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Submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry into Homelessness
Prepared by the Consumer Participation Working Group of the Northern and Western
Homelessness Networks
INTRODUCTION
The Northern and Western Homelessness Networks are Networks of fifty Specialist Homelessness and Family
Violence Services (SHSs) managing 180 programs, operating in Melbourne’s North and West (comprising the Local
Government Areas of: Maribyrnong, Melbourne, Melton, Moonee Valley, Hobsons Bay, Brimbank, Wyndham,
Nillumbik, Yarra, Darebin, Moreland, Hume and Whittlesea). These services meet every six weeks to manage the
coordinated homelessness service system, undertake and respond to consumer consultation, improve linkages
with allied service sectors and undertake shared professional and systems development.
Every year the Networks undertake a survey to garner the experiences of consumers presenting to the
homelessness service system for assistance.
This submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry draws on consumer feedback to date to respond to one of the
Parliamentary Inquiry’s key Terms of Reference:
• Investigate the many social, economic and policy factors that impact on homelessness; and
• Identify policies and practices from all levels of government that have a bearing on delivering services to
people experiencing homelessness.
The submission begins with an overview of the impact of homelessness on individuals and families, as described
by those experiencing homelessness.

The Consumer Participation Working Group and Western Homelessness Networks are contactable
through:
Sarah Langmore – Western Homelessness Network Coordinator
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SECTION 1: WHAT IS THE ANNUAL CONSUMER SURVEY?
From 2008 – 2011 the homelessness service system in Victoria was reformed to create coordinated regionally
based service systems. One of the primary aims of this reform was to create a system that is easier for consumers
to navigate, is more responsive to their needs and which allocates authority to the homelessness services, in an
area, to manage their coordinated service system arrangements.
In July 2011, the North and West Homelessness Networks (NW Networks) agreed to undertake annual consumer
surveys, to improve our understanding of the experiences of people who are experiencing homelessness, who
present to the homelessness service system for assistance and to regularly review whether we are achieving the
aims of this reform.
The Annual Consumer System Surveys aims to:
•

To examine the responsiveness of the service system,

•

To assess the impact of a coordinated service system,

•

To provide a consumer perspective on needs and the appropriateness of responses to needs.

The Networks want to know:
•

How can we improve the service system?

•

Is it meeting the needs of consumers?

•

What do we need to advocate for?

Each year the Networks review the consumer feedback in order to determine how to improve the responsiveness of
the service system.
The NW Networks’ Consumer Feedback Working Group (the Working Group) designs, analyses and reports on the
annual surveys. Representatives of homelessness funded services and two consumer participants sit on this
Working Group. The Anglicare Victoria Research Ethics Committee provides ethics clearance prior to each survey.
The initial surveys monitored consumers’ experiences of the coordinated service system. After a number of years,
the Working Group found that very similar feedback was received each year. In 2016, the Working Group moved to
a qualitative exploration of the themes that had evolved over the previous four years. The Working Group then
targeted particular issues arising from this feedback in 2017-2018. In 2019, the survey reverted to questions
relating to consumer experiences of the homelessness service system.
Number of survey responses to date:
2012

2013

2014

222

180

175

201
5
179

2016

2017

2018

2019

168

163

167

174

Total
to date
1,428

People who are experiencing homelessness, who are seeking homelessness assistance, present initially to
homelessness access point services – the ‘entry points’ to the homelessness system. Access point services
undertake an initial assessment of need and risk, develop a short-term plan with a consumer and assess to ‘best
match’ to available homelessness programs.
In the early years, slightly different survey questions were asked of consumers presenting to the homelessness
access point services and those receiving case managed support. In some years, responses for men and women
have been analysed separately. In 2019, responses from young people and adults were collated separately. Each
approach has built our understanding of consumer experiences.
Generally, the Working Group collates the consumer feedback received, undertakes a thematic analysis and
presents it at a forum of consumers and homelessness practitioners.
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Those present at the Consumer Forum make recommendations back to the Networks about quality improvement
and advocacy work that the Networks should undertake, in response to the consumer feedback.
The demographics of survey respondents are remarkably consistent with the demographics of those presenting to
the homelessness service system for assistance – with the exception of a lower representation of people identifying
as Aborigines and/or Torres Strait Islanders.
Some key themes arising from the surveys have been:
•

The experience of homelessness is devastating.

•

Victoria is experiencing a housing crisis – the key thing that would improve consumers’ experiences of the
homelessness service system is access to affordable housing.

•

Consumers feel respected by homelessness service providers.

•

Consumers still have to tell their story more often than they would like.

•

Emergency accommodation is generally inappropriate and harmful.
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•

“The ability to trust people. My safety. My mental health - depression.
life.”

Isolation. Striped my confidence in

•

“It led to drug use and lost my son.”

•

“Extreme stress. Not being able to play a protective role for my children. Not feeling safe.”

•

“Not enough support at all. Prioritised means enough. Waiting around with kids and homeless. Hotel room for a
few days only, very difficult when you are homeless.”

•

“Mental health and physical health has declined and I am surviving by feeding off charity support - which
cannot fully provide as allocations are exhausted.”

•

“The crisis accommodation that I have been given isn't the best. I struggle to get the kids to school, there is no
crisis accom close to where we were living before”

•

“#Depression, fear, anxiety for myself and son. Sleeping in my car. #Lacking stable foundation. #Private rental
market is discriminating against single mothers.”

•

“Children have had to stay in emergency accommodation, which was not in our preferred area. They missed
out on some schooling. They were away from friends and relatives.”

•

“Developing severe anxiety because of the fear of the unknown. My children seeing me struggle to leave the
house and not understanding why.”

•

“A severe and profound effect that was traumatic, lonely and desperate. Often hopeless. A stranger in my own
city. Affected my 6 year old son (who started prep this year), he presented signs of anger, anxiety &
depression, severe separatism anxiety (as I had the same), constant feeling of unpredictability & instability.
Started disrespecting females because of his anger about the absence and lack of his maternal figure.”

•

“Homelessness has been traumatic and turned my life upside down.”

•

“Had to live in a moldy crowded house. It had effected my mental extremely. I felt like I had no hope.”

•

“A lot of ways Felt the lowest I've ever felt. Incredibly traumatised and talking about it sometimes feels
overwhelming scared of having to live on the street i was lack of motivation and i felt lonely. it had an impact on
my education as i was not performing well due to the complications and all the things that was going on in my
life.”

•

“Hard, broken down, you are nothing”

•

“Transient and feeling unsettled - very hard - not good on mental health - literally had no idea where I could
go”

•

“Loss of possessions, disjointed family, disrupted education and health issues”

•

“I was in a motel for almost 7 months and had two in my care. I struggled as I had to pay towards this
accommodation and I was unable to cook. The room was very crowded and this impacted on me and my
children, as we couldn’t establish a routine. I had to leave household goods behind and lived out a few a bags
so this impacted children's education and wellbeing. I am pregnant and struggled during my pregnancy due
to homelessness as the housing situation was very stressful”
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•

“It's a feeling of hopelessness and despair, which led to depression in all of us that one of us suicide if we
were not reunited.”

•

“Huge - I got caught up with the wrong people and became involved in drugs - being homeless has ruined my
life.”

•

“Loss of employment. No money. Without food.”

•

“Safety. Mental Health. No stability. Poor lifestyle.”

