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The Australian Association of
Social Workers
The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) is
the professional body representing more than 12,000
social workers throughout Australia. We set the
benchmark for professional education and practice in
social work, and advocate on matters of human rights,
discrimination, and matters that influence people’s
quality of life.

The social work profession
Social work is a tertiary qualified profession recognised internationally that pursues social justice
and human rights. Social workers aim to enhance the quality of life of every member of society and
empower them to develop their full potential. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective
responsibility and respect for diversity are central to the profession, and are underpinned by theories
of social work, social sciences, humanities and Indigenous knowledges. Professional social workers
consider the relationship between biological, psychological, social and cultural factors and how they
influence a person’s health, wellbeing and development. Social workers work with individuals,
families, groups and communities. They maintain a dual focus on improving human wellbeing; and
identifying and addressing any external issues (known as systemic or structural issues) that detract
from wellbeing, such as inequality, injustice and discrimination.

Social Work, Housing support, and Homelessness
Many AASW members working across Victoria are involved in the delivery or planning of housing
support and homelessness services in a range of fields of practice. Social workers across all fields of
practice in Victoria daily bear direct witness to the devastating impacts of homelessness on people’s
lives and their multitude of vulnerabilities. They work within Specialist Homeless Services (SHS),
crisis accommodation, housing information and referral, assistance with care and housing (ACH),
foyers and youth refuges and in women’s refuges. In addition, members who work in other areas of
practice frequently encounter the negative consequences of housing insecurity or homelessness for
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the people they are working with. For instance, discharge planning from hospital or rehabilitation
services. Social workers in acute health and corrections settings who are involved in discharge
planning regularly report that many of their clients remain for longer periods than required or are
discharged into absolute homelessness due to the unavailability of affordable housing.
Social workers working at the direct service level have worked with many other people whose
circumstances are also exacerbated by the lack of affordable housing. Examples include women and
children who are unable to leave situations of family violence, parents who face extensive delays
when seeking to be reunified with their children, and people unable to leave temporary
accommodation services due to the unavailability of more permanent accommodation. There have
also been reports that people can be afraid of presenting to homelessness services as they fear they
will lose their children unless thay can provide secure accommodation for them.1
Social workers are committed to working with individuals, groups, and communities to promote the
pursuit and achievement of equality in Australian society. Social workers directly assist individuals
and families to locate and maintain secure and affordable housing but experience increasing
difficulties in achieving these outcomes. Furthermore, social workers are committed to making a
prosperous country such as Australia more equitable by advocating for the provision of affordable
housing for all. Social workers promote distributive justice and social fairness, acting to reduce
barriers and expand the choice and potential for all persons, with special regard for those who face
disadvantage, vulnerability, oppression, or have exceptional needs.
Social workers also undertake research and practise in social policy development, administration,
management, consultancy, education, training, supervision, and evaluation within different levels of
government and non-government services. This includes developing housing and homelessness
policies that have an impact upon individuals and families experiencing difficulties accessing or
maintaining their housing. Social workers also engage in research to better understand the
interrelationships and intersectionality of homelessness.

Our submission
The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) congratulates the Victorian Parliament for
undertaking this inquiry into homelessness and welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission.
As identified in the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESC) and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, housing is a human right.2 3 Therefore, homelessness is a
violation of human rights. In addition, the Charter of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006 (Vic)
affirms such international human rights standards in Victoria. Therefore, securing affordable housing

1

Heather Douglas and Tamara Walsh 2009, "Mothers, Domestic Violence, And Child Protection", Violence Against Women
16(5), p. 489-508, doi:10.1177/1077801210365887
2
Unversal Declaration of Human Rights art. 25(1)
3
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights art. 11(1) General Comment No. 4
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for all Victorians should be the ultimate aim of any response to reducing housing stress, preventing
loss of a secure home, and linking those who have no home to sustainable and supported housing.
Recommendation
1. That specific homelessness responses be immediately expanded to include more flexible
service delivery models with greater duration of support-trauma informed and responses to
the range of age cohorts – including flexible case management models for older people who
are homeless or at risk of homelessness.
2. That the Victorian Government explores a form of the Secure Tenancy Guarantee Scheme
that provides a rent subsidy to all young people leaving care so that they pay no more than 25
per cent of their income for their housing up to the age of 25.
3. That the recommendations relating to housing from the 2015 Victorian Royal Commission into
Family Violence, in particular, private rental brokerage, head leasing properties, and
increasing beds in refuges, be given more funding to meet the increase in demand.
4. That programs similar to Home at Last, managed and delivered by Housing for the Aged
Action Group, and similarly the federally funded Assistance with Care and Housing program,
be properly funded, including funding for brokerage, and implemented state-wide to cohorts
whose underlying needs require extra support to secure appropriate housing.
5. That the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA) be expanded to ensure
that the money spent be proportionally increased to meet expressed needs.
6. That social housing stock be renewed and increased.
7. That the Victorian Government increases the number of units available through the Victorian
Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Plan to meet its increasing demand.
8. That housing and homelessness services are interconnected with services that meet other
intersecting needs, such as family violence, mental health, and drug and alcohol, to support
people holistically and reduce the risk of a homelessness relapse.
9. That early intervention programs be introduced more widely to prevent homelessness
amongst families and children and therefore break the cycle of homelessness and housing
insecurity.

The AASW’s Response to Terms of References
Shortages in affordable housing directly affect the health, educational, employment, and emotional
wellbeing of individuals, families and communities. Homelessness is the experience or situation of
not being able to access safe, secure, affordable or accessible housing consistent with the widely
used culturally relative definition which identifies three levels of homelessness-street homelessness
or in cars or squats, temporarily living in other peoples’ homes, and rooming houses-frequently
leading to overcrowding.
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The demographic and nature of homelessness in Victoria
Housing stress and the risk of or actual experience of homelessness directly affects the health,
educational, employment, and emotional wellbeing of individuals and families. It impacts upon both
current and future wellbeing and life-chances. However, several groups are more vulnerable to
homelessness and its negative impacts.
Children
In Victoria, homelessness figures show that almost 1 in 6 Victorians experiencing homelessness are
under the age of 12 and nearly a third of people approaching homelessness services in Victoria are
accompanied by children.4 The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) revealed a startling
67.8% increase in children experiencing homelessness in Victoria in the past five years. 5 In 2018–19,
there were 26,810 children under the age of 18 in contact with Victorian homelessness services.
6There

are a similar number of children amongst the 82,000 people registered on the social housing

waiting lists in Victoria.7 Social workers across different services work with children who are
experiencing homelessness and research shows these children:


often experience lower levels of safety and security;



may have lower self -esteem and increased anxiety, behavioural issues and mental
illness;



more likely to exhibit signs of distress such as bed-wetting;



suffer more frequent illnesses such as respiratory infections;



have higher rates of asthma, recurrent ear infections, vision problems, eczema, and
developmental delays;



are often reliant on hospital emergency departments and outpatient clinics for health care;



have lower immunisation rates;



grief and loss due to having to suddenly leave the family pet, a parent, extended family,
school or personal belongings behind;



are more likely to become homeless later in life due to diminished educational and work
opportunities if they are below the age of 10. 8 9

People with disability

Council to Homeless Persons 2020, ‘the impacts of homelessness on children’s education, https://chp.org.au/back-to-schoolthe-impacts-of-homelessness-on-childrens-education/, accessed 2 March 2020
5
Launch Housing 2018, ‘Homelessness and Children’,https://www.launchhousing.org.au/homelessness-and-children/,
accessed 3 March 2020
6
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2019, ‘Specialist Homelessness Services annual report 2018–19’,
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/shs-annual-report-18-19/data, accessed 10 March 2020
7
Christopher Knaus 2018, ‘Almost 25,000 children waiting for social housing in Victoria’, the Guardian,
https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2018/jun/06/almost-25000-children-waiting-for-social-housing-in-victoria,
accessed 10 March 2020
8
Amy Dworsky, Laura Napolitano and Mark Courtney, "Homelessness During The Transition From Foster Care To
Adulthood", American Journal Of Public Health 103, no. 2 (2013): S318-S323, doi:10.2105/ajph.2013.301455
9
Homelessness Australia 2016, ‘Homelessness and children’,
https://www.homelessnessaustralia.org.au/sites/homelessnessaus/files/2017-07/Homelessness and Children.pdf, accessed
th
6 March 2020
4
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People living with disabilities and with mental health problems often face challenges accessing
affordable housing. The lack of affordable housing is undermining the service system by creating
bottlenecks in crisis and short-term accommodation services as people are unable to find affordable
private accommodation.
Young people leaving state care
Homelessness is experienced disproportionately when young people leave state care and research
has shown they have a higher risk of experiencing recurring homelessness throughout their lifetime. 10
The result is cycling through services, temporary accommodation, and homelessness for many other
people that can persist throughout their lifetime. This is particularly critical if young people are
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in Victoria and have been in out of home care.11
Social workers identify three main reasons why young care leavers are more vulnerable to
homelessness:


Many were discouraged by the long wait times for public housing and the complicated
application process, and were often removed from public housing waiting lists due to their
high mobility and loss of contact with the appropriate housing office;



They felt that they were discriminated against in the private rental sector because of their age
and a prevailing view that young people were irresponsible tenants. They also lacked rental
references;



Private rental was not affordable for many care leavers, and they did not have the resources
to secure and maintain housing even if it were available.

Social workers indicated, however, that some care leavers had reliable and consistent social
connections who assisted them to access and maintain accommodation; used stable housing as a
base from which to start engaging with employment, training and education opportunities; and had
someone to fall back on if problems emerged. Indeed, the key to accessing and maintaining
independent housing was often the provision of meaningful support, both emotional and material,
including professional support.
Victims/witnesses of family violence
Family violence is a significant cause of homelessness among women and it is the primary cause of
not having a home for children. Social workers report frequently feeling that they are compromising
their professional ethical commitments by having no alternative accommodation for women and
children leaving violent family situations to unpredictable and risky accommodation options where
they are poorly protected from alleged partner perpetrators. An AASW member submited the

10

Stian H. Thoresen and Mark Liddiard, "Failure Of Care In State Care: In-Care Abuse And Postcare Homelessness", Children
Australia 36, no. 1 (2011): 4-11, doi:10.1375/jcas.36.1.4.
11
Family Matters Campaign 2019, Family Matters Report 2019, p. 51
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following case to demonstrate the housing problem of a woman who has experienced domestic
violence.
Joanie aged 62 years finally left after 28 years of a very abusive marriage with a controlling and
violent husband with no savings or income to rent in Melbourne with her daughter from
interstate. She faced challenging demands to obtain unemployment benefits and meet
obligatory job search requirements whilst battling health conditions due to the abuse she
experienced. The private rent she shared with her daughter had increased recently to reach
70% of their combined incomes, they were in arrears and faced imminent eviction &
homelessness. They were planning to sleep in their car if this happens.
This also means that children responding to the instability of being without a home are also often
processing the trauma of witnessing or experiencing violence. This trauma is exacerbated when
they must stay in motels or crisis accommodation, or couch-surf, alongside many people with
complex challenges, whose behaviours can be frightening. The impacts of trauma can cause further
disruptions to a child’s development and education – children may find themselves less able to
concentrate on schoolwork or to maintain friendships. They may withdraw from activities they
previously enjoyed, and experience mental health issues, including depression, anxiety, and mood
swings.
Even after being housed, the impacts of such trauma can remain with a young person if they don’t
receive the right support. Therefore, some children never re-engage with their education – even
once they are in secure housing. That then jeopardises their potential for future employment and
increases the risk of them experiencing homelessness in the future.

LGBTIQ people
Whilst there is mounting evidence that the risk and potential consequences of homelessness among
LGBTIQ people is heightened compared to the general population12, social workers recognise that
this community has not been identified as a key target group for direct policy and practice
interventions in Victoria. This is despite LGBTIQ people being at least twice as likely as those who
identify as heterosexual to experience homelessness13. Family conflict and rejection because of
their sexual orientation or gender identity has been identified as a major cause of homelessness for
this cohort, particularly amongst LGBTIQ young people from certain cultural backgrounds. Social
workers find that LGBTIQ people who have lived experience of homelessness are also more
vulnerable to bullying at school, poorer mental health, experiences of trauma and childhood abuse,

Marcus Didell 2019, ‘Ecological Factors and Psychological Distress: Understanding LGBT Homeless Youth within Systemic
Context’, Coming-out for LGBT: Psychology in the current international scenario, p. 82
13
Sharna de Lacy 2018, ‘LGBTI youth are more likely to experience homelessness’, StreetSmart,
https://streetsmartaustralia.org/lgbti-youth-are-more-likely-to-experience-homelessness/, accessed 10 March 2020
12
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substance abuse issues, survival sex, STIs and HIV, recurring and/or longer periods of
homelessness14.

