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Introduction

Homelessness Australia (HA) welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to
the Parliament of Australia House of Representatives Standing Committee on Social
Policy and Legal Affairs, Inquiry into Homelessness in Australia. HA is the national
peak body for homelessness in Australia. HA provides systemic advocacy for the
homelessness sector.

At its very core, homelessness is the experience of not having an adequate home.
Over the past decade, homelessness has been increasing in Australia. Every year
more people are living in forms of accommodation that harm them. This reflects the
lack of housing and support available to Australia’s most vulnerable residents. The
continuous growth in homelessness is not the result of a great social upheaval — it is
the result of insufficient attention from governments, to housing that is affordable to
low income households as well as to the income safety net, and support services
required for people in need. Tonight over 116,000 Australians will be denied the
safety and security of a home.” Whether that number is greater or fewer next year, is
a choice for the Federal Government.

Australia currently does not have a national plan to address homelessness. The
Commonwealth and State Governments fund specialist homelessness services (SHS)
largely in accordance with the old Supported Accommodation and Assistance
Program, which was incorporated into the National Affordable Housing Agreement
(NAHA) (now the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement), and the 2008
National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness (NPAH), which is also
incorporated in the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA).
However, since these funding programs were created, Australia has changed
drastically.

In 2008, there were 415,744 low-income households renting at costs that put them at
risk of homelessness, known as rental stress. This represented 35 per cent of all low-
income households. Just 10 years later, in 2018 that proportion is now 43 per cent,
or 639,737 households with rental costs that are unsustainably high. The results
speak for themselves: since 2008 there has been a 38 per cent increase in the
number of people seeking assistance from specialist homelessness services,? against
a 19 per centrise in the population.? A randomly selected Australian is far more likely
to be at risk of homelessness today than in 2008.

The Road Home framework funded via NPAH, provided a sound framework under
which to address homelessness, and piloted many successful programs. However,
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these programs have never been implemented to scale across Australia. This policy
guidance space is now vacant, and requires Federal Government leadership and
commitment to renew national effort and reduce homelessness.

In this submission we explore a number of key themes relating to homelessness:
housing, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander homelessness, homelessness
prevention, early intervention, long term and recurring homelessness, children’s
homelessness, and youth homelessness. Through each of these themes runs a
constant thread; the greatest challenges of addressing homelessness are both to
gain access to housing that people can afford and to have the support they need to
keep that housing. Currently, there is too little such housing, and very limited access
to support, and as a result, homelessness grows.

Beyond subsidised housing for those unable to compete in the rental market,
opportunities exist through both homelessness and other health and human services,
to reduce the number of highly vulnerable people made homeless. Some of the
trauma of homelessness can be avoided: by intervening early; better structuring
support for people experiencing long-term homelessness; and by improving
responses to certain cohorts.
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Recommendations

Recommendation 1: The Federal Government develop a National Homelessness
Strategy that:

1. Prevents homelessness by developing policies and programs across
government and universal services to reduce the numbers of people
becoming homeless

2. Supports universal services to better meet the needs of people already
experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness

3. Creates a national framework for a homelessness service system with the
appropriate resources and evidence-based programs to effectively prevent
homelessness and support enduring pathways out of homelessness

4. Set targets for halving homelessness in Australia in ten years and ending
homelessness in 20 years.

Recommendation 2: The Federal Government fund a new national partnership to
increase Australia’s social housing stock by 300,000 units by 2036.

Recommendation 3: The Federal Government increase funding to housing and
homelessness services to enable the full implementation of a national homelessness
strategy.

Recommendation 4: The Federal Government commit to continuing ERO
indexation to avoid cuts in specialist homelessness services.

Recommendation 5: The Federal Government permanently increase social security
payments to a level adequate for people to afford rental housing, including
maintaining Centrelink payments at the rate that includes the coronavirus
supplement.

Recommendation 6: The Federal Government change the social security legislation
to prevent people becoming homeless as a consequence of the compliance and
breaching regime.

Recommendation 7: The Federal Government extend social security eligibility to
currently ineligible temporary migrants for the duration of the COVID19 crisis.

Recommendation 8: The National Homelessness Strategy prevents homelessness
by supporting policies and programs across government to reduce the numbers of
people becoming homeless, including supportive changes to:

1 services that currently exit significant numbers of people to homelessness,
including justice, health services, mental health, and child protection.
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1 the mental health service system and the NDIS to better meet the support
needs of people with psycho-social disability.

Recommendation 9: The Federal Government adequately fund programs that
provide access to safe, stable and affordable homes for victim-survivors of
family violence, when they no longer require refuge support.

Recommendation 10: The Federal Government fund early intervention programs
that include adequate brokerage funds to provide flexible supports and enable rapid
rehousing of people experiencing homelessness.

Recommendation 11: The Federal Government increase funding for case
management support for people without homes.

Recommendation 12: The Federal Government fund a nationwide rollout of
Housing First programs to the scale needed to fully address long-term and recurring
homelessness.

Recommendation 13: The Federal Government fund an adequate supply of social
housing targeted to people experiencing long term or recurring homelessness.

Recommendation 14: The Federal Government increase funding to expand the
delivery of specialist older persons homelessness support.