•

“Anger/depressions/resentment. Constantly feeling unsettled. This has affected my ability to be in the present
moment with my children. Feelings of worry and anxiety about where we will live. Feeling outside of the rest
of the world who have secure housing. Not being able to give my children things because I can't afford to.”

•

“Moving away from our family and friends. Not feeling safe where we were staying.”

•

“Made me reliant on Drugs (ICE) to stay awake cause I’ve been taken advantage of and sexually abused
touched while I have been asleep I haven't been able to be a mother to my kids/ can’t see them and made me
suicidal.”

•

“My health has declined. Mental health decline – trust, stability.”

•

“It’s unhealthy. You worry every night while you are going to do tomorrow.

•

“It impacted on everything.”

•

“My mental health and wellbeing has been impacted a lot. I am unwell and feel disorganised, not confident and
alone.”

•

“I lost my children, had to put them in care with my mother and ex mother in law.”

•

“Stress, being ill most of the time, tiredness.”

•

“Failing year 12 due to homelessness; no privacy; depression; anxiety; Centrelink pressure.”

•

“I had to drop out of school. Lost my job.”

•

“Fearful and scared - not knowing where I am going next - no safety net”

•

“Physical illness - family breakdown - always feel depressed.”

•

“A massive impact you want the best for your kids and when you can't provide a safe and affordable home for
them you start judging yourself and making yourself feel smaller then you already did. It takes a toll mentally,
emotionally and physically. Knowing you can't provide a roof over their heads and make them feel safe as you
can't afford to give them the basics.”

•

“The impact of not being able to join in society in any meaningful, productive way. Depression. Cynicism
towards society. Hopelessness.”

•

“Anxiety, depression, family breakdown, distress, unsure what happen in future.”

•

“I was so stressed I couldn’t eat and then I was sick and couldn’t take care of my children properly. We
couldn’t cook and we couldn’t enrol in school.”

•

“Attempted suicide, drinking heavily, unable to work, ashamed.”

•

“It made it pretty well impossible to find paid employment, but I was able to manage 2 days of volunteer work a
week while homeless and living in my van. It also added much stress on a day to day basis because of the
instability and uncertainty of where I sleep.”

•

“My health has deteriorated also very mental health has been impacted and confidence completely shot.”
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•

“I am always dirty, crying & upset.”

•

“It has impacted my mental and physical wellbeing and has made me resort to using drugs to cope with my
situation.”

•

“I haven’t had a secure home for 3 years my children have been to 4 different schools. I am fed up with
moving and now I need my own house and I can’t get one.”

•

“Couch surfing with friends and family. Eviction, Rent arrears.”

•

“Having to decide between food on the table, or a roof over our heads. It's also about providing a sense of
safety; a secure environment, not only about cover from the rain.”

•

“I have not been able to maintain a relationship with my children.”

•

“Terribly, affected your life. I had to live in dangerous environment.”

•

“It's prevented myself and my children living together in a happy peaceful environment.”

•

“I have had to live in my car for two years, and was at the point I was suicidal. I was not able to work because
I had no stable home, and felt completely desperate.”

•

“Being on the streets with children.”

•

“Staying in a dangerous place, risking mine and my children's safety.”

•

“Stress, self doubt, worthlessness.”

•

“A lot. I’ve been homeless on a few occasions and living in your car isn’t something you want to do.”

•

“It means that as a victim of domestic violence I have been housed and surrounded by drunks, addicts and
living with a sense of feeling unsafe.”

•

“Living on the street mainly.”

•

“Spending almost every cent on private rental.”

The following themes arose from consumer responses, when we asked what their children/child
said about being homeless:
•

Why is this happening to us?

•

We want to be like other children

•

We are not like other children

•

I miss my friends

•

I hate this

•

Scared, worried,

•

Sad, depressed, quiet, disconnected

•

Ashamed, angry, crying

•

Can we go somewhere else?

•

It’s your (parent) fault

•

When can we get our own home, it would be great

•

Why?

•

Nothing said
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• “It is ridiculous how the rental market is and we should have affordable housing.”
• “They need to get off their backsides and do something about it. Provide more housing. So many ministry
houses seem vacant - system's not run well.”
• “To have a real look at how bad the situation has become with homelessness.”
• “Australia is a big country with not enough housing. Please provide more stable and affordable housing for
people. This can include public housing, community housing or private rental.”
• “Need to look after the people - low income people. Living costs are expensive. We need houses. Look after
the children/education/wellbeing. Need to be in touch with homelessness and give more support.”
• “How would you like to be homeless for 5 years without your kids?”
• “Homelessness is not only not having a roof over your head but it has a big impact on your mental status
because you felt like you are not equal to other people. You are at the bottom of society”.
• “That it is horrible and we need more houses.”
• “It can be avoided - please help!”
• “Homelessness is something that nobody should experience and when it happens, it can be unexpected and
there is not enough support for people in need. Housing is an entitlement, not a dream.”
• “Every human being, no matter race, colour, have a heart and soul. Every single person has a story. We don't
become homeless because we want to. I had a house, car, worked until my partner's suicide. Now nothing.”
• “It's frustrating, it's depressing, it's demoralising and just makes my health issues worse.”
• “I would like him to stay a night where they are asking my kids and myself to stay. And then ask would he want
himself or his family to stay in these conditions. I don't think he would stay a night”
• “It was the hardest time I have been through in my life and should be more support and help for people that
find themselves in this situation, it could happen to anyone.”
• “We need more housing. More, larger, affordable housing in our area.”
• “It is not fair my son and I are homeless. We need a house. My son deserves to be safe.
• “When you are homeless you never feel safe, who will hit you or where you are.
government house, you feel safe even if you have no food.”

When you have a

• “There needs to be more public housing or other affordable options. We need more choice about where we
want to live.”
• “Families experiencing homelessness need more help so their children are not homeless too.”
• “Build more houses and create new jobs so people are kept busy and engage in beneficial things for
themselves and also the community.”
• “We needed more crises accommodation and places that homeless people can go. There also needs to be
more public housing or affordable housing. As private rental is the only option for low income earners and
sometimes it’s just not possible to survive on little income from Centrelink and then have to pay most of my
income on rent.”
• “I have had a bad experience while being homeless and I would like to urge you that, people need home to
call their own and they are facing difficulties because there is not enough houses in Melbourne. We are facing
difficulties in homelessness because there are not enough houses to be provided to us that’s why it takes
ages to find something.”
• “There needs to be more housing for young people”
• “Being homeless is very stressful and it is no good for children and families to be without a safe place. I want
them to imagine how they would deal with this situation and what they would say to their children”
• “Absolutely horrific and there are no words that can describe it. I can understand now why so many people just
give up, it's so sad. It could so easily be resolved - just buy some more houses, there are so many vacant
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properties and buildings, why can't these be donated or bought. These places could house so many people. It
is so cold at night time and there are so many people doing it, it's unbelievable.”
• “Fix the cause of homelessness, not just bandaid solutions. Affordable accommodation, affordable services,
not a one size fits all approach”
• “That the despair and loneliness that you encounter is second to none. I would need much more space and
time to explain to them exactly how they need to distribute funds to the right facilities.”
• “There are numerous empty dwellings and an over abundance of new units being built. Mainly investors sitting
on the properties. Create some discussion in Parliament in relation to this - also squatter’s rights.”
• “It's a very lonely place to be. The feeling of helplessness can be very depressing. Crime was my only financial
option.”
• “It sucks! We need help. We are human and we deserve it just like everyone else.”
• “It's not fair for kids too ever feel this pressure. They shouldn't have to ever feel a doubt about a roof over their
head or a meal in their stomach. They should be worried about kid things”
• “You need to give more help. I lost my job because of my health and now I am losing my home because I don't
have enough money. Rent is too high and my Centrelink doesn't cover all my costs”
• “The Government needs to be smarter with their money to help people on the streets.”
• “Everyone deserves a place to call home.”
• “I wouldn’t wish the feeling on my worst enemy.”
• “How can I get a job if I cannot go to school and cannot have a safe home?”

