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In the few short months since the Inquiry into Homelessness was announced, COVID-19 has swept across the globe, disproportionately impacting the 116,000 people who were already homeless in Australia. 
People sleeping rough are particularly vulnerable to COVID-19 due to the high prevalence of chronic health conditions and difficulty of physically distancing while on the streets. Those living in overcrowded dwellings or rooming houses are also unable to maintain physical distancing measures and are at higher risk of being exposed to COVID-19.
The economic impact of the pandemic and rapid increase in unemployment has also placed an enormous number of Australians at risk of homelessness, now and in the months and years to come.
The Australian Government has responded to the pandemic with stimulus measures including JobSeeker and JobKeeper payments. These have provided a vital safety net for millions of Australians. State governments have also responded rapidly, providing free, emergency accommodation for rough sleepers. In Victoria, emergency accommodation was found for around 95 per cent of people sleeping rough. 
We now need to build on this immediate response and provide permanent, stable housing to break the cycle of homelessness currently facing so many Australians. 
The City of Melbourne supports the call for the Australian Government to introduce a Social Housing Acceleration and Renovation Program – SHARP. This would create much needed construction and supply chain jobs. National peak bodies, the Community Housing Industry Association (CHIA), Homelessness Australia, National Shelter, and the Everybody’s Home campaign calculate that this would require an Australian Government investment of around $7.7 billion. It would involve investing in at least 30,000 new energy efficient social housing units and the renovation of thousands of existing properties. CHIA estimates that the work could be completed within three years (as at May 2020). 
New social housing stock must include culturally appropriate units. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people represent 22 per cent of the homeless population despite only comprising 3.3 per cent of the Australian population. More than 20,000 properties are currently needed across Australia for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Homelessness Australia 2019). 
Given the systemic nature of the housing and homelessness crisis, the Government’s response should include affordable housing in addition to social housing.
Any national social housing investment must be supported by significant state government contributions. In May 2020, the Victorian Government announced a $500 million package that included building 168 social housing units and upgrading 23,000 more as part of efforts to bolster the state economy. 
Well before the pandemic hit, the number of people experiencing homelessness was increasing. Australia’s rapidly increasing population was putting pressure on the rental market and accelerating house prices. A lack of investment in social housing by successive Australian Governments since 2008 exacerbated the problem. 
Prior to the COVID-19 response, income support payments had not increased in real terms in 25 years. The COVID-19 pandemic has meant that hundreds of thousands of people across Australia have lost their jobs and are facing financial hardship they’ve never experienced before. The increased JobSeeker income support payment brought in during the pandemic has been most welcome and appreciated by the sector. We recommend this is maintained in the long-term.
As our nation faces the unprecedented challenge of COVID-19, we ask the Australian Government to harness this powerful opportunity for change and invest in affordable, social and supported housing for our country’s most vulnerable residents. 

	The City of Melbourne is responding to the following seven points in the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference: 
· the incidence of homelessness in Australia
· factors affecting the incidence of homelessness, including housing-market factors
· the causes of, and contributing factors to, housing overcrowding
· opportunities for early intervention and prevention of homelessness
· support and services for people at particular risk of homelessness
· the suitability of mainstream services for people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness
· examples of best-practice approaches for preventing and addressing homelessness 

Please note that this is a Management Submission and has not been formally endorsed by Council. 
This submission uses the term ‘social housing’ to encompass public housing, state-owned Aboriginal housing, community housing and Aboriginal community housing, in line with the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. 


