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ABOUT THE COUNCIL OF CAPITAL CITY LORD MAYORS  

The CCCLM represents the interests of the Lord Mayors (and ACT Chief Minister) of Australia’s eight capital 

cities.   Australia’s capital cities drive national economic growth, innovation and creativity, and are home to 

over 75 per cent of our population. 

The CCCLM has a history of over 50 years. We aim to provide national leadership for the effective co-

ordination and representation of the special interests of the Capital Cities of the Australian States and 

Territories, especially in their relations with other spheres of government. 

For more information please contact info@lordmayors.org. 
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SUMMARY 

• All Australians have the right to housing that is safe, appropriate, affordable, and sustainable. 

• However too many Australians experience homelessness.  

• Almost two-thirds of people experiencing homelessness are in our capital cities and the majority of the 

increase is associated with severely crowded dwellings and rough sleeping.1 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are more likely than non-Indigenous Australians to 

experience homelessness.   

• The COVID-19 pandemic is disproportionately impacting the thousands of people experiencing 

homelessness in our communities.  

• There are a number of factors contributing to the unprecedented levels of homelessness in our capital 

cities including increasing rental costs, income support failing to meet the cost of rent and investment in 

social housing not keeping up with population growth. 

• The economic and social impacts of COVID-19 places an enormous number of Australians at risk of 

homelessness, now and in the months and years to come. 

• The pressure that will be placed on our social housing system will be enormous.  

• Specialist homelessness services in our cities are also struggling to meet the demand and assist people 

experiencing homelessness at crisis point.  

• It is clear that we are failing our most vulnerable people. Our cities are struggling to support people 

experiencing homelessness and protect others who are at risk of experiencing homelessness. 

• It has been over a decade since we have had a national plan on housing and homelessness and in those 

ten years capital cities have experienced a rise of people sleeping rough and living in overcrowded 

dwellings.  

• We now need to build on this immediate COVID-19 response and provide permanent, stable housing to 

break the cycle of homelessness currently facing so many Australians. 

• A ‘housing first’ approach and investment in social housing is needed to support and prevent people 

experiencing homelessness.  

• The CCCLM calls for the development of a National Housing and Homelessness Strategy that provides 

the strategic direction to recognise social and affordable housing in inner cities as key infrastructure and 

allocates funding and investment in social and affordable  

• The Australian Government has a leadership role in preventing homelessness and supporting people 

experiencing homelessness. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

The CCCLM proposes the Committee recommend: 

1. Reviewing the Commonwealth Rent Assistance program and Centrelink policies to ensure they form part 

of a coordinated responses capable of alleviating housing stress and homelessness. 

2. Reviewing the State and Territory government housing debt on the basis saving will be used for social 

housing. 

3. A National Housing and Homelessness Strategy that recognises social and affordable housing in inner 

cities as critical infrastructure and allocates funding and investment in social and affordable housing 

based on effective data driven approaches such as  ‘Housing First’ Key priorities within a National 

Housing and Homeless Strategy should include:  

• Increases in targeted housing and support to prevent homelessness, for example by enabling 
planned exits from institutions to stable housing.  

• Support for preventative programs that address the drivers of homelessness, including family 
violence, mental health, drug, and alcohol use.  

• Incorporation of culturally appropriate housing and early intervention services that recognises 
issues that disproportionately affect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

• The provision of greater assistance for crisis accommodation that includes support for people to 
transition to sustainable long-term housing. 

• Coordination of roles and responsibilities of Federal, State and local governments, private 
industry and non-government organisations to review and inform the housing market, and other 
structural contributors to homelessness and housing stress, and allocate funding incentives to 
stimulate provision of improved social and affordable housing outcomes in capital cities. 

4. The Australian Government partner with State/Territory and Local governments to identify and invest in 

the development of inner-city sites and work with the Council of Capital City Lord Mayors to ensure 

adequate provision of appropriate social and affordable housing and emergency accommodation in our 

capital cities.  

5. Funding culturally appropriate housing that considers culture and kin and wrap around support services 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. 

6. Australian Government investment of $200 million over four years for the development of a Capital City 

Housing First Fund that could generate up to 2,000 tailored housing units for people sleeping rough and 

or at risk of primary homelessness across our capital cities Flexibility to direct resources to provide 

responses to emerging issues as required in the local context should also be included. 
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INTRODUCTION  

All Australians have the right to housing that is safe, appropriate, affordable, and sustainable. However, due 

to a number of factors, homelessness is now at a crisis point and in danger of becoming entrenched in our 

capital cities. This crisis is now even more urgent with the devastating impacts of COVID-19. The COVID-19 

pandemic is disproportionately impacting the thousands of people experiencing homelessness in our capital 

cities.  

People sleeping rough are particularly vulnerable to COVID‐19 due to the high prevalence of chronic health 

conditions and difficulty of physically distancing while on the streets.2 Those living in overcrowded dwellings 

or rooming houses are also unable to maintain physical distancing measures and are at higher risk of being 

exposed to COVID‐19. 

Homelessness is concentrated in our capital cities, and in most cities increasing significantly since 2001.   

Almost two-thirds of people experiencing homelessness now take shelter in inner urban municipalities, 

either in severely crowded dwellings or sleeping rough on the street.3 Nearly half (47 per cent) of all people 

sleeping rough in Australia do so in capital cities. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are more likely than non-Indigenous Australians to experience 

insecure housing, live in overcrowded dwellings and experience homelessness, including intergenerational 

homelessness.4 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples continue to be over-represented in both the 

national homeless population and as users of specialist homelessness services. 

The economic and social impacts of COVID-19 places an enormous number of Australians at risk of 

homelessness, now and in the months and years to come. Australian’s have lost their jobs and are facing 

financial hardship they have never experienced before. 

