Statement by the Minister for Housing and Minister for Homelessness,
the Hon Brendan O’Connor, MP
Homelessness
20/06/2012

It is not acceptable in this country, a relatively wealthy one, that so many Australians are homeless.

It is not acceptable that a widowed pensioner can't find a bed.

Or that a teenager is sleeping rough.

It is not acceptable that a mother and her children are living in a car.

Everyone deserves a safe and secure home.
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A home is the foundation on which a person builds their life.

Without a stable home, people – no matter their age – struggle to live healthily, stay in training or
education, or find and keep jobs.

That’s not good for them, for their families, for their communities or for the country.

That is why this Labor Government has made homelessness a national priority.

In 2008, we released the inaugural White Paper on Homelessness, The Road Home.

The White Paper outlines how we will reduce homelessness. It will require a sustained effort by
governments, business and the community.

To get there, we have set clear targets. By 2020, we will halve the rate of homelessness, and we will
provide supported accommodation for all rough sleepers who seek it.

We do not resile from these ambitious targets, even though those opposite refused to sign up to
them.

In 2013 we will be in a position to measure our progress.

We will draw on robust Census data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics and use information
collected from specialist homelessness services by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare.
This data will be supplemented by the first national longitudinal study of homelessness in Australia,
Journey’s Home.

We have also spent over $11 million on the National Homelessness Research Agenda to help drive
the development and implementation of evidence-based policy. In addition to Journey’s Home, we
have supported research that, amongst other things, looks at housing and support options for older
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people, considers how to end rough sleeping in cities around the country, and examines how we
best develop a professional workforce.

Combined, these facts and figures will give us the most accurate picture of homelessness in
Australia that we have ever had. We will better understand how homelessness comes about, and
how we can help people get back on their feet.

We are confident that, in partnership with States and Territories, community organisations, and
philanthropists, we are reducing homelessness in Australia.

Every single commitment set out in the White Paper has been concluded or is underway.

Early intervention:
We have intervened early to prevent homelessness.

As a result of the community-based early intervention service, Reconnect, more than 50,000 young
people are back with their families, and are in school or are in training.

The Household Organisational Management Expenses Advice Program has helped over 3,600
families to stay off the streets by providing advice and assistance to people who were struggling to
pay the rent or keep up with the mortgage during personal or financial crises.

Further, we have prevented people with mental illness becoming homeless with the Personal
Helpers and Mentors Program, which provides support for people with a mental illness to build
social networks, gain employment, learn how to better manage their illness and live independently.

Improving and expanding services:
We have moved towards integrating mainstream and specialist homelessness services by improving
the responses from ‘first to know’ agencies and providers.
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For example, Headspace assists young people with mental health issues who are also experiencing
homelessness; Job Services Australia provides tailored assistance to get homeless job seekers into
employment; and Centrelink has started making weekly payments to those who are homeless or at
risk of homelessness.

I also know how hard people in this sector work and the passion and commitment they have for
their jobs. Attracting and maintaining the best workers possible is essential, and was reflected in the
significant pay increases proposed for community services workers by Fair Work Australia.

This is an historic decision, and one which this Government has rightfully supported and will
continue to support by funding our share of the salary increases.

We are breaking the cycle of homelessness by providing integrated support in order to ensure that
people leave homelessness permanently, not for just for temporary periods.

One such example is Foyer accommodation, which provides homeless young people with stable
housing and other supports on the basis they participate in education, training or employment.

Under the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness, the Australian Government, together
with the States and Territories, has committed $1.1 billion to provide new and better integrated
accommodation and support services.

The Agreement is delivering over 180 new or expanded services across Australia to tackle
homelessness as well as 600 homes under the A Place to Call Home initiative.

What does that mean for people?

It means that since the commencement of the Agreement, homelessness services have provided help
more than 240,000 times.
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Addressing homelessness is not always just about a roof over someone’s head, but a roof certainly
helps. The Government’s investment in affordable housing recognises that it is critical to preventing
people becoming homeless in the first place, and it gives people somewhere to go when they come
out of crisis accommodation.

By increasing the stock of affordable housing we enable people to move from homelessness into
stable accommodation and through social housing into the private rental market.

This transition, in turn, creates space for other people to access accommodation when they are in
dire need.

The Australian Government has committed almost $5 billion in new funding since 2008 to provide
support services and programs to assist people who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless.

It is worth remembering that whilst those opposite were in government they did not even have a
Housing Minister, let alone a Minister for Homelessness. Even now they don’t have a Shadow
Minister for Homelessness.

In a time of relative economic munificence they ripped $3.1 billion out of the housing budget.

Nonetheless, those opposite have an opportunity to start to redeem themselves.

Today, the Government tabled its response to the Housing the Homeless report of the former House
Standing Committee on Family, Community, Housing and Youth, which inquired into proposed
homelessness legislation. This Committee report has provided the foundation of the Homelessness
Bill 2012, which I intend to introduce in the Spring sittings.

In the absence of express constitutional power, the Government has given careful consideration to
its response to the recommendations of the legislation Inquiry.
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The Government has incorporated the recommendations into the draft Bill to the extent possible
within the constraints of the Australian Constitution.

An exposure draft of this Bill has been released for a two month consultation period concluding on
August 3 and the Government will consider the feedback of the sector before presenting the
legislation to Parliament. It is true that this legislation will not provide a home for anyone, however
it will ensure that the spotlight remains firmly on addressing homelessness.

The introduction of legislation provides us with a great opportunity to retain in law the important
statements about homelessness; the partnerships, the effort and strategies that are needed to tackle
it; and the treatment and support that vulnerable Australians deserve.

We believe the Gillard Government’s legislative response will serve as a lasting reminder of the
need homeless Australians have for support, and of the need for partnered, strategic effort between
governments, community organisations and businesses.

I urge the Opposition to engage with the Government on the Bill, and to support it when it comes to
the Parliament.

As our White Paper notes, homelessness is everyone’s responsibility.

The Labor Government has recognised this and we remain committed to improving outcomes for
people experiencing or at risk of homelessness.

Ensuring that people who are experiencing homelessness receive high quality services and get every
chance to move out of homelessness or avoid it all together is critical to the Gillard Government’s
policy agenda.

Not only does it make social sense to for people to have a home but it also makes economic sense.
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The cost of having people cycle through hospital emergency departments and mental health services
because they do not have stable accommodation outweighs the costs of providing those same people
with a place they can call home.

The welfare and safety of our fellow Australians matters. This is a great and prosperous country but
I believe the real mark of a great country is how it treats and assists its most vulnerable.

The Gillard Government is determined to do all that it can to assist our vulnerable Australians.

There can be no more worthy cause than doing all that we can to help reduce homelessness.
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