[bookmark: _Toc42162736]1. The incidence of homelessness in Australia
Australia is in the depths of housing and homelessness crisis and Melbourne is no exception. Homelessness increased in Australia by 13.7 per cent in just five years between 2011 and 2016. On Australian census night in 2016, 116, 427 people had no home. Twenty per cent of Australia’s homeless population live in Victoria. 
Addressing homelessness is complex and challenging because of compounding social, economic and policy factors. People experiencing homelessness are not a homogenous group. Homelessness can occur at any stage of life and to people from diverse backgrounds. Population growth, rising cost of living, increasing rental costs, income support failing to meet the cost of rent and a lack of social and affordable housing are causing housing stress and homelessness. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is placing huge numbers of Australians at risk of homelessness for the first time. Hundreds of thousands have lost their jobs and are facing financial hardship they’ve never experienced before. 
Homelessness is increasing in the municipality of Melbourne 
The City of Melbourne is the local government authority serving the municipality of Melbourne. Homelessness rates in the municipality have soared over the past ten years, with a particularly significant upward trend since 2014. In the 2016 Australian Census, a total of 1728 people were recorded as homeless in our municipality. This number nearly doubled in just five years, up from 923 in the 2011 census. This includes people sleeping rough on the streets (living in improvised dwellings, tents or sleeping out), in derelict buildings, cars, 'couch surfing', staying in crisis accommodation or living in boarding or rooming houses. It also includes people living in ‘severely’ crowded dwellings. This sub-category recorded a sharp increase from 2011 to 2016, rising from 102 people to 499 in just five years. 
Table 1: homelessness across the Melbourne local government area - Australian Bureau of Statistics 2018
	Categories of homelessness
	2011
	2016

	Persons living in improvised dwellings, tents or sleeping out
	130
	353

	Persons in supported accommodation for the homeless
	261
	246

	Persons staying temporarily with other households
	94
	141

	Persons living in boarding houses
	311
	459

	Persons in other temporary lodgings
	25
	30

	Persons living in ‘severely’ crowded dwellings
	102
	499

	Total homeless persons on census night in the Melbourne local government area
	923
	1728



More people are sleeping rough in the city and many experience long-term homelessness
Every two years since 2008, the City of Melbourne has undertaken the StreetCount survey to collect information about people sleeping rough within the city’s parks, on streets and in other locations. This allows us to measure how many people are sleeping rough in our municipality and to work with partners to ensure appropriate support is offered. In 2008, 112 people were recorded as sleeping rough – this increased to 279 in 2018. 
Research into rough sleeping in Victoria suggests that people sleeping rough often gravitate to central Melbourne over time from suburban and outer metropolitan locations, attracted by the perceived availability of services (DHHS 2017). Data from the City of Melbourne-funded Night Time Safe Space Program in Bourke Street supports this research. People attending the program have identified as coming from mostly inner and outer suburbs of Melbourne and as well as some regional areas. 
Many people sleeping rough in the city have been homeless for a long time. The 2018 StreetCount found that nearly one fifth of people sleeping rough had stayed in their current location for more than one year. Recent research by Victoria’s Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS, 2017) also found that those who had been sleeping rough long-term were overrepresented in the municipality of Melbourne and inner city areas including North Melbourne, St Kilda and Collingwood. 
Homelessness is also increasing in other capital cities 
Almost two thirds of people experiencing homelessness in Australia are in capital cities and the numbers are rapidly increasing. In the five years between 2011 and 2016, homelessness increased by 88 per cent in Brisbane; 86 per cent in Melbourne and 68 per cent in Sydney (Council of Capital City Lord Mayors and ABS census data). 
The Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) recently assessed the level and distribution of social housing need across Australia. As shown in Table 2 below, seven of the top 10 areas needing new social housing were in capital cities. 
Table 2: Top 10 areas needing the greatest number of new social housing dwellings in 2016 – AHURI 2019
	Area
	New social housing dwellings needed
	Households currently in social housing
	Total number of households
	New social housing dwellings needed as % of total households