There are a number of factors contributing to the unprecedented levels of homelessness including increasing 

rental costs, income support not keeping up with the growth in rents and a proportionate decrease in 

investment in social and affordable housing. Homelessness is rising in areas with a shortage of affordable1 

private rental housing. This can be demonstrated by the relationship between the supply of and demand for 

low cost housing. The lack of investment in social housing2 for people on the lowest incomes also 

contributes to the decline in affordable housing. As a result, we are seeing greater proportions of the 

population renting and these people spending larger parts of their income on housing costs. Coupled with an 

undersupply of social housing the vulnerability of the general population to homelessness is growing. All of 

these factors are now confounded by the social and economic impacts of COVID-19. 

It is clear that we are failing our most vulnerable people. Our cities are struggling to support people 

experiencing homelessness and protect others who are at risk of experiencing homelessness. It has been 

over a decade since we have had a national plan on housing and homelessness and in those ten years capital 

cities have experienced a rise of people sleeping rough and living in overcrowded dwellings.  

We now need to build on this immediate COVID-19 response and provide permanent, stable housing to 

break the cycle of homelessness currently facing so many Australians. Addressing the causal and 

 
1 Affordable housing is appropriate for the needs of a range of very low to moderate income households and priced so that these  households are also able to meet other basic living costs such as food, 
clothing, transport, medical care and education. As a rule of thumb, housing is usually considered affordable if it costs less than 30% of gross household income. In this context, af fordable housing 
refers to housing that has been developed with some assistance from Government, including through planning incentives. It is only available in some locations and eligibility criteria apply. 
2 Social housing is subsidised rental housing provided by not-for-profit, non-government or government organisations to assist people who are unable to access suitable accommodation through the 
private market. 
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consequential issues of homelessness will require a concerted and coordinated effort by local, state, 

territory, and Australian Governments. 

Every person should have the chance to live a dignified life in a community that supports them to do so. To 

make this a reality we need leadership from the Australian Government to make preventing and responding 

to homelessness a priority. During this COVID-19 we have all being doing what we can to protect each other, 

but to do that we need to make sure everyone has a roof over their head no matter what. Everyone 

deserves a home. 

ABOUT THE SUBMISSION  

This submission addresses the impact of the COVID-19 on people experiencing homelessness and responds 

to selected Terms of the Reference of the Inquiry. Various Terms of Reference have been responded to 

together. The numbering of each Terms of Reference is the same as the Committees’.  

THE  COVID-19 PANDEMIC IS DISPROPORTIONATELY IMPACTING PEOPLE 

EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS 

The COVID-19 pandemic is disproportionately impacting the thousands of people experiencing homelessness 

in our capital cities. People sleeping rough are particularly vulnerable to COVID‐19 due to the high 

prevalence of chronic health conditions and difficulty of physically distancing while on the streets.5 Those 

living in overcrowded dwellings or rooming houses are also unable to maintain physical distancing measures 

and are at higher risk of being exposed to COVID‐19. 

From a public health perspective, the living situations for people experiencing homelessness are conducive 

to disease epidemics.6 Many people experiencing homeless live in congregate living spaces (in supported 

accommodation arrangements, boarding houses, couch surfing and sleep rough) with limited access to 

hygiene supplies, hand-washing or showering facilities, augmenting the risk of transmission of COVID-19.7  

Capital cities have been supporting people experiencing homelessness during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

Australian Government has responded to COVID-19 pandemic with measures to financially support 

Australians including the JobSeeker and JobKeeper payments. These have provided support for many 

Australians during these times of uncertainty. However, many people remain unable to access these 

payments.  Temporary visa holders and are excluded from the JobKeeper scheme and international students 

are not eligible for the JobSeeker payment.  

Excluding temporary visa holders and international students from these payments places these groups at 

higher risk of becoming homeless. The City of Sydney homelessness outreach team has already reported a 

slight increase in the number of temporary migrants sleeping rough.8  

State and territory governments have also responded to the COVID-19 pandemic in numerous ways in order 

to minimise the risk for those who experience homelessness. Across our capital cities with state 

government’s support we have been able to provide emergency accommodation for over 1,7003 people 

 
3 Emergency accommodation are dynamic, and these were provided in May 2020. If the Committee would like updated numbers from the Capital 
Cities this can be provided.  
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sleeping rough. The City of Darwin assisted over 1,0004 people return to country. This emergency 

accommodation support has been welcomed and necessary; however, it is not a long-term solution.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has again demonstrated that many homeless people in our cities rely daily on 

emergency and crisis support services to meet the immediate needs of those experiencing extreme hardship 

on the streets. It is crucial now that this emergency support is sustainable and long-term solutions are 

developed and funded to support people in emergency accommodation secure long-term accommodation.  

As we come out of lock-down and businesses begin to return to operate, we must ensure that those in our 

community that are vulnerable are not left behind. We know that people experiencing homelessness have 

complex needs and we must ensure we build on the actions taken during the pandemic and ensure 

continued investment occurs. Investment in supporting people experiencing homelessness and preventing 

people entering homelessness is now more important than ever.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
4 Data provided in May 2020. . If the Committee would like updated numbers from the Capital Cities this can be provided.  
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TERMS OF REFERENCE  

1.   THE INCIDENCE OF HOMELESSNESS IN AUSTRALIA 

Almost two-thirds of people experiencing homelessness are in our capital cities, this has increased from 48 

per cent in 2001. 9 People sleeping rough and in severely crowded dwellings, in particular, experienced 

notable increases over the past 15 years.  

