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Social Housing in the Corner Inlet Area
Executive Summary
In May 2019, the Christian Research Association (CRA) was contracted by the Foster
Conference of the St Vincent de Paul Society to investigate people’s attitudes and experiences
of homelessness in the Corner Inlet area, within the South Gippsland region of Victoria. The
project was steered by a committee comprising representatives of a number of local
community organisations.
After receiving ethics clearance to conduct the research, individuals from the local area in
and around Foster were recruited by the Manna Gum Community House to participate in
focus groups and interviews.
Using semi-structured interview questions, a CRA researcher conducted one focus group of
four people, one face-to-face interview and five telephone interviews with individuals. A
further five written responses were also received. Overall, data was collected from 15
participants, aged between 16 and 63.
All of the participants lived in situations which they deemed as less than appropriate for their
individual situations. Some lived in caravan parks, some lived with family members in
strained situations, some in shared facilities, and one in a motel.
The cost of living impacted all of the participants, from struggling to pay energy bills, to
finding enough food to put on the table, to regularly being able to afford rent. While
grappling with the cost of living, other issues from living in inadequate situations bought
their own challenges. Participants noted loneliness, boredom and isolation as key challenges
they faced, which in turn affected their mental and physical health. That impact was felt even
more acutely by the younger participants who additionally had the stress of education to
contend with.
While some of the participants had basic personal support networks, such as family or close
friends, many of them did not. For the young participants, school welfare staff were a vital
part of their support network. Other participants noted the support of people in similar
situations.
All of the participants had called on local social services for practical support, including the
St Vincent de Paul Society, Manna Gum Community House, Bakers Community Service
Centre, the Salvation Army, Youth Assist Clinic, Headspace and Centrelink. A number of the
participants valued their local health services and medical practitioners.
The problem of finding and being successful in obtaining housing in the local area was noted
by most participants, identifying the lack of affordable homes or places available as the main
issue. As part of the overall struggle to find suitable accommodation, participants mentioned
associated issues such as needing good references, difficult requisites by landlords or access
to transport.
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Many of the participants identified that stable employment would assist them in being able to
access suitable accommodation, and hence moving to a more self-reliant life-style. However,
it was noted by some that support was needed if such a transition was to happen.
Participants were asked to identify what they thought was most urgent in addressing the
housing issues they faced. There was some diversity in the responses, with a few suggesting
certain groups of people were a higher priority than others, while some proposed ideas for
making it happen. Many participants desired just a basic and modest lifestyle. However,
nearly all agreed that providing more affordable accommodation options in the local areas
was what was really needed.
The research recommends that further investigation and research be carried out in order to
understand the extent of disadvantage in the various towns and locations in the Corner Inlet
area, utilising objective measures to accompany the stories already heard in this project. It
would be important to interrogate relevant data already at hand, and to identify proven
strategies implemented in other geographic locations. Options for further research could
include a comprehensive case-study of a particular town or location around South Gippsland,
listening to the voices of all key stakeholders to ensure a wide array of views are heard. It is
suggested that developing or strengthening networks of key partners be undertaken, whilst
ensuring that those most affected by the lack of social housing be included in any further
planning and research strategies.
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Victorian towns, only a handful of towns in the South West Gippsland region were considered
‘advantaged’ (i.e. Waratah Bay, Sandy Point, Fish Creek). However, many, many more were
identified as ‘disadvantaged’ (i.e. Foster, Toora, Leongatha) or as ‘most disadvantaged’ in the
state (i.e. Walkerville, Korumburra, Port Welshpool, Meeniyan). Furthermore, using estimates
from 2016, in the South Gippsland Local Government Area it was calculated that around
3,600 people were living in poverty (Tanton, et. al., 2018, p. 46). Anecdotal evidence offers a
much more localised picture of social disadvantage than official reporting provides. Within
just a single town in the region, one community centre reported that within a 12 month
period, 114 people had applied for assistance, 18 of whom were homeless and a further 11
were living in local caravan parks (personal correspondence, 27 Nov 2019).
However, in understanding the issue of homelessness, it is important to understand the
definitions used to measure it.
The Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaHCSIA) rightly asserts that homelessness is not just the result of too few houses
(FaHCSIA, 2008).
Similarly, the ABS understands homelessness not as ‘rooflessness’, but ‘homelessness’ which
includes a lack of elements such as a sense of security, stability, privacy, safety, and the
ability to have control over one’s living space (ABS, 2012). As such, it defines someone as
homeless if that person’s current living situation:
•
•
•

Is in an inadequate dwelling,
Has no tenure, or if the tenure is short or not extendable, or,
Does not allow control over space for social relations (ABS, 2012).