	Melbourne-West (Vic)
	14,100
	6,200
	248,000
	5.7%

	Melbourne-South East (Vic) 
	13,900
	5,700
	253,000
	5.5%

	Gold Coast (QLD)
	13,600
	5000
	216,900
	6.3%

	Inner South West Sydney (NSW) 
	13,000
	11,800
	192,800
	6.7%

	Parramatta Sydney (NSW)
	10,600
	11,000
	147,800
	7.2%

	Melbourne-Inner (Vic)
	10,100
	15,800
	266,900
	3.8%

	South West Sydney (NSW)
	10,000
	9,400
	123,000
	8.1%

	Adelaide-North (SA)
	9,800
	12,300
	159,900
	6.1%

	Wide Bay (QLD)
	9,000
	3,800
	115,900
	7.8%

	Ipswich (QLD)
	8,000
	5,200
	112,000
	7.1%


[bookmark: _Toc42162737]2. Factors affecting the incidence of homelessness, including housing-market factors
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, Australia’s rapidly increasing population was putting pressure on the rental market and accelerating house prices. Housing was becoming less affordable and demand for social housing was increasing. In 2008 the Australian Government launched an ambitious plan to halve homelessness by 2020; however this was abandoned by successive governments. 
Lack of investment in social housing 
Demand for social housing is already far outstripping supply. There is a current national shortfall in social housing of 437,600 properties (AHURI 2019). The ongoing outcomes from the COVID-19 pandemic will inevitably create even more demand.
The City of Melbourne supports the call for the Australian Government to introduce a social housing acceleration and renovation program – SHARP. National peak bodies, the Community Housing Industry Association (CHIA), Homelessness Australia, National Shelter, and the Everybody’s Home campaign calculate that this would require an Australian Government investment of around $7.7 billion. 
It would involve investing in at least 30,000 new energy-efficient social housing units and the renovation of thousands of existing properties. Work could be completed within three years (CHIA May 2020). 
	 Snapshot of Australia’s housing crisis:
· Homelessness increased by 13.6 per cent between the 2011 and 2016 census
· Social housing as a proportion of all dwellings fell from 5.3 per cent in 2005-06 to 4.6 per cent in 2017-18
· Social housing numbers increased by only 552 dwellings in 2017-18 across Australia
· In 2017-18 Australia’s population increased by 391,000
· AHURI has identified the immediate unmet need for social housing in Australia at 437,600 properties (2019)
· AHURI also estimates that 730,000 additional social dwellings are required over the next 20 years (2018). This equates to a growth of 5.5 per cent above the existing stock.



Victoria has the lowest proportion of social housing
More than 80,000 people are on the public housing waiting list in Victoria. The state has the lowest proportion of social housing in Australia at 3.2 per cent of all housing, compared with the national average of 4.5 per cent (Community Housing Industry Association 2020). 
Lack of affordable housing in the municipality of Melbourne
The City of Melbourne commissioned SGS Economics and Planning to undertake a Housing Needs Analysis in 2019. This analysed current and future demand for affordable rental housing in the municipality of Melbourne, inner Melbourne and metropolitan Melbourne. In 2019, there was demand for at least 9450 affordable housing units in the municipality of Melbourne, and a current supply of only 3950 social and affordable housing units.
This means a current shortfall of at least 5500 social and affordable rental homes. If there is no addition to the social and affordable housing stock, the shortfall will quadruple to more than 23,000 by 2036, notwithstanding the additional and somewhat unknown impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The widely accepted definition of rental stress occurs when 30 per cent or more of a household’s income is spent on rent. The Productivity Commission’s most recent report identified that more than fifty percent of low income rental households in Melbourne were in rental stress in 2015–16. 
Australian Government investment falling in real terms
The Australian Government’s investment in social housing and homelessness has been falling in real terms over the past five years. In 2014-15 the government spent $1.43 billion on social housing and homelessness (Homelessness Australia, 2019). Allowing for population growth and inflation, it should have spent $1.65 billion in 2019-20 to maintain the same real value. But the government provided only $1.56 billion in 2019-20, representing a shortfall of $82 million, as illustrated in Figure 1 below.
Figure 1: Social housing dwellings decreasing as federal spending decreases – Homelessness Australia 2019
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The National Housing and Homelessness Agreement commenced on 1 July 2018. Under this agreement, the Australian Government provides around $1.5 billion each year to states and territories ‘to improve Australians’’ access to secure and affordable housing across the housing spectrum’ (Australian Government 2019). 
However this funding goes into maintaining existing specialised homelessness services and the physical maintenance of ageing social and public housing stock, leaving almost no funds for new builds (CCCLM, February 2020). 
The National Housing and Homelessness Agreement includes service funding that states and territories are required to match. To date, the Victorian Government has not matched this funding. This has resulted in a significant decrease in the state’s federal allocation, further disadvantaging Victorians in need of housing.
Investment needed in specialist housing stock 
The need for tailored housing solutions is highlighted by the number of people who continue to cycle from housing back onto the street and become entrenched in sleeping rough. In Victoria there are only 423 government funded crisis beds with demand far exceeding supply (Turton, P. 2019). This often forces housing agencies to put people in private rentals and low-end hotels which can be of poor quality and are potentially unsafe. This can exacerbate what the individual is experiencing to the extent that their preference is to sleep on the streets. 
In early 2019, 50 housing agencies in Melbourne's north and west identified the most unsafe and substandard rental properties and have now boycotted the providers of these properties. Many of their clients advised that they felt safer on the streets than in the boycotted rental properties (ABC News 2019). The Victorian Government supported the agencies’ decision. 
Considerable international and Australian research demonstrates that even highly vulnerable people with extended periods of sleeping rough can exit from homelessness if they have appropriate housing and ‘wrap-around’ support services available. This model is called Housing First. 
People who have been sleeping rough for an extended time usually have multiple and complex needs and require specialist housing stock. Many have experienced deep trauma and violence often need scattered site housing, with a relatively low intensity of other vulnerable tenants, and with outreach support. Other people who have experienced long term homelessness prefer self-contained units on a single site. This option includes permanent onsite support services and can foster a sense of community.
There is a lack of specialist housing with wrap-around support services in Victoria and across the country. Without investment in tailored housing solutions for the people who have experienced long term rough sleeping, the number of people ending up back on the streets will continue to rise. 
Investment needed in culturally-appropriate housing stock
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are vastly overrepresented in the homeless population. Despite only comprising 3.3 per cent of the Australian population, Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander people represent 22 per cent of the homeless population (2016 census and Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2019). 
Across Australia, there is currently a shortage of more than 20,000 properties that are culturally appropriate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (Homelessness Australia 2019). Aboriginal Housing Victoria advises that 5085 additional Aboriginal social housing units are needed by 2036 just to prevent Aboriginal homelessness from escalating in Victoria.
City of Melbourne is exploring the service delivery gaps for Aboriginal people sleeping rough within its jurisdiction and developing culturally appropriate options that strengthen homeless service delivery models.
The Australian Government must work directly with and resource Aboriginal organisations to develop culturally appropriate housing. Aboriginal Housing Victoria and Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations (ACCHOs) are potential key partners in addressing homelessness. Many ACCHOs in Victoria manage housing stock that is culturally appropriate. They also address the social determinants and causes of homelessness and work with Aboriginal community members to identify solutions. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc41474881][bookmark: _Toc42162738]The causes of, and contributing factors to, housing overcrowding
Overcrowding is caused by the lack of social and affordable housing for people on the lowest incomes. Until the COVID-19 pandemic occurred, the shortage was being compounded by several factors: Australia’s rapidly increasing population was accelerating house prices and impacting the already stressed rental market; living costs were rising and income support was failing to meet the increasing cost of rent. 
People living in severely crowded dwellings are categorised as homeless in the Australian census. A severely crowded dwelling is one which needs four or more extra bedrooms to house the people living there. This is the most common form of homelessness in Australia, accounting for 44 per cent of all people experiencing homelessness (2016 census). 
Over 51,000 Australians now live in severely overcrowded accommodation, 10,000 more than just five years ago (2016 census). Aboriginal people are disproportionately affected by severe overcrowding. One third of people living in overcrowded dwellings are Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander (Council to Homeless Persons, 2019). 
People living in severely overcrowded households experience serious long term health and social consequences including increased fatigue, stress, anxiety and depression. Research also suggests overcrowding can increase the risk of family violence and child sexual abuse (Council to Homeless Persons, 2019). 
 Migrants are more likely to experience overcrowding as some groups are more likely to have larger families and find it difficult to find private rentals with sufficient space for more than four children. Public housing of this size is also very scarce. Recent migrants are more likely to earn lower incomes and also have limited access to some government support payments. Migrant families with limited incomes may choose to move in with other families so that they can share the costs of private rental (Council to Homeless Persons, 2019). 
Overcrowding in the municipality of Melbourne
Despite Melbourne’s prosperity, overcrowding across the municipality of Melbourne is rising. It increased more than 500 per cent in just five years between 2011 and 2016 (2016 census). Overcrowding is mostly taking place in unregistered rooming houses where two or three bedroom apartments or houses are accommodating up to 15 people (Council to Homeless Persons, 2019). 
In Melbourne, the student rental accommodation market accounts for a proportion of crowded rooming house conditions. International students are particularly susceptible, paying high tuition fees and restricted to working 40 hours a fortnight, they find it difficult to secure affordable accommodation. Many are winding up in unregistered rooming house-type accommodation that is exploitative and overcrowded. 
People living in illegal rooming houses have limited and insecure tenure, limited access to social space, shared bedrooms, kitchens and bathrooms and often experience discriminatory tenancy practices and high rents. A property can be deemed to be a rooming house by law if four or more people are individually paying rent to an operator to live there (Victoria’s Residential Tenancies Act 1997). This means that even a two bedroom apartment is a rooming house if four people are paying rent to share its rooms. But many operators knowingly exploit this, leasing properties as share houses rather than rooming houses and leading vulnerable residents to believe they have no rights (Nunweek J & O’Hanlon B, July 2019). 
These illegal rooming houses are often hidden within existing suburban residential stock or in high rise buildings in our city, making it difficult for councils and government agencies to discover and investigate. In Melbourne’s CBD, they are often only discovered when fires require the evacuation of hundreds of residents, as was the case with the 2019 fire in the 41-storey Neo 200 apartment complex in Spencer Street. When councils and government agencies discover this type of overcrowded accommodation, it is difficult to regulate. Existing monitoring mechanisms are inadequate, requiring notice periods before inspections. This allows landlords to hide overcrowding by asking tenants to leave the premises. 
The lack of affordable housing means that reducing overcrowding is very difficult. We need greater capacity to inspect and enforce, along with clear alternatives to house people found to be living in unsafe conditions.   
4. [bookmark: _Toc42162739]Opportunities for early intervention and prevention of homelessness
The COVID-19 pandemic has meant that hundreds of thousands of people across Australia have lost their jobs and are facing financial hardship they’ve never experienced before. Australian Government Treasury figures forecast the jobless rate will double by June 2020 from 5.1 per cent to 10 per cent due to COVID-19 (ABC News April 2020). 
The impact has already hit. Between March and April, 20 per cent of people previously employed (2.7 million people) became unemployed or had their hours reduced (ACOSS, May 2020). 
In response, the Australian Government has doubled the unemployment payment, boosting income support under JobSeeker by $550 a fortnight. Prior to the COVID-19 response, income support payments had not increased in real terms in 25 years. This temporary ‘coronavirus supplement’ is supporting the most vulnerable to the impacts of the crisis and is recommended to continue in the long term.
A comprehensive and collaborative national response is needed that invests in new social and specialist housing. Funding must also be provided for renovation of existing social housing stock. This would create jobs across the country in the building and construction industry, as well as supply chains, for works such as painting, roofing, kitchen and bathroom renovations.
Many people at risk of homelessness fall through the gaps in the service system, finding it almost impossible to navigate their way through the complex administrative processes of the housing, welfare and health systems to get help. As a result many do not receive the help they need and end up on the streets.
This is especially crucial for individuals at risk of homelessness (outlined below); those who require institutional care and support and people who are exiting from hospitals and correctional facilities. Research in Victoria shows that increased intervention in three areas – corrections, in-patient health settings and out of care arrangements for young people, “would have a substantial impact on reducing homelessness and rough sleeping,” (DHHS 2017). 
5. [bookmark: _Toc42162740]Support and services for people at particular risk of homelessness
The 2016 census figures show significant increases in the number of women, children, young people and older people experiencing homelessness since 2011. The pandemic and resulting rise in unemployment has left these groups at heightened risks of homelessness. 
Family violence is a main and increasing cause of women becoming homeless, and the COVID-19 isolation period has led to a spike in domestic and family violence. Frontline services across Australia have recorded a ten per cent increase in the number of domestic violence cases during the COVID-19 lockdown (Women’s Safety NSW, 1 May 2020). Researchers say stress and alcohol consumption during the COVID-19 pandemic are likely to further increase rates of family violence (VOA News, 21 May 2020). 
Women and young people are also more likely to work in occupations most affected by the shutdowns and spatial distancing measures (Grattan Institute, April 2020).
In May 2020 the Victorian Government outlined a COVID-19 housing support package for vulnerable groups. A $115 million Rapid Housing Response package will go towards projects that increase housing options for women and children fleeing family violence, Aboriginal people, and those leaving state run services, such as prisons (The Age, May 2020).

The City of Melbourne calls on the Australian Government to comprehensively fund housing and support services for the at-risk groups below (see Recommendations section for more detail). 
Women and children affected by family and domestic violence
Between 2011 and 2016, there was a 9.5 per cent increase in homelessness amongst Australian women (2016 census). Women now comprise 42 per cent of those experiencing homelessness, a total of 49,017 women across the country.  
Family violence is the major reason that women and children seek assistance from homelessness services in Australia. The City of Melbourne funds the Women’s Homelessness Prevention Project run by Justice Connect. In its first two years of operation, the project prevented the eviction of 102 women (with 157 children in their care) into homelessness.   Of these, 90 per cent had experienced family violence in the past ten years (Justice Connect, 2018).
Frontyard Youth Services provides integrated services in Melbourne’s CBD to address the physical, social, emotional and housing needs of young people aged between 12 and 25 years who are at risk of or are experiencing homelessness. Family breakdown and violence continues to be a strong theme for young people presenting to Frontyard. More than half (63.8 per cent) of young women and 40.27 per cent of young men presenting to Frontyard reported experiencing family violence. 
Children and young people
Homelessness amongst young people aged 12-24 increased by 9.9 per cent in just five years between 2011 and 2016 (2016 census). In Victoria, 39 per cent, or around two in every five people counted as homeless on census night were under 25 years of age. 
Children who experience homelessness are more likely to become homeless when they reach adulthood. There is a strong correlation between homelessness and the following factors: childhood poverty, family breakdown, child protection or out of home care and low levels of education. Recent research in Victoria found that young out-of-home care clients are a ‘distinctly vulnerable group for lifelong homelessness and entrenched rough sleeping’ (DHHS 2017). The research showed that among young people who have spent their lives in care and having never experienced ‘home,’ even a short period of sleeping rough is likely to develop into long term homelessness. 
Aboriginal people 
In Victoria, 10 percent of homeless Victorians are Aboriginal, despite Aboriginal people comprising just 0.8 per cent of the state’s population. 
The Victorian Government provided emergency accommodation to people experiencing homelessness during the COVID-19 crisis. A total of 960 people from across Greater Melbourne were consistently housed during that time in the Melbourne municipality, and 12 per cent of these (115 people) were Aboriginal clients (Launch Housing, May 2020). 
Aboriginal Housing Victoria’s Housing and Homelessness Framework, released in February 2020, outlines the gap in disadvantage: 
· In 2020, more than 4,000 of Victoria’s Aboriginal households (around one in five) were seeking social housing through the Victorian Housing Register. 
· One in five Aboriginal households live in social housing: 2754 in public housing and 1565 in Aboriginal Housing Victoria properties. 
· Approximately 1 in 50 general population households live in social housing.
The lack of accessible and affordable accommodation means that individuals and families often have to stay in overcrowded housing with relatives under informal kinship arrangements (Scott, S. 2019). The high rates of housing insecurity and homelessness experienced by Aboriginal people is compounded by issues relating back to colonisation, dispossession of land, loss of lore and culture and system racism (AHURI 2005). This is compounded by chronic housing shortages in remote areas, and entrenched disadvantage. 
The City of Melbourne calls on the Australian Government to work directly with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander stakeholders to reduce homelessness in Victoria and across the country. Holistic, culturally appropriate and community controlled approaches will provide sustainable, suitable models that best serve Aboriginal people. 
People experiencing repeat homelessness
Rates of rough sleeping in Melbourne’s CBD have increased rapidly over the past five years. Many people sleeping rough in the city have been homeless for a long time or have experienced repeat homelessness. 
Research undertaken for the City of Melbourne and DHHS in January 2020 found that people who have been sleeping rough for extended periods require a diverse range of services spanning multiple service systems. The most common need is for housing assistance but other service needs include mental health, drug and alcohol services, disability, immigration, cultural services, family violence services, child services and legal assistance (Figure 2). This reflects the breadth of barriers that prevent people from accessing and sustaining housing. 
Figure 2: Service system needs of people sleeping rough in Melbourne’s CBD – DHHS 2020
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Comprehensive funding and a coordinated approach is needed to engage with people experiencing repeat homelessness, deliver services and overcome barriers to achieving sustainable pathways out of homelessness. 
This includes national investment in a shared database on people sleeping rough in each state. This database, commonly known as a By Name List, allows funded services and departments to share information on individuals to support best outcomes. It also allows accurate measurement of the success of homelessness initiatives in tracking the inflow and outflow of people sleeping rough. 
During the current COVID-19 pandemic, the City of Melbourne and Victorian Government are developing a By Name List in the City of Melbourne. Similar lists exist in Adelaide, Perth and other capital cities. National investment is needed so that databases can be created in every city and state. 
People exiting institutions and other care arrangements
Access to sustainable housing is crucially important to prevent exit into homelessness from out of home care and the justice, health and mental health systems. The exit points for health services, hospitals, justice service centres and the child protection system are all stages at which people become homeless. These discharge points must include dedicated housing and service coordination programs to ensure that people are assisted to access housing and supports as part of their return to the community.   
Research indicates that almost half of people exiting correctional facilities said they were going to be homeless when they were released. The data shows that former inmates who are homeless or in unstable housing conditions are significantly more likely to be re-incarcerated than those in secure housing (DHHS 2017). 
People living with mental illness
Mental ill health is the most common factor for people engaged in homelessness services supported by the City of Melbourne. The Daily Support Team program is a partnership between the City of Melbourne and Launch Housing and has been in operation for almost three years. The team works every day with people sleeping rough in the city and helps them find permanent pathways out of homelessness. Initially, the team engaged a specialist youth worker however in 2018 this role was replaced with a mental health specialist. This was because people with mental ill health were far more prevalent in the population of people sleeping rough in the CBD than young people. 
The high prevalence of people with mental health issues is clearly demonstrated in Figure 3. Over the last four years this cohort has grown by 11 per cent a year. 
Figure 3: Number of people sleeping rough by characteristic/risk factor 2018-2019 – DHHS 2020
[image: ]


