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2018/10/ACOSS Poverty-in-Australia-Report Web-Final.pdf
3
State of Victoria’s Children 2017 - A Focus on Health and Wellbeing pg. 52. Accessed at:
https://www.education.vic.gov.au/Documents/about/research/SOV-2017-research.pdf
4
ABS 2016 Census Quick Stats. Accessed at:
https://quickstats.censusdata.abs.gov.au/census services/getproduct/census/2016/quickstat/2
2
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The report concludes that: “Using all single with children categories (Parenting Payment, Newstart
and minimum wage with access to Family Tax Benefits) it is clear that many mothers leaving family
violence situations will experience significant housing stress. Since some of the most affordable LGAs
in metropolitan Melbourne are characterised by high levels of crime, child maltreatment and family
violence, ‘choices’ available to these women and their children are limited. Regional and rural
locations may not be as socially and economically disadvantaged, but they can come with other
problems such as social isolation and lack of access to support.”5

Figure 1: Housing situation by income level (n=867).

Council of Single Mothers and their Children research
A national survey of over 1000 single mothers by Council of Single Mothers and their Children collected
data on respondents’ housing situation (figure 1 below). 31% of respondents live in their own home
(with or without a mortgage); given the difficulty in securing public and social housing even for those on
the lowest incomes, nearly 50% of survey respondents are in the private rental market; 6.5% in social
housing; and one in eight (12.6%) in insecure housing indicating an increased risk of homelessness.6

Our report, which contains the figure above (page 34), cites national data relating to housing stress.
Notably, HILDA puts renters in the private rental market (which is the majority of single mothers earning
less than $80,000) at considerably more risk of financial stress than people in other housing situations.
HILDA further defines housing stress as when housing costs rise above 30% of household income and
describes single parent families as having the highest rate of housing stress.7 SGS Economics & Planning:
Rental Affordability Index estimates that 82% of low income single mother households are living in
5

Anglicare Victoria: Rental Affordability 2019 Victoria Snapshot Accessed at: https://www.anglicarevic.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2019/04/41 Rental Affordability Report FA LR 03.pdf
6
Andi Sebastian and Irit Ziv: One in eight families: Australian single mothers’ lives revealed. Report of a national
survey undertaken in 2018 by the Council of Single Mothers and their Children. 2019 Available at:
https://www.csmc.org.au/publications/national-survey/
7
HILDA-The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey: Selected Findings from Waves 1 to 16, p.
48 Accessed at: https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0009/2874177/HILDAreport Low-Res 10.10.18.pdf
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rental stress. They note that women who earn $41,600 per annum or less, thus including all those on
government income support, are paying between 40% - 70% of their income on rent.8
These national figures on housing stress are the backdrop to figure 1 above. An annual income of
$20,000-$40,000 is wildly insufficient in today’s economy to provide private rental accommodation for a
family along with food, utility and other costs, education, clothing and social engagement for mother
and children.
CSMC believes Australia’s future is dependent on the success of our children’s development regardless
of their parent’s circumstances. Across countries, research demonstrates that the conditions under
which women are able to raise their children are critical to the life outcomes for each child and thus, to
the social and economic outcomes for the country. The 2016 Boyer lectures highlighted the work of Sir
Michael Marmot and the relationship of social health determinants to the continuing wellbeing of the
country. While Australia still rates well in global scales, Marmot points to growing inequalities that will
affect the health and wellbeing of citizens and thereby, our economy. He contends that remedies
include “greater equity of power, money and resources”. Recent research from the OECD supports an
emerging consensus that “addressing high and growing inequality is critical to promote strong and
sustained growth”.
CSMC notes this work because the current poverty levels in single mother families in Victoria, as
throughout Australia, are in our view largely Federal government induced, with both Howard and Gillard
governments enacting legislation to shift single parents from the Parenting Payment Single to Newstart
when their youngest child turns 8. We contend this Federal government policy is having real implications
at State and Territory levels with housing a prime example, and in conjunction with other factors above
and below is worsening the housing insecurity levels of Victorian single mothers and their children.

8

SGS Economics & Planning: Rental Affordability Index, Key Findings. November 2018 Release. Accessed at:
https://www.sgsep.com.au/application/files/8015/4336/9561/RAI Nov 2018 - high quality.pdf
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The many social, economic and policy factors that impact on
homelessness
The following comments and arrangement of priorities reflect our work with and knowledge of the
social, economic and policy factors affecting the homelessness of single mothers and their children. We
recognise there are many other contributing factors affecting other populations.