Recommendation 15: The Federal Government fund advocacy and navigation
supports to ensure that older homeless people have access to appropriate
homelessness services.

Recommendation 16: The Federal Government improve the interface between My
Aged Care and the NDIS for people over 50 years of age experiencing
homelessness.

Recommendation 17: The Federal Government fund support for older people
experiencing homelessness for the period required to access aged care.

Recommendation 18: The Federal Government significantly increase funding to
deliver more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander owned and managed social
housing, including by restoring funding to the National Partnership Agreement on
Remote Indigenous Housing.

Recommendation 19: The Federal Government fund homelessness services
operating in remote Aboriginal communities commensurate with the specific needs
of these communities.
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Recommendation 20: The Federal Government recognise and fund homelessness
responses by Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations.

Recommendation 21: The National Homelessness Strategy includes support of
continuous improvement in the cultural competence of mainstream service
providers.

Recommendation 22: The National Homelessness Strategy apply a child and youth
lens across every aspect of the Strategy, to best prevent child and youth
homelessness, and to deliver effective rapid response and ongoing housing and
support interventions that meet the specific needs of children and young people.

Recommendation 23: The Federal Government reduce unaccompanied child
homelessness and child removal by:

1 leading a cultural transformation of Child Safety services into intensive family
engagement and support services

1 adequately funding rapid rehousing programs and social housing to prevent
and resolve family homelessness

{1 maintaining income support and access to social housing during the child
removal process to provide the best opportunity for family reunification

{1 changing Social Security legislation and Centrelink processes to ensure that
income support rules and processes do not hamper family reunification.
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Homelessness in Australia — the data

Homelessness is by nature an often hidden, often transient experience, which makes
the number of people without a home difficult to quantify. There are two main
publicly available sources of data on homelessness in Australia: the Australian Bureau
of Statistics’ (ABS) Census of Population and Housing (the Census), and the
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare's (AIHW) Specialist Homelessness Services
Collection (SHSC).

Census 2016; a point in time count

The Australian Census is the nation’s most comprehensive point in time count of the
Australian population, including people’s housing situation. As a point in time count,
it tells us about how many people experience homelessness on one day — specifically
9 August 2016. The Census is updated every five years, and is often used as a
measure of the extent of homelessness in Australia.

According to the Census, there were 116,427 people experiencing homelessness in
Victoria in 2016, of whom 58 per cent were male, and 42 per cent female. As Table 1
below shows, more young people experience homelessness than many in the
community would anticipate. The single largest age group of people experiencing
homelessness was those aged 25-34, with those aged 19-24 having the highest rate
of homelessness per capita. As we will explore later when discussing data from
specialist homelessness services, this reflects the vulnerability of these age groups to
the primary causes of homelessness; poverty, accommodation issues and family
violence.

Table 1. People experiencing homelessness, by age. Census 2016.

Age groups (years) Number  Percentage of

total
Under 12 15,872 14
12-18 9,955 9
19-24 17,725 15
25-34 24,224 21
3544 15,745 14
45-54 14,278 12
55-64 10,682 9
65-74 5,651 5
75 and over 2,289 2

(e0]
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In seeking to better understand homelessness, it's important to recognise that there
are many forms of homelessness, and most do not involve sleeping rough. At any
time in Australia, approximately seven per cent of the population of people
experiencing homelessness are sleeping rough (although many people in other
forms of accommodation that are recognised as homelessness will have recently
slept rough). Table 2 below demonstrates that many people experiencing
homelessness are currently in severely overcrowded dwellings (in houses that require
at least four additional bedrooms to appropriately accommodate all residents), in
supported accommodation for the homeless, or in rooming houses.

In addition to the 116,427 people experiencing homelessness on Census night,
another 80,908 people were living in marginal accommodation such as caravan
parks, or in overcrowded dwellings (requiring fewer than four additional rooms).

Later in this submission we explore how the experience of homelessness can differ
based on the form of homelessness, and make recommendations about how these
experiences can be averted, and the impact of homelessness minimised.

Table 2. Dwelling type of people experiencing homelessness. Census 2016

Numbe Percentage
r of total

Persons living in improvised dwellings, tents, or

The Specialist Homelessness Services Collection

The AIHW also collects data on the number of people being supported by specialist
homelessness services in each year. This data is called the Specialist Homelessness

' Note that this definition assumes that couples, and children can share bedrooms.

~O
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Services Collection, and is drawn from the information collected from each person
seeking assistance from a specialist homelessness service in Australia.

The 2018-19 data reveals that across that year 290,317 people sought help from
Australia’s Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS), 40 per cent of whom were male,
60 per cent were female.