2018, QUESTION 14: RANK YOUR THREE TOP PRIORITIES (FROM THE LIST PROVIDED) FOR THINGS
THAT MIGHT HELP
Consumers ranked the top three things that they think will help address homelessness:
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2017, QUESTION 21: WHAT SORT OF LONG-TERM HOUSING DO YOU WANT?
The following themes arose, by gender, when we asked consumers what sort of long-term housing they are
seeking:
•
•

Women identified: appropriate for children, safe and secure, affordable, permanent/stable, clean
Men identified: Affordable, permanent/stable, safe and secure, privacy and space, wanting ownership of space,
clean

2016, QUESTION 7: BESIDES MORE HOUSING, WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO SEE CHANGED IN
RESPONSE TO HOMELESSNESS?
A recurring theme through each survey has been that a lack of affordable housing is the major issue for people
experiencing homelessness. As can be seen above, Consumers identify provision of housing as the mechanism
that will have the most significant impact on homelessness. We did ask consumers, what else, in addition to
housing, would make the greatest difference?

The key themes arising from their responses are:
•

More support and assistance

•

More services

•

More appropriate emergency housing/accommodation

•

Child support

•

More funding especially to make housing affordable

•

Community led/Peer models/Consumer empowerment

•

System improvements including follow through

Quotes in regards to suggested changes in homelessness responses:
• “More financial support, support and mentoring for child assistance and support from DHHS - as well as
assistance with employment and upskilling.”
• “More workers to support you while you wait. Better communication. Put application in then no one will tell you
anything.”
• “More commitment to helping, feel like people let me down.”
• “Support to empower me to can overcome homelessness.”
• “Less homelessness - make things affordable.”
• “Increase in safe boarding houses and crisis accommodation. Renovate boarding houses to a better standard.”
• “Change allocation of funding direct more to the individuals than to agencies.”
• “No regions - causes barriers for homeless people.”
• “Better assessments of eligibility. Look at different states what they are doing.”
• “Services should move away and far from saviour industrial complex model to community-led lead by people
who have had/are still experiencing homelessness. These people should also be paid for their expertise and
insight. Services need to stop using and take advantage and expect those who know what it's like to be
homeless/at risk of homelessness to provide free service giving service providers their expertise, insight,
training etc. Peer and Leader model. When recruiting new staff, prioritise people with lived experience of being
homeless”
• “More organisations like [support service] that support clients in all areas. I started from Crisis program at
[support service] then moved to longer term program. It helps not needing to start all over again with another
service and other workers.”
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• “When I went to the access point (on many occasions), the most I was provided with was a night here and there
at a motel. This didn't resolve anything, and I just had to go back to sleeping in my car. I would have gone to
crisis accommodation or anywhere that could have been arranged. Some support would have been very useful
for me.”
• “I went to [access point service] & was sent to shared housing that was not appropriate for my children to be
with me. Need more emergency & appropriate housing, I waited too long to be seen at [access point service]
then I had to attend all the time, I was then placed in a rooming house and the children could not come with
me,”
• “To be better crisis housing for families. The time when I first left my husband due to domestic violence, I was in
a motel and that was not appropriate for me and my children. It was not the safest environment for children. I
was given two options of motel rooms. When you have children involved, you need more care taken to
accommodation children in safe places.”

2016, QUESTION 10: IN PAST SURVEYS, PEOPLE HAVE TOLD US THAT THE WAITING TIMES FOR
HOUSING ARE TOO LONG. WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR EXPERIENCE?
The following themes arose through consumer responses:
•

Wait times are too long

•

It is very hard

•

The result has been homelessness, family breakdown, violence, despair

•

We need more housing (especially public housing, also community, transitional)

•

We need more affordable housing

•

We need more private rental

•

We need more options and they need to be quicker with an easier process

•

We want permanent stable, secure housing

•

It is hard to find, acquire or maintain

Quotes about the wait for long-term housing:
•

“Very long waiting time causing family breakdown.”

•

“I believe it's a matter of timing/chance. I was lucky and was provided immediate accommodation due to
the availability, but otherwise it would take forever.”

•

“Waiting for over 4 yrs/ - disheartening.”

•

“Been on and off Seg 1 housing list for 19 years. Keep falling through the cracks.”

•

“You can die before you get something.”

•

“I have been waiting 52 years.”

•

“I was homeless on waiting list from age of 35 to 48, once I signed up with [access point] it took 3 months to
find me a place”

•

“Some fuckwit crackhead trashes their housing becomes homeless goes into crisis housing top priority with all
the other crackheads meanwhile I get sent to this "boarding house" which is full of bedbugs a mattress
covered in black mould a window that doesn't lock and I'm supposed to pay 280 dollars a fortnight for
the privilege ... oh and the boarding house comes with crackheads too .... I haven't bothered going back to
‘housing’.”

•

“Before I got into transitional housing it was four weeks in crisis accom. It was very difficult uncertain. I understand situation and that there are a lot of homeless people. Ideally a shorter timeframe would
be better especially for kids.”
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•

“I had offers for housing in rural areas that were not appropriate for my circumstances and was forced to
decline which made me feel helpless”

•

“Too long and difficult to access for people with disability/illness.”

2016, QUESTION 11: DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEAS FOR IMPROVING THE WAIT FOR LONG-TERM
HOUSING?
The Working Group identified the following themes arising from consumer suggestions for
improving the wait for long-term housing:
•

More houses (public, community and transitional especially)

•

More affordable, safe good quality crisis accommodation

•

More support while waiting

•

More affordable housing, more financial support for making housing affordable

•

More funding for housing and for services and support workers

•

Safer housing options

•

Better processes (applications, prioritization, communication)

•

Nothing would have helped.

2016, QUESTION 12: IN PAST SURVEYS, PEOPLE HAVE TOLD US THAT THE WAITING TIMES FOR
HOUSING ARE TOO LONG. WHAT WOULD HAVE HELPED YOU WHILE YOU WERE WAITING?

The following themes emerged from consumer responses:
•

Support from workers

•

Understanding care, respect

•

Getting connected to support

•

More affordable, safe good quality crisis accommodation

•

Just housing

•

Nothing would have helped

2016, QUESTION 14: IN PAST SURVEYS, PEOPLE HAVE TOLD US THAT THE WAITING TIMES FOR
SUPPORT WORKERS ARE TOO LONG. DO YOU HAVE ANY IDEAS FOR IMPROVING THIS?
The following themes emerged from consumer responses:
•

More workers/staff and funding for more

•

Better to get immediate support

•

Follow up and check in (even by phone) are helpful

•

Advice for other people accessing homelessness services

•

Free Wi-Fi and places to charge phones

•

Processes that seem inflexible and are too much of a burden
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2016, QUESTION 15: IN PAST SURVEYS, PEOPLE HAVE TOLD US THAT THE WAITING TIMES FOR
SUPPORT WORKERS ARE TOO LONG. WHAT WOULD HAVE HELPED YOU WHILE YOU WERE
WAITING?
The following themes emerged:
•

Nothing or not much

•

More workers

•

More support and better support

•

Appointment times

•

Better amenities like chairs, tea/coffee/drink/food,

•

Better communication

•

More information

•

One worker

•

More understanding, care and respect

Consumer

suggestions

for

an

improved

system

of

emergency

accommodation

One of the issues that emerged through the consumer surveys over the years was the impact of stays in [largely
inappropriate] emergency accommodation on consumers. The Northern and Western Homelessness Networks
have been deeply concerned about the lack of appropriate emergency accommodation options. We wanted to
know whether many of the options that we are forced to access for consumers are as bad as we think. We also
wanted to find out what good quality emergency accommodation would look like and what consumers would like us
to prioritise in terms of emergency accommodation.
So the 2017 consumer survey focused solely on consumers' experiences of emergency accommodation - both
government funded and private options. The survey results were devastating. In response to this feedback, the
Networks' wrote the "Crisis in Crisis" report (Attachment A).