It must also be noted that the Census estimates provide a ‘snapshot’ of the situation at a given
point in time, and hence does not provide an exhaustive summary of homelessness over an
entire period of time. However, the estimates can provide a demographic understanding of
those who experience homelessness.

Methodology
An ethics application for the project was made to the CRA Human Research Ethics
Committee in early May 2019. Ethics approval was provided on 20 May 2019. A copy of the
semi-structured interview schedule is provided as Appendix 1.
Initially it was expected that the data collection was to be undertaken on one day through two
focus groups of up to six people in each. However, in the end, one focus group of four people
and one individual face-to-face interview was conducted. Due to the unexpected low number
of participants, more individuals were recruited for telephone interviews, while others were
invited to provide written responses. By the end of the data collection process an extra five
telephone interviews were conducted and a further five participants provided written
responses to the interview questions.
The volunteer participants were recruited by the steering committee from suitable individuals
in the local community and wider area who had a connection with the Community House
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and/or the St Vincent de Paul Society. In recompense for their time, each participant was
offered a $50 food voucher.
Written consent to participate in the research was received from each of the participants. With
the permission of the participants the focus group and all of the interviews were digitally
recorded.
The focus group and the face-to-face interview were transcribed verbatim, while detailed
notes of the telephone interviews were taken and transcribed by the researcher. Analysis of
the interview transcripts was done using NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software tool
commonly used in the social sciences.

The Research
About the Participants
The first focus group of four adult individuals included three males and one female. It was
planned to hold a second focus group interview with up to five other individuals. However,
after some attempts at contacting each of them only one individual, a male in his late 40s,
turned up.
Five telephone interviews were also conducted with three males and two females. There were
an additional five written responses received from three females and two males.
Overall, of the final 15 participants, eight were male and seven were female. Their ages
ranged from 16 to 63. The participants came from Foster, Toora, Walkerville and Woodside,
although not all provided their locality.
Current living arrangements
A number of the participants had accommodation in local privately owned caravan parks,
either in cabins or on-site caravans. A few of the participants were living with other family
members, in relationships often strained, while another was renting a bedroom in a house
which had share facilities. One participant had been living in a motel with her partner and
teenage son for the previous month, while her other children lived elsewhere with a
grandparent. One single father of two young children lived with his mother temporarily – for
the previous three months – until he could find a place more permanent.
Some of the participants shared that there had been times when they had been ‘homeless’,
although did not elaborate on the specific details of what that looked like in each situation.
Some had ‘moved around a lot’ to find accommodation, with one noting the ‘bad living
conditions in each place’. While most of the participants did not own cars, a few who did had
slept in them at various times.
In discussing their current living arrangements all of the participants described situations
which were less than adequate for their own contexts. At the time of the research, while each
had somewhere to live which provided a ‘roof over their head’, none of the accommodation
could be considered comfortable nor ideal.
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One participant described how he occasionally had his teenage son stay with him, which
raised the issue of what size area was an acceptable living space for two adults.
That’s my most important thing, having somewhere warm that he’s got his own space.
That’s it, I don’t give a shit about me. I’ll sleep in the lounge room.
As the interviews were done just a few days before the start of winter, all of the focus group
participants lamented how the weather affected their day to day living situations and their
physical and mental health.
One participant described having to leave the door open on the gas oven as well as the
electric heater to keep their accommodation warm: “‘cause the gas is free with our bill, with
our rent.” He recognised that such misuse of appliances has its issues: “I’m lucky I got a fan
on mine, not like in his joint.”
Another described days and nights where the heaters were going continuously:
I have me heater running pretty much, well, I’ve had it going the last couple of nights
‘cause it’s just been getting too cold and too chesty on me lungs. So I leave the heater
on, just on low, overnight.
A number of them described the intermittent problems they had had with reliable hot water in
the caravan park where they lived.
It’s a pain in the arse when you strip off to have a shower and you turn the hot water
on and it stays cold, you think “oh!”
While the reliability of hot water was one issue, the efficiency of repairs when appliances
broke down seemed to be an ongoing concern for the participants who resided at the caravan
park.
One of the other participants, who lived alone at a friend’s old run-down house, described
how he had thought this was a step up for him in the housing situation:
At the moment I’m living at a friend’s house at [xxx] which is probably one of the
oldest houses in [xxx], sort of had to do a fair bit of stuff to make it liveable, but better
than my caravan. But the house I’m in has got no heating, so it’s an oil heater. Last
week, my meter box caught on fire because its old ceramic fuses . . . have to get
enough money to get that fixed up. The house is alright but it’s old. I’ve had to
silicone up all the windows because all the air coming in. It’s asbestos house. It’s
better than nothing though.
While winter time was a season of housing discontent for the participants, the heat of summer
brought its own challenges:
I was in hospital at the end of February with pneumonia, from sitting in the caravan
on a hot morning it was 38, 36 degrees in my annex by 10 o’clock, and you’ve just got
a fan. If you’re lucky. No aircon or anything like that.
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On the other hand,
Even if you had aircon, it’s too expensive to run!
Another issue discussed in relation to utilities, aside from the high costs of service and usage,
was the unfairness of some of the rental ‘practices’ which seemingly charged excesses for
simple things like reading an electricity or gas meter. For example, “I don’t know what they
think is so hard about reading a meter that it costs $35 each!”
There was a lot of discussion amongst the interview participants who were living in the
caravan parks about which model of rent was most fair in relation to how the energy charges
were applied, while people in other types of accommodation simply noted the challenges of
things like ‘keeping warm’ in winter or cool in summer.
Causes of homelessness
For a number of the participants the causes of their homelessness arose after relationship
problems. For some of the adults irreconcilable differences in marriage or de facto
relationships meant one or both parties were left struggling with finances, which then led to
unpaid accommodation costs and eventually without suitable housing.
For some of the participants personal health issues were the initial cause of, or added to, the
problems associated with being in unsuitable accommodation. Often the costs of addressing
health problems resulted in financial struggles.
I did have my own house but I had to sell it because I had a few injuries with work
and I couldn’t keep working.
But I broke me neck 6 years ago so I can’t get a job, no one’ll take me on, I’m too
much of a risk.
For many of the participants it was a combination of numerous issues which led to lack of
housing:
I split up with my partner after 12 years, and not long after that I tore the muscle off
the bone in my right arm, which caused me, um, I couldn’t work . . . Yeah I had a
loan, ‘cause I couldn’t work anymore, I couldn’t pay my loan.
For the young participants the causes of their homelessness stemmed from significant
parental relationship problems, including family violence.
Describing homelessness
Some of the participants were asked to describe homelessness, and a few of them suggested it
was about “having nowhere to live”.
Homeless would be where you got nothing at all, I suppose. I used to do a bit of work
in Melbourne when I was younger and you see the homeless people, they got like a
backpack and sleeping bag. Don’t have much at all. It’d be horrible.
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However, a few noted homelessness was more than just having or not having a roof over
one’s head, but rather extended to not having adequate accommodation. As one astute 17 year
old remarked, homelessness is “when someone does not have a house that feels safe to live
in”.
For one young person, it was the personal and emotional side of homelessness that was
difficult, as finding somewhere to sleep was always possible, but “it means that no-one
cares”.
For another participant, living in a caravan on someone else’s block of land was similar to
being homeless:
Pretty much like when I was in my caravan, I’d call that pretty much close to
homeless.
Cost of living and other challenges
The cost of living was a constant issue for all of the participants. Being able to pay utility
bills or rent when due often meant that money for other things had to be examined and
prioritised.
I’m on about $640-650 for the fortnight and out of that comes $340 straight out for
rent, and I give them $30 towards power, ‘cause that’s the most I can afford at the
moment. So my power bill keeps getting further and further behind. I’m not catching
up, I’m slowly slipping further and further behind, but $30 is the maximum I can do
and that leaves me with $240 for groceries.
It seemed that for most of the participants they did not receive enough money to go round and
it was a significant struggle to get through to the next pay cycle.
But Mum’s always been on me, ‘You got to learn how to budget.’ And it’s like ‘Mum,
you got to have something to budget with, to be able to have a budget.’ When you’ve
got nothing left after everything’s been paid for, there’s nothing to budget.
[The landlord] still wants to take $170 a week off me, which is well, most of my pay.
Out of the 600 a fortnight I get, that’s 300 and something that goes straight to him.
Leaves me with bugger all.
I mean, I’m lucky, I get my pay weekly, but these guys have got to last a fortnight. If
you’ve got bills and that, it’s hard enough doing it week to week.
The affordability of food was often a problem for the participants, with many of them
occasionally using the local social services to access food or food vouchers for local
supermarkets. A few of the participants said they always had enough food to survive,
although admittedly a lot of the time they could not afford to be too selective with their diet.
As one male stated,
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You seem to always scrape by. Sometimes you don’t eat much and well, always got
Weetbix and that. But everyone wants to have the perfect tea, but I don’t mind Weetbix
for tea. They fill you up.
For the young participants, some of the challenges related to their education, such as finding
a way to school, or concentrating during classes. The practical problem of having a safe and
secure place to live also affected their mental health. Stress, motivation and low self-esteem
were common among the five young people. As one participant commented:
[There is] a lot of stress having no space to truly relax. Generally I just felt very
displaced. Struggle to make things happen.
Further challenges other participants faced were boredom, being able to afford some of the
basics in life, such as doing the washing, and a lack of regular and affordable public transport
in some of the towns in South Gippsland.
Three of the interview participants noted the specific problem of renting in a caravan park
and the psychological affect it can have, such as boredom. A challenge for one was “trying to
fill the day in, like finding things to do, that you enjoy doing, you know?” For another
participant, not having property to call your own had its limitations on one’s mental health:
Well, you can’t really go out and make the garden or whatever and put a veggie patch
in and that if you had your own backyard and shit like that and plant shit and that
because it’s not your property to do it. But if you had a house, like a yard and shit like
this, you could do stuff like that, maintain the lawns and stuff like that. Helps pass the
day and stuff like that. Down here you’re just stuck in the cabins.
Similarly a few of the participants remarked about negative mental health issues which
housing problems can often lead to, or add to.
It’s hard not to go a bit, inside the 4 walls, go a bit nutty sometimes, it’s like you’ve
got to get out.
On the other hand, a number of the participants appreciated the local communities in which
they presently lived. Some of the things they liked about their locations were the good
medical facilities, including the mental and physical health teams.
Best doctors I’ve had and psychs, out of all the doctors and psychs I’ve had.
One participant liked the fact that the town he lived in was “nice and quiet and green”, and
another that “everything is within walking distance”. The availability of common services,
such as good supermarkets, were appreciated.
Yeah, just basically in general, Foster’s a really great place for anything community,
social, sort of, like they really give a shit about the people in their community here.
And you can feel it . . . like here, I walk into the supermarket after a week of living
here and they’ll call me by my first name. And it was the weirdest, but coolest thing,
so yeah, love it here.
Another participant also appreciated his locality:
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Well [the challenge] used to be getting out of bed when I was depressed, but I’m not
really that depressed, I sort of try to keep occupied. ‘Cause I lived near the beach,
well I lived near the beach when I was younger and I live close to the beach now, I go
down the beach if I’m feeling a bit down and that helps me.
Support networks
Participants were asked to reflect on any support networks they had, and if so, what was most
helpful to them in their situation.
For a number of the participants there were few, if any, family members who they could call
on for support if needed. The young people mentioned good friends, family friends, “caring
members of the community”, and key local service people, such as the school nurse and
mental health nurse.
One of the participants felt she was a support to others in the caravan park where she lived,
and they each supported each other in different ways. With her business background and life
experience she was able to identify relevant key issues that other people in similar situations
needed to address and often supported and assisted them emotionally and practically.
Having the support of those in similar situations close by was acknowledged by other
participants. When asked about the importance of such support, the participants in the focus
group conversed:
It’s good to know that you got places like this to fall back on, if you actually need it.
Just the friendly atmosphere of the people and that, they look after you, they
don’t judge you.
They never make you feel like a piece of crap.
They all treat you the same.
You don’t feel like you’re being looked down on, at all. They’re more than happy to
help.
Accessing local services and resources
All of the participants had called on local social services at least some times, not surprising
given that the local community house was the main recruiter for the research project. Services
which were mentioned by the participants included the St Vincent de Paul, Manna Gum
Community House, Bakers Community Service Centre, the Salvation Army and Centrelink.
St Vinnies in Foster are fantastic, and here at Manna Gum.
Some key people at the various social services organisations were mentioned, and provided
much needed support for many of the participants. Additionally, local mental health teams,
psychologists and doctors were mentioned in a positive light.
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I see a psychologist down here at the medical centre, he’s really helpful. The doctors
are fantastic down there.
The mental health teams and stuff around are, as I said, excellent.
The practical support which was valued most by the participants included food vouchers,
assistance with finding emergency housing or accommodation, and the various health
services and practitioners.
The young people listed numerous resources which had been helpful to them, such as the
Youth Assist Clinic, Headspace, Manna Gum Community House, school welfare teams and
Salvo Care. One female participant noted that the “most useful were the school welfare”.
Experience of obtaining housing
Many of the participants noted the problem of finding and being successful in obtaining
housing in the local area. The main issue, they felt, was that there were not many homes or
places available, which in turn meant that the demand pushed prices up.
One of the young people shared her frustrating experience of seeking suitable housing whilst
living with a friend’s family:
Yes, [finding a house was] very difficult and time consuming. Frustrating for us and
the family we had to rely on in the meantime. Took three times as long as it was meant
to and we still just ended up in a cabin without bedrooms and no heating.”
Some of the participants noted a ‘cyclical problem’ of needing good references before one
could rent, but not being able to get a reference until one had actually rented.
‘Cause most of the places we went to were, “Nah sorry, you’ve got no rental history.”
Of course I’ve got no rental history, pricks like you won’t give me one. Give me a
chance so I’ve got a rental history. It’s just a constant loop, you just get caught in a
loop and it’s not just the rentals, there’s lots of stuff that happens for low income
people like us that we just get caught in this perpetual state of I can’t get out of this.
It’s just a, yeah, washing machine time, we’re just round and round!
Alongside this issue was the obvious desirability of landlords to choose renters who had
employment, which omitted all of the participants, even though many of them received
various regular and ongoing government support payments.
I get carer payment for [xxx] and his illness isn’t going to change so I’m a
guaranteed income as much as a salary earner, I guess, but a lot of the older people
don’t seem to see it that way, I guess, I’m not sure.
On the other hand, even appropriate references provided no assurances:
I’ve got fine references. The last real estate I went through in this area was Elders at
Yarram and I’ve got good references and everything with them, rent was always up to
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date, got my bond returned, but yeah, it seems with these guys here that if you don’t
work or you’re not a local, there’s not much chance at all.
A few of the participants were adamant there was very little housing available in their local
areas anyway, so “wouldn't even bother - there is no housing around. And housing is getting
very expensive.”
There were a number of other ‘road-blocks’, considered by the participants, to accessing
suitable accommodation. One participant elaborated on his own experience:
For me, they won’t even look past the fact I don’t have a licence, ‘cause I’ve got no
photo identification. So straight away that’s ‘Boom. Out. Don’t even bother filling out
the form, you haven’t got a licence, don’t even get the form.’ Save a tree, yeah
pointless.
Another participant noted his annoyance with trying to find a property which would allow a
pet, in his situation an expensive pure-breed family dog which provided companionship and
which he was not prepared to give up.
Most of the participants were unable to identify if there were differences in the affordability
levels of housing in the various local towns, such as Foster, Toora or Fish Creek. One
participant noted that the rent had gone up everywhere, while another was unsure but added
that some places might be cheaper “but they are all expensive”. One participant had heard of
some local houses which had once been empty but now had squatters living in them.
Transitioning to a more self-reliant life-style
Many of the participants identified that employment would be a key factor in assisting them
to be more self-reliant, although some also identified the need for access to support in making
it happen. However, underlying many of the comments from participants was the desire to
gain a sense of control over the situation they were in, which the security of employment
provided the opportunity to do.
Some participants felt they lacked control of their finances because they were locked into
situations, such as in caravan parks, where there were no alternative options. One young
person felt that was key to establishing independence.
[I’d value] anything that can assist in moving out of the caravan park. We have
struggled with [real estate agents] due to our age.
One male participant, in his early sixties, reflected – somewhat cynically – upon his
experiences and the housing situation he found himself in as an older person, and how he
could ‘transition’ to something more suitable.
Anything I say would be negative. It would just be having a go at the system, and you
get to a point where you just give up. It's all talk and don't do anything. Especially
with old people who are on their own.
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Another female participant also struggled with the ‘system’ which let down many of the
vulnerable who, she suggested, should have been supported the most.
They need to think about the people that are in our position. Instead of looking down
on us and thinking that everybody that is homeless is on drugs or on alcohol or
something, to look at the bigger picture. It's not everybody's fault that they get in this
position. I was forced into this position. I had a house. Everything. And then I had to
leave because of family violence, and he gets to keep the house. So he stays in the
house while me and my kids are homeless. I don't see how that's fair. So, do something
about the homelessness. Because people that get on the drugs and go and break the
law because there's nothing else for them to do.
Many of the participants iterated the importance of suitable accommodation as a key part of
moving to a more self-reliant life-style.
If we had a house, everything would fall into place. It all comes down to housing.
We're in one room - three of us in one room. And we've been like this for just over a
month now. It's one of the hardest things we've ever had to do.
What is most urgent?
Speaking from the view of her own experiences, one of the participants identified four
distinct groups of homeless who most urgently needed special attention:
1. Women aged over 50;
2. Women who had children with disabilities or who had other dependents with
addictions;
3. Men aged 30-45 who were divorced or had relationship troubles, and who were
trying to cope with insecurity and such changes in their life; and,
4. Young people who had drug or alcohol dependency issues.
Alongside providing accommodation, the participant also provided some key support ideas
for assisting some of the vulnerable groups:






Legal assistance,
Somewhere for females to feel safe,
Teaching females to develop skills for self-reliance and business skills,
Somewhere to go to learn how to be self-sufficient, build confidence, etc.,
Protection from those who abuse them.

For one other male participant, lack of suitable housing or affordable accommodation was the
catalyst for many of the other issues people were confronted with. He noted the urgency of
such endeavours:
Urgently bring out more houses down this way so people have got more of a chance of
getting ahead in life, not just falling behind all the time. There are a few people down
this way who are doing pretty much the same thing I'm doing, trying to get by day by
day, but it just gets harder and harder.
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On the other hand, one participant suggested that social housing was not necessarily the best
option. In his experience,
I just think that housing commissions is not a healthy way. Like, the last few years I've
seen what people rent, even up in Melbourne. Like the houses that do go up for rent,
you walk into them . . . they shouldn't be, like, having people living in them. It's more
healthy living under a bloody tarp outside than sleeping in a room that's got mould
growing up the walls and over the ceiling.
One participant was somewhat sanguine about his future, and his desire to live a simple but
happy life, comfortable in secure accommodation.
You don’t need much to live off. It’s like the old saying, ‘The littlest things make you
happy.’ Even though it would be good to have big things every now and again, you
just make do with what you got. Don’t set your aims high and you won’t get let down.
Such sentiments were also hinted at by other participants, but explicitly stated by two others:
The dream’s just a comfortable little place for me and my son, that’s it. I don’t want
to overreach. That’ll do.
Yeah, safe, secure, stable accommodation. Don’t set the goals too high.
Although perhaps obvious, one participant perceptively remarked that availability of local
affordable housing, but also ongoing support for individuals once accommodated, was linked
to the number of people living on the streets.
I think they should have more affordable housing for homeless people. I guarantee if
they get more housing around . . . There'll be hardly anybody on the streets then.
They've got more of an opportunity of getting their own act together than when
they’re on the streets. It has to be more affordable though. You can't just throw
someone into a place and say 'here you go, you've got this'. With whatever wage
they're on they'll end up being broke and pretty much in the same spot.
Providing more accommodation for those that don’t have any means a win for the individual
and society as a whole:
If they're got a place to go to they'll be heaps happier. They'll start feeling responsible
for their own stuff, and they'll put more money into society itself. If they've got nothing
to live for, they've got nothing really to go to, and they won't put any money into
society."
Overall, nearly all of the participants noted the lack of accommodation options in the local
area they lived in.
At the end of the day, it’s the government have got to look into it a bit more, don’t
they?
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Recommendations
Participants were generally thankful for the opportunity to be involved in the focus groups
and telephone interviews, and valued the chance to have their say. As one participant
commented:
It helps, ‘cause if we don’t come [to the focus group] then nobody finds out anything,
do they?
While this research has gathered the voices of a selected group of individuals and explored
their circumstances, challenges and experiences, moving forward it will be important to
further gather objective information from other local sources to understand more fully the
extent of the housing issues in the immediate geographical areas and the wider South
Gippsland region.
The following recommendations provide some ideas for furthering the aims of the project.
1. Collect more detailed data from local social services on the extent of disadvantage in
particular towns and locations. For example, how many people accessed specific services
in each location, such as housing assistance, food vouchers, emergency relief, or other
support services? Collecting such detailed data would provide an objective measure to
accompany the more subjective – though nonetheless important – stories shared by the
research participants.
2. Undertake a comprehensive analysis of primary and secondary research already carried
out on the issue of social housing and homelessness, together with a summary of
significant but relevant proven strategies implemented in other geographical areas.
3. Identify a local area or town, such as Foster, to conduct a case-study involving all
stakeholders. A case-study would involve listening to key individuals in the community,
such as those in temporary accommodation, those receiving assistance, individuals from
organisations which provide assistance, representatives from local government
departments, real estate agents, etc. Such a study would ensure a wide array of voices
about the issues.
4. Continue developing and strengthening a network of individuals, organisations, churches,
government agencies, and other key partners to ensure appropriate representation of all
stakeholders. While maintaining a strong network requires continued effort and
commitment, working together provides greater opportunity for influence when needed.
5. Most importantly, any further examination of issues around housing and homelessness,
and ideas for addressing them, must include those who have had, or continue to have, the
unfortunate experience of not having the ongoing sense of security which suitable and
stable housing offers.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Semi-structured Interview Schedule
Background
I am a researcher with the Christian Research Association, and a steering committee representing a
number of organisations have commissioned us to undertake some research investigating people’s
attitudes and experiences of homelessness in the Corner Inlet area.
I am particularly interested in your honest opinions and your experiences. Whatever you say in this
group is just between us. Unless a criminal offence is disclosed or something else is said which I
legally have to report, I will not be sharing it with anyone else. But I will be writing a general report
which will take into account all the things that I hear from different people, but no one will
specifically be identifiable in any way.
If there is anything I ask that you don't want to talk about, that is fine. You don’t have to say anything
if you don’t want to. This group will go for no longer than 90 minutes. But if you want to cease
involvement in the focus group at any time before that, you are free to do so. If you have any
complaints about the process, then the information sheet gives you a contact person to follow it up
with. In order to get an accurate account of what we discuss, is it okay if I record this conversation
and take a few notes? Are you all happy to proceed?