Family violence & family law
Many women coming out of family violence are so confronted by the absolute poverty they must
assume, combined with the complete lack of understanding they encounter from a range of services,
that some return to the situation of abuse. Others turn to sex work, opportunistic work and the gig
economy to survive.
56% of respondents to our national survey of single mothers had been involved with the Family Law and
nearly 79% of these say they or their children had experienced family violence.9
This very high proportion is in line with other findings that show the families who utilise the Family Law
courts are those with highly complex matters involving family violence, at times in conjunction with drug
and alcohol issues and/or mental health issues. “Among parents who use courts to resolve their
parenting issues, 85% report a history of emotional abuse and more than half (54%) report physical hurt
from their former partner. These patterns are similar among parents who use lawyer-led negotiation to
resolve parenting arrangement but physical hurt is less common in this group (39%)” 10
The Royal Commission into Family Violence notes the continuing impact of violence after separation,
“either directly, through continued stalking, assaults or harassment, or in more indirect ways - for
example, by withholding child support, delaying a property settlement or dragging out legal proceedings.
In recent times, technology facilitated abuse - for example, surveillance and monitoring using phone
apps and other software - has emerged as a new way of stalking victims even after the relationship has
ended.”11
This report goes on to note the long lasting and serious effects of family violence, much of which we see
as occasioned by enforced and continuing involvement with the family law. “Physical injuries can be
debilitating and lifelong. But the violence also takes an enormous toll on a person’s mental health and
wellbeing: it can be very difficult to recover and rebuild after being belittled, denigrated and made to feel
worthless, sometimes for years. The negative effects of family violence can be particularly profound for

9

Andi Sebastian and Irit Ziv: One in eight families: Australian single mothers’ lives revealed. Report of a national
survey undertaken in 2018 by the Council of Single Mothers and their Children. 2019 pages 36-43. Available at:
https://www.csmc.org.au/publications/national-survey/
10
Rae Kaspiew et al, Evaluation of the 2012 Family Violence Amendments: Synthesis Report (Australian Institute of
Family Studies, 2015). Accessed at: https://aifs.gov.au/publications/evaluation-2012-family-violence-amendments
11

Royal Commission into Family Violence, Summary and Recommendations, March 2016. Accessed at:
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file uploads/1a RFV 112ppA4 SummaryRecommendations.WEB DXQyLhqv.
pdf
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children, who can carry into adulthood the burden of being victimised themselves or witnessing violence
in their home.”12
Women become single mothers for many reasons including family violence, marital breakdown, the
death of a husband or partner, an unexpected or a planned pregnancy, and sometimes as an act of
choice. While in many circumstances public sympathy and government support is increasing in respect
of understanding and mitigating the effects of family violence, single mothers and their children are a
particular group who too often continue to carry the negative effects of family violence for a long time.
We see the continuing impacts of family violence and engagement with family law courts manifest in
respect of housing including:
 Women who have lost their houses, businesses and/ or incomes through drawn out processes in the
family law courts, left with poor housing options, sometimes homeless with or without their
children.
 Women who struggle to keep it together through the years their children are growing up, who have
lost so much they are among the new face of homelessness: the older women with no resources.
 Families couch surfing for months at a time, living in temporary, unsuitable accommodation such as
a caravan park, or sleeping together in a single room in an overcrowded house with extended family.
 Gaps in the system punishing women for attempting to be independent after escaping violence,
later unable to access help because they are beyond the timeframe for emergency assistance.
 Compounding issues for both women and children including mental health, difficulties dealing with
Centrelink and other parts of the system (including government schools) that make them feel ‘as
bad as I did when I was getting shat on every day’.13
The Royal Commission into Family Violence, “considers that three pillars of recovery—secure and
affordable housing, financial security, and health and wellbeing—are essential.
The first pillar of recovery is housing. Safe and affordable housing is central to stabilising a victim’s life.
Without the certainty of knowing where they will live, a victim cannot plan for the future: if they are not
returning home, they need to know where their children will go to school, how they themselves will get
to work, or even where they might seek work. With stable accommodation they can turn their mind to
rebuilding their own and their children’s lives and (re)connecting with the community.
The Commission recommends expanded housing assistance in the form of private rental assistance,
rental subsidies and material assistance to establish a new home. Such support should be explicitly linked
to consideration of education and employment assistance to build women’s economic security and
resilience.14