Research shows that people need safe, permanent accommodation for mental health treatment to be effective. In 2018, the National Mental Health Commission collaborated with AHURI to release a report that demonstrated that having a secure home allows people with mental illness to focus on treatment and rehabilitation.
People who are homeless and living with mental illness are also disadvantaged in the National Disability Insurance Scheme. At the Victorian Homelessness Conference in 2019, experts recognised that the NDIS system did not accommodate the needs of people with severe mental health issues (Probono Australia, October 2019). 
NDIS support packages are only accessible once a participant has a place of residents and case managers can visit them at home. This support is therefore inaccessible for most people experiencing homelessness. A mental health advisor for the National Disability Insurance Agency told conference participants that “the agency was well aware that a new approach was needed for people with severe mental health issues and those who were homeless” (Probono Australia, October 2019).  
6. [bookmark: _Toc42162741]The suitability of mainstream services for people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness
It is recommended that the Australian Government considers maintaining the increased JobSeeker income support payments in the long-term. 
The increased JobSeeker payments replaced Newstart Allowance in March 2020. Prior to this, Newstart had not increased in real terms in 25 years. Since 1995-96, the year after Newstart last increased in real terms, the median weekly cost of private rent increased by 166 per cent, from $139 to $370 per week by 2017-18, according to data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (thenewdaily.com.au, September 2019). As a result, in the six years before COVID-19, the number of people on Newstart payments seeking assistance from homelessness services increased by 75 per cent. This easily outpaced the growth in the number of people receiving Newstart, which rose by 28 per cent over the same period (Homelessness Australia 2019). 
Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) is currently failing to meet actual rental costs. It is linked to Consumer Price Index (CPI) increases twice a year, but this is inadequate as rental prices are increasing faster than CPI (CCCLM, February 2020). It is also paid at an even rate across the country, meaning that people living in higher rent areas such as the municipality of Melbourne and other capital cities are disadvantaged (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2019). 
The Australian Government should also consider increasing Commonwealth Rent Assistance so that people on the lowest income levels can afford the basic costs of housing in the private rental market.
7. [bookmark: _Toc41474886][bookmark: _Toc42162742]Examples of best-practice approaches in Australia and internationally 

The Western Australian Government’s Affordable Housing Strategy (Courtesy of AHURI, May 2020)
The Affordable Housing Strategy provided a range of affordable housing options including social rental, to discounted private rental and a shared equity scheme for low income home owners.
It benefited from both the reduced private investment availability and the economic stimuli offered as a response to the Global Financial Crisis of 2008–09. AHURI research identified that ‘at the time of strategy development and launch' (2009–10) the Housing Authority was able to take advantage of weak housing market conditions, securing good deals with developers and builders which maximised public investment outcomes.’ 
Of the new affordable homes, around two thirds (66.4 per cent) were shared equity and low deposit home loans made available to lower to mid-income households. Such loans require householders to be in paid employment for at least six months—a timeframe that may need to be reconsidered if governments were to implement such a strategy as part of a post COVID-19 stimulus.
The Affordable Housing Strategy exceeded its initial target of 20,000 new homes by 2020. By 2015 it had delivered 5400 social housing rentals, 2700 discounted private rental homes for people on low incomes and 11,900 home loans and shared equity loans for homebuyers on modest incomes. 
The strategy was expanded to achieve 30,000 affordable homes and then 35,000 homes by 2020. The Western Australia example shows that by working across the continuum of housing need, a large volume of new supply can be delivered quickly, and draw on a range of finance sources. 
A National Housing First approach 
A National Housing First approach is essential to addressing and preventing homelessness. Housing First is a strategic response to homelessness that prioritises permanent and stable housing for people experiencing homelessness. It is only once stable housing is secured that other more enduring issues can be appropriately addressed. Providing a variety of housing options is critical to meeting the needs of different cohorts and ensuring they remain in housing long term. The best programs consult with and are informed by experts – people with a lived experience of homelessness.
Once housing is secured, a team of support workers can address complex needs through services like drug and alcohol counselling or mental health treatment. An individual’s engagement with these support services is not conditional on them maintaining accommodation. This is different to other models of support that can require people to abstain from alcohol or drugs or comply with mental health programs to qualify for housing. 
Housing First began in the United States in the 1990s, and its success has led to it being taken up in the United Kingdom, Spain, Italy, Ireland, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Canada, and New Zealand. A longitudinal study of 225 people compared the outcomes from using a Housing First program versus using more traditional services. The research found that after two years, 88 per cent of those in the Housing First program retained their housing, compared to 47 per cent in the other programs (AHURI, 2012).  


