LC LSIC Inquiry into
Homelessness in Victoria
Submission 305

Inquiry into Homelessness in Victoria
Mrs Karen Glennen
Organisation Name:Statewide Children's Resource Program
Your position or role: Barwon Wimmera South West Children's Resource Program Coordinator

SURVEY QUESTIONS
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Other (please describe)
Regional networking position working across homelessness and family violence agencies capacity building
in relation to responding to children
Are there any additional themes we should consider?
Children and access to services
Clear guidelines for sectors in relation to their responsibilities to respond to children experiencing trauma
and homelessness
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This submission is prepared by the Statewide Children’s Resource Program and addresses the specific
experience and needs of “accompanying children” within homelessness and family violence agencies.
The Statewide Children’s Resource Program is a Victorian Government Funded service, which raises
awareness of the issues facing “accompanying children” within the Specialist Homelessness Sector,
advocates for systemic change and provides capacity building support for sectors, agencies and
workers.
As a group we acknowledge the structural, systemic and macrocosmic issues that contribute to
homelessness and fully endorse all submissions that have addressed those, however we maintain that
the issues for children require more nuanced examination and consideration.

Children and homelessness
“My happiest memory was leaving our old house where Mum and us kids got hurt. We got to keep
our dog” – Jimmy, age 7.
Homelessness is a multifaceted social issue that intersects with and across many sectors, inclusive of
but not limited to housing, health, education, welfare, transport, employment and judiciary. 1 The
issues for all people experiencing homelessness are complex and challenging, for children they are
even more so.
Children experience homelessness because of the circumstances of their family, they do not choose
to be homeless and their lives often reflect transience, moving from place to place with no stability.
Their experiences of shelter and home can include 'couch surfing' in cramped conditions, staying in
crisis accommodation, shelters, boarding houses or cheap motels. The other scenario is sleeping in a
car with no toilet, no place to wash and no place to cook.2 All are extremely risky and expose children
to further stressors and the experience of homelessness on children is so much more than simply
“houselessness”, it impacts on their sense of self and identity and can define their life trajectory.
Childhood is idealised as the time of no cares or worries and a time to grow and develop your potential.
For many children within the homelessness and family violence sectors this is not the case. Their
childhoods are times of worry, stress, loss, grief, illness, parental alienation and parentification.
Supporting children out of homelessness requires more than simply putting a roof over their heads; it
challenges us to think about the experience of homelessness across the spectrum of childhood from
infancy, toddlers, children and adolescence because the vulnerabilities for each age and stage of their
childhood present differing challenges and opportunities. Given the accelerated pace of physical,
social, cognitive and emotional development during childhood, children’s lives are uniquely and
severely impacted by homelessness. These impacts cross domains such as developmental,
psychological, emotional and physical health. If unaddressed, negative life outcomes such as addition,
mental health issues, inter‐generational family violence, and chronic disease can result.
Academically, children who are experiencing homelessness or family violence (or have underlying
unresolved trauma from a previous experience), are greatly affected. In order to provide their full
attention to educators, children must be in a state of emotional homeostasis; that is, they must be
calm, rested and fed. Without this state of wellness, the child’s brain struggles to learn new
information, behave in school‐appropriate ways, and complete tasks expected. Children who have
experienced homelessness3:


Have twice the rate of learning disabilities;
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Are four times more likely to show a developmental delay than middle‐income children;
Have three times the rate of emotional‐behavioural disorders than children who are housed.
Are 5 times as likely to be held back a year at school as their peers.

Meeting the needs of homeless children
“We went to a new house for five months. It was an emergency house. It was better because no‐one
bullied me at my new school. They didn’t know” ‐ Declan, 11.
Children are obviously reliant on the adults in their lives and depend on their relationships with caring
attuned adults to make sense of their world and develop their own sense of autonomy and purpose.
A child’s development starts at conception, and from that point onward, they are at risk of complex
trauma caused by homelessness and family violence, even if those experiences have ceased by the
time of the child’s birth. Children are often doubly impacted by these episodes of instability and
trauma, firstly through the actual event, trauma and dislocation from home and community and
secondly through the loss of relationship with one or both parents due to their own trauma or
conflicting demands on their energies. This loss can be a physical loss and separation or an emotional
or psychological loss through the parent’s inability to respond to the emotional, psychological and
physical needs of the child. Children see and experience the distress, pain, fear and isolation that is
impacting their family unit, they are not passive witnesses to someone else’s trauma, they live the
trauma and it becomes part of their lifetime narrative.
For Indigenous children, or children of culturally diverse backgrounds, the trauma of dislocation from
the community that they are used to can be even more pronounced. Children are, by nature, highly
invested in cultural practices, and form bonds with members of their wider community. Given that
children are largely ignorant of the specific reasons why they’re homeless, or the practical difficulties
of housing scarcity, the child is placed at huge risk of ‘cultural shock’, caused by sudden cessation of
normal cultural practices. If a family is forced, through family violence or homelessness, to move away
from Country, community or places of worship, the children are likely to experience profound
confusion, grief and isolation, in a way that an adult may not.
The experience of homelessness, whether through fleeing family violence, addiction, financial
difficulties, lack of affordable housing options or a combination of all, can have profound impacts on
development, self‐esteem and relationships. Given the appropriate supports and response to their
needs the experience, however, does not automatically mean that children lose relationship with a
caregiver or sense of safety and security. The research “Does Camping Count” children detailed feeling
safe living in cars with no roof over their heads.4 Their safety was safeguarded by the security of a
loving and attuned caregiver who while they could not provide the physical haven, provided an
emotional and psychological one.
Similarly, Wendy Bunston’s research “How Refuge provides refuge to Infants?”5 challenges us to turn
our thinking on its head and engage with the experiences of the most vulnerable. It confronts us to
examine the processes, systems and structures that we operate within to achieve our goals from a
more child focussed foci.

Children’s Rights
“It’s good to have a place where I can sleep without having nightmares any more” ‐ Connor, 8
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Australia is a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Like adults, children are
afforded protection across the spectrum of civil, cultural, economic, social and political rights. They
are also afforded special rights because of their vulnerability, such as the right to protection from
exploitation and abuse, the right to be cared for and have a home, and the right to have a say in
decisions which affect them6. Children also have a right to participate in the practices of their
culture(s).
How these rights are respected and adhered to within the sector needs to be examined. If a child’s
specific needs are not met, they can experience considerable re‐traumatization from the very system
supposedly provided to help families. As a rule, children presenting at homelessness or family violence
services are not routinely consulted in decision making or feedback processes, let alone have detailed
individual case‐plans created for their specific needs. Often there is no explanation of processes to be
undertaken, reasons for decisions made and a lack of consistency in assessing and recording children.
The lack of visibility of children compounds their distress and doesn’t provide an outlet for validation
of their trauma and loss. It is frequently observed among adult clients, that the relationship between
Case Manager and client can be among some of the most powerful support received during their
homelessness journey. What outcomes are we missing by not providing this same service to children?
Professionals appear to be resistant in talking to children. Truly understanding what is happening in a
child’s life, from their point‐of‐view, is essential to support change in their lives, but too often children
are not given even the most basic service, unless the service has a dedicated ‘children’s worker’, who
are either overburdened with massive caseloads, or are expected to deliver menial services such as
ensuring school enrolment, and providing diversion activities. As a sector we need to strive to support
and enhance children’s wellbeing in terms of agency and self‐determination. For workers maintaining
a sensitivity to the specific needs of each child within the family while juggling program targets, system
blockages and limited resources can be achieved by basing decision making from a child centred
perspective.
The reliance on data as an indicator of need for service is contentious allowing for the limitations that
are inherent in vigorous data collection. Given that children are not considered clients, insofar as a
practitioner’s caseload is concerned, and are only recorded when they are actually receiving direct
service, we cannot be sure that the numbers of children presenting to homelessness and family
violence agencies adequately reflects the true representation of children. The language of the sector
describing children experiencing homelessness as “accompanying children” further diminishes their
presence as active clients and reinforces the perception that they are a “package deal” with the adults
they accompany.
The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s Homelessness and Homelessness Services snapshot
released in December 2019 asserts that over the previous 5 years the numbers of homeless have been
increasing and that more people are assisted “at risk of homelessness” than actually homeless.7 Again
contributing to the uncertainty and dislocation for children. Of the total numbers of clients recorded
and assisted in the 2018 – 19 report 1 in 6 were children under the age of 10 (17% or 48,900 clients)
and 1 in 10 were children and youth aged 10–17 (13% or 36,900 clients). This accounts to 30% of the
total supported homeless population, further evidence that the impacts on children need to be
addressed in a systematic and comprehensive way.
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Children and Homelessness – the Statistics
“My friends saw an old man, and started say ‘oh, he looks homeless’, and I was like, ‘what does that
mean? Because I’m homeless too” ‐ Alyssa, 17
Children are significantly overrepresented in homelessness in the state of Victoria8
 In 2017‐18, 29% of clients entering Specialist Homelessness Services across were under 18
(over 83,000 clients).
 56% of clients under 18 years were between 0‐10.
 13% of children (roughly 4300 clients) aged 5‐14 years were not enrolled in school.
 26,500 (or 31%) clients aged 0‐18 had experienced family violence in the last twelve
months7.
 Children identified in the court data as affected family members (aged 17 and under) has
risen 23%, from 19,974 children in 2009‐2010 to 24,627 in 2016‐17
 Children were present at 23,598 family violence incidents reported to police. This equates to
31% of all such events in 2016‐179
 important knowledge from research literature indicates the co‐occurrence of family violence
and child abuse
Indigenous Children
 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people make up 3.2% of the Australian population, yet
they made up 25% of the clients (an estimated 65,200 clients) assisted by specialist
homelessness services in 2017–18.
 Around 1 in 5 (22% or 14,500) were children aged under 10, compared with 15% (or around
28,200) of non‐Indigenous clients
 The gap between the rate of Indigenous and non‐Indigenous SHS clients continues to widen.
In 2017–18 Indigenous people were 9.4 times as likely to use specialist homelessness
services as non‐Indigenous people, up from 9.1 times in 2015–16.10
Impacts for children











Interrupted development
Greatly increased risk of chronic disease
Abuse and neglect factors are higher in the homelessness population
Family violence and parental alienation contribute to problematic attachment templates for
children
Unsuitable or unsafe housing/ transience makes it very difficult for children to feel safe,
engaged with education, medical screening and care, build relationships and engage with their
community
Education can be interrupted and high levels of absenteeism
Inability to access resources and materials needed e.g. educational, optical, dental and
community activities
Social and psychological implications of adjusting to frequent changes of social environments
Senses of self, safety and autonomy is compromised
Poor attention to health, nutrition, dental and developmental screening

Practice Issues
‘For the child, the feeling of safety is not the same as the removal of threat’ – Dr Stephen Porges
Many submission will have dealt with the plethora of issues that confront the sector in providing
responses to vulnerable families. Many can be summarized under headings including funding, client
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complexity, workforce, systems, exit and referral options, we would contend that as a sector we need
to focus more fully on the experiences of accompanying children and address their needs in a
systematic and targeted way. There are many responses and programs that focus on independent
young people, and while many will argue that there is still a great need for more, their needs are
acknowledged and targeted programs and services exist to address and respond to them.
For “accompanying children”, in the majority of service responses, there is an emphasis on the impact
and experience of the adult and the responsibility falls to addressing the needs of the parent or
caregiver with an assumption that the child’s needs are addressed as a result of that intervention.
There appears to be a naïve trust in ‘trickle‐down service delivery’; help the adult and the issues for
the child are automatically addressed; despite the fact the research literature tells us this is
categorically not the case. Children are seen as passive victims and rather than workers confronting
the complexity of age, stage, developmental impacts a focus on the more immediate housing, social
or psychological needs of the adult prevail.
Across the homelessness and family violence sector there are few programs that are specifically
targeted and aligned to “accompanying children”. Those that exist, such as Homeless Children’s
Specialist Support Service are often funded to cover large sub regional areas and due to demand can
become focussed in localised areas. Many programs are also restricted in their entry criteria, limited
by strict age or other entry guidelines.
Systemically there are many challenges for agencies in responding to children. They range across the
systemic, programmatic, worker and funding domains. We need to think in a different way as to where
we start our support trajectory. A substantial volume of literature demonstrates the efficacy of early
intervention and supportive care at reducing the impacts of trauma to children. Children need to be
provided with individualised, in‐depth support from workers from the point of contact onward.












Children are often seen as passive victims in the experiences of homelessness and family
violence, either too young to understand or not impacted by the experience, yet literature
also informs us that many children who are exposed to homelessness and family violence re‐
enter the system in later life.
Within agencies there can be a diversity of opinions as to what constitutes a service
relationship, especially in the case of working with children.
Children presenting to homelessness services can present with high levels of risk and
vulnerability, yet receive inconsistent and limited service.
Measurable outcomes for services relating to children need to be developed to ensure
services see the validity of their work.
Children, their interests and needs fit across many sectors and domains. Real commitment is
needed to develop guidelines that outline roles and responsibilities for each sector.
Funding streams need to adequately respond to the needs of children. Brokerage funds within
the homelessness sector and utilized for education needs and resources essential to maintain
engagement with schooling.
Working with children is seen as a specialized response, rather than the responsibility of all
within an agency.
Consistent theme across the sector is “we don’t work with children.”
Adults presenting with multiple and high needs are routinely the priority response and
children’s needs addressed as secondary concerns.
Data relating to children is often of poor quality or omitted entirely. Agencies often neglect
recording children’s data citing time constraints or high demand, but this impacts the statistics
and an ability to assess the scope and scale of the demand. It therefore does not reflect the
true needs of a large cohort of the SHS
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Issues relating to children are not consistently monitored, recorded or acted upon. When
multiple agencies are involved with families there is an underlying assumption that it is
someone else’s problem or responsibility and not the role of the housing sector.
The Family Violence Royal Commission highlighted the issues for children, their vulnerabilities
and need for protection, yet many reforms have not truly followed through on the
recommendations for the safety of children.
Limited consideration of the needs of children in many decision making and housing allocation
processes. Children may be settled, engaged in school and the family are shifted because of
supply.
Expectation that services provide housing and move people through the system to exit,
hopefully in stable long term housing. Children’s needs are more emotionally central. They
need an environment to feel safe and that is essentially a relational one.
Exit and referral issues – Family services, child health services to develop better links.
Unsafe exit options – boarding houses, motels resulting in exposure to further traumatization
There have been historical examples of pilot programs being run to address the needs of
children in SHS services, but after a period of time that funding ceases or the programs morph
into parenting support programs.

The complexity of families within the homelessness system means they are often being seen by
multiple universal, secondary and in some cases tertiary programs, it is essential that responses focus
more on a pathway system that is truly child‐centred. Many of the families cycle through multiple
systems on numerous presentations. Outcomes need to be developed and implemented that measure
the impact of interventions against the best interests of children. The challenges in a resource scarce
sector can be daunting. When exit and accommodation options are limited or nonexistent, our
processes should not cause more harm to the most vulnerable. Do we match the intervention with
what is needed by the child or by what is available? Children and families can be placed in situations
that expose them to further harm and unsafe conditions. There is also the danger when multiple
sectors and workers are involved that an assumption is made that it is someone else’s job to be
mindful of the children and responsibility is assumed to be held elsewhere.

The Homeless Children’s Brokerage Report
‘Having swimming lessons with my child meant her and I could just be in the water. I was watching
her, I was holding her, I forgot about everything and was just with her in the water’ ‐ Brianna, 22,
mother of Jade, 18 months
The Statewide Children’s Resource Program administers a brokerage fund specifically designed to
support children through the multifaceted challenges they experience while homeless. Over the past
three years the Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program has provided assistance to over 2,300
children who have experienced a period of homelessness and/or family violence.
 79% of all brokerage applications identified financial difficulty as a presenting reason with
 22% of applications identifying financial difficulty as the main presenting reason.
 87% identified experiencing housing stress, inappropriate or inadequate housing or eviction
as presenting reason
 20% identifying housing issues as the main presenting reason.
 1,173 children, or 51% of all children supported, had experienced family violence
 The 2017‐2018 figures saw a 40% increase in the number of ATSI children provided brokerage
 Education costs were the most common use for the brokerage funds, with $91,842 being
spent in 2017‐18 on the costs of education; fees, excursions, uniforms, essential school
materials and tutoring.
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The SCRP acknowledges the Victorian Government support with the State School’s Relief and Camps,
Sports & Excursion fund programs but report that there is a shortfall that continues to place a financial
burden on families.
This brokerage is capped at $400.00 per child per financial year, so offers limited resources to children.
The overwhelming experience from all coordinators across the state is the inability for workers to
identify with children’s needs when applying for brokerage, many are still focused on alleviating the
financial or personal burden of the parent/caregiver. The brokerage report attached illustrates the
range of activities and services purchased through brokerage.
It is also the experience of SCRP coordinators that many Family Violence Flexible Support Package
applications focus on the security needs of the family and children’s needs are less likely to be assessed
and funded. This is an equity issue. Despite the learnings out of the Royal Commission into Family
Violence, children continue to experience discrimination and marginalization from the services
ostensibly set up (and funded!) to support them.
The experience of children within the homelessness sector can be summarised as data – language –
assessments – priority of support – client group – falling between service systems – reliance on adult
understandings and needs – vulnerability – invisibility. All recommendations preference making the
needs of children central to all service and decision making processes. All workers need to be charged
with
the
responsibility
of
ensuring
the
safety
and
stability
of
children.

Recommendations
‘If you’re a support worker, but you’re not talking to my children, and you don’t care about my children,
you don’t see my children, then you’re not supporting me, you’re not seeing me… as a mother” ‐ Vicky,
mother of three

The Statewide Children’s Resource Program, on behalf of all children and parents who experience
homelessness, make the following recommendations:
Funding
 Children are considered as clients in their own right and not as merely accompanying adults
within the service system. This requires them to be recorded at each presentation within the
service spectrum and their needs assessed and responded to.
 Children’s needs should not be reliant on the interest of particular workers within an agency
but the responsibility of all who engage with the family.
 Brokerage and access to flexible resources to ensure that provides vulnerable children the
materials they need to engage with education and community activities.
 Funding that recognises caseloads inclusive of children and adults
Training
 The numbers of children entering the sector necessitates that child focused, trauma informed
training is part of core and mandatory training requirements for all staff within SHS programs,
not seen as a specialized
 Child focused training always low priority – need minimum training standards or participation
rate.
 Mandatory accredited training focused on the needs of children inclusive of assessment and
engagement strategies needs to be introduced.
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Data



Children are seen as clients in their own right
Rigorous data integrity that truly measures and reflects the numbers of infants, toddlers,
children and young people entering the service system with accompanying adults
 Data is collected at all sector touchpoints
Program
 Code of practice is developed guided by Child Safe Standards, CIS, FVIS, CY&F Act 2005, DHS
Standards, and Reportable Conduct Scheme.
 Clarification of the expectations of organisation in responding to children inclusive of
assessment, data, case management processes and referral expectations.
 Outcome measures are developed that quantify work and outcomes for children.
 Fostering stability and sustainability of child‐centred practice across all program areas
 Collaboration and responsibilities across sectors that intersect with children.
 Housing First model that prioritizes the safety and stability of children and allows children to
remain in a settled and supportive environment.
 Housing allocation processes that recognize and prioritize the stability of children
 Longitudinal research that focuses on the on the pathways for children into and out of the
homelessness sector.
Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to the on‐going reform of the Specialist Homelessness
Service system in the state of Victoria. It is our hope that in time no Victorian child goes through the
traumatic and potentially life altering experience of homelessness or family violence.
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Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program Report 2017-2018
The Program
The Statewide Children’s Resource Program (SCRP) was developed in recognition that
accompanying children were a large cohort within adult‐focused Specialist Homelessness
Services (SHS) and Family Violence Services (FV) and their needs were being inconsistently
assessed and met. The ongoing work of the SCRP is to encourage capacity‐building and
continue to promote best practice in responding to children who experience homelessness
and/or family violence. The SCRP aims to ensure that children receive the assessment,
support and care essential for their safety and wellbeing.
There are nine SCRP coordinator positions across the state, and coordinators support all SHS
and family violence agencies, across the four divisions and 17 areas of Victoria. Each of the
positions is auspiced through one agency on behalf of the region covered by that position.
Regions developed a model that reflects the particular needs of their service sector. Whilst
the programs are responsive locally, each regional program shares the same statewide aims
and core functions, endorsed by Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS).
The SCRP aims to ensure that children are responded to and supported along a service
continuum from prevention through to recovery. SCRP coordinators engage with allied
services including; Education, Family Services, Child Protection, Victoria Police, Early Years
services and Local Government networks to represent children’s unique experiences of
homelessness and/or family violence within the broader service system. By assisting allied
service systems, SCRP coordinators increase awareness of the impact that trauma has on
children and assist to develop a collaborative and holistic service response to vulnerable
children and their families.
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SCRP coordinators engage and collaborate with SHS services and related networks to build on
existing practitioner strengths to address the needs of children. This involves identifying and
addressing the systemic and structural limitations that impact on effective service responses
to children. The coordinators work to build the capacity of practitioners within the sector to
recognise the impacts of trauma on children, provide assessment and engagement strategies
and ongoing case management support. This contributes to a sustainable, skilled workforce
within SHS and FV services.
Through regular communication, strategic planning and collaboration, the SCRP are able to
share information, provide training, develop resources, contribute to ongoing policy and
academic discourse and be involved in consultative processes. By situating themselves across
a wide number of networks, the SCRP provide strong advocacy, advice and resources to
ensure that the response offered by support services aligns with the latest research, policy
and best practice recommendations.
Responding to the current reform agenda challenges organisations to work collaboratively,
share knowledge and resources at a local level in order to support children experiencing
homelessness and/or family violence in their community. The SCRP are an integral
component of an integrated service system, responsive to children and cognisant of the
unique challenges that they experience.

Children who experience homelessness and/or family violence
Children are one of the largest cohorts of people accessing SHS services. In 2017‐18 AIHW
reported that 29% of clients were children or young people aged under 18 and 56% were aged
under 10.1 This data identifies a significant issue resulting in considerable social and economic
cost to Australian society.
The impact that homelessness and family violence has on children is evident across all
developmental domains and can have a profound impact on children’s physical and mental
health. Children with experience of homelessness and/or family violence are more likely to
have low self‐esteem, display an increased prevalence of anxiety and depression, show
symptoms of post‐traumatic stress disorder, and experience developmental trauma. Physical
effects of homelessness may include an increase in cardiovascular disease, asthma, metabolic
abnormalities, obesity or anorexia and increases in infections due to impaired immune
responses. Social interactions with family and friends can be impaired by delayed cognitive
development and pervasive mental health issues.
Likewise transience, lack of community
connections and feelings of loss and grief create
barriers to school engagement and can lead many
children to underperform academically.
A significant proportion of women and children
presenting to homeless services in Australia are
escaping domestic and family violence. Family
violence exacerbates the negative outcomes
discussed in the paragraph above. A perpetrator’s
choice to use violence disrupts and violates the
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sense of safety and belonging within the family home, denying children the ability to play
freely, or to experience loving care that meets their emotional needs. To assist vulnerable
children we need to shift our focus and provide more individualised trauma recovery
interventions in an attempt to reduce cumulative harm and trans‐generational homelessness.
During the 2017‐2018 financial year 51% of brokerage applications identified family violence
as the main presenting reason families sought assistance from specialist homelessness
services (figure 8). The provision of the Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program provides
opportunity for case workers to engage with and reflect on the experiences and needs of
children who are can be highly traumatised. Effectively supporting children who are affected
by homelessness and/or family violence through the brokerage program delivers
opportunities to develop the necessary skills to overcome the adversity they face.

Children from CALD and Asylum Seeking families
The effects of Family violence on CALD and asylum‐seeker children can be compounded by
cultural and language barriers, experiencing discrimination and racism, isolation from peers,
and a history of trauma arising from having witnessed conflict in their homeland or from their
journey to Australia.
It is important for service providers working with children and families from CALD
communities to be aware of these issues.

ATSI children
Within Indigenous communities, family violence needs to be understood in the context of a
history of colonisation, dispossession of land, forced child removal, racism and discrimination
and the resulting intergenerational trauma that has arisen from this history. The following
issues all need to be considered in understanding domestic and family violence in Indigenous
communities:







breakdown of kinship systems and Aboriginal law;
experiences of racism, discrimination and vilification;
economic exclusion and entrenched poverty;
alcohol and drug abuse;
institutionalisation and child removal polices; and
the effects of grief and trauma on parenting.

Responses to Indigenous children need to be culturally sensitive, trauma and community
informed.
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How do we build resilience?
Children who have experienced homelessness and family violence have often not had their
needs met in a way that promotes optimum development or encourages positive
opportunities. It has been a long held view that children will bounce back from their
experiences of homelessness and family violence relatively unharmed. This is, however,
unlikely to be the case. Childhood is a period of rapid development, with a high need for
emotional and physical safety and security required to embed knowledge, develop empathy
and forge social connections. These needs, as well as a child’s incomplete understanding of
the world, leave them with unparalleled vulnerability to trauma. Simply providing children
with a house is unlikely to be sufficient to address these vulnerabilities, therefore an
individual and tailored response to each child is required.
Brokerage aims to address, repair and mitigate the significant challenges that children
experiencing homelessness face and to assist involvement in community the opportunity to
engage with peers and participate in education from an equal starting point.

Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program
The Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program is funded through the National Housing and
Homelessness Agreement and was established to enhance opportunities for children
experiencing homelessness and/or family violence. Ongoing funding under the arrangement
provides important security in the support of children experiencing homelessness and/or
family violence.
Its three main aims are:


To engage and maintain children in their education (including early education services
such as childcare and kindergarten.)



To reduce social isolation by enhancing access to a range of specialist supports, and
social and recreational opportunities within their community, and



To provide social and emotional growth opportunities for children and provide
opportunities to increase relational bonds between parents/carers and their children.

The Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program also aims to provide further encouragement to
homelessness and family violence providers to integrate child focused assessment and case
planning into their work practice
The brokerage program is child‐specific and aims to encourage workers to think in a child
centred way when addressing children’s specific needs. Funding for the program is
administered by SCRP Coordinators regionally and distributed following a standardised
application process. It is limited to $300 per child, per financial year.

5|Page
January 2019
16 of 31

LC LSIC Inquiry into
Homelessness in Victoria
Submission 305

Statewide Children’s Resource Program brokerage report 2017‐2018
Figure 1. Applications and gender comparisons
Figure 2. Age distribution 2017/18
Figure 3. Age Range Yearly comparison
Figure 4. Indigenous status Yearly comparison
Figure 5. Living arrangements Yearly comparison
Figure 6. Presenting Reasons 2017/18
Figure 7. Main presenting Reasons Yearly comparison
Figure 8. Main presenting Reason 2017/18
Figure 9. Activity Expenditure Yearly comparison
Figure 10. Expenditure by Activity 2017/18
Figure 11. Activity by Application 2017/18
Figure 12. Activity by Application Yearly comparison

**The graphs below show an overview of the demographics of the children who have been supported.
Some of the data in the graphs showing missing values or discrepancies due children being open multiple times
creating multiple support periods for each child.

The data presented in this report is from all DHHS areas across Victoria. It evidences the use
of the Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program to support children who experience
homelessness and/or family violence. The graphs below show an overview of the
demographics of the children who have been supported and the annual brokerage
expenditure.
All data in this report is collected by the application process completed by the family’s
practitioner and submitted for approval to the SCRP. The application process collects
information relevant to the SHIP data collection processes, including the child’s age,
education, living arrangements, presenting issues, the funding being sought, and includes the
child’s Indigenous or CALD status. All information collected remains confidential and is
uploaded on SHIP or organisational data processes utilised by auspicing agencies.
The brokerage program has assisted children experiencing homelessness and/or family
violence throughout Victoria for the costs associated with education, sport and recreation,
specialist services and developmental activities.
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Presenting Issues 2017/18 (Figure 6)
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Main Presenting Reasons 2017/18 (Figure 8)
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The main presenting issue continues to be domestic and family violence. 1 in 5 victims of
domestic or family homicides in Australia is a child (Mission Australia)
Children are present in 1 in 3 family incidents attended by Victorian Police (Royal Commission
into Family Violence)
50.9% of women and men who experienced violence by a current partner reported that they
had children in their care at some time during the relationship (Australian Bureau of Statistics)
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Expenditure by Activities 2017/18 (Figure 10)

Activity by Application 2017/18 (Figure 11)
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Brokerage success story ‐ Gippsland

‘Just a note to say thank you for the support provided to the household in the form of internet access.
The funding has made such a difference to their everyday lives and they are very grateful. Child 1 was
struggling to keep up with part time work, study and caring for her mum who has cancer. Mum’s diagnosis was
sudden, unexpected and she could no longer work, throwing the whole family into turmoil. Child 2, still at
Secondary School, withdrew from her family and friends and was also struggling to cope having to walk to the
library to use the internet often returning in the dark.
The girls now both study together at home and support each other. Child 1 has continued with her TAFE
course and is enjoying being able to participate remotely in live class discussion as well as other access. Child 2
no longer has to walk in the rain and dark to do her homework; she has been given an opportunity to do what
most of her peers take for granted and study at home.
Thanks for the difference you have made.’

Brokerage success story – North/West metro
At the beginning of the 2018 school year Bright Futures accessed brokerage through the North West Regional
Children’s Resource Brokerage Program to buy textbooks and school supplies for a young person who was
about to begin year nine. The young person was 14 at the time and had been living in Melbourne for
approximately 4 months after moving here to live with her father and step mother. The required textbooks
and stationary supplies for the young person cost over $300 which the family were unable to afford due to
experiencing financial hardship and the excessively high cost of textbooks and required stationary. The young
person had been attending school consistently since moving to Melbourne and had informed Bright Futures
that she really enjoyed school and learning and her family was keen to maintain support of her education.
Bright Futures applied for $300 brokerage to cover all of the young person’s textbooks and some of the
stationary supplies, whilst the family made an effort to provide the additional required stationary supplies. As
a result of the efficient brokerage application process and the good work of the NWRCRP Coordinators Bright
Futures were able to arrange for purchase and delivery of the school books and supplies in a matter of days,
allowing the young person to start school on time and with everything she needed. In follow‐up appointments
the young person acknowledged to Bright Futures that it was really great to have all her school books and
supplies and that this helped her feel more confident going into the new school year.
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Brokerage success story – Barwon

‘One of the clients that I am working with is in a large family of five children one of the children was attending
a child care centre. The Special Child Care Benefit (SCCB) funding ran out for childcare which the child loves
going to, she has made a groups of friends and had become a lot more confident since she has been going to
child care.
Three of the child siblings go to their father’s on alternative weeks, another siblings Dad is around all the time.
This little child does not see her Dad at all so when the child care funding ran out she felt upset not being able
to go to child care anymore to see her friends. Each morning after the other children went to school and were
dropped off the child would ask mum ‘when am I being dropped off?’ Mum would reply ‘not this week’.
The Children’s brokerage funding assisted the child to go back to her child care centre with her friends that she
had been missing and to continue to enhance her emotional, social and cognitive development. After the
funding ran out from the children’s brokerage program, the child was eligible for another round of SCCB which
will assist the child to stay at the child care centre until she goes to kindergarten next year. The child has
discussed with me how much she enjoys going to child care and how upset she was when she was unable to
attend. The children’s Resource Program assists children in many ways more than will can imagine.
Kind Regards’‐ Homelessness Support case worker

Brokerage success story North/West metro

In mid‐2017 Bright Futures were at a loss for how to get three children (9y.o., 12 y.o. and 14 y.o.) to and from
school for two weeks whilst their mother recovered from a caesarian section and was unable to drive. In the
past the three children had been out of school for long periods of time and the family as a whole had
previously had tenuous relationships with education providers. However, in recent months the family had built
strong connections with their new school and had begun to prioritise education and learning in a new way. As
a result Bright Futures felt it was crucial to find transport options for the children so that their education was
not disrupted whilst their mum was unable to drive. Bright Futures had looked into a number of options and
had found that OmniCare would be able to assist with transport, for a fee. To transport the children to school
for two weeks (with Bright Futures and other case managers transporting children home after school) was
going to cost the family over $600. Bright Futures consulted with the Children’s Resource Program
Coordinators who were very understanding and supportive and confirmed it would meet the brokerage
guidelines as this would be for transport to school. By accessing the full $300 for two of the children Bright
futures were able to book OmniCare to transport the children to school every day for the two week period.
The family was all very grateful for this and acknowledged to Bright Futures that they were glad to have been
able to maintain regular school attendance.
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Sport & Recreation fees, uniforms and equipment is the next largest brokerage expenditure with
$31,990 being spent, this has allowed children and young people experiencing homelessness and/or
family violence to access activities such as kick boxing, dance, swimming, cricket, football, soccer and
gymnastics.