Rough sleeping has been described as being “transformed from a remote phenomenon to an urban 

phenomenon in the 15 years to 2016.”10 Nearly half (47 per cent) of all people sleeping rough are now found 

in capital cities compared to one-third (33 per cent) in 2011.  Similarly, severely overcrowded dwellings have 

changed from predominantly from occurring in regional and remote Australia to occurring in an urban 

setting. In 2016, 60 per cent of those living in severely overcrowded dwellings were in capital cities 

compared to 27 per cent in 2011.11 

The changing geography of homelessness: a spatial analysis from 2001 to 2016 has stated that “The 

numbers of households living in severely crowded dwellings in capital cities have doubled in 15 years, 

accounting for much of the growth in homelessness overall.”12 

Comparing data from the two most recent sets of Census data, an increase can be found across all capital 

cities, except for the Australian Capital Territory. Brisbane Inner City experienced the largest increase of 88 

per cent, followed by Melbourne City with an increase of 86 per cent. The table below provides an overview 

of the rates of people experiencing homelessness reported in the 2016 and 2011 Census and the percentage 

change between 2016 and 2011.  

 
Sydney 
Inner City5 

Melbourne 
City‡ 

Brisbane 
Inner 
City‡ 

Perth 
City‡ 

Adelaide 
City‡  

Hobart 
Inner‡ 

Darwin 
City‡ 

Australian 
Capital 
Territory6 

2016 4,979 1,721 2,188 886 644 309 825 1,599 

2011 2,965 926 1,161 769 562 273 644 1,739 

% 
change  

68 ↑ 86 ↑ 88 ↑ 15 ↑ 15 ↑ 13 ↑ 28 ↑ 8 ↓ 

 

It should be noted that there are limitations to the ABS data as it uses a broad measure to define 

homelessness and is a snapshot of one day every five years., a point in time figure from 2016. The ABS 

methodology states that it estimates groups of people who, on balance, were most likely to have been 

homeless on Census night. Given this information, it should be stressed that the current figures for 

homelessness should be considered as an estimate and could potentially be higher. 

Rates of people experiencing homelessness differ between demographic groups. The latest Census found 

that more than 23,000 (1 in 28) Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are homeless.13 Aboriginal and 

 
5 Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics Census using Statistical Area Level 3. 
6 Data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics Census using Statistical Area Level 4. 



 

9 | P a g e  
 

Torres Strait Islander experience homelessness at ten times the rate of non-Indigenous Australians.14 On the 

last Census night, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples (70 per cent) were more likely than non-

Indigenous Australians (42 per cent) to be living in severely crowded dwellings.15 

2. FACTORS AFFECTING THE INCIDENCE OF HOMELESSNESS, INCLUDING HOUSING -

MARKET FACTORS 

AND 

3. THE CAUSES OF, AND CONTRIBUTING FACTORS TO, HOUSING OVERCROWDING  

All Australians should have access to supports that assist in gaining secure and sustainable housing. There 

are a number of factors within the current housing system that contribute to the current unprecedented 

levels of people experiencing homelessness including increasing rental costs, income support not keeping up 

with the growth in rents, and one of the most generous tax rebate regimes for housing investors in the 

world which has resulted in some of the least affordable housing in the world.16  These were all significant 

contributors prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and now even more important to address. The economic 

impact of COVID-19 has been immediate, business’ have closed, and Australian’s have been made 

unemployed. This means that Australian’s will find it harder to afford basic human rights, like a roof over 

their head. 

RENTAL STRESS IN OUR CAPITAL CITI ES IS HIGH  

Australians across all income deciles are spending more of their income on housing than they used to, and 

the proportion of the population forced to rent is growing. 17 In Metropolitan Melbourne, renters by 

proportion of the population, increased 43 per cent between 2006 and 2016. People experiencing the 

greatest disadvantage are hardest hit by the lack of affordability, resulting in more Australians on low 

incomes experiencing rental stress.18  

Rates of people experiencing homelessness is rising in areas with a shortage of affordable private rental 

housing, this can be demonstrated by the relationship between the supply of and demand for low cost 

housing, as well as the geographical pattern of median rents. This rise in rents is most acute in capital city 

areas, particularly Sydney, Hobart, and Melbourne.19 Increases in median rents and access to affordable 

rental housing have had an impact on the rates of severe crowding.20  

Ease of access to private market housing, particularly in major cities, has an impact on how people access 

housing options. A lack of housing supply has the potential to increase both rents and house prices. This can 

place households into housing stress, which in turn can create pressure on social housing.21 Despite a recent 

decline in housing costs across Australia, rates of housing stress have increased over the past decade, 

particularly in our cities.22 

Increasing rates of housing stress results in more people not being able to enter the private housing market 

(particularly younger generations), making it more likely for them to stay at home longer, be forced to live in 

overcrowded or unstable accommodation, or experience homelessness. In Hobart, over the quarter from 

December 2018, dwelling values increased at more than twice the pace at which household incomes rose, 

leading to a worsening of housing affordability.23  
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Data from the 2019 Rental Affordability Index has found that those living in low-income households in 

metropolitan areas across Australia rental affordability remains a significant issue.24 According to the 2019 

Rental Affordability Index households paying close to 30 per cent or more of their income on rent are 

generally seen to be in housing stress.25 

According to the 2019 Rental Affordability Index Greater Hobart continues to be the least affordable capital 

city in Australia.26 Rental affordability in Hobart has worsened considerably over recent quarters and it is 

now the only capital city in Australia where rental affordability for the average income household has fallen 

below the critical Rental Affordability Index (RAI) threshold of 100 to a score of 93 in June 2019.27 This means 

that even average income household is now paying 30% of their income or more on rent. The gap between 

income and rent has been widening over the past three years. 

In the Northern Territory, the rate of homelessness is 12 times greater than the national average. The vast 

majority of homeless people are experiencing secondary homelessness due to extremely overcrowded 

conditions in their homes with up to 20 people living in one residence, particularly in remote communities 

throughout the Territory. The shortage of suitable long term housing pushes people out of overcrowded 

homes and into a cycle of sleeping rough, as people leave their communities due to inadequate and 

overcrowded housing (as well as numerous other factors including limited access to health care, the absence 

of suitable short-term accommodation options and community-wide alcohol bans) and end up sleeping 

rough for extended periods of time in Darwin’s public spaces- which only increases the vulnerability 

experienced by these individuals.  

