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Introduction 

 
In Australia, we are again at a moment in time when something can be done about 

homelessness. The year is 2008, and the issue of homelessness in on the political 

agenