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Chair
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Parliament of Victoria
COVID.committee@parliament.vic.gov.au

Dear Chair
Aboriginal Housing Victoria Submission to PAEC Inquiry into the Government’s COVID-19 Response
Aboriginal Housing Victoria (AHV) welcomes this opportunity to provide input into the Public
Accounts and Estimates Committee (PAEC) Inquiry into the Victorian State Government’s COVID-19
response.
AHV – Our Profile
Continuing frustration with the quality of housing and treatment of Aboriginal tenants led to the
establishment of the Aboriginal Housing Board of Victoria in 1981. Originating as a small community
organisation representing the Victorian Aboriginal communities, a partnership was formed with the
Victorian Government and bureaucracy as members advocated for the better treatment of Aboriginal
tenants and sought to influence housing policies and processes.
AHV achieved registration as a Housing Association in 2015; the only Aboriginal housing organisation
in Australia to achieve this accreditation. Our tenants are assured of access to an Aboriginal landlord
and personalised and culturally sensitive services for Aboriginal people.
Today AHV provides housing to around 3850 low income Aboriginal Victorians, which represents
approximately 8% of the total Victorian Aboriginal population.1 As at 30 June 2019, AHV had a
property portfolio of 1,565 properties, of which 1560 were owned (including our Scotchmer Street
Office and 16 blocks of vacant land). AHV owns or manages 1,548 housing units including 503
residential properties located in the North Region, 499 properties in the West Region and 546 in the
East Region.

1
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In 2018-2019 AHV led development of the state’s policy framework for Aboriginal Housing and
Homelessness – Mana-na worn-tyeen maar-takoort (Every Aboriginal Person Has a Home). The
Framework was launched in the Victorian Parliament in February 2020 with the Housing and Shadow
Housing Ministers and the, then, Minister for Aboriginal Affairs.
The Pandemic and Response
The pandemic has presented enormous risks and challenges for Victoria’s Indigenous population.
While it is well know that we experience greater health risks, higher morbidity and lower life
expectancy, it is less well known that Aboriginal people in Victoria have the highest levels of contact
with homeless services anywhere in Australia. Our very high vulnerability to health compromising
conditions is amplified by our extremely high levels of homelessness – 17% of our population sought
homeless assistance over the past year. Homeless Aboriginal people rank, with people in aged care,
as the group most vulnerable to grave health consequences associated with the virus. This is
because homeless people: cannot self-isolate; may not have access to basic hygiene (soap and hot
water); are unlikely to be able to afford to buy masks; and are frequently itinerant because of the
instability of temporary housing. As such, Aboriginal homeless people should be at the apex of the
Government response to protect life during the health response to the crisis.
The Government’s endorsement of the Victorian Aboriginal Housing and Homelessness Framework
in February 2020 has provided it with the intelligence to deliver an informed response to the crisis
and some positive initiatives have evolved from this. As part of the Government’s initial $500m
social housing stimulus package, $35m was made available to Aboriginal housing providers to invest
in upgrades and improvements to social housing stock. AHV led an EOI proposal with around 20
other Aboriginal community controlled agencies to propose how these resources could be best
utilised. This is an example of the Government embracing self-determination in practical, concrete
terms and we expect funding to flow to increase housing options, extend the number of people we
house and improve the quality of homes of people in Aboriginal social housing in our state.
Like all other community housing providers and many economists, AHV continues to advocate for
further Government economic stimulus in the form of major investment in social housing. This
would help put a floor under the construction industry. Our research demonstrates that Victoria
requires at least an additional 5,000 Aboriginal-dedicated social housing units to 2036 merely to
meet population growth in the Aboriginal community. The absence of such investment will result in
continuing growth in homelessness.
The Government is to be congratulated on its commitment to invest in hotel accommodation for
homeless people during the pandemic, initially through an additional $9.8m in Housing
Establishment Fund (HEF) investment. This has allowed mainstream agencies to buy hotel
accommodation for longer periods and provided the opportunity to work with homeless people to
address underlying complex issues and stabilise their accommodation. We welcome the decision to
extend funding to April 2021 for homeless people currently in hotel accommodation. Also welcome
has been the expansion of the mainstream Private Rental Assistance Program – a program in which
brokers and funds are used to assist homeless people transition from hotel accommodation into the
private rental market, to stabilise their housing.
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Our congratulations is qualified by the fact that only two Aboriginal organisations have to date been
made fund holders of additional HEF funds and that an Aboriginal specific PRAP program announced
in February remains in the planning stages at the end of July 2020.
Because most Aboriginal organisations have not been funded to administer expanded HEF funds
throughout the crisis, homeless Aboriginal people who present to Aboriginal organisations for
assistance must be referred to a mainstream provider which, in regional Victoria, is very likely to be
located in another town, often far removed from the presenting person’s current location. Access
issues, exclusions and delays represent a lost opportunity to secure the person’s housing, to respond
with urgency and compassion to a crisis and to contain the risk of transporting exposure to infection.
Notwithstanding the barriers to access, the absolute numbers of Aboriginal people provided
temporary accommodation has risen during the pandemic. Further, more of these people than ever
have highly complex needs requiring intensive case management (more rough sleepers, more
people experiencing mental health and or alcohol and drug dependency). In the next tranche of HEF
expansion, Aboriginal controlled organisations funded as part of Victoria’s network of specialist
homelessness assistance program must be given access to extended HEF funding so that a more
culturally appropriate service response can be provided.
We are confident that DHHS is working to get an Aboriginal PRAP program in place. It is critical that
this is achieved as quickly as possible. That is because we are currently presented with a unique
opportunity to resolve many cases of chronic homelessness. That is we have:





thousands of chronically homeless people in longer-term stable hotel accommodation for
the first time in years
the highest vacancy rate we have seen in the rental market for some time in Victoria (as
population levels fall and falling incomes reduce demand)
higher levels of Commonwealth income support which make private rental more viable for
people on benefits, and
the promise of brokerage funds to pay bonds and initial rental payments to overcome initial
barriers and allow us to move people into the private rental market (a $4.2m Aboriginal
PRAP program) to capitalise on the first three points.

The Victorian Government has shown great goodwill in its COVID response to date. The Premier has
correctly identified that the pandemic has exposed inequities in our society that he says his
Government is determined to address. Improving outcomes for homeless Aboriginal people should
be at the top of the Government’s list of priorities in this state project. The best short-term
measures the Government could undertake in this regard would be to:



urgently extend additional HEF Funding to ACCOs which form part of Victoria’s specialist
homelessness support network
urgently implement its promised Aboriginal PRAP program and consider front ending
investment to take advantage of the opportunity provided by current circumstances to
transition homeless Aboriginal people into secure private rental, and
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stimulate the economy through a significant investment in social housing and earmark 10%
of new units for Aboriginal Victorians in keeping with their more than 10% share of
Victoria’s homeless population.

The post-COVID health crisis period risks seeing a significant increase in Aboriginal homelessness in
Victoria as income support supplements are gradually removed, the eviction moratorium is lifted
and additional funding for mass motel accommodation ceases. Aboriginal homelessness in Victoria
has been rising for at least the past five years (with 76% of Aboriginal presentations to the system in
the early months of 2020 having re-entered the system following the failure to resolve their issues in
previous encounters). Given this, there is a critical need to begin to build a homeless support
response with in-built cultural safety that works to resolve chronic homelessness for Aboriginal
people in our state. The Victorian Aboriginal Housing and Homelessness Framework articulates how
such an Aboriginal-focused system response would work. The state needs to find the political will to
invest in such a system in which ACCOs can present a no wrong door approach and are given the
institutional authority by the state to provide long-term housing solutions.
Thank you for your consideration of this submission.
Should your staff have any questions of clarification these should be directed in the first instance to
Peter Jones by
Please accept my best wishes in completing your Inquiry.

Yours sincerely

Darren Smith
Chief Executive Officer – Aboriginal Housing Victoria
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