Older people
Older people represent the fastest growing cohort of people experiencing homelessness and rough
sleeping. Older people in the 55-74 age group, in particular single women, were the fastest growing
group experiencing homelessness in the 2016 Census. In the decade to 2016, this group grew by
55%.15 This is also reflected the Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute’s report on service
use. This report shows a 26% increase over the past three years where older age was identified as a
presenting service issue and older Australians are increasingly experiencing financial and housing
insecurity.16 The Australian Bureau of Statistic (ABS) confirms there are now 173,196 people aged
over 55 receiving Newstart who are living on $275 a week or $39 a day.17 Social workers are
struggling to assist older people to locate housing anywhere in Victoria that is sustainable and safe on
this income. This trend is unlikely to change when wages stagnate, the labour markets are
challenging for older workers to secure employment, and the Newstart Allowance has not increased
for 14 years. Therefore, homeless people in the 65-74 age group grew by nearly 38% in the five years
to 2016 due to rents increasing much faster than incomes.18

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders
The figures from the AIHW show that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are
disproportionately represented in the numbers experiencing homelessness. The 48,000 people
identifying as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander represent 0.8% of Victoria’s population (5.9 million)
but 9% of those presenting to Specialist Homelessness Services. 19 Social workers acknowledge that
transgenerational trauma and multiple disadvantages contribute to these higher numbers of
homelessness.

In particular, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are over 9 times as likely to be on care and
protection orders and 10 times more likely to be in out of home care than non-Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children.20 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander social workers argue that the

Nick J Mulé, Lori E Ross, Barry Deeprose, Beth E Jackson, Andrea Daley, Anna Travers and Dick Moore 2009, ‘Promoting
LGBT health and wellbeing through inclusive policy development’, International Journey for Equity in Health, vol. 8, no. 18, p.
6
15
Australian Bureau of Statistic 2016,’2049.0 - Census of Population and Housing: Estimating homelessness, 2016’,
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0, accessed 4 March 2020
16
Charmaine Thredgold, Andrew Beer, Carole Zufferey, Andrew Peters, and Angela Spinney 2019, ‘ An effective
homelessness services system for older Australians’, AHURI Final Report No. 322, Australian Housing and Urban Research
Institute Limited, Me bourne, Australia
17
Nicola Heath 2019, ‘Life on Newstart in your 60s: "No one wants to give someone my age a job’, Special Broadcasting
Service (SBS), https://www.sbs.com.au/topics/voices/health/article/2019/07/31/life-newstart-your-60s-no-one-wants-givesomeone-my-age-job, accessed 10 March 2020
18
Australian Bureau of Statistic 2016,’2049.0 - Census of Population and Housing: Estimating homelessness, 2016’,
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/2049.0, accessed 4 March 2020
19
Australian Institute of Health & Welfare 2019, Specialist Homelessness Services Collection, Canberra
20
Family Matters Campaign 2019, Family Matters Report 2019, Melbourne, Australia
14
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experience of family violence must be understood in the historical context of white settlement and
colonisation and their resulting (and continuing) impacts: cultural dispossession, breakdown of
community kinship systems and Aboriginal law, systemic racism and vilification, social and economic
exclusion, entrenched poverty, problematic substance use, inherited grief and trauma, and loss of
traditional roles and status. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people are overrepresented in the Australian child welfare system. However, there is not enough information on
young people’s experiences as they leave care, and greater numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander young people experience homelessness and present either to post care services or return to
youth services via homelessness or youth justice service pathways when their circumstances worsen.

Refugee and Asylum Seekers
Social workers working in community organisations report an increase in people needing support due
to the federal policy changes, including cuts to funding for asylum seekers and refugees in 2018. The
demand is already too high for many of them to meet. Many individuals and families are already
couch-surfing or living in over-crowded accommodation and rely on services such as the Asylum
Seekers Resource Centre (ASRC) for food. In 2018-2019, the ASRC program provided 25,062 nights
of shelter to 147 people, 80% of whom had no income or the right to work, and 14% were
experiencing mental or physical hardship that severely reduced their opportunities to be
independent.21

Rough sleepers in capital cities
The Homelessness Monitor reports that rough sleeping is increasing at a faster rate than other
forms of homelessness.22 The ABS shows that nationally, rough sleeping grew by 20% between
2011 and 2016. People sleeping rough are older than other people experiencing homelessness.
This would suggest people who are sleeping rough are likely to have experienced other forms of
homelessness (homeless services, couch surfing, marginal, or extreme overcrowded housing) prior
to sleeping rough. Importantly, it presents a very compelling argument for intervening early to find
sustainable solutions for young people experiencing homelessness to ensure that they do not move
into rough sleeping over time.
Recommendation
1.1. That specific homelessness responses be immediately expanded to include more flexible
service delivery models with greater duration of support-trauma informed and responses to the

Asylum Seekers Resource Centre 2019, ‘Annual Report 2019’, https://www.asrc.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2013/04/ASRC Annual-Report 1819.pdf, accessed 6th March 2020
21

Hal Pawson, Cameron Parsell, Peter Saunders, Trish Hill and Edgar Liu 2018, ‘Australian Homelessness Monitor 2018’,
Launch Housing,
https://www.launchhousing.org.au/site/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/LaunchHousing AHM2018 Report.pdf, accessed 3 March
2020
22
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range of age cohorts – including flexible case management models for older people who are
homeless or at risk of homelessness.
1.2. That the Victorian Government explores a form of the Secure Tenancy Guarantee Scheme that
provides a rent subsidy to all young people leaving care so that they pay no more than 25 per
cent of their income for their housing up to the age of 25.
1.3. That the recommendations relating to housing from the 2015 Victorian Royal Commission into
Family Violence, in particular, private rental brokerage, head leasing properties, and increasing
beds in refuges, be given more funding to meet the increase in demand.

The social, economic, and policy factors that impact on homelessness
Low level of social housing stock
Social workers can directly link the growing numbers of people who are homeless to the broader
context of decreasing affordable housing across Victoria, and this is directly caused by a range of
policies of both the federal and state governments. The Productivity Commission found for the
financial year 2017-2018 that Victoria spent half the amount per capita when compared to NSW on
social housing, and homelessness agencies are being strained by increased demand.23 The report’s
findings were confronting in Victoria, which was recorded as spending $530m on social housing,
below NSW ($1.37bn), Western Australia ($829m) and Queensland ($628m). Taking into account its
growing population, the Commission said Victoria’s expenditure equated to just $82.94 per person,
compared with $173.35 in NSW. The national average in 2016-17 stood at $166.93. Victoria’s per
person spending on social housing has also fallen each year since 2014-15, down from $95.92 per
person, the report shows.24
Allied to this problem is the decline in investment by Governments in public and social housing which
has continued for nearly 25 years.25 This has led to very long waiting lists and the targeting of social
and affordable housing to highly disadvantaged tenants with complex needs. A report into the Public
Housing Renewal Program in June 2018 rated Victoria as having the lowest proportion of social

Australian Productivity Commission 2018, ‘Report on Government Services-Housing’,
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2018/housing-and-homelessness/housing, accessed 2
March 2020
24
Australian Productivity Commission 2018, ‘Report on Government Services-Housing’,
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2018/housing-and-homelessness/housing, accessed 2
March 2020
25
Julie Lawson, Hal Pawson, Laurence Troy, Ryan van den Nouwelant and Carrie Hamilton 2018, Social housing as
infrastructure: an investment pathway, AHURI Final Report No. 306, Melbourne, https://www.ahuri.edu.au/research/finalreports/306, doi:10.18408/ahuri-5314301, accessed 4 March 2020
23
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housing units per capita in the country. About 3.5% of occupied units in Victoria were classed as
social housing, well below the national average of 4.5%. 26
Furthermore, the lack of social housing and affordable housing options for low income earners has
resulted in the use of boarding houses, caravan parks, and tents as long-term shelters for some
people. For the majority of household and income types captured in the recent Anglicare rental
snapshot, stable, secured, and suitable private rentals are inaccessible for low income earners. This
is particularly the case for those living on any form of income support, who are essentially priced out
of the private rental market and who are thus particularly vulnerable to housing and financial stress,
and potential homelessness.
Rapidly declining housing affordability
The decline in housing affordability is directly related to an increase in the risk of homelessness for a
vulnerable person. One Victorian AASW member in a Specialist Homeless Service reported that the
unaffordable level of private rent had drained their financial capacity for an extended period before
their eventual homelessness.
Home ownership at a national level is declining while at the same time house prices continue to rise.
The 2011 Census recorded that 67 per cent of Australian households were owner occupiers, by 2016
this had become 65.5 per cent.27 The number of households who own their home outright has fallen
since 1991 from 40.9 per cent to 31 per cent in 2016, while the number of households who own their
home with a mortgage has increased from 25.5 per cent to 34.5 per cent.28
The greatest increase in homelessness has been in inner city areas of capital cities. The ABS shows
that homelessness has increased the most in capital cities and that generally rates of increases have
been highest in the inner-city areas. Average house prices in 2019 were 8 times the average annual
household earnings in Melbourne.29 This in turn puts pressure on the rental market, with 80% of
private rental households earning the lowest 20% of incomes paying more than 30% of their income
in rent-housing stress.30

Legal and Social Issue Committee 2018, ‘Inquiry into the public Housing Renewal program’,
https://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/SCLSI/Public Housing Renewal Program/LSIC 5811 PHRP Text WEB.pdf, accessed 3 March 2020
27
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2019, ‘ Home ownership and housing tenure’,
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/home-ownership-and-housing-tenure accessed 4 March 2020
28
Australia Bureau of Statistic (ABS) 2016, ‘2071.0 - Census of Population and Housing: Reflecting Australia - Stories from
the Census, 2016’,
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0~2016~Main%20Features~Snapshot%20of%20Aus
tralia,%202016~2, accessed 3rd March 2020.
29
Ryan Fox and Richard Finlay 2012, ‘Dwelling Prices and Household Income’, Bulletin, Reserve Bank of Australia,
http://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2012/dec/pdf/bu-1212-2.pdf, accessed 2 March 2020
30
Kate Hulse, Margaret Reynolds, Judith Yates 2006, ‘Changes in the supply of affordable housing in the private sector for
lower income households, 2006-2011’, AHURI,
https://www.ahuri.edu.au/ data/assets/pdf file/0010/2035/AHURI Final Report No235 Changes-in-the-supply-ofaffordable-housing-in-the-private-rental-sector-for-lower-income-households,-2006-11.pdf, accessed 4 March 2020
26
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The inability to afford a house and its resultant homelessness have an intergenerational dimension.
Due to the soaring house prices and rentals, social workers work with young people who have just left
home and struggled to secure stable accommodation. In fact, the AIHW reports that the two largest
cohorts that experience overall homelessness are people aged 19-24 (17,725 people) and 25-34
(24,224 people), and the two largest cohorts experiencing rough sleeping are people aged 35-44
(1,756 people) and 45-54 (1,782 people).31 This data does not only show that young people are more
than 10 times likely to be homeless or rough sleepers, but it makes a compelling case that
homelessness is repeated across generations in Australia.