Multi-faceted approaches are required to address this complex and disproportionate rate of homelessness 

in the Northern Territory, including the provision of new and appropriate housing in remote communities 

and towns throughout the Territory to meet the demand, the provision of better health care in communities 

and the provision of a variety of short term and low cost accommodation options in Darwin. 

COMMONWEALTH RENTAL ASSISTANCE FAILS TO MEET ACTUAL RENTAL COSTS  

The Australian Government provides Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) to eligible people who rent in 

the private rental market or community housing, describing it as a “non-taxable income supplement 

payable”.28 CRA is paid at 75 cents for every dollar above a minimum rental threshold until a maximum rate 

(or ceiling) is reached. The minimum threshold and maximum rates vary according to the household or 

family situation, including the number of children.29 

Some people living in social housing are eligible for CRA, including people living in community housing or 

Indigenous community housing and, in some states and territories, state owned and managed Indigenous 

housing (SOMIH). CRA is not generally payable to public housing tenants as state and territory housing 

authorities subsidise rent for these tenants.30 

The CRA is linked to CPI increases twice a year. This approach has been described as being inadequate as 

rental prices are increasing faster than CPI resulting in the CRA not being able to help low-income 

households afford private rentals in areas that are becoming more expensive.  

The CRA is also paid at an even rate across the country, which means recipients in high rent areas receive the 

same assistance as those in low rent areas. As a result, recipients living in higher rent areas, such as capital 

cities are further disadvantaged.31 

about:blank
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Along with the CRA, JobSeeker (formally Newstart) and Youth Allowance are also Government payments 

that do not adequately financially support those receiving the payments. ACOSS has stated that the “biggest 

risk to living in poverty in Australia is to receive Newstart (sic JobSeeker), Youth Allowance or another 

allowance as your sole source of income.”32 Other than the recent increase in the JobSeeker payment known 

as the Coronavirus Supplement, these payments have not been increased in real terms in 25 years.  

STATE AND TERRITORIES GOVERNMENTS OWE MILLIONS IN HOUSING-RELATED DEBTS 

Preceding the introduction of the National Affordable Housing Agreement (NAHA) in 2008, and now 

the NHHA, the Commonwealth-State Housing Agreement (CSHA) was the primary means through which the 

Australian Government, along with the State and Territory governments, provided funding for public 

housing.33 

Under the CSHA the Australian Government made advances to the jurisdictions from 1945 to the late 1980s 

to provide financial assistance for building new public housing and low interest loans to home builders. The 

loans were provided at a fixed interest rate and the repayments structured so as to allow the loans to be 

fully repaid over a term of 53 years.34 

In addition to CSHA loans, the Australian Government made housing-related loans to the states and 

territories under the States (Works and Housing) Assistance Acts. In the case of the Northern Territory and 

Australian Capital Territory, loans were also made relating to assets transferred from the Commonwealth to 

these jurisdictions. 

An analysis by the Parliamentary Library found that as 30 June 2018 state and territories owed over $2 

billion7 to the Australian Government for housing loans.35 It has been argued that these debts owed by State 

and Territory governments are detracting from jurisdictions in investing in social housing and reducing 

waiting lists.36 The table below provides an overview of the outstanding State and Territory housing-related 

debts as at 30 June 2018. 

$’000 NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS ACT NT Total 

Commonwealth-
State Housing 
Agreement loans 

446,487 - 130,143 122,296 33,945 62,969 - 20,823 816,663 

Housing for 
service 
personnel 

36,779 - 20,247 3,411 1,713 - - - 62,149 

Other housing - - - - - - 123,161 40,408 163,569 

Loan Council – 
housing 
nominations 

322,595 - 115,951 197,916 140,631 85,635 - 113,347 976,075 

Total 805,861 - 266,341 323,623 176,289 148,604 123,161 174,578 2,018,457 

On 9 September 2019, the Minister for Housing and Assistant Treasurer the Hon Michael Sukkar MP 

announced that outstanding Tasmanian Government housing loans to the Australian Government will be 

waived.37 The Tasmanian Government will be required to redirect all of their scheduled repayments to 

programs that increase access to social housing, reduce homelessness, and improve housing supply across 

Tasmania.38 

 
7 This figure includes CSHA loans, housing for service personnel loans, other housing loans, and Loan Council housing nominations. 
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THE CASE FOR REFORM  

The latest data from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare’s (AIHW) report, Housing assistance in 

Australia 2019 demonstrates that the average fortnight CRA entitlement in only contributing to around a 

quarter of the total fortnightly rent. In Sydney, the median fortnightly CRA entitlement is $134.80, while the 

median fortnightly rent is $533.03, resulting in a gap of $398.23 to be paid by the household. Darwin also 

reported high median fortnightly rent of $500, with the median average fortnightly CRA entitlement making 

up $132.02, this is 26 per cent of the total fortnightly rent.  

The below graph provides an overview of median fortnightly CRA entitlement and the median fortnightly 

rent for each capital city.39  

 

To inform a new National Housing and Homelessness Agreement, current Australian Government programs 

and policies must also be reviewed to ensure adequate support programs are in place. This includes the 

Commonwealth Rent Assistance program and relevant Centrelink policies that contributes to housing stress 

and homelessness. These include welfare policies and proof of identity practices to ensure the most 

vulnerable people in our cities can access social security. 

To support the investment and funding of social housing infrastructure, the Australian Government should 

conduct a review of State and Territory housing debt. This should be on the basis that any potential savings 

from the review outcome are channelled to into new and maintained social housing. 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

The CCCLM proposes that the Committee recommends: 

1. Reviewing the Commonwealth Rent Assistance program and Centrelink policies to ensure they form part 

of a coordinated responses capable of alleviating housing stress and homelessness. 