2017, QUESTION 18: WHAT WOULD YOU CHANGE ABOUT THAT ACCOMMODATION OR THAT
EXPERIENCE?

• Women identified: improve facilities, improve safety and security, increase autonomy, better staff and support,
improve cleanliness, greater space & privacy, greater affordability, greater appropriateness for children
• Men identified: greater safety and security, greater affordability, more support and better staff, better facilities,
issues with other residents (drugs, over crowding), increase length of stay.

2017, QUESTION 20: WHAT WOULD YOUR IDEAL SORT OF EMERGENCY OR CRISIS ACCOMMODATION
BE LIKE?

• Women identified: homely, spacious and private, good facilities – kitchen, safe and secure, clean, appropriate
for children, supported
• Men identified: own space and private, safe and secure, supported, less restricted, affordable
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2017, QUESTION 23: IF YOU HAD A CHOICE WOULD YOU PREFER YOUR OWN SELF-CONTAINED
SPACE (EVEN IF IT WAS VERY SMALL) OR WOULD YOU PREFER LIVING WITH OTHERS WITH
SUPPORT ON SITE? AN EXAMPLE OF A SELF-CONTAINED SPACE WOULD BE SOMETHING LIKE A
STUDIO WITH YOUR OWN KITCHEN, BATHROOM AND ENTRANCE AND A LOCKABLE DOOR?

• 85% opted for self contained space (78% of men and 89% of women)
• 15% opted for congregate, supported facilities (22% of men and 11% of women)

2016, QUESTION 20: WE’VE HAD FEEDBACK THAT BEING HOMELESS WITH CHILDREN IS AN
INCREDIBLY DIFFICULT AND CHALLENGING EXPERIENCE. HOW CAN WE IMPROVE HOMELESSNESS
SERVICES FOR CHILDREN AND THEIR CARERS?
The following themes arose from consumer responses to this question:
•

More housing

•

Accommodation that is suited to children (safe, access to cooking facilities, with other families)

•

More accommodation and housing options close to schools and friends

•

Quicker access to housing

•

Keep us safe

•

More workers and support for the child (assessment of trauma and counselling if needed)

•

More support from schools

•

Provide parents with some respite, ‘this is so hard’

•

Better processes, stop having to ‘drag the kids’ around

•

Explain homeless to kids in age appropriate and hopeful ways

•

Make children and families a priority

•

Don’t let families be split up.
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SECTION 4: CONSUMER
SERVICE SYSTEM

FEEDBACK

ABOUT

THE

HOMELESSNESS

In 2015, slightly different questions were asked of consumers who were presenting to the homelessness access
point services and those consumers who had been through access point services and were then in receipt of case
managed support.
The responses were differentiated and analysed separately as per below with ‘Access Point Q’ referring consumers
receiving access point services only, and ‘Support Q’ referring to consumers who received an access point service
but who also managed to receive support from a case management program.

ACCESS POINT Q. 13: HOW DID YOU FIND OUT ABOUT THE ACCESS POINT SERVICE YOU USED?
The largest response remained ‘word of mouth’, however it had hovered around 50% for the preceding
three years and fell to 30% in 2015. Finding out about Access Points via the Internet fell this year and the number
of people who found out about Access Point services from a GP and the ’Poster and 1800 number’ remain at
zero.

ACCESS POINT Q. 14: WAS IT HARD OR EASY TO FIND OUT ABOUT THIS ACCESS POINT?
Overall, 97% of respondents found it either ‘easy’ (39%) or ‘neither hard or easy’ (58%) to find out about this
access point.

ACCESS POINT Q. 15: WHAT WERE YOU LOOKING FOR WHEN YOU CAME TO THIS SERVICE?
Reasons related to housing are, as expected, the major responses that respondents were looking for when they
came to the service. ‘Housing’, ‘Crisis accommodation’, ‘help with public housing applications’, ‘information
about my housing choices’ and ‘help with paying rent’ are the primary reasons people present to our services and
across all four surveys to 2015, generally in that order. The important role of access point workers in helping people
cope with crisis is highlighted by the continuing presence of ‘someone to talk to and explain my problems’ among
the top 3 answers.

ACCESS POINT Q. 16: DID YOU GET WHAT YOU WERE LOOKING FOR?
The major service responses consumers sought and which they received were ‘someone to talk to and explain my
problems’ (79%) and ‘information and about my housing choices’ (78%). Respondents receiving housing is
at its lowest percentage since this question was first asked (61%, down 6% since 2013).

ACCESS POINT Q. 17: IF YOU DID NOT GET WHAT YOU WANTED, WERE YOU TOLD WHY?
All survey respondents identified that were told why they did not receive what they wanted (100%). This is an
important and appreciated part of the communication process.

ACCESS POINT Q. 18: WHAT WAS THIS EXPLANATION?
As with previous years, the response was usually the lack of housing.

ACCESS POINT Q. 19: WHICH OF THESE WAS MOST USEFUL?
When asked to choose from a range of service options that were most useful, the same range of services identified
in Q. 16 stood out and almost all were ‘Very useful’ or ‘Useful’.
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The most highly rated were ‘Someone to talk to and explain my problems’ (97%), ‘Information about my housing
choices’ (96%), ‘Someone to speak for me’ (93%), ‘Help with paying rent’ (89%), ‘Accommodation’ (84%), ‘Referral
to a support service’ (82%), and ‘Help with public housing applications’ (79%).
When we look at just the ‘most useful’ dimension, ‘Help with my public housing application’ is the most highly
valued (79%, up 15% on 2014).

SUPPORT Q. 14: HOW LONG WERE YOU ON A WAITING LIST FOR A SUPPORT WORKER BEFORE YOU
GOT ONE?
59% of respondents said that they waited four weeks or less before they got access to a support worker. 41%
waited more than four weeks, with 8% of these people waiting longer than a year.

SUPPORT Q. 15: DID YOU RECEIVE ANY FOLLOW UP WHILE WAITING FOR A SUPPORT WORKER?
The majority of support survey respondents did receive follow-up while they were waiting for a support worker, and
this figure increased in the 2015 survey, up 3% to 57%.
Unfortunately, the experience of waiting was very negative for a significant minority (16). Here is selection of their
responses:
• “Took a stabbing to happen before I got a worker.“
• “They made me go to their office [at least an hour away by public transport] every fortnight with 6 children. I
couldn't miss an appointment. They treated my children like scum. I got really angry with them at the way they
were treating my children like scum. I told them not to treat my children in a rude way. “
• “During this time I lost care of my children due to having wait for refuge and had to stay at home and wait. “
• “I felt mistreated by [the access point].”
• “I appreciated it but living in fear for 2 weeks was very scary and no reassuring made me feel like I had no
support.”
• “I felt judged by the [access point] and I was misinformed about what I was eligible for.”
• “During this time I lost care of my children due to having wait for refuge and had to stay at home and wait. “
While not all responses relate to the experience of not being supported during the wait for support, they do illustrate
something that we know but cannot ever forget; for most people this is the most distressing experience of their
lives, a time when they are at their most vulnerable. The positive comments are gratifying but Forum participants
noted that we must do better.