This data shows that at their first presentation, 42 per cent were already experiencing
homelessness, and 58 cent were at risk of homelessness. While most people
attending specialist homelessness services need support across a range of domains,
SHS users are asked to identify their “main reason for seeking assistance”. These are
outlined in Table 3 below

Considering Table 3 below, we see that by far the two largest causes of
homelessness are accommodation needs, and domestic and family violence. These
two causes alone are the main reason that 208,841 people present to specialist
homelessness services — 72 per cent of all presentations.
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Table 3. Main reason for seeking assistance — first reported, Australia, 2018-19*

Main reason for seeking assistance—first
reported

Group

Financial Financial group total
Financial difficulties
Employment difficulties
Unemployment
Aleeeninlele bl Accommodation group total
Housing crisis

Housing affordability stress

Previous accommodation ended

Transition from custodial arrangements
Transition from foster care and child safety
residential placements

Transition from other care arrangements
Discrimination including racial discrimination
[tinerant

Unable to return home due to environmental
reasons

Disengagement with school or other education
and training

Domestic and Domestic and family violence group total

family violence
Interpersonal Interpersonal relationships group total
Time out from family/other situation
Relationship/family breakdown

Sexual abuse

Non-family violence

Lack of family and/or community support
Health group total

Mental health issues

Medical issues

Problematic drug or substance use

Problematic alcohol use

relationships

Problematic gambling

Other group total

Inadequate or inappropriate dwelling conditions

Client
count

33,797
32,432
555
810
128,38
9
57,049
29,799
17,691
10,980
6,373
535

837
68
3,401
778

878

80,452

26,253
4,078
12,653
378
1,385
3,681
9,117
3,855
2,602
1,739
837

84
13,669
2,718

11 Homelessness Australia Parliamentary Inquiry Submission



A Homelessness Australia
PR

[
2SR Creating a framework for ending homelessness

The information in Table 3 is further represented over time, in Figure 1 below, which
shows the number of people attending specialist homelessness services each year by
(grouped) main reason for seeking assistance. It shows that the 23 per cent increase
in specialist homelessness service use since 2011-12 is almost entirely attributable to
growth in accommodation group reasons and family violence.

Figure 1. Main reason for seeking assistance, Australia, 2011-12 to 2018-19 ?°
140,000

120,000
100,000
80,000
60,000

40,000

20,000

0
2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19

Financial e Accommodation

Domestic and family violenee===nterpersonal relationships

Health Other

e N\ot stated

Table 4 (below) shows the housing situation of people accessing specialist
homelessness services in 2018-19, both at the start of their support, and at the end.
It shows that the greatest share of people at risk of homelessness are currently living
in the private rental market. It further shows high use of specialist homelessness
services by those in public and community housing, as well as in rooming houses.

2 (A small decrease in people presenting for domestic and family violence is evident in 2018-19 in
Figure 1. It is important to note that this does not reflect a reduced number of people presenting to
specialishomelessness services due to domestic and family violence. Instead, it reflects a change to
data practices in Victoria, where from that point on family violence homelessness referrals from Victoria
Police are only recorded when the consumer accepts the support. Prior to 2018, the threshold for
counting people was whether SHS’s had proactively sought to engage such consumers (a service in
itself, now recorded elsewhere).
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Tenure—first Tenure—last

reported

reported

Renter - private housing

Renter - public housing

Renter - community housing

Renter - transitional housing

Renter - caravan park

Renter - boarding/rooming house

Renter - emergency accommodation/night
shelter/women's refuge/ youth shelter where rent
is charged

Other renter

Rent free - private housing

Rent free - public housing

Rent free - community housing

Rent free- transitional housing

Rent free - caravan park

Rent free - boarding/rooming house

Rent free - emergency accommodation/night
shelter/women's refuge/ youth shelter where rent
is not charged

Other rent free

Life tenure scheme

Owner - shared equity or rent/buy scheme
Owner - being purchased/with mortgage
Owner - fully owned

Other tenure type not elsewhere specified
No tenure

Invalid or missing

70,232
23,920
8,514
5,841
2,164
7,923

9,554

6,794
16,033
4,666
1,612
530
205
1,689

8,480

10,278
29

309
5,856
1,218
751
63,782
39,937

76,303
33,866
13,301
14,040
2,006
8,596

10,605

5,589
12,700
3,965
1,532
663
127
1,271

5,232

7,878
19

268
5,474
1,165
631
41,460
43,626

In 2018-19, 290,300 Australians sought help through the SHS. This equates to one in
every 86 Australians.® However, the sector is not able to assist every household that
asks for support. In 2018-19, Australian specialist homelessness services recorded

92,300 instances of unmet demand.

Unmet demand is particularly high when it comes to accommodation: 76 per cent of

unmet requests were for accommodation, most commonly because none was

available.
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Demand for specialist homelessness services has for many years exceeded the
sector’s capacity to respond. Contributing to this demand is a reduction in the
Federal Government’s real financial commitment to specialist homelessness services,
and to investment in social housing.

Despite these challenges, specialist homelessness services do prevent and end
homelessness for many people and provide critical support to individuals and
households in need. People working across the SHS develop creative responses, find
scarce resources and connect vulnerable people to the services they need, through
persistence and the mobilisation of established networks.
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A National Homelessness Strategy

Australia last had a national homelessness strategy, The Road Home, in 2008. The
Road Home identified new ways of working that were then funded as pilot projects
through the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness (NPAH). While the
current funding agreement, the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement
(NHHA) has continued funding to programs that were established through the
NPAH, these programs have not been implemented systematically across the
country, that is, brought to scale. In addition, the Strategy has not been updated to
reflect the changes to be found within the drivers of homelessness over the past 12
years.