 

2. Reviewing the state and territory government housing debt on the basis saving will be used for social 

housing. 
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4. OPPORTUNITIES FOR EARLY INTERVENTION AND PREVENTION OF HOMELESSNESS  

AND 

8. EXAMPLES OF BEST-PRACTICE APPROACHES IN AUSTRALIA AND INTERNATIONALLY 

FOR PREVENTING AND ADDRESSING HOMELESSNESS  

All Australians have the right to housing that is safe, appropriate, affordable, and sustainable. Homelessness 

impacts on a range of human rights, including but not limited to, the right to be free from discrimination, the 

right to privacy and the right to life, liberty, and security. 

Capital cities work every day to respond to people experiencing homelessness. The housing system cannot 

currently provide affordable housing for all that need it, and with an increase in demand for services there is 

a clear need to greater support our capital cities. All levels of government have a role in preventing 

homelessness and supporting people experiencing homelessness. However, there is lack of focus on 

prevention and inadequate investment in a comprehensive, coordinated approach to addressing 

homelessness.  

THE CASE FOR REFORM  

To better respond and prevent further people from becoming homeless, consistent responses are needed 

that focus on the structural systems and individual factors to address all of the pathways into and out of 

homelessness. Despite this, there has been no national homelessness and housing policy in over a decade, 

the last being when the Rudd Government developed the strategy, The Road Home. A policy response is 

needed to address the broader failure of the housing market in providing for very low to moderate income 

households and the systemic outcomes of homelessness. 

The responses to protect those sleeping rough from the devastation from COVID-19 has demonstrated that 

any action needs to take in account the complexities and needs of those that experience homelessness. 

State and territory governments have responded to the COVID-19 pandemic in numerous ways in order to 

minimise the risk for those who experience homelessness. Across our capital cities through state 

government’s support we have been able to provide emergency accommodation for over 1,7008 people 

sleeping rough. The City of Darwin assisted over 1,0009 people return to country. This emergency 

accommodation support was welcomed; however, it is not a long-term solution. As our communities began 

to come out of ‘lock down’ and business return to operating, we must ensure that people experiencing 

homelessness do not return to sleeping rough on the streets because there is no other option. 

We know from the evidence and the real-life experiences of those experiencing homelessness that they 

have complex needs. Cities have seen this in their experiences in supporting people experiencing homeless 

during COVID-19, while some people were provided emergency accommodation, it is clear that just 

providing accommodation is not enough for them to live a happy healthy life.  

The ‘housing first’ model proposes safe and permanent housing as the first priority for people experiencing 

homelessness. For those experiencing homelessness with complex needs, once housing is secured, a 

multidisciplinary team of support workers can address individual needs through services such as drug and 

 
8 Emergency accommodation are dynamic, and these were provided in May 2020. If the Committee would like updated numbers from the Capital 
Cities this can be provided. 
9 Data provided in May 2020. . If the Committee would like updated numbers from the Capital Cities this can be provided. 
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alcohol counselling or mental health treatment. An individual's engagement with these support services is 

not conditional on them maintaining accommodation. Evidence shows vulnerable people require links to a 

range of services in addition to stable housing to maintain their tenancy long term.40These services can 

include financial assistance, legal assistance, specialist disability services, acute health care, community 

transport services, drug and alcohol services, and community care for older people, family support services 

and more. 

Cities have reported that during the COVID-19 pandemic when there is a genuine offer of safe 

accommodation for people experiencing homelessness, the vast majority took the offer and maintained 

their accommodation. Despite, this only being temporary emergency accommodation it demonstrates that 

‘housing first’ principles can work in supporting people out of homelessness.  

This differs to other models of support, as housing can be conditional based on service access, for example, 

requiring people to abstain from alcohol or drugs or comply with mental health programs to qualify for 

housing.41 Conditional housing can often make it difficult for people to qualify for housing support or 

maintain tenancy if they do get a house.42 

An AHURI report, Policy shift or program drift? Implementing Housing First in Australia that examines the 

Housing First programs in the United States of America (USA) found that the programs were successful in 

retaining accommodation for those people at risk of homelessness.43 A longitudinal study of 225 people in 

the USA compared the outcomes of those using a Housing First model to those that were using more 

traditional services. The research found that 88 per cent of those in the Housing First program retained their 

housing for two years compared to 47 per cent in the other programs.44 

‘Housing first’ programs have also found to be cost beneficial to governments and community. A London 

Housing First program was found to cost £9,600 (excluding rent) per person per year.45 This was around 

£1,000 per year cheaper than placing a person in a shelter and nearly £8,000 cheaper than placing them in a 

high-intensity support service (excluding rent).46 

The CCCLM welcomes the announcement that housing will be considered as part of the National Cabinet and 

a subcommittee will established on the issue.47 Given the current housing system is failing to support our 

communities most vulnerable, it must ensure it considers how to support people experiencing 

homelessness. 

A comprehensive funded National Housing and Homelessness Strategy must prioritise preventive and early 

intervention. It is essential that it is developed in partnership with state and local governments, and key 

sectors such as health, mental health, Justice, Child Protection and Centrelink to ensure a collaborative 

approach to prevent and reduce people experiencing homelessness. 
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RECOMMENDATION 

The CCCLM proposes that the Committee recommends: 

3. The development of a National Housing and Homelessness Strategy that provides the strategic direction 

to recognise social and affordable housing in inner cities as key infrastructure and allocates funding and 

investment in social and affordable housing based on effective data driven approaches (for example, the 

‘Housing First’ approach).  Key priorities within a National Housing and Homeless Strategy should 

include:  

• Increases in targeted housing and support to prevent homelessness, for example by enabling 
planned exits from institutions to stable housing.  

• Support for preventative programs that address the drivers of homelessness, including family 
violence, mental health, drug, and alcohol use.  

• Incorporation of culturally appropriate housing and early intervention services that recognises 
issues that disproportionately affect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  

• The provision of greater assistance for crisis accommodation that includes support for people to 
transition to sustainable long-term housing. 

• Coordination of roles and responsibilities of Federal, State and local governments, private 
industry and non-government organisations to review and inform the housing market, and other 
structural contributors to homelessness and housing stress, and allocate funding incentives to 
stimulate provision of improved social and affordable housing outcomes in capital cities. 

 

5. SERVICES TO SUPPORT PEOPLE WHO ARE HOMELESS OR AT RISK OF HOMELESSNESS, 

INCLUDING HOUSING ASSISTANCE, SOCIAL HOUSING, AND SPECIALIST HOMELESSNESS 

SERVICES 

Social housing is important infrastructure that contributes to the effective functioning of our capital cities. It 

is an essential component of the housing spectrum, which prevents people experiencing housing stress from 

falling into homelessness, and supports people moving out of homelessness with stable and affordable 

accommodation. Investment in other forms of social infrastructure, such as schools and hospitals, is typically 

based on the need over time. Historically, this has not been the case for social housing.48  It should be 

considered in the same way as other essential social infrastructure. 

THE DEMAND FOR SOCIAL AND PUBLIC HOUSING IS NOT BEING MET  

Data provided by the capital cities show that there are large numbers of people on public and social housing 

waitlist. In the Inner City of Sydney, there are 1,417 on the waitlist with 437 on the priority waitlist.49 The 

expecting waiting times for all property types (one-bedroom property to four-bedroom property) is five to 

ten years.50  

As of 30 September 2019, there were 5,553 social housing applicants within the Brisbane LGA (up from 

4,932 in March 2019), with 50.1% of these classified as “very high need”. In the Inner City of Melbourne 

there are 8,037 applications on the social housing waiting list, with 4,840 of these on the priority wait list. 51 

Demand for social and affordable housing in the City of Melbourne is estimated to triple by 2036.52 
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In the Australian Capital Territory, there are a total of 2,437 applications on the waiting list, with 150 of 

these considered a priority, 1,435 high needs and 852 standard needs housing.53 The average waiting times 

for standard needs applicants currently waiting for housing is 2.9 years, for high needs applicants the current 

waiting time is 1.7 years, and 290 days for priority applicants .54 

In Darwin there is a typical waiting period of six to eight years for all types of accommodation. Data provided 

by Darwin City Council indicates that there are 1,775 applications on the waiting list for Darwin and 692 

applications for Palmerston.55 Many people on the public housing waitlist choose to register for a property in 

Palmerston due to the shortened wait times however these people may be residing in homeless facilities or 

other accommodation in Darwin.  

One of the reasons for the shortfall in affordable housing is the lack of investment in social housing for 

people on the lowest incomes, which has decreased from 5.6 per cent to 4.7 per cent of all housing over the 

past decade and a half.56 Australian capital cities are not immune from this growing concern and things will 

not improve unless action is taken. The ongoing impacts from the COVID‐19 pandemic will inevitably create 

even more demand. 

INVESTMENT IN SOCIAL HOUSING HAS NOT KEPT UP WITH POPULATION GROWTH  

An analysis conducted by Homelessness Australia found that the Australian Government’s investment in 

social housing and homelessness has decreased in real terms and had not kept up with population growth 

and inflation. Since 2014-15 and services were $82 million worse off in 2019-20 year as a result and this will 

only get worse.57 

 
2014-
15 

2015-
16 

2016-
17 

2017-
18 

2018-
19 

2019-
20 

2020-
21 

Social housing and 
homelessness spending 
needed to match population 
growth and inflation ($million) 

1432.5 1471.3 1514.3 1552.5 1602.3 1646.6 1693.7 

Actual social housing and 
homelessness spending, 
nominal dollars ($million) 

1432.5 1439.1 1457.6 1477.2 1535.8 1564.9 1597.6 

Loss in real value ($million)                -32.2 -56.7 -75.3 -66.5 -81.7 -96.1 

The Australian Government along with the State and Territory Governments commenced the National 

Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA) in July 2018. This agreement provides $4.6 billion in Federal 

funding to states and territories over three years. Under the NHHA, funding to state and territory 

governments is linked to outcomes in priority areas, such as targets for social and affordable housing; 

residential land planning and zoning reforms; inclusionary zoning arrangements; renewal of public housing 

stock and transfer of public housing to community housing providers; and homelessness 

services.58 Performance against these outcomes is to be monitored through schedules with clear targets, to 

be negotiated with the states. The NHHA includes $375 million for homelessness services which State and 

Territory governments will be required to match.59 

The funds allocated to States and Territories under the NHHA goes into maintaining existing specialist 

homelessness services and the physical maintenance of ageing social and public housing stock. 

Unfortunately, for many cities this leaves limited funds available for new builds.  
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SPECIALIST HOMELESSNESS SERVICES IN OUR CITIES ARE NOT ABLE TO MEET DEMAND  

There are over 1,500 Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) currently providing support and 

accommodation services to people who are homeless or ‘at risk’ of homelessness in Australia. Services 

include, but are not limited to case management, referrals, practical support, material aid, alcohol and other 

drug and mental health support, counselling, legal and court support, advice, and information; and in some 

cases, short or medium-term (transitional) accommodation.60  

Across Australia, the number of people seeking help each year from specialist homelessness service 

increased from 255,700 in 2014–15 to 290,300 in 2018–19, this is an average annual increase of 3.2 per 

cent.61 In 2018-2019, 38 per cent of people accessing services were due to domestic and family violence and 

37 per cent was due to housing crisis.62 This is an increase from 22 per cent of people accessing services due 

to housing crisis in 2017-18.63  

In Victoria, there are only 423 government funded crisis beds, and yet demand from people sleeping rough 

and service providers exceeds this number.64 To make up the shortfall, homelessness services have to refer 

people experiencing homeless to private accommodation such as low-end hotels and private rooming 

houses.  