SUPPORT Q. 17: HOW WOULD YOU RATE THE SPEED WITH WHICH YOUR WORKER CONTACTED
YOU?
This year’s survey saw a large rise in the number of respondents who rated the speed with which their worker
contacted them as ‘Fast’ (72%). Overall, the vast majority of respondents rated the speed with which their worker
contacted them as either ‘Fast’ or ‘Okay’ (96%). A minority (4%) indicated that it was‘ slow’.

SUPPORT Q. 18: DO YOU BELIEVE THAT YOUR SUPPORT WORKER HAS COMMUNICATED WELL WITH
THE ACCESS POINT, WHICH REFERRED YOU FOR SUPPORT?
The response to this question remains at a very high level with 99% of respondents believing that their support
worker had communicated well with the access point service, which referred them.
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SUPPORT Q. 19: DID YOU HAVE TO ANSWER THE SAME QUESTIONS WHEN TALKING TO YOUR
SUPPORT WORKER AS YOU DID AT THE ACCESS POINT?
The number of people who had to answer the same question when talking to their support worker has increased
every year since the survey began. From just over half of all respondents to almost three-quarters (72%) in 2015.
While it is accepted that support providers have a need for more in-depth information, having to answer the same
questions when an assessment has already happened and (presumably) been passed on by the access point is an
area which could be improved. This could only be justified if the wait time were so long that a new assessment was
needed. This was not the case in 2015 when 60% of the people who responded to this question received support
within four weeks. However, in 2020, most consumers have to wait much longer than four weeks for a referral to
case managed support. In fact, in Melbourne’s west, the service system only has capacity to provide case
managed support to 11% of those people presenting to the homelessness access point services.

ACCESS POINT, Q. 19: WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING WAS MOST USEFUL? PLEASE TICK ALL THAT
APPLY.
Consumers rated the level of usefulness of the following responses:
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SUPPORT & ACCESS POINT, Q. 20: HOW COULD SERVICES WORK BETTER TO HELP PEOPLE
EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS?
Responses from consumers at access point services:
•

“Already an excellent job I am happy with service, it helps people. They understand your problem.”

•

“I think you guys are doing a great job! Thank you for all your help.”

•

Not sure, happy with the service I am receiving.”

•

“I think they are doing the best they can. There are so many people unemployed, They could employ these
people to help others short term. There could be big church accommodation centres that people can go and
be guaranteed somewhere to sleep for the night. There isn't enough affordable housing and there should be
more big crisis centres where you don’t need applications for. Too many rules for these things. People who
have been using drugs and have done well to stop using should be made a priority because most probably the
people who may be able to support them are in fact users and will lead to them going back to using
behaviours. I think there should be extra support for women who are sex workers, especially when they don't
want to go back to their industry. There is more to it then what people think. Example: Being manipulated or
stood over by people in the criminal world that need money and drugs and seek to take advantage of sex
workers to take their earnings. There are limited workers available and I am currently waiting for a worker to
help with my housing.“

SUPPORT & ACCESS POINT, Q. 20: HOW COULD SERVICES WORK TOGETHER BETTER TO HELP
PEOPLE EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS?
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SUPPORT & ACCESS POINTS, Q. 23: DO YOU FEEL THAT YOU WERE TREATED RESPECTFULLY BY
THIS SERVICE?
We asked consumers whether they feel they are treated respectfully by homelessness services:
•

88% of respondents said they were treated respectfully and 7% (3 consumers) said they were not.

•

81% of respondents said they had their rights explained by their service and 10% (4 consumers) said they had
not.
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ATTACHMENT A: ‘A CRISIS IN CRISIS: THE APPALLING STATE OF
EMERGENCY ACCOMODATION IN MELBOURNE’S NORTH AND WEST’
Attachment A: is attached to the submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry as a separate attachment.
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A Crisis in Crisis
The appalling state of emergency accommodation
in Melbourne’s north and west

Prepared by the Northern and Western Homelessness Networks

“Horrific/degrading;
felt like a cell”
“The worst nights
of my entire life.”
“Unsafe, uncomfortable,
scared, lonely, worried.”

1
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A Crisis in Crisis
Prepared by the Northern and Western Homelessness Networks

Melbourne is experiencing a housing crisis.
As a result, the numbers of people who have no home are increasing. When people have nowhere to live, they often look
to the homelessness service system for urgent support. Unfortunately, the Homelessness Service System across Victoria
only has access to 423 government funded crisis beds. To make up a significant shortfall in crisis accommodation
homelessness services utilise low end hotels and private rooming houses. This accommodation is extremely unsafe and
typically of a very poor standard.
This report has been prepared by the Northern and Western Homelessness Networks in response to consumer feedback
that highlights the crisis in crisis accommodation in Melbourne’s north and west. This report highlights the appalling
conditions that people are required to live in while they wait for more secure accommodation to become available, if at
all.
As a sector we are no longer prepared to refer people to substandard crisis accommodation, nor are we willing to
participate in continuing to harm vulnerable people seeking our assistance.

Contact:
Paul Turton – Chair of the Western LASN
Sarah Langmore – Western LASN Network Coordinator
Donna Bennett – Chair of the Northern LASN
Meredith Gorman- Northern LASN Network Coordinator