A new national homelessness strategy is needed that:

1. Prevents homelessness by developing policies and programs across
government and universal services to reduce the numbers of people
becoming homeless

2. Supports universal services to better meet the needs of people already
experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness

3. Creates a national framework for a homelessness service system with the
appropriate resources and evidence-based programs to effectively prevent
homelessness and support enduring pathways out of homelessness

4. Set targets for ending rough sleeping in five years, halving homelessness
in Australia in ten years and ending homelessness in 20 years.

Only a national response can achieve each of these four elements. A broad range of
factors, affect how many people will be pushed into homelessness. Some of these
factors, like availability of social housing, are joint federal and state responsibilities,
others, like Social Security are the sole responsibility of the Federal Government, and
others are primarily the responsibility of state or local governments.

To achieve an end to homelessness, a national homelessness strategy needs to
harness policy and programs at each level of government, so they work effectively to
reduce homelessness. This would include supported service improvements in areas
as diverse as income support, health, child protection, education, mental healthcare,
family violence, and justice. Only the Federal Government can lead this kind of
coordinated approach.

At the centre of any homelessness strategy is the provision of an adequate supply of
decent housing that is affordable to people on the lowest incomes. Homelessness is
at its very core, the experience of not having an adequate home. Rigorous research

has shown that there is no single intervention more effective in ending homelessness
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and preventing its re-occurrence than providing public housing.” Yet reduced
investment in social housing by federal, state and territory governments has seen a
shortfall of 433,000 social housing properties develop in Australia. This shortfall is
projected to grow rapidly, unless there is significant growth in Government
investment in social housing.®

The private market has failed to provide rental properties affordable to those on low
incomes. Even where affordable properties are available on the private market, the
successful rental applicants typically aren’t people on the lowest incomes.? Only by
providing additional social housing can the Federal Government ensure that housing
is available and affordable to those most in need.

Recommendation 1: The Federal Government develop a National Homelessness
Strategy that:

1. Prevents homelessness by developing policies and programs across
government and universal services to reduce the numbers of people
becoming homeless

2. Supports universal services to better meet the needs of people already
experiencing homelessness or at risk of homelessness

3. Creates a national framework for a homelessness service system with the
appropriate resources and evidence-based programs to effectively prevent
homelessness and support enduring pathways out of homelessness.

4. Set targets for halving homelessness in Australia in ten years and ending
homelessness in 20 years.

Recommendation 2: The Federal Government fund a new national partnership
to increase Australia’s social housing stock by 300,000 units by 2036.

Federal funding of housing and homelessness

Australia’s specialist homelessness services (SHS) are jointly funded by state and
federal governments, under the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement
(NHHA). The NHHA was created in 2018, amalgamating the previously distinct
National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) and the National Partnership
Agreement on Homelessness (NPAH). This provided funding certainty and some
indexation to services funded under the NPAH, and was seen by many as a first step
in increased federal attention to the matter of homelessness.

However, Homelessness Australia analysis of federal budget papers indicates that
when population and inflation are taken into account, Federal Government funding
of housing and homelessness services has decreased in real terms over the past six
years.
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As Table 5 below indicates, Federal Government spending on housing and
homelessness in 2014-15 was $1.43 billion. Allowing for growth in the Australian
population, this amount should have grown to $1.65 billion in 2019-20 to have the
same real value.

But it only rose to $1.56 billion, representing a shortfall of $82 million in 2019-20 and
$96 million in 2020-21.

Table 5: Federal funding of housing and homelessness™

2015-

2014-15 16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 2020-21

Social housing and
homelessness
spending needed
to match

1,432.5

14713 15143 1,552.5 1,602.3

1,646.6 1,693.7

population growth
and inflation

($ million)

Actual social
housing and
homelessness

14325 14391 1,457.6 1,477.2 1,535.8 1,564.9 1,597.6

spending, nominal
dollars ($ million)

toss in resivaiue 1322 -567 -753 -665 -817 - 96.
($ million) =

This declining funding compounds the challenges for the homelessness sector of
responding to the growing incidence of homelessness. Every year specialist
homelessness services manage to support more people than the year before. Yet
crucially, the number of people that they turn away, already at 92,300 households in
2018-19, also continues to grow.

In 2021-22, the Federal Government will cut funding further, with a reduction of
$32.0 million budgeted.™ This represents the cessation of Federal Government
funding of the full cost of staff in accordance with the Fair Work Commission’s Social,
Community and Disability Services Industry Equal Remuneration Order 2012.

This significant funding reduction, will inevitably result in cuts to services, further
reducing access to support to people experiencing homelessness.

Recommendation 3: The Federal Government increase funding to housing and
homelessness services to enable the full implementation of a national
homelessness strategy.
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Recommendation 4: The Federal Government commit to continuing ERO
indexation to avoid cuts in specialist homelessness services.

Prevention

As homelessness continues to grow in Australia, it is natural to ask “why?”. There is a
saying about strong economic growth that ‘a rising tide lifts all boats’. Yet, even
when Australia’s economy was growing, the factors driving homelessness remained
entrenched, and homelessness in Australia continued to increase. In our national
policy framework, some boats appear to be tethered below the waterline.

The conditions that create greater homelessness are known as the structural drivers
of homelessness. Notable among them are housing unaffordability, inadequate
social security payments, and institutions and support services that are required to
view their roles so narrowly that a client’s impending homelessness is out of scope.
Only Federal leadership can address these issues.