General questions


Firstly, can you share your current living arrangements?



How would you describe homelessness?



If you are currently in stable housing, have you ever been in a situation where you were
‘homeless’?



Was there a significant change in your life that caused you to become homeless? What
was that?



How long were you, or have you been, without stable housing?



Which local services did you speak to about finding a home? If they were unable to help,
was there a reason why you were not eligible for local housing?



What are some of the challenges that you face/d on a day-to-day basis?



Can you describe your support network, if you had/have one? What support was most
useful for you?



Were there times when you were unable to afford food? How often?
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What support or resources would you require to move to a more self-reliant or
independent life-style?



Thinking about a better and more independent life-style, what do you think is most
urgently needed to enable a more affordable and suitable home?



Can you share your personal experience in obtaining housing?



Does your present accommodation meet your needs in regard to facilities and
affordability?



What problems have you experienced regarding similar situations for other homeless
people?



Is rental affordability different in Foster, Toora, Fish Creek?
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Appendix 2: Information Sheet for Participants

Christian Research Association
PO Box 206
Nunawading LPO VIC 3131

Tel:
Email:

The Christian Research Association has been commissioned by the Foster Conference of the
St Vincent de Paul Society to undertake two focus groups investigating people’s attitudes and
experiences of homelessness in the Corner Inlet area.
As part of this project, a researcher from the Christian Research Association will be visiting
the area.
Conversations may take between 60-90 minutes or so, and will be confidential. The Christian
Research Association will not divulge anything that can be identified with a specific
individual. With the permission of the person/s being interviewed, the researcher may record
conversations so that they can check on details later if needed, but the only person with access
to the recording or notes from it will be the researcher. A general report will be prepared for
the St Vincent de Paul Society. However, no individual will be identified, and only general
conclusions will be reported.
Whoever agrees to participate may change their mind at any time without giving a reason.
That will not affect the way they are treated. They only need to tell the interviewer they do
not wish to continue.
If you agree to being involved, please complete the attached form and hand it to the
researcher on the day. If at any time you require further information or have any questions
about the project, please contact Stephen Reid by email
or by phone
.
This study has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the Christian
Research Association. In the event that you have any complaint or concern about the way you
have been treated during the study, or if you have any query that the researcher has not been
able to satisfy, you may contact the Chair of the Christian Research Association Ethics
Committee, Dr Neville Carr, via email: admin@cra.org.au. Any complaint or concern will be
treated in confidence and fully investigated, and the participant will be informed of the
outcome.
Thank you for your assistance with this important project.
Yours faithfully,

Stephen Reid
Christian Research Association
Social Housing in the Corner Inlet Area
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Appendix 3: Participant Consent Form

I (the participant) understand what this research project is designed to explore. What I will be
asked to do has been explained to me. I agree to take part in the project, realising that I can
withdraw at any time without having to give a reason for my decision. I agree that research
data collected in the study through recording or in notes may be published or may be
provided to other people in a form that does not identify me in any way.

NAME OF PARTICIPANT …...................................................................................................
(block letters please)

SIGNATURE .............................................................................. DATE ..................................