Reports from capital cities also highlight that not only are specialised services unable to meet demand but, in 

some instances, they are unable to provide appropriate support. Anecdotal reports suggest that there 

continues to be a group of people within capital cities for whom the existing service system is not 

appropriate. This is because mainstream accommodation services can lack skills and capacity to support 

multitude of complex issues which one person may be experiencing.  

THE CASE FOR REFORM 

Evidence shows that providing long term housing coupled with the appropriate supports can be successful in 

delivering sustained tenancies for people with complex needs.65 Meeting the demands of a growing 

population requires an investment in infrastructure such as transport, parks, schools, hospitals and social 

housing. Investment in affordable housing for low-income households must be considered a fundamental 

part of any investment in social infrastructure.66 

By 2036, the AHURI estimates that 727,300 additional social dwellings will be required, which implies an 

annual average growth of 5.5 per cent over the existing stock.67 This includes 140,600 of new social dwellings 

in Sydney, 127,500 in Melbourne, 79,200 in Brisbane, 68,300 in Perth and 40,400 in Adelaide.68 A further 

6,600 social dwellings are estimated to be required in Hobart, 8,500 in the ACT and 3,200 in Darwin.69 

Another major barrier to the delivery of new social housing, particularly in inner-city locations where 

housing problems are most acute, is the availability of land. Land contributions or greater utilisation of 

government-owned land would similarly result in tangible outcomes as development costs of new projects 

are substantially lowered. Several local governments have experimented with long term lease arrangements 

for the delivery of housing to ensure that this approach does not result in the loss of public land holdings and 

is a favourable model for housing developers by lowering the initial capital outlay requirement for new 

projects. 
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There are a number of critical points along the pathway to experiencing homelessness. Targeting support at 

these points help prevent people reaching such an extreme point.  Specialist programs are being rolled out 

in capital cities that operate at the crisis point, such as the Adelaide Zero Project.  

Capital grant funding has been found to be the most beneficial option when it comes to funding affordable 

housing.70 This is because capital grant funding results in tangible assets that produce economic productivity, 

social wellbeing, and environmental sustainability.  

STRATEGIC INNER-CITY SITES 

The Australian Government, working with State/Territory and local governments, should fund and deliver 

the urgent development of strategic inner-city sites for social and affordable housing. The investment would 

provide a vital pathway out of homelessness and prevent people from becoming homeless by rapidly 

increasing social housing stock. It would also address severe rental stress experienced by people on low 

incomes in the private rental market by enabling them to access affordable housing.  

CCCLM has worked with its members to identify five sites located on public land, suitable for development 

or redevelopment as social and affordable housing.10 These include:   

City Site  

Brisbane Woolloongabba Urban Development Area 

Hobart11 Northern Transit Corridor 

Melbourne  Fisherman’s Bend urban renewal site 
Arden urban renewal site 

Sydney Waterloo Estate redevelopment 

An example of a strategic inner-city site is provided in the case study below. This provides an overview of 

how an inner-city site would be developed to support those experiencing homelessness.  

CASE STUDY PROPOSAL: City of Sydney: The Waterloo Estate - An alternative approach 

The NSW Government has just lodged its plans for the redevelopment of the first stage of the Waterloo 

Social Housing Estate in the inner city. Over the coming months, the City of Sydney will assess the proposal 

as the development consent authority. 

The City would like to work with all levels of government to see the maximum amount of social and 

affordable housing built on this site.  This is critical as we begin economic and social recovery from the 

Covid-19 pandemic. The Waterloo Estate redevelopment offers the opportunity to increase the amount of 

social and affordable homes in the City of Sydney local government area. 

The following provides examples of housing first approaches from Adelaide housing providers.    

CASE STUDY: Adelaide - Housing First approach to increase in the volume and diversity of social housing 
stock in the Adelaide CBD and metropolitan areas. 

There is a limited supply of social housing in Greater Adelaide. Adelaide is experiencing social housing supply 

shortfalls specifically in relation to individual adults, young people 17- 25 years and people from Central 

Desert Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities. Of the limited supply of social housing in Adelaide, 

the vast majority is in outer suburbs and consists of two and/or three-bedroom houses designed for families.  

 
10 The City of Perth is currently undertaking a similar scoping, with results expected in the next few months. 
11 City of Hobart recognises that the State Government has recently had its housing debt relieved and is advocating that this funding be used to purchase and redevelop sites on the corridor.  
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The Anglicare Australia, Rental Affordability Snapshot showed that, nationally, no houses in the private 

market were deemed affordable for young people on Newstart or Youth Allowance. Only two per cent of 

properties were affordable for young people earning a minimum wage. Successful models of transitional 

social housing with wrap around supports for young people in Adelaide include Helping Young People 

Achieve (HYPA) Housing.  

Adelaide requires a greater volume and diversity of social housing stock to accommodate single adults, 

young people 17- 25 years and people from Central Desert Aboriginal communities in ways that are tailored 

to their needs and that enable connection to appropriate social networks and support agencies. 

Three Adelaide ‘Tier 1’ Housing Providers have projects that could have social housing outcomes 

immediately realised with capital investment. Investment required ranges from $3.2 million for a project to 

immediately acquire 16 social housing outcomes in inner south west metropolitan Adelaide to $14 million 

for a project to construct 40 plus dwellings in Adelaide’s North. There are five projects in Adelaide’s CBD 

requiring between $4.5 million for 20 social housing outcomes and $10 million for 35 social housing 

outcomes. 

A site for the next HYPA Housing project has not been identified however capital investment of $3 million 

plus land acquisition costs and wrap around social support would enable the delivery of 12 new social 

housing outcomes for at- risk young people 17- 25 years.  

Melbourne and Hobart have also identified an urgent need for the construction or refurbishment of 

properties for supported housing and crisis accommodation and have earmarked several inner-city sites that 

could house people sleeping rough who currently have no access suitable housing or temporary 

accommodation. 