Homelessness and social security

Homelessness almost always occurs in the context of poverty. Where people are
unable to work, or do work but receive low or insecure incomes, they are often
simply unable to afford housing in Australia’s private rental market.

Australia’s social security system is a critical part of the safety net intended to
support people who are not employed, or who have intermittent or very low
incomes. The principle role of social security is to ensure that people who don’t have
work still have an income sufficient to be able to afford the basics. Yet currently many
benefits are not adequate to avert poverty for recipients; 55 per cent of households
whose main income provider was on Newstart are living in poverty, and 64 per cent
of Youth Allowance recipient headed households are in poverty'”. Even with
Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA), 40.3% recipients remain in housing stress
despite receiving CRA.™

This has serious consequences for Australians’ access to housing. Analysis of the
approximately 70,000 rental properties advertised across Australia on the weekend
of 21 March 2020 found that just nine properties in Australia were affordable to a
person on the JobSeeker payment.' It is important to note that even in the face of
significant housing unaffordability, increasing social security payments can have a big
impact. Crucially, the number of advertised properties that weekend that were
affordable to a person on JobSeeker increased to 1,040 when the temporary
‘coronavirus supplement’ is taken into account, demonstrating the importance of
increased welfare payments to people's ability to access housing.
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Lack of access to rentals people can afford, means households must sacrifice other
basic needs to meet the cost of housing, putting them on the brink of homelessness,
or simply being unable to secure a tenancy.

The problem of the inadequacy of social security benefits is exacerbated by the
jobactive compliance regime, which makes people’s incomes insecure. The
compliance regime has seen at least 55,000 people experiencing or at risk of
homelessness across the nation ‘breached’, and having their payments suspended.”

Increasingly tough eligibility requirements for the Disability Support Pension' have
meant that many people with a disability, whose disabilities make it very difficult for
them to meet the compliance requirements, are on the lower JobSeeker payment
and subject to the activity tests.

These issues contribute to the large, and growing number of people who come to
specialist homelessness services without any income at all. In 2011-12 there were
fewer than 8,600 people seeking homelessness support without any income (less
than 4 per cent of all people seeking assistance). In 2018-19 this number had grown
to 17,649 people, over 6 per cent of all specialist homelessness service users.

Temporary residents, asylum seekers and international students are another group
often experiencing homelessness as a consequence of not having any income.
Covid-19 has significantly increased the number of people in this circumstance.
Unable to return to their countries of origin due to closed borders and the resultant
shutdown of air travel, many migrant workers and students have found themselves
without work in Australia as their industry ceases to operate. With unemployment
very high, finding a new job is extremely competitive. Yet a great many migrants
stranded in Australia are ineligible for social security payments. With no work, no
money, and no opportunity to address this situation, many have become homeless
and required homelessness support.

Recommendation 5: The Federal Government permanently increase social
security payments to a level adequate for people to afford rental housing,
including maintaining Centrelink payments at the rate that includes the
coronavirus supplement.

Recommendation 6: The Federal Government change social security legislation
to prevent people becoming homeless as a consequence of the compliance and
breaching regime.

Recommendation 7: The Federal Government extend social security eligibility to
currently ineligible temporary migrants for the duration of the COVID19 crisis.
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Homelessness and government services

An important reason for creating a National Homelessness Strategy, is that only a
national strategy can take a bird’s eye view of government services and target
interventions to where they are most needed. Existing government service systems
including health, justice, and disability, need support to both address ways in which
they contribute to the number of entries into homelessness, but also ways in which
they might better serve people engaging with their services who are already
homeless.

Exits from temporary government residential services such as hospitals, prisons, and
out of home care, account for a large number of those who become homeless.
Nationally 46 per cent of people being discharged from prison, expect to become
homeless upon release.'” Incarceration rates have skyrocketed since 2007, likely
contributing to a more than doubling of the number of people exiting custody into
homelessness.' Exits from hospitals, rehabilitation centres, and mental health
facilities into homelessness also continue to rise.?® Meanwhile, there is a well-worn
path from out of home care arrangements to homelessness services, with 63 per cent
of young people seeking homelessness support having been in out of home care.”’

Effort is also needed to address access gaps in support for people whose multiple
and complex needs mean that supports provided in narrow ‘siloed’ programs are
ineffective. The Federal Government needs to lead this work across government, and
include support for the capacity of the mental health service system and the NDIS to
include homelessness in their focus. Experience with the NDIS to date reveals that
there are significant barriers to accessing the scheme, and that even where people
with psycho-social disability at risk of homelessness have been deemed eligible for
the NDIS, many are not receiving support that meets their needs.?? Ongoing support
for people with mental illness is also not generally available within the mental health
system.

This means more people with psycho-social disability are becoming homeless,
presenting far greater challenges for homelessness and other support services in
assisting them to be rehoused.