[bookmark: _Toc42162743]City of Melbourne Management Recommendations 

1. Australian Government to invest in social and affordable housing 

1.1 Introduce a social housing acceleration and renovation program that invests approximately $7.7 billion in the development of at least 30,000 new energy efficient social housing units and the renovation of thousands of existing properties across Australia. 
1.2 Fund transitional housing as well as specialist, tailored housing stock, with onsite support services for people experiencing repeat homelessness who have multiple and complex needs. 
1.3 Introduce a long term (20-50 year) National Housing and Homelessness Strategy that recognises housing as critical infrastructure and adopts a Housing First approach. 
1.4 Work directly with and resource Aboriginal organisations to increase the amount of culturally appropriate social housing for Aboriginal people.
1.5 Identify Australian Government owned surplus land for delivering affordable housing. 

2. Australian Government to comprehensively fund services associated with homelessness

2.1 [bookmark: _Toc33083859][bookmark: _Toc33085339][bookmark: _Toc33085388][bookmark: _Toc33085532][bookmark: _Toc33085584][bookmark: _Toc33083861][bookmark: _Toc33085341][bookmark: _Toc33085390][bookmark: _Toc33085534][bookmark: _Toc33085586]Significantly increase service funding for children and young people and people aged 55 or over who are at risk of or are experiencing homelessness.
2.2 Provide adequate funding for culturally appropriate, holistic prevention, intervention and solution-based programs that reduce homelessness for Aboriginal people.
2.3 Increase funding for services for people experiencing repeat homelessness and rough sleeping who require a diverse range of services spanning multiple service systems.
2.4 Consider models and funding for early intervention and preventative programs specifically targeted to mental health, drug and alcohol use and family violence.
2.5 Improve funding for services for people with ongoing and recurrent mental health conditions who have experienced or are at risk of homelessness. 
2.6 Provide adequate funding for structured transition plans for people exiting institutions including hospitals, out of home care and correctional facilities that include the provision of housing with tailored support services.

3. Australian Government to reform income support system 

3.1 Consider maintaining the increased JobSeeker income support payments long term. 
3.2 Consider increasing and adequately indexing welfare payments including Commonwealth Rent Assistance so that individuals and families on the lowest income levels can access the private rental market.
3.3 Increase inter and cross government coordination to improve service delivery and housing outcomes.
3.4 Work with the states to invest in a state based database where services can share information on individuals sleeping rough to support best outcomes, commonly known as a By Name List. 
3.5 Adequately fund agencies to prepare National Disability Insurance Scheme applications for people with mental illness and people experiencing homelessness. 
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