RECOMMENDATION 

The CCCLM proposes that the Committee recommend: 

4. The Australian Government partner with State Governments and Local Councils to identify and invest in 

the development of specific inner-city sites and work jointly with the Council of Capital City Lord Mayors 

to ensure adequate provision of appropriate social and affordable housing and emergency 

accommodation in capital cities.  
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6. SUPPORT AND SERVICES FOR PEOPLE AT PARTICULAR RISK OF HOMELESSNESS  

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have the right to access social housing that respects and 

acknowledges their culture. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are 14 times more likely to become 

homeless than other Australians, and their homelessness situations are likely to be more severe.71 

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, the concept of kin (extended family) is particularly 

important. It can be common for large numbers of extended family members to live the same house; 

however, this is not usually considered when housing is designed.72 This can place the household under 

pressure and cause overcrowding. Overcrowding for extended periods has been found to jeopardise rental 

arrangements, leading to the eviction of residents. 

A challenge faced by our capital cities is the issue of temporal mobility. This often leads to overcrowding as 

some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples can experience homelessness when they travel to and 

from country to utilise health services and/or attend cultural gatherings. This can place pressure on services 

in our capital cities that are not culturally appropriate. In December 2018, the Council of Australian 

Governments (COAG) drafted refreshed Closing the Gap targets, aiming to increase the proportion of the 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population living in appropriately sized (not overcrowded) housing to 82 

per cent by 2028.73 

As a result of COVID-19, temporary visa holders and, international students will also be left at risk of 

entering homelessness as a result of potential increase in unemployment rates. 

THE CASE FOR REFORM 

There is currently no federal program specifically supporting homeless Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

peoples or those at risk of experiencing homelessness. Services for homeless Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples are overwhelmingly ‘mainstreamed’.74 

Culturally appropriate crisis and early intervention services must recognise issues that disproportionately 

affect Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, including domestic violence, health care and mental 

health and alcohol and substance misuse.  

A range of crisis, short and medium term culturally appropriate accommodation options in capital cities, 

especially, Darwin, Adelaide and Perth and regional and remote areas outside these cities, is required for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people visiting from their communities. This should include 

accommodation for extended family members who accompany a family member visiting the city for health 

care, ceremonial purposes (e.g. funeral), to visit family who have been incarcerated or simply for business or 

leisure purposes. Increased service availability  and accessibility in remote areas will also assist in reducing 

the need for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to travel from country to capital cities.  

RECOMMENDATION 

The CCCLM proposes the Committee recommends: 

5. Funding culturally appropriate housing and wrap around support services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people. 

 



 

21 | P a g e  
 

10. GOVERNANCE AND FUNDING ARRANGEMENTS IN RELATION TO HOUSING AND 

HOMELESSNESS, PARTICULARLY AS THEY RELATE TO THE RE SPONSIBILITY OF LOCAL, 

STATE, TERRITORY AND FEDERAL GOVERNMENTS.  

Preventing, supporting, and responding to people experiencing homelessness is an issue all levels of 

government have a role in. The policy levers described above fall across all levels of government and must 

be addressed to ensure that the rates of people experiencing homelessness and those at risk of decrease. 

This is particularly important now given the health and economic impacts of COVID19 have resulted in 

people across Australian experiencing ill health, mental health issues and financial stress, all of which are 

contributors to homelessness.  

The National Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA) is due to expire in 2023. Uncertainty around 

ongoing funding for housing and homelessness services is a significant problem for those trying to support 

people experiencing homelessness. During March 2020, there were a range of announcements from State 

and Territory governments in response to providing additional funding for services supporting people 

experiencing homelessness during the COVID19 pandemic.   

THE CASE FOR REFORM  

It is time for local, State and Territory and Federal Governments to collaboratively address homelessness. 

The three tiers of government must work together to develop an effective, humane, and multi-pronged 

approach to reduce the growing number of Australians experiencing homelessness and prevent others at 

risk from becoming homeless. 

A critical component of a new National Housing and Homelessness Strategy should be the development of a 

Capital City Housing First Fund. Capital cities experience high levels of people experiencing homelessness 

particularly those sleeping rough. Supporting capital cities in providing tailored housing for people sleeping 

rough and/or at risk of primary homelessness across Australia would see positive outcomes for our 

communities, particularly those who are vulnerable. In recognition that physical housing is just one 

component of successfully supporting a person out of homelessness, the provision of long-term wrap 

around support services is required. 

The CCCLM commends the Australian Government for its leadership in supporting localised homelessness 

responses, particularly the release of the Safe Spaces surge funding to support crisis accommodation for 

women with children. This targeted approach illustrates the value of all three tiers of government working in 

partnership, alongside local communities, and organisations to deliver lasting change. 

The CCCLM’s proposed Housing First Fund seeks to build on this by unlocking local land and assets to 

accelerate the delivery of tailored housing that can address the most acute and complex needs of people 

sleeping rough in Australia’s capital cities.  

An investment of $200,000,000 over forward estimates (four years) from the Australian Government could 

result in up to 2,000 tailored housing units for people sleeping rough and or at risk of primary homelessness 

across our capital cities.12 CCCLM recognises that all levels of Government have a role to play to ensure that 

everyone has access to safe and affordable housing.  A Housing First Fund would support additional 

 
12 Costings based on estimates included in the AHURI report, Social housing as infrastructure: an investment pathway, Appendix 5: Construction cost 
estimates and residual land calculation 
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investment from Local and State/Territory Governments through the availability of land and assets, and the 

provision funding for services that support those experiencing homelessness. 

RECOMMENDATION  

The CCCLM proposes the Committee recommends: 

6. Investment of $200 million over four years for the development of a Capital City Housing First Fund that 

could generate up to 2,000 tailored housing units for people sleeping rough and or at risk of primary 

homelessness across our capital cities. Flexibility to direct resources to provide responses to emerging 

issues as required in the local context should also be included. 
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