Recommendation 8: The National Homelessness Strategy prevents
homelessness by supporting policies and programs across government to
reduce the numbers of people becoming homeless, including supportive
changes to:

f services that currently exit significant numbers of people to
homelessness, including justice, health services, mental health, and child
protection.
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the mental health service system and the NDIS to better meet the
support needs of people with psycho-social disability.
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Early intervention

Homelessness is often thought of in terms of physical deprivation; of being cold,
hungry, or not having a warm bed. But people who have been without a home will
tell you that while these privations are real, that the loss of a home causes harm that
extends beyond physical deprivation. Far worse is the exclusion, judgement, and
dehumanisation that accompanies experiences of homelessness. Homelessness
involves a shift in people’s identity from being someone who is a part of their
community, to someone who is pushed to the margins.

Homelessness doesn’t just happen. It is usually the result of an underlying problem
escalating to the point where a person can no longer sustain housing. People have
an incredible capacity to overcome hardship, but when people lose their homes, the
need for safe and stable housing becomes all-encompassing, and resolving the
issues that led to their homelessness becomes more difficult. The longer individuals
or households experience homelessness, the harder it is to end their homelessness.
This is because existing health and financial conditions worsen and the connections
and supports that help people sustain housing, typically fall away.

Specialist homelessness services are extraordinarily effective at intervening when
people seek help prior to losing housing. In 2018-19, 86 per cent of clients at risk of
homelessness were successfully supported to sustain housing and avoid
homelessness.”® The evidence shows that relatively low-intensity supports are
effective in averting homelessness for most people at risk, ?and that by intervening
early where homelessness does occur, we can mitigate the harms faced by those
whose experience of homelessness is longer.?

Homelessness and family violence

As mentioned earlier in this submission, family violence is the second largest
contributor to homelessness in Australia,?® and the largest contributor to the
homelessness of women and children. Once homeless, the experience can
exacerbate trauma for victim survivors of family violence, as well as “disrupting social
and economic participation and education and adversely affecting health and
wellbeing. In some cases it forces women to choose to return to a violent partner.”?
Women and children who survive family violence often have to move repeatedly,
disrupting schooling, and preventing them from starting a new life free from the
perpetrator. People need stable accommodation to recover from the trauma of
family violence.?®
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Australia’s serious lack of affordable housing, described previously in this
submission, means most victim-survivors of family violence, can’t access that
stable accommodation. Even where governments fund support and
accommodation such as refuges, these are not working as intended. A lack of
affordable long-term housing options to allow people to exit refuges and
return to living in the community, is creating a bottleneck, where people are
unable to enter refuges, because others are unable to exit them into real (and
affordable) homes. %

Recommendation 9: The Federal Government adequately fund programs
that provide access to safe, stable and affordable homes for victim-
survivors of family violence, when they no longer require refuge support.

Housing brokerage

In order to avert homelessness among those at risk, and to rapidly rehouse people
who do find themselves without a home, Specialist Homelessness Services use
brokerage funds to save or establish tenancies. Most people have the skills and
capacity to manage independent housing, but face homelessness due to a negative
life event, that then snowballs into a crisis. Such crises can include: a sudden
reduction in income, an eviction for which they are unprepared, or an increasingly
violent partner. Housing brokerage can be used to help pay for rent arrears or
moving costs.

Housing brokerage allows specialist homelessness services to support households
with the rent arrears that have put the tenancy at risk, alongside other measures that
support tenancy sustainment. These measures can include: devising ‘early warning
systems’ with landlords to identify tenancies at risk, budgeting advice, and assistance
in negotiating and mediating tenancy issues with the landlord.*

Brokerage can also be used to rapidly rehouse households, preventing them from
further exposure to the harms of homelessness. Specialist homelessness services can
provide assistance to search for and secure housing in the private rental market, with
brokerage being used to contribute to the first month’s rent and bond, or make
incentive payments such as “'make good” commitments, to landlords. Specialist
homelessness services leverage these funds into productive relationships with real
estate agencies.*’

Private rental brokerage programs in Australia have even been noted for creating a
widespread framework for specialist homelessness services, landlords, real estate
agents and tenants to work together to ensure that tenants stay housed in difficult
times. Systematic referrals from real estate agencies to specialist homelessness
services has been shown to be an effective means of preventing evictions.*?
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In Australia and internationally, it is increasingly accepted that most people who
need homelessness support are indeed ‘housing ready’; and that the core work of
specialist homelessness services is crisis resolution and rapid rehousing. Rapid
rehousing programs have proven to be successful in different cities and housing
markets, and are an important tool to support people in competitive and
unaffordable housing markets.*

Brokerage can also be used to meet the various needs of people experiencing
homelessness, not just their housing needs. Flexible brokerage funding allows
specialist homelessness services to support households in crisis; for example to meet
health needs, buy school necessities, or to replace essential items left behind when
escaping family violence. Despite the vast array of important uses to which flexible
brokerage may be put, practice wisdom suggests that approximately 60 per cent of
funds are used to address accommodation-related costs.

In some jurisdictions, flexible brokerage has become the essential funding
mechanism for family violence ‘Safe At Home' responses, which operate under the
assumption that victim-survivors and their children should remain in the family home
(where it can be made safe), rather than “escaping” into homelessness while the
perpetrator retains/ remains in the property.

Recommendation 10: The Federal Government fund early intervention programs
that include adequate brokerage funds to provide flexible supports and enable
rapid rehousing of people experiencing homelessness.