YOUR CONTACT DETAILS (in case we need to clarify anything with you):

Phone ……………..…………… Email ……………………………………………………..
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THE VOICES OF CORNER INLET’S VOICELESS
NO LONGER SILENT
- New First Hand Data Released
(Date)
“They need to think about the people that are in our position. Instead of looking down
on us and thinking that everybody that is homeless is on drugs or on alcohol or
something, to look at the bigger picture. It's not everybody's fault that they get in this
position. I was forced into this position.”
For the first time, members of the Corner Inlet community who are trapped in a cycle
of poverty have been given a voice to express what it is like to try and survive in that
environment. And they have spoken out boldly about the causes of this situation.
Lack of acceptable accommodation, unreasonable allowances, and almost no hope
of a job are the principal findings of focus groups commissioned by St Vincent de
Paul Foster and carried out by the Christian Research Association in Corner Inlet.
“That’s just not right. Homeless people – that just shouldn’t be allowed in this
country. It’s criminal,” one of the participants told the Focus Groups.
A message that featured in the Focus Groups’ data was that many people forced
onto welfare don’t like it and desperately wanted a job so that they could support
themselves.
Homelessness in Corner Inlet generally means living in unsatisfactory
accommodation like caravan parks, dilapidated and unhygienic buildings and couch
surfing. One 17-year-old participant said that accommodation was more than having
a roof of one’s head but you “need a place to feel safe in.”
St Vincent de Paul after consultation with local community groups like Manna Gum in
Foster and the South Gippsland Shire Council commissioned this research because
of the desperate shortage of housing in this area. Agencies are reluctant to send
people to caravan parks because many are unsafe and are clearly inappropriate as
one participant explained: “I was in hospital with pneumonia from sitting in a caravan
on a hot morning. It was 38 degrees and 36 degrees in the annex by 10 o’clock and
all that you have got is a fan, if you are lucky. No aircon or anything like that.”
Another person told the focus groups that even if one had access to an air
conditioner, they could never afford to run it.
Many of the participants suffered from a mental health disorder which made looking
for a job extremely difficult. Many were totally isolated and felt that they were often
looked down upon because of their situation. Therefore, many remained restricted to
their four walls.
Within this cycle of poverty, it was a daily struggle to have enough money to survive.
All were depended on Centrelink payments, many on NewStart which gave them
$640 a fortnight. A participant told the Focus Groups that after paying $340 rent he
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couldn’t meet the power bills. “$30 is all I can afford to give them so I’m getting
further and further behind.” That leaves him $135 a week for food and everything
else. When car registration and repair bills for appliances came in there was nothing
to meet these expenses. Therefore, all the participants had called upon the
assistance of groups like Manna Gum and St Vincent de Paul.
Another barrier against being considered for housing is, because of their
circumstances, many people in the Focus Groups had no rental history to submitted
to real estate agencies. Therefore, their applications were refused.
‘I’ve got no rental history, because you won’t give me one. Give me a chance so I’ve
got a rental history. It’s just a constant loop, you just get caught in a loop and it’s not
just the rentals, there’s lots of stuff that happens for low income people like us that
we just get caught in this perpetual state of I can’t get out of this,” a participant
explained.

St Vincent de Paul Foster’s Project Manager, Garry Eastman, said this is a critically
important document because for the first time the very people who struggle to make
ends meet have told us what it is like to be on the edge; the key reasons why they
are in this position and what they believe can begin the process of making
themselves self-reliant.
“We have the data, now we must listen to their stories and act upon what they are
saying. Key to many of problems is a lack of adequate housing. How can people
start turning their lives around without accommodation that is safe and meets basic
standards that each of us would demand? It is unsatisfactory to place people in
caravan parks or see them crowded into one room accommodation and think that we
are solving the social housing crisis. However, there is no other option. St Vincent de
Paul believes that our community must lobby governments to provide social housing
in this area and for council, churches and owners of excess land to help provide this
urgent resource.”
Garry Eastman said that St Vincent de Paul Conferences have been lobbying all
political parties for the last two years for an increase in NewStart which he said was
‘totally inadequate.”
Fifteen people aged between 16 and 63 participated in these focus groups. Most of
these people spoke highly about the support they received from local services
particularly from the Foster health services. They also said what a beautiful place
Corner Inlet was to live in.
St Vincent de Paul Foster would like to thank Rebecca Matthews and her staff at
Manna Gum, Foster and South Gippsland Council’s Social Planning Officer, Vicki
Bradley, for their support and encouragement in organizing this important research.
ENDS
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