The Northern and Western Homelessness Networks would like to thank Tenants Victoria and consumers of the
homelessness service system in Melbourne’s north and west, for their assistance in the development of this report.
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Introduction
The Northern and Western Homelessness Networks are two aligned networks of fifty Specialist Homelessness and
Family Violence Organisations, managing 180 Specialist Homelessness programs operating in Melbourne’s north and
west. These services meet bi-monthly to improve responses to people experiencing homeless in the North and West
through management of coordinated homelessness service system arrangements, consumer consultation, linkages
with allied service sectors and shared professional development.
When people have nowhere to live, they often present to the access point services that provide entry to the homelessness service system. As there is a severe shortage of affordable long term accommodation, the homelessness sector
seeks to find short term emergency accommodation options for those presenting.
Across Victoria, there are only 423 crisis ‘beds’ available to people experiencing homelessness and/or family violence.
When those beds are full, agencies are completely dependent on the private housing system and they use the limited
funds they have available to access low end hotels and private rooming houses.
In 2017 the Northern and Western Homelessness Networks conducted their annual Consumer Survey. In response to
feedback received from consumers in 2016, the survey focused specifically on people’s experiences of emergency
accommodation. The feedback about purchased emergency accommodation was overwhelmingly negative across a
number of domains; in particular, the level of amenity, lack of cleanliness, high cost, and, most importantly, a perceived
lack of safety and security. What consumers clearly stated they wanted was safe, secure, self-contained
accommodation, with support available when needed.
The feedback provided by consumers about their experience is not particularly surprising, nor is this a new story.
Services and the government have known for many years that the accommodation options available are of mixed
quality and amenity, and many are considered unsafe for women, young people and children. The 2009 Rooming House
Standards Taskforce Chairperson’s Report highlights the very same issues: “Taskforce members reported that squalid
conditions are common. Residents report broken locks, broken doors, a lack of working smoke alarms and dirty or
unusable shared facilities such as toilets, showers and kitchens”1. Whilst this report was focused solely on rooming
houses, of which there are still many sub-standard facilities still in operation the problem now includes a substantial
number of hotels, which are not subject to the same level of regulation.
The Homelessness Service System is experiencing an increased demand for emergency accommodation as a result of
increasing rates of homelessness, which is inextricably linked to Melbourne’s housing crisis, particularly to the severe
and growing lack of affordable housing. This has led to an increase in the number of people presenting to the Specialist
Homelessness Service System for assistance, but also an increase in the length of time people are requiring financial
support to pay for emergency accommodation, due to a lack of longer term accommodation options. There is also a
corresponding reduction in available options, with many low cost rooming houses, caravan parks and hotels having
closed over the past few years. The result is that some of the worst private accommodation providers continue to
flourish in an environment of high demand and low competition.
This changing environment resulted in the six homelessness access point services in Melbourne’s north and west,
spending $2.5 million of Housing Establishment Fund2 and other brokerage funds on purchasing emergency
accommodation in 2017. This is a 500% increase since 20113.
The 2018 Victorian Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Plan has prompted encouraging service reforms in the
provision of services to people who are sleeping rough in Victoria. The plan offers a clear framework for the provision
of services that should be applied to all people experiencing homelessness: intervening early to prevent homelessness,
providing stable accommodation as quickly as possible and supporting people to maintain stable accommodation4.
Currently the system is reliant on private hotels and rooming houses that our consumers tell us are unsafe, unsanitary
and expensive. This does not meet the criteria for providing stable accommodation as quickly as possible.

1 Rooming Housing Standards Taskforce Chairperson’s Report, 2009, pg 17.
2 HEF, or Housing Establishment Fund, is brokerage funding provided to Homelessness services to purchase a range of products for people experiencing homelessness, including things such as emergency accommodation, private rent in advance, removals, storage and essential furniture.
3 In addition, key statewide services such as Safe Steps, St Kilda Crisis Centre and Frontyard Melbourne Youth Support Service, all provide after hours responses,
funding emergency accommodation from people in Melbourne’s north and west who presented to those services.
4 Victoria’s Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Plan, January 2018, pg 11.
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Clearly this is an unsustainable situation, and the compelling feedback from consumers about their experience should
move us to take swift action. The Northern and Western Homelessness Networks call for the following:

Stage 1 – Immediate (Year 1 and 2)
1. The Victorian Government increases Housing Establishment Fund (HEF) brokerage funding across northern and
western Melbourne to enable the purchase of safe and appropriate self-contained emergency accommodation
as required;
2. The Networks agree on an approved list of private accommodation providers for a range of cohorts and cease
using providers that are considered sub-standard;
3. The Victorian Government funds Crisis Accommodation Outreach Support workers at each homelessness access
point in northern and western Melbourne (total of 12 FTE) to provide assistance aimed at rapidly rehousing
people placed in emergency accommodation;
4. The Victorian Government sets social housing growth fund targets/KPIs for people experiencing homelessness;

Stage 2 – Intermediate (Commencing immediately, completion within 3- 4 years)
5. The Victorian and Commonwealth Governments, in partnership, construct a variety of secure, self-contained,
temporary accommodation options for individuals and families as a safe alternative to existing motels and
rooming houses5;

Stage 3 – Long Term (Commencing immediately, completion within 5 years)
6. In line with the Everybody’s Home campaign6, the Victorian and Commonwealth Governments, in partnership,
construct sufficient social housing to enable rapid access to a ‘Housing First’ model of housing and support that
eliminates reliance on private motels and rooming houses for emergency accommodation.

Melbourne’s homelessness and housing crisis
We live in a city that is growing by 1,850 people a week7. It is estimated that we will need an additional 1.6 million new
homes by 2051 in order to meet this growing need8.
Lack of supply has resulted in an all-time low in private rental affordability. Anglicare Australia’s Rental Affordability
Snapshot 2018 identified that less than 1% of private rental properties in Melbourne are affordable for a single person
with children in receipt of Parenting Payment. There were no properties available that would be affordable for a single
person on Newstart9.
Not surprisingly, the ABS Census data shows that there has been a corresponding increase in homelessness in
Melbourne. Despite the concerted efforts of State and local government, there are growing numbers of people
sleeping rough on the streets of Melbourne’s CBD and suburbs. This is the visible face of homelessness, but only the
tip of the iceberg of the number of people who are experiencing homelessness. Whilst there has been an increase of
14% in homelessness throughout Victoria (from 22,259 in 2011 to 24,828 in 2016), homelessness has increased in parts
of Melbourne’s north and west by as much as 86% since 2011 and the numbers of people living in overcrowded dwellings
has increased by 91% across Melbourne’s west. Of the 24,828 people identified as homeless in Victoria on Census night
2016, 41% were in Melbourne’s north and west.
In addition to these two factors, there has been a corresponding decline in private accommodation options. For
example, in the past four years, two large hotels that were primarily used for families and single women in crisis have
closed - City Gate Apartments and Bethel Hotel. Both these hotels, whilst not ideal, provided a relatively safe option,
and importantly, charged weekly rates that were significantly cheaper than nightly rates. For singles there has been
5 There are already examples in Melbourne of innovative options for cost effectively and speedy construction of self contained accommodation – such as the
Launch Housing VicRoads partnership and the Department of Health and Human Service’ s demountable pilots.
6 Homelessness Australia advises in the Everybody’s Home campaign, that Australia will need 500,00 new social and affordable homes by2026.
7 ABS Census 2016.
8 Victoria in Future 2016 and Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning, internal analysis, estimated employed persons derived from Victoria in
Future 2016, quoted in Victorian State Government, Plan Melbourne 2017 – 2050.
9 Anglicare Victoria, Rental Affordability Snapshot 2018: Regional Reports and Snapshots (2018).
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a significant reduction in rooming house stock over the past 10 years with the closure of places like the Hub in Fitzroy,
Fawkner Mansions in South Yarra, the Eildon in St Kilda and the Gatwick in St Kilda, to name only a few. Whilst some of
these options, the Gatwick in particular, were substandard and sometimes unsafe, they have left a noticeable gap in
the system. It is also the case that many hotel providers will not accept referrals from welfare agencies; either after
having had a poor experience, or believing that the clientele will cause trouble. In Melbourne’s west, there are
currently only two hotels that will accept referrals from homelessness agencies.

What do people who use our services say about emergency accommodation?
The 2017 joint Northern and Western Network Consumer Survey asked service users about the emergency
accommodation they were referred to by homelessness agencies10. Many would argue that providing any
accommodation is better than nothing, and is at least a roof over a person’s head. The reality of many people’s
experience challenges this notion. Consumers reported feeling unsafe, demoralised by the squalor they witnessed,
with a growing sense of worthlessness and disconnection from their community. Many reported feeling that the quality
of the accommodation was a reflection of the way that their community viewed them.
We asked consumers what it was like living in accommodation with shared facilities. Women reported that it was
‘horrible, ‘terrible’, and that they feared violence and rape (one woman reported a rape in emergency accommodation).
They said that it was ‘unclean’, ‘not appropriate for children’, that there were ‘no cooking facilities and nowhere to
store food’ (see Appendix 1 for a detailed case study).
Men similarly reported that it was ‘difficult’, ‘unclean’, ‘overcrowded’, ‘unsafe’, with ‘poor facilities’, ‘difficult to cook’ and
they were unable to ‘store food’.
Consumers reported the following experiences of emergency accommodation:
•

I stayed for 18 weeks at [private hotel]. No privacy, too many fights, police continue to be present 24 hours
a day, 7 days a week. My first experience. Tome it was hell.