12

Ibid.
Single mother comment
14
Royal Commission into Family Violence, Summary Report pg. 29
13
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“Single parents are sometimes fleeing violence but also ongoing abuse some ten years later, a broken
court system where stressful court proceedings & mental health issues threaten to negatively affect
theirs and their children’s lives. The fear or inability to address these issues affecting work prospects.
Compound trauma from fleeing narcissism. Pressure to attend Centrelink appointments and
requirements affect mental health exponentially.”15
“The timeframe in which you can claim assistance after domestic violence. Some people have an initial
safe place they can go to. Recovering after DV is a personal journey, some people are able to untangle
themselves quite quickly. Others take time, sometimes years. PTSD is a hard thing to live with.
Timeframes shame victims who have survived unknowingly on autopilot for so long and are only able to
start addressing the past and begin to heal months, years down the track. It's like saying our trauma isn't
valid.”16
From the Support Line
Aisha and her children had fled family violence, were homeless and moving from family member to
family member. Whilst saving to pay for rent in advance and bond on a new property, she had a large
sum of money deducted from her Centrelink payments leaving her short and unable to purchase
necessities for her children. The alleged debt was incurred some years back when she was in paid
employment. She was unable to access her paperwork stored in the home where her ex-partner still
resided. She was distraught trying to juggle the loss in income, their homelessness, the children’s
needs, and ongoing threats from her ex-partner.

15
16

Single mother comment
Single mother comment
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Child support
Generally speaking, we believe the government, housing providers, Centrelink and other services
demonstrate low understanding of the way in which the issue of the payment of child support plays out
in the lives of separated parents and their children, particularly single mother families who have escaped
violence and are trying to rebuild their lives with the support of a government income.
Briefly:
 Australia has a national unpaid debt of $1.6B owing in assessed child support in public collection
arrangements. This is not the whole debt as Services Australia, the Federal government department
responsible for the public collection arrangements, assumes in its annual reports that 100% of
assessed child support in private collection arrangements is paid in full and on time. We know this is
not the case.
 We contend this is a serious public policy issue as research estimates based on the HILDA data show
that when received, child support “payments reduced lone mothers’ poverty rate by 21 per cent.”17
 The receiving parent, usually the mother, suffers Centrelink penalties when payment is late and
back-paid in a lump sum. These mothers who usually receive the Family Tax Benefit find themselves
facing a Centrelink ‘debt’ and are then disadvantaged for the time it takes to repay that. This has
huge ramifications for the direct debit of rent, payment of school fees and other living expenses.
 The structure of the child support system has, from its outset, pitted separating parents against each
other. A major government inquiry into the system in 2015 recommended the government directly
pays the child support to the the parent with care of the children and then recover it through the tax
system. No government since has been willing to consider this option.
“Some parents use loopholes to avoid paying child support but can afford holidays overseas and
interstate? Meanwhile the other parent receives only enough to buy a small bag of groceries in child
support.”18

From the Support Line
Jane faced losing her house when her ex-partner applied for
a 50:50 shared care arrangement with their children. This
reduced his child support liability to zero. She experienced a
substantial drop in her income and was unable to keep up
with her mortgage repayments. Despite the ‘shared care’
arrangement, the father refused to pay a share of the
children’s expenses (school, health care, clothing etc.), and
often did not care for the children at arranged times. The
mother concluded that his motivation for ‘shared care’ was
to reduce his child support obligations, rather than to
provide care for the children.