Financial incentives to own more than one house
Negative gearing of income from property was originally advanced as a policy to encourage
investment in increasing housing stock. However, over time it has been reported that there have been
unforeseen negative impacts on the housing market by forcing up the prices of established houses as
more and more investors enter the market, inflating prices and pushing housing out of reach for
people without an asset base against which to borrow more money. This inevitably excludes low
income families who wish to buy a home.
Inadequate level of income support for vulnerable people
Young people and young families living on the Newstart Allowance have little to no access to
affordable/appropriate rentals in both metropolitan and regional areas. While the most immediate
effect of the decline in housing affordability is homelessness for some, the more insidious effect is the
trapping of many households in poverty from which there seems little hope of escape. There has also
been an increasing number of older people spending years on Newstart.32
Recommendation
2.1. That programs similar to Home at Last, managed and delivered by Housing for the Aged Action
Group, and similarly the federally funded Assistance with Care and Housing program, be properly
funded, including funding for brokerage, and implemented state-wide to cohorts whose underlying
needs require extra support to secure appropriate housing.
2.2. That the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA) be expanded to ensure that
the money spent be proportionally increased to meet expressed needs.
2.3. That social housing stock be renewed and increased.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2018, ‘Sleeping rough: a profile of Specialist Homelessness Services clients’,
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/homelessness-services/sleeping-rough-profile-shs-clients/contents/summary, accessed 6th
March 2020
32
Australian Law Reform Commission 2012, ‘Newstart allowance and mature age job seeker’,
https://www.alrc.gov.au/publication/grey-areas-age-barriers-to-work-in-commonwealth-laws-dp-78/5-social-security/newstartallowance-and-mature-age-job-seekers/, accessed 3 March 2020
31
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The policies and practices that have a bearing on the delivery of homelessness
services
Our current service system is reactive as it places people in short term crisis accommodation until
they are “stabilised” and then into housing. Currently, 116,000 Australians are experiencing
homelessness and approximately 25,000 of them are trapped in the cycles of long-term
homelessness.33 Many people experiencing long-term homelessness report high levels of abuse
and other traumatic experiences, often first experienced in childhood. However, the current system
is crisis orientated with many social workers at the frontline unable to prevent the devastating impact
and costs to health and wellbeing for people without a home. This approach fails to address the
underlying issues that resulted in long-term homelessness, for example, shortage of affordable
housing, ongoing unemployment, mental health issues, substance abuse, failed transitions from
state care or prison, relationship breakdowns family violence, and trauma(s). Therefore, the current
system is ill-equipped to manage the level and intensity of support required to help people exit longterm homelessness.
Alternatively, ‘Housing First’ is a strategy that places people experiencing homelessness directly into
permanent and safe housing with “wrap around” support services to address complex needs as
mental health and alcohol and drug support. Although the Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental
Health System recommends boosting overall social services, social workers report that people leave
one level of health care back into homelessness. For example, the following case study
demonstrates how the current system perpetuates homelessness.
Neville is a 48-year-old man who became homeless and severely depressed after returning from
Christmas Island and Nauru having worked as a guard at these detention centres for 3 years. He
developed severe PTSD and was drinking heavily. After a six-week period of hospitalisation, a
Victorian AASW member started working with him to try to locate secure accommodation. He
was discharged in the form of being given a taxi voucher to a local Specialist Homeless Service.
As workers at the service could only refer him to a substandard private hotel, he decided to
couch surf temporarily with a former fellow patient. He however soon discovered this person was
still seriously unwell and paranoid, and Neville resorted to using ice over a period of a week to
stay awake constantly to avoid being stabbed.
This case study shows the disconnection between services, such as mental health and drug and
alcohol, and the wider housing and homelessness sector. If Neville had been placed into
appropriate housing as soon as possible, he may have been less likely to relapse into drug use.
Without appropriate housing pathways and service provisions that intersect, cases like Neville’s are
common.

Rosanna Scutella and Guy Johnson 2012, ‘Locating and Designing ‘Journeys Home’:
A Literature Review’, Melbourne Institute Working Paper Series Working Paper No. 11/12, Melbourne Institute of Applied
Economic and Social Research, Australia
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Recommendation
3.1. That the Victorian Government increases the number of units available through the Victorian
Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Plan to meet its increasing demand.
3.2. That housing and homelessness services are interconnected with services that meet other
intersecting needs, such as family violence, mental health, and drug and alcohol, to support people
holistically and reduce the risk of a homelessness relapse.
3.3. That early intervention programs be introduced more widely to prevent homelessness amongst
families and children and therefore break the cycle of homelessness and housing insecurity.

Conclusion
The International Convenant of on Econmics, Social, and Cultural Rights and the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights highlight housing as a human right. The AASW endorses this vision
and submits that the Victorian government needs to adopt a person-centred and right-based
appraoch to housing. This will include a series of policy and program endeavours to ensure
affordable and sufficient housing stock, delivering a targetted and integrated service appraoch to
address the complex needs of homeless people, and eventually preventing the people in a position
of vulnerability from entering homelessness. The AASW looks forward to continuing participation in
this important work.
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