•

As a victim of domestic violence, I have been housed and surrounded by drunks, addicts and living with a sense
of feeling unsafe.

•

Horrific/degrading felt like a cell.

•

Unsafe, uncomfortable, scared, lonely, worried.

•

The worst nights of my entire life.

•

Couldn’t handle living with others in that environment. I went back to living on the streets.

•

The time when I first left my husband due to dv, I was in a motel and that was not appropriate for me and my
children. It was not the safest environment for children. I was given two options of motel rooms. When you
have children involved, you need more care taken to accommodation children in safe places.

•

I have been from pillar to post and treated like a second class citizen. I preferred sleeping on the streets to
where you good people sent me.

•

The landlord at the rooming house cause much trouble. She would open tenant’s rooms and go through
personal belongings, stealing valuables. The landlord played tenants off against each other causing trouble.
The house was dirty and unkempt. I have never felt so used and abused in my whole life.

•

When I went to the access point (on many occasions), the most I was provided with was a night here and there
at a motel. This didn’t resolve anything, and I just had to go back to sleeping in my car.

•

Difficult, stressful, especially with 3 children.

•

Scary, unsafe environment, lack of support: overcrowding. Lack of support and Lack of access to needs and
social support.

•

I’d rather pitch a tent up north somewhere than take my child there.

•

I couldn’t refuse as my son and I had no other choices. Roof over our heads felt very unsafe.

•

I was scared at xxx - lots of men wanting to talk to you and come into your room.

10 Northern and Western Homelessness Networks’ Annual Consumer Survey 2017.
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•

A lot of my belongings stolen so not great.

•

Felt degraded.

•

Some boarding houses are okay, but landlords were aggressive and threatened violence.

•

Motel was horrible dirty. A lot of unsafe people who had issues like drug addiction, difficult to be around with
children. Had to access food van as could not cook cramped in one small room.

•

Unsafe for children, lack of amenities, - no cooking facilities - shared one single bed with two children- not
comfortable. Had to ask for a microwave. Lucky my children were two and three years old. If they were older it
would have been much harder. I did not sleep for two weeks when I was in crisis accommodation.

•

Drug addicts, violence, assault, dirtiness, unclean toilets, toilets without doors.

•

I get sent to this “boarding house” which is full of bedbugs a mattress covered in black mould a window that
doesn’t lock and I’m supposed to pay 280 dollars a fortnight for the privilege ... oh and the boarding house
comes with crack heads too. I haven’t bothered going back to “housing”.

•

Uncertainty, they [children] are really young asking where are we staying tonight? Trying to keep them safe. I
worried a lot about my children. Usual routine of parenting gone, their familiar things have gone- a lot of losse.g. toys, bed times muddled up, eat out a lot. You don’t feel like a good mother when you eat fast food all the
time.

What do consumers want?
The survey went on to ask consumers what sort of emergency accommodation they would consider appropriate.
Despite reporting more positive experiences in government funded crisis facilities than in purchased emergency
accommodation, 85% of consumers surveyed said they would prefer their own self-contained space that could be
securely locked, even if it was small. Women identified that their ideal emergency accommodation would be homely,
private, with good facilities including a clean kitchen. They stated they would like accommodation that was safe and
secure for children, with some support available. Men reported that they would like their own private space that was
safe and secure, affordable, with support available if needed.
The survey also asked consumers about their support needs. Eighty percent identified as having a mental health issue,
and over half reported having at least one disability, with nearly a quarter having two or more disabilities. Of those
surveyed, 25% were under the age of 25 years. These figures illustrate a high level of vulnerability amongst the
consumers who are being referred to emergency accommodation.
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$2.5m spent on poor quality emergency accommodation
Within this context, homelessness agencies continue to try and provide an adequate response to the thousands of
people presenting to them for help. In 2017 this meant the allocation of $2.5M in public funds to accommodate 9,000
households in temporary accommodation; most of which is sub-standard and lacking the facilities to enable
residents to cook and clean for themselves. This is an extraordinary reliance on the private sector to respond to
vulnerable people who are experiencing housing crisis. Homelessness services have little choice but to use whatever
resources are at hand to alleviate a person’s immediate crisis. Commonly, they are placing people in poor hotel
accommodation that charge expensive nightly rates. For example, one of the most frequently used providers, the Palms
Motel in Footscray, charges up to $160 per night per room. The rooms have no cooking facilities and a very low standard
of amenity. The Palms Hotel accounted for nearly $500k (20%) of the $2.5m spend on emergency accommodation.
Similar hotels, such as the Coburg Motor Inn, Parkside Hotel and the Stay Inn, are regularly used by services, and
accounted for 25% of the total spend. Consumers have reported bed bugs, stabbings and assaults in some of the most
frequently used emergency accommodation11.
In an average week the five generalist access point services across Melbourne’s north and west are funding 170 households in emergency accommodation12. Once these households are assisted to access emergency accommodation, only
a small percentage are able to access support for further assistance, due to high demand and long waiting lists. For
example, on average Unison reports five support vacancies for adult clients per month. The result is that many households are not provided with a service beyond being placed in emergency accommodation. The lack of follow up support means that many households remain homeless for long periods of time with little or no help to exit.
This is clearly demoralising and potentially damaging for the consumers of the system. It also takes a toll on the frontline workforce, who enter this work with the intention of helping people, and who are aware that they are potentially
contributing to harm. This dilemma was noted in the Rooming Housing Taskforce report in 2009, and the situation has
not changed: “This has created moral, ethical and legal dilemmas for crisis workers who are aware that the conditions
in many rooming houses present risks to resident’s safety and welfare. These dilemmas are shared by government
whose funding for crisis housing responses is increasingly being directed to sub-standard premises as demand on
existing crisis and transitional housing grows”13.

Conclusion
The 2018 Victorian Homelessness and Rough Sleeping Action Plan offers an approach in which responses to all people
experiencing homelessness, not just those sleeping rough, should be framed: intervening early to prevent
homelessness, providing stable accommodation as quickly as possible and supporting to maintain stable
accommodation. Currently, we are failing large numbers of people presenting to the system by providing sub- standard
and potentially damaging emergency accommodation, with little or no immediate follow up support to access more
suitable housing, and no support to maintain that housing once accessed.
We are contributing to peoples’ experience of trauma and adding to their feelings of hopelessness. We must
urgently address this situation by providing adequate funds to purchase better quality accommodation, and by
increasing resources to support people to exit rapidly into sustainable long term housing.
The Northern and Western Homelessness Networks can no longer tacitly accept causing harm by accepting high cost
poor quality emergency accommodation as a necessary evil for those people who come to us for assistance because
they do not have a home.