17

Skinner, C, Cook, K, Sinclair, S (2017): The potential of child support to reduce lone mother poverty: comparing
population survey data in Australia and the UK, Journal of Poverty and Social Justice, vol 25 no 1, 79-94.
18
Single mother comment
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Newstart and other government income payments and conditions
Australia-wide there are calls to lift Newstart and broad understanding that it is far too low to sustain a
reasonable level of housing, nutrition, general and oral health, and present well in the search for
employment. Added to this, and not always as well understood, are the dilemma Newstart and other
income payments and welfare conditions pose for single mothers. Briefly:
 Lack of sufficient income is the main reason for many single mother families becoming homeless.
 When the youngest child turns eight years old, single parents on the Parenting Payment Single are
moved onto Newstart which is $140-$160 less per fortnight. This is a critical point for intervention as
many families have to move to cheaper housing at this time due to decreased income.
 Another critical point is when the youngest child is 16 years and rent assistance ceases. This is a key
moment when very low income women who have not managed to find and maintain some level of
paid employment are faced with homelessness, sometimes also with an older child.
 Paying above 50% and up to 70% of income in rent alone is not sustainable for women with children.
Most support services will not provide any assistance if rent is 55% or more of the woman’s income.
 Many of the houses that are available to parents on such very low incomes are in areas with poor
amenities and high levels of risk.
 Many sole parents are caring for children who have emotional and physical issues that require great
support to get them to school and sustain them there, leaving only four to five hours per day to be
at work.
 The Targeted Compliance Framework instituted in mid-2018 in relation to JobActive, ParentsNext
and Disability Employment Services, is proving highly controversial in its application of penalties and
suspension of payments.19 A parliamentary inquiry found that in a six month period, suspension of
payment occurred to 31% of the participants in ParentsNext, all of whom are parents of very young
children and the majority of whom are single mothers.20 The Inquiry heard evidence that for many
of these people, suspension of payments interrupted direct debits including for rent and in some
cases, led to eviction and black marks on their rental record. Around 2% of the people who had their
payments have not re-engaged with the social security system and there is no clear evidence about
who they are and how they are coping. Anecdotally, we hear that many of these people are among
the most disadvantaged single parents, are surviving in family and friend networks, and in the illegal
and informal work sectors.
 Flexible work options that enable parents to manage their sole parenting responsibilities are few
and far between and for many women, when they do arise, they are poorly paid and exploitative in
various ways.
 The constant search for work that is unattainable is seriously damaging to any person’s self-esteem
and where that person is a sole parent can have highly negative consequences on their abilities to
parent well and on the children observing their parent’s pain.
 Some children who feel their parent is failing to provide for them when the income barely covers
rent food and school costs become resentful toward their parent. Tragically, in some cases where
the family escaped violence, an older child becomes violent toward their mother.
19

Dr Simone Casey: Social Security Rights and the Targeted Compliance Framework, Published online 8 February
2019 National Social Security Network. Accessed at: https://www.nssrn.org.au/social-security-rights-review/socialsecurity-rights-and-the-targeted-compliance-framework/
20
The Senate, Community Affairs: ParentsNext, including its trial and subsequent broader rollout
https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/committees/reportsen/024267/toc pdf/ParentsNext,includingitstr
ialandsubsequentbroaderrollout.pdf;fileType=application%2Fpdf, see pg. 52

14 of 20

LC LSIC Inquiry into Homelessness
submission 295






Many single mothers are firmly of the view that they have a job and that is parenting. That said, in
our survey close to 65% of single mothers are working and another 9% are actively seeking work.
Mothers who find themselves unable to provide the basics for their children, such as enough food to
provide lunches and cover school costs such as fees and books, feel keenly the disapproval or pity of
school authorities and over time tend to internalise the stigma.
We know of mothers who find the system so intolerable they remove themselves entirely or
partially out of it and find additional sustenance in the informal and barely legal sectors.

“A single parent cannot survive on Newstart! So there’s no hope of paying rent on it! A single parent’s
first ‘job’ is to the children. Take single parents off Newstart, give us a regular payment that allows us to
feed clothe and house our children, give us exemptions from job search requirements till our children are
at least 14. Give single parents vouchers for school supplies, sports equipment and sessions, classes and
swimming lessons on top of our payment, so our kids can have the same access to extracurricular
activities too. A higher rate of rent assistance for single parents.”21
“Chucking parents on Newstart (and the too low amount) and the way the government uses nasty Job
Service Providers to torment sole parents (and the unemployed). The ability of Job Service Providers to
financially penalise their 'clients'. All these things lead to possible homelessness. The feds have a lot to
answer for.”22
“The original concept of welfare payments was for a working man's base wage in 1920 to survive at the
most for 2 months in between jobs. It was never enough then and doesn't now look at the situation of
mum's supporting families and struggling with trauma and the pressure to return to work.”23