Housing focused support and case management

Alongside rapid rehousing, many people experiencing or at risk of homelessness
need a brief period of support to help them to resolve the crisis that led to their
housing exclusion. A consistent theme among specialist homelessness service users
is that they are extremely motivated to keep their housing, and manage to do so for
a long period while their crisis is escalating. This very commonly results in only the
most complex and unnavigable crises leading to homelessness, and that
homelessness occurring in the context of a broad suite of matters requiring attention.
This is demonstrated in Table 6 (below) which outlines over 700,000 support needs
identified by the 290,000 people seeking help.
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Table 6. Supports sought by SHS users, and whether provided, Australia, 2018-
19

Supports sought Need Need Provided  Not Number
identified identified as % of provided of
as % of need or referred  people

clients identified  as % of missing
need out
identified

Accommodation

[ 169,196  58.3 50.9 33.8 57,188
psistance to sustain 98,231  33.8 81.3 15.4 15,128
ousing tenure
Mental health 26,703 9.2 43.8 34.1 9,106
Family 25,009 8.6 60.4 19.4 4,852
Disability 3,534 1.2 39.0 40.9 1,445
Drug/alcohol 10,543 3.6 443 35.2 3,711
Legal/financial services 21,175 7.3 42 .4 27.4 5,802
'S’;‘r’\‘,‘if:m”/ cultural 18519 6.4 83.8 8.0 1,482
Other specialist services 56,519 19.5 67.4 13.3 7,517
General services 273,071 | 941 97.5 2.0 5,461

Many of these matters can’t be addressed in a single interaction. Obtaining housing,
financial counselling, and supporting people to engage with and address their legal
matters, all take time. As Table 6 has demonstrated, people seeking homelessness
assistance often have multiple needs that must be addressed in order to resolve their
crisis. This is why case management is such an important function of the SHS.

As highlighted earlier in this submission, funding for specialist homelessness services
is not indexed for population growth. It is certainly not indexed for the higher
incidence of homelessness that the Australian community is experiencing, nor for the
increasingly multiple and complex needs of even short-term consumers. Every day
253 people are turned away** from even being assessed for their eligibility for
housing and support, let alone being matched with services to meet their needs.

Growth in demand relative to staff levels has reduced the capacity for specialist
homelessness services to provide effective immediate interventions. Assessing the
complexity of people’s needs and providing an effective immediate intervention,
requires specialist skills including enhanced mental health and family violence
expertise.

In order to deliver effective immediate interventions to the growing number of
people with more complex needs, more staff are needed to provide case
management and support to people experiencing homelessness.
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Recommendation 11: The Federal Government increase funding for case
management support for people without homes.
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Long term and recurring homelessness

For most people without a home, the solution is access to a home that they can
afford, and to a brief period of support to help them resolve their current crises. But
some people’s needs are more substantial and short periods of support aren’t
sufficient for them to gain and sustain housing. Rough sleeping accounts for around
7 per cent of homelessness in Australia,*® while services report that a large
proportion of support periods are being utilised by a small number of households
requiring repeated episodes of support.** Many people are returning to
homelessness even after housing outcomes are achieved. *” *® There is no doubt that
the needs of people experiencing long term and recurring homelessness are
substantial, and that existing support systems are failing to meet their needs.

Housing First in Australia

Among the myriad tragedies of homelessness is the fact that once a person who has
been homeless on a long term and recurring basis has housing, they can find the
experience of having a home again deeply distressing. People describe experiencing
anxiety, loneliness, and being overwhelmed; and feeling like an outsider who doesn’t

fit in, who can’t cope, and doesn’t belong in their community.* 4

Both Australian and international research is clear, that for people experiencing long
term and recurring homelessness, housing, assertive outreach and ongoing flexible
support is needed; a solution called Housing First.*" #2

Housing First programs began to be trialled in some Australian cities as a result of
the The Road Home National Homelessness Strategy. This has been an extremely
positive development. However, Housing First programs have the capacity to be
enormously successful at supporting not just people who are sleeping rough, but
also the far larger group of people who are long term and recurring homelessness
service users. Around ten per cent of service users attended services for support
several times per year for multiple years, while an additional ten per cent attended
across multiple years*® as people with long-term support needs instead receive only
the time-limited support predominantly funded in the specialist homelessness service
system.

Now well-established, these programs are achieving extraordinary results. Yet, their
history as a series of trial projects needs to be addressed — Australian governments
(State and Federal) have not prioritised expanding the geographic reach of
Australia’s Housing First programs to support people across the country.
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Recommendation 12: The Federal Government fund a nationwide rollout of
Housing First programs to the scale needed to fully address long-term and
recurring homelessness.

Across Australia, inadequate supply of social housing, particularly one bedroom
units, means that Housing First programs have not had access to a sufficient flow of
housing options for clients. The consequence is support workers spending months
working with people experiencing long term and recurring homelessness who remain
unhoused. This completely undermines the Housing First model, in which housing is
a critical element* %, and consequently these programs have not been able to
maximise their potential impact.

Recommendation 13: The Federal Government fund an adequate supply of
social housing targeted to people experiencing long term or recurring
homelessness.