Brokerage Success Story ‐ Gippsland
‘I am currently working with this family in our Family Violence Outreach Service.
The mother and children have all suffered long term Family Violence and witnessing Family Violence. Child
Protection relocated the family from their current living conditions which was a shed, the family leaving their
property with absolutely nothing. Child Protection closed the family’s file with a local Family Violence
counsellor and myself as a Family violence outreach worker liaising with the family on a weekly basis.
The young person is aged 15 and is the oldest child with 5 siblings, his younger brother suffers from severe
Autism.
The young person’s mother suffered a severe stroke after the birth of her second youngest child, leaving her
speech and mobility being effected.
The young person is currently participating in Online schooling, liaising with the local Secondary College. Young
person is socially isolated, and will spend most of his days in his bedroom on his laptop or asleep. At present
he does not want to participate in any form of counselling.
Both the Family Violence counsellor and myself have continually spoken with the young person on what he
would like to do outside of the home. He has responded on most occasions that he doesn't want to do
anything.
After speaking with the young person again, we were able to find out that he was a long distance runner and a
good one at that. Discussion then had about joining the local gym in Wonthaggi, to our surprise he was
extremely positive about a gym membership. We then obtained a gym membership and then discussed
transporting him for his first visit.
On arrival to collect the young person, he came out of his room with an old pair of shoes with one of the soles
missing.
I was able to apply through Homeless Children's Brokerage to obtain funding for the young person to purchase
a pair of runners. This funding enabled him to have a suitable pair of shoes to wear for his gym classes. The
young person was so appreciative of his new runners, allowing him to feel that he had the proper shoe wear
and also to feel as if he just fitted in with all the other gym members.
Thank you to the Homeless Children's Brokerage, who make the application easy for organisations and are also
prompt in approval and payment of our applications’.

Over the financial year $15,578.81 was spent on developmental activities to purchase specialist
assessment and therapeutic support.
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Discussion
The SCRP program has helped to foster a sense of normality to the lives of children by
encouraging practitioners “to think child” and through brokerage applications supporting
them to engage with education, interact with peers, make new community links, to access
specialist medical supports, and provide them with positive childhood experiences.
Educational expenses expected to be borne by families is increasing. There has been added
pressure for families to supply all the items (books, uniforms, laptops and iPads) that their
children require to attend school. This increase is most keenly felt by those who most struggle
to pay. Failure to have the necessary items leads to child missing out on essential educational
activities, compounding the disadvantage that children already experiencing homelessness
and family violence experience.
Anecdotally, there has been an increase in students experiencing negative reactions at school,
including staff blaming children, detention, exclusion from lessons because they do not have
a particular text book, uniform or access to technology. This can become a significant issue
for a child’s self‐esteem and can endanger a child’s engagement with their education.
Research confirms that education is a protective factor and circuit breaker to repeat cycles of
poverty and homelessness. Access to a complete and fulsome education is every child’s right
and therefore should be foremost in the minds of practitioners throughout assessment and
case management processes.
The SCRP have been proactive in raising the issue of the burden of school costs for families
on low incomes. A report, developed by SCRP, was sent to government outlining the financial
difficulty that disadvantaged families face to be able to fully engage with education, urging an
increase in funding to meet the increasing needs as well as the importance of the ongoing
funding of the Homeless Children’s Brokerage Program.
The benefits of engaging children in extracurricular activities are significant. Research has
shown that engaging children in activities, sports and
camps gives children the opportunity to have positive
and supportive relationships with team mates,
coaches, and parents. They develop physical and
interpersonal skills, knowledge, and competencies,
have opportunities to make decisions about their
sport participation, and have experiences that are
consistent with their particular needs and
developmental levels. It has also shown to have
increased their mental health, achievement with
schooling and engagement in other social supports.
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Conclusion
The ability to make a real difference in the lives of children who have experienced
homelessness and/or family violence is reliant on the ability of SHS and FV workers to ‘think
child’ and keep the needs of children at the forefront of decision making. The brokerage
application process involves secondary consultation discussions with practitioners and
encourages consideration and understanding of the unique needs of children in these
circumstances and to case plan accordingly.
This report demonstrates the ongoing need for specialist services for children and the
importance of providing support to access assistance. The use of the Homeless Children’s
Brokerage Program this year shows there is an increasing need for support for children who
are affected by homelessness and/or family violence.
As a brokerage program specifically targeted at children the Homeless Children’s Brokerage
Program remains an important option within a suite of brokerage and other funding options
to access supports for children accessing SHS. By providing opportunities for children to
engage in activities that stimulate their social and emotional development, provide resources
and training for practitioners to increase current service capacity, and increase the diversity
of services available for children, the SHS sector can ensure childrens’ negative experience of
homelessness and family violence can be mitigated. Everybody can make a difference in a
child’s life and a positive intervention can bolster their chances of having a healthy childhood
and solid social, emotional and educational foundation for later life.
The Statewide Children’s Resource Program is privileged to assist case managers and
practitioners better support children experiencing homelessness and/or family violence and
build confidence and capacity in responding to children.
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