Structural gaps and policy disjunctions in service provision
Stigma: Securing affordable housing and keeping up with increasing rents in a climate of a major
housing shortage continues to impact single mother families. Workers on the Support Line hear quite
often from women who have applied and been knocked back for 30 or more properties, despite having
good rental histories and capacity to pay. This issue is also raised regularly on our Share House Register.
For those who have previously defaulted on rental payments, the situation is particularly dire.
Community housing: We hear from women living in community housing who are struggling to afford
the rent charged by their registered housing agency. As there is no one standard model for setting rents
across community housing, rent calculations can vary according to the type and ownership of a
property.
An issue particular to single mother families is that housing providers include child support payments as
income in rent calculations. Where the child support has not been paid or is paid erratically, women are
finding that not only are they paying higher rent but they are receiving less income through Family Tax
Benefit payments and no child support, putting them in severe financial difficulties. As social housing is
available to anyone earning up to $80,000 p.a. single mothers also raise with us their concern that
21
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private providers increasingly seem to be moving towards accepting only those on the higher income
levels.
An issue affecting single mothers receiving Carer Allowance is the inclusion of this non-taxable payment
as income when calculating rent. Some housing providers do not seem to have clear processes in place
when explaining rent calculations to new tenants, causing confusion and distress for those already
struggling with family members with a major health issue or disability.
Compounding issues: Income security and poverty, homelessness or risk of homelessness and health
and mental health issues are quite often key issues facing single mothers calling the Support Line. The
interconnections between all three creates a revolving cycle of uncertainty and despair. The sector and
wider community has been calling for an increase to Newstart Allowance, an injection of funds to the
housing sector and better access to affordable health and mental health services for some time. These
will go a long way in improving the lives of single mother families, both the mothers who are often
facing huge barriers in providing for their children and maintaining their own health and wellbeing and
for their children whose physical, social and emotional wellbeing is directly impacted by their housing
situation.
Emergency assistance: We often have single mother seeking assistance with rent in advance and the
payment of a bond. Specialist housing providers tell us they have no money to assist with rent in
advance but have it for emergency housing. This is counter-productive in our view as if they could help
with rent in advance and the bond, that person would not have to become homeless to be eligible for
assistance. Our most recent instance of this dilemma which occurred during the writing of this
submission, involves a mother who has with her children, been homeless since November
Children: Women who tell us they are struggling to get approved by landlords for rental properties
often associate the decision with the fact they have children. They base this on real estate agent
comments, and approvals by real estate agent that are withdrawn after discussions with the landlord.
We note that adjustments to the Tenancy Regulations maintain the right of property owners to
determine whether or not a property is suitable for children.
Whatever the limitations of private renting arrangements for single mother families, children often bear
the brunt of the stress induced by not knowing where they are going to live. The fifty years’ experience
of Council of Single Mothers and their Children is that single mothers work immensely hard to keep
hardship from disturbing their children. Grown children of single mothers now tell us they had no idea in
their childhood how bad things often were for their mothers. Yet despite this, the combined factors of
increasing lack of affordable housing, Centrelink restrictions, and limitations on the availability of
suitable work are increasing the anxiety of mothers to such an extent that studies are now showing clear
impacts on the children. Research shows it is not having a single parent that is damaging to children, but
living in poverty - particularly with insecure housing - that has lifelong effects. Anxiety and depression
often accompany these children through their formative years. Not knowing if they will have to move,
be able to maintain friendships or have to change schools takes its toll.
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Mothers who have been or are homeless with their children tell us their children feel the effects of
sleeping in cars, on couches, in garages, in unsafe boarding houses, and that they miss more school than
is ideal because they are not well or have to move again.
One caller was forced to separate her family, with her eldest going to rent with friends whilst her son,
who was completing VCE, remained with her in a rooming house. Other mothers have had to leave
younger children with grandparents and other family members while they take jobs further away from
the children’s schooling. Some mothers tell us their children are in a combination of childcare, school,
and before and after school care for up to eleven hours a day due to her travel for work and juggle to
maintain a consistent education and friend base for the children.
The CSMC database allows us to see the high rates of housing turnover as families move from one
property to the next due to eviction, to escape family violence or in search of cheaper rent. The impact
on children can be considerable.
From the Support Line:
Leanne was at risk of homelessness when she rang. Her real estate agent would not renew the lease on
her property due to damage caused by her 13-year-old child who had a developmental delay. Leanne
had been approved for a new property but could not afford the four week’s bond or rent in advance as
she had many costs resulting from fleeing violence in another state. Her daughter was starting Year 7
and she had not purchased any school items due to lack of funds.
When Grace called, she was four weeks behind in her rent and had received an eviction notice. Her rent
was more than 55% of her income (a Centrelink Carer Payment) but was reluctant to move in her
daughter’s final VCE years. She was struggling with the payment of school fees and was still paying
through direct debit for her eldest daughter who had graduated the previous year. Whilst the deduction
was only $10 per week, this had a huge impact on her ability to afford food and shelter. On top of this,
the school book supplier had made an error resulting in many families purchasing an old edition text
book. Families were advised by the school that the new edition had to be purchased and were not
offered recompense for the money already spent or a replacement.
Schools: While Victoria has quite good payment policies relating to payment of school fees, these very
often do not filter to the school level and are a source of great distress for both mothers and children. As
Council of Single Mothers and their Children runs a back to school financial aid program for secondary
students, we have a high percentage of calls each year relating to school cost issues including:





Consistent reductions in state school supplements including:
o Supplements to assist low income families to pay school fees and purchase uniforms and text
books were cut in 2013, reducing subsidies to these families by $770.
o The School Kids Bonus was scrapped in 2014. At the time, the School Kids Bonus was two
payments per year of $205 for primary school aged children and two payments of $410 for
high school aged kids, making it a big loss.
The increasing use by government schools of annual invoices which lump together essential and
voluntary items, making many parents feel obliged to pay the greater sum.
Poor responses from some schools when parents ask for time to pay.
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Lack of conformity of some schools with the State policy.

Mothers tell us about the stigma and shame occasioned by such incidents as:
 a school officer telling a child they will not be allowed to do x (e.g. sport, excursion, computer
activities) until ‘your mother pays the school fees’;
 not having the proper school equipment, clothes, or nutritious and adequate food for lunch;
 not being able to participate in the standard curriculum because they can’t afford the $200
calculator required for maths or have been sent home because they have the incorrect uniform;
 and not being able to participate in sports, music, drama and other extra-curricular activities
because they cannot afford fees and equipment.
Monitoring and evaluation: Housing support services are generally run within guidelines that require an
individual to make and persist with a complaint before practices are revised. Given the vulnerability of
people facing eviction and/ or homelessness, we believe a better system needs to be in place to
regularly review and report on all the services in place to support people with housing in Victoria.

Housing affordability
“Mortgage assistance for those of us who have worked tirelessly to provide a stable and safe
environment for ourselves and our children... but sometimes life happens like being unwell, mental
health issues, impacts of DV, losing a job, contracts end etc. and finding employment is ridiculously hard.
The lack of financial assistance to ensure that I don’t lose my home is non-existent. Instead I’m made to
feel punished for wanting stability and routine. Again - it’s our safe place. History will show I’ve always
worked hard, had more than one job at the same time, most times... but all they see is a single mother
on benefits and so they simply assume they know me and my story.”
“No affordable housing. No emergency housing available. Limited resources due to payments being
unrealistic such as rent assistance.”
“There's not enough affordable housing. Shelters are not for everyone.”24
From the Support Line
The following story is common to a number of calls we receive from single mothers looking for advice
about housing options.
This woman lived in the eastern suburbs and had been informed by her real estate agent that the house
was going to be demolished to make way for the development of units. She had been struggling with
substandard conditions for a number of years including old heating which pushed her electricity prices
up, repairs that kept being overlooked or disregarded, and damp conditions that continued to produce
mould no matter how many times she cleaned it off. She had put up with the situation because it was
the only place she could afford in her area where rent has increased significantly, and she didn’t want to
leave the school district as her children were settled. They had a good set of friends (crucial for
teenagers) and were doing very well at school. She was distressed and anxious about the prospect of
leaving the area.

24
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Common elements in this story with others we hear are:
 Electricity costs are high to run old appliances such as fridges and washing machines.
 Rentals that are safe and appropriate for single women with children cost more than most low
income single mothers receiving the minimum wage or social security can afford, once the costs
of utilities, food, schooling, basic technology, clothing and transport are taken into account. 25
 Even the essential school requirements cost a great deal: fees, mandated computer equipment,
stationery and textbooks, mathematic calculators, uniforms, shoes, and excursions.
 Single mother families thus often have to rely on utility relief grants, church food hampers and
food vouchers to get through a year.
“Government assistance with buying a house for single parents who need to start again but are no
longer eligible for the first home owners' grant. Many people, especially women, lose a lot during the
process of separation & it can make getting back into the housing market extremely difficult if not
impossible.”26

25

See for example, DHHS Rental Report, December 2019. Accessed at:
https://www.dhhs.vic.gov.au/publications/rental-report
26
Single mother comments
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