Homelessness and aging

While only a small proportion of people without a home are older (see Table 1
previously reported), this small cohort is growing rapidly, with 49 per cent more
people aged 55 and over without a home on Census night in 2016 compared to
2006. While people aged 55 are not considered ‘older’ in the general community,
there is broad agreement in the homelessness literature that long term and recurring
homelessness prematurely ages people,*® with people as young as 50 demonstrating
high rates of multiple age-associated conditions.*’

Supporting older people who have been without a home on a long term or recurring
basis is a specialist skill; it requires the persistent, relational engagement skills
exemplified by specialist homelessness services, with the high levels of personal care
and residential support delivered by aged care providers.

Further to this, many people who have experienced long term and recurring
homelessness can be reluctant to utilise the services that they may need.*® This may
be particularly true for older people whose experiences of service engagement
across a lifetime have not permanently ended their vulnerability to homelessness,
and for whom the prospect of a highly institutionalised (and restrictive) response is
particularly likely.*

Specialised homelessness support programs for older people are rare in Australia,
but have achieved strong outcomes. A relatively small program funded by the
Federal Government, called the Commonwealth Home Support Program’s
Assistance with Care and Housing (ACH) could play a greater role preventing
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homelessness for older people and assist more older people experiencing
homelessness if additional funding were provided.*

Recommendation 14: The Federal Government increase funding to expand the
delivery of specialist older persons homelessness support.

Recommendation 15: The Federal Government fund advocacy and navigation
supports to ensure that older homeless people have access to appropriate
homelessness services.

Homelessness, My Aged Care, and the NDIS

The Commonwealth Aged Care Act recognises that people who have experienced
homelessness can prematurely experience age related conditions, and specified that
they are eligible for aged care services from the age of 50.

The introduction of two new systems for meeting the support needs of Australians
with disability or in advanced age (the NDIS and My Aged Care) have been designed
to create a clear delineation of responsibilities; those under age 65 are supported
through the NDIS, while those aged 65 and over are supported through My Aged
Care.

For people experiencing homelessness and premature aging, there are significant
unintended consequences from this delineation. Many people who have been
without a home and have premature aging are being directed to first seek support
through the NDIS before My Aged Care will consider their eligibility. They are then
required to undertake a range of administratively burdensome assessments to seek a
diagnosis that would qualify them for the NDIS. Such a diagnosis is often not
possible, as the applicant’s care needs are not related to specific disabilities.

As previously mentioned, many older people can be reluctant to engage with
services.” This is especially true where processes for engagement are particularly
burdensome. Where Australia’s policy settings recognise that people who have been
without a home are eligible for aged care services from the age of 50, it is
disappointing that a process failure is preventing many of them from receiving the
care that they need.

Recommendation 16: The Federal Government improve the interface between
My Aged Care and the NDIS for people over 50 years of age experiencing
homelessness.

Recommendation 17: The Federal Government fund support for older people
experiencing homelessness for the period required to access aged care.
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
homelessness

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians make up 3 per cent of the Australian
population, but 26 per cent of specialist homelessness service users. This means that
First Nations Australians are 9.8 times more likely to need homelessness assistance
than other Australians.”” This over-representation is growing every year. That
approximately 1 in 12 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians are facing
homelessness each year should be a matter of deep concern to all.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander homelessness and housing

Homelessness almost always occurs in the context of poverty, and the resultant lack
of housing options. The ongoing impact of dispossession means that First Nations
Australians experience high rates of poverty; with one in three Aboriginal Australians
living in poverty.> This poverty significantly contributes to homelessness. These
experiences of homelessness then compound other disadvantages experienced
disproportionately by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including poor
health outcomes, over-incarceration, parent and child separations, and family
violence, further entrenching poverty.>*

Stable housing can disrupt this process of entrenching disadvantage and be a
foundation for better outcomes for Indigenous Australians across a wide range of
domains.® If Australia is to start to make progress on Closing The Gap targets,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander housing is an important precursor.

However, despite the importance of housing to outcomes for Indigenous Australians,
federal funding to First Nations housing programs, including to remote Indigenous
housing have been cut massively in recent years.

Federal cuts to Indigenous housing spending

1,000
7941 7941

535.6
454.7
500 386.0 4407 4363
303.0 295.8
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More than half of homelessness among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders is
occurring in very remote communities, due in large part to a lack of housing, and in
particular, of housing that is too small to meet households’ needs.”® Consequently,
the health outcomes in these communities are very poor, and the needs of
community members exceedingly high. Specific Government attention is required to
address the adequacy and availability of housing in remote Aboriginal communities,
but also to address the harms of widespread homelessness.

Recommendation 18: The Federal Government significantly increase funding to
deliver more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander owned and managed social
housing, including by restoring funding to the National Partnership Agreement
on Remote Indigenous Housing.

Recommendation 19: The Federal Government fund homelessness services
operating in remote Aboriginal communities commensurate with the specific
needs of these communities.

Homelessness and Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations

Aboriginal people without a home must commonly navigate a complex service
system, which often does not meet their needs, alongside the challenges of
homelessness. Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations are uniquely placed
to provide the solidarity and skill needed to support people to navigate this
complexity.

Where Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations have been resourced to
work with their communities to determine the solutions and programs to meet their
own needs, it has been shown to improve service utilisation and achieve better
outcomes.”” Yet there are few Aboriginal specific homelessness services or

suppo |
Recommendation

Recommendation
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