11 For public reviews of these hotels see:
https://www.tripadvisor.com.au/Hotel_Review-g2062777-d1786874-Reviews-Palms_Motel-Footscray_Maribyrnong_Greater_Melbourne_Victoria.html
https://www.tripadvisor.com.au/Hotel_Review-g1816502-d1647202-Reviews-Coburg_Motor_Inn-Coburg_Moreland_Greater_Melbourne_Victoria.html
https://www.tripadvisor.com.au/Hotel_Review-g1816502-d3492485-Reviews-StayINN_Motel-Coburg_Moreland_Greater_Melbourne_Victoria.html#photos;aggregationId=101&albumid=101&filter=2&ff=230135397
12 In Homelessness Week 2018 the five homelessness access point services funded emergency accommodation for 172 households at a cost of $56,017. This is an
average of $8,000 per night and equates to nearly 9,000 people per year. We know that not everyone who needs emergency accommodation receives it because of
limitations in HEF and in the availability of accommodation. We also know that services do not have the capacity to fund emergency accommodation for as long as
people need it. Given this, we will require at least 10,000 new dwellings per year in order to provide suitable, self contained accommodation for those house- holds
in need of emergency accommodation in Melbourne’s north and west alone.
13 Chairperson’s Report, Rooming House Taskforce…
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Appendix 1
Judy’s Story
“We fronted at the homelessness access point…they booked us into this very squalid motel for us to stay for one
night. We found no pillows or blankets or sheets were supplied and we spent a very cold night in the motel with
arguments going on all night between the other occupants, windows being broken and almost hourly visits
from the police. I also found a very well used pair of knuckle dusters in the garden. By the next day, we were
very tired and feeling quite ill. We returned to the homelessness access point with all our bags packed hoping
they could help us with more appropriate accommodation.”
Judy is a 56 year old woman with a long history of tenuous housing. Judy was in her own Office of Housing property
some years ago but family breakdown and domestic violence forced her to vacate this housing which was in her name.
Judy’s ex-partner damaged the property and accrued a substantial rent arrears debt, which has made it challenging for
Judy to apply for housing again.
In early 2017, Judy was in private rental with her current partner Tim.
“The rental property was falling into the ground but it was cheap and all we could afford. We were given a
notice to vacate because the house was uninhabitable (apparently it had been perfectly fine to rent to Tim for
years prior to this). You could see through the floor. Every time it rained, the house flooded. There was damp
and mould throughout this old house. After getting the notice to vacate, we were advised to go to the homelessness access point to get help as we couldn’t find anywhere else to live.”
Despite being well presented and articulate, Judy and Tim could not secure a private rental property in the highly
competitive rental market:
“We were knocked back for everything we applied for and there was nothing that we could really afford. We
were advised to visit the nearest homelessness service. This service referred us to a private rental with an owner occupier and paid for the first 2 weeks rent. The day before we were due to move in, the owner contacted us
and said the room was no longer available. We went and stayed with my uncle for 3 weeks. Then we squatted
in the uninhabitable house over Easter 2017. The owner found us and told us to vacate immediately. We then
returned to the homelessness access point. It was at this time we were placed in the hotel – initially for one
night. The room was in appalling condition. No bedding. No pillows. Nothing. The first night the police visited
the premises 6 times through the night in relation physical assaults, domestic violence and damage to property. Every night there were things going on. The service had only paid for one night. We had to go back to the
access point service the following day. We begged to not be placed back at the Hotel as it felt so unsafe but the
access point service advised us that they had no other options. “
We went back to the homelessness access point on the Monday with suitcases in tow. The service said they
didn’t have capacity to help any further. We were given the contact number of accommodation providers and
advised to make contact ourselves. We found a Backpackers in an old hotel on Spencer Street. We spent one
night there then we had no money left.
We went to have a look at a private rental in a rental occupier property - $150/week for one bedroom. After
2 days, the woman who ran this place said $150 was not enough. She told us you now need to pay
$280/week. This was an illegal and misleading rent increase. She regularly barricaded us out of the house. She
was really unwell. We slept in the garage for a whole week once because she wasn’t at the house and she had
changed all the locks. We had to move. Despite this, we were there for 3 months.
We then spent 3 months in a one bedroom apartment with two of our family members but this was too crowded
and unsafe. The family members both had substance use issues.
Because we were no longer in their catchment the homelessness access point advised that they could no
longer assist us. They told us we needed to go another access point service. We attended that service but
didn’t get any assistance because it was first in first served. You couldn’t walk in off the street and get support.
Only managed to get an appointment because the police requested that they give us one because of the level
of distress we were in.
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The access point referred us to another Motel for one night. This one wasn’t as bad as the first Motel. We were
there for one night. We had to go back to the access point the next day. We were then referred to a private
rooming house. The service paid for us to stay for one week. The manager advised that the property had been
‘shut down’ but they had decided to reopen it due to the demand for rooms. The property was in appalling
condition. The property was operated by a private rooming house provider.
The manager threatened illegal eviction because we did not have rent straight away and needed to delay
payment for 2 days until our Centrelink payday. Rent would have been 2 days late. He was threatening and
aggressive, swearing and demanding rent. We were paying $380 per week to share a room. We were both on
Newstart payments.
We stayed in the rooming house for 2 weeks. There was a couple with serious substance use issues. The male
regularly beat up his partner. On most nights she slept in a completely empty room without furnishings in an
effort to stay away from him. This was VERY traumatic for both of us. A short time later this girl overdosed and
died in the bathroom at this premises. She had no support.
We requested to be moved out of this property. We felt very unsafe. We approached the manager who had
advised us that they have lots of houses and that once residents prove they have a good track record with
paying rent, they are happy to move them along into other properties.
We were then moved to an unregistered Rooming House. The hot water was coming out in a trickle. We managed to get that fixed. There were lots of other repairs issues here too. Tenant’s Victoria were trying to assist
with repairs issues.
In February 2018, Tim was unwell and went to the psych hospital for more than a week. This long period of
homelessness and difficulty finding work profoundly impacted Tim’s mental health.
I also felt hopeless. No one had offered to help with long term housing options - even simple things like
completing a housing application.” (As a 56 year old woman, Judy was eligible for older persons housing.)
“I stayed there for 9 months. As a single person in this house I was paying $220/week. This left me barely
enough for food and medication. During this time, there was another extremely violent couple who regularly
beat each other: also connected to substance abuse issues. As a person who had lived with domestic violence,
this was deeply traumatic.
There were times when it was not safe to leave the room for hours- even just to go to the toilet because it was
so unsafe. I also felt scared to leave the room unoccupied as things had been stolen from the house.
I had never been in this position before in my life. You have to be in this (the crisis housing and homelessness
system) to fully understand what it is like. I could never understand how bad it was until it was in it.”
In December 2017, Tenant’s Vic Rooming House Outreach attended the premises after receiving some information
about an unregistered Rooming House at this address. At this point Judy and Tim had been in a range of crisis
accommodation options since March 2017. They had no hope of their situation changing and had not considered
applying for public/community housing as they were advised that the waitlists were endless and it was not even worth
trying.
Judy was supported to have her Office of Housing debt reduced significantly, and was assisted to apply again for public
housing. She subsequently received an offer of housing, and Judy and Tim moved into a public housing unit.
“This place is a palace compared to the places I have lived in over the last 15 months. It is a bedsit. It is my mini
palace. This is my own place. No one has a key to my room anymore. In the rooming house, it bothered me that
the Rooming House manager often entered resident’s rooms when they weren’t there. It is so much safer. The
neighbours are nice and friendly.”
“I am laughing a lot more and now nothing feels like it’s too big a problem. I feel like me again.”
“I used to stress about everything and felt like every time I asked for help the door was shut in my face. I feel
stronger now and more able to offer support to my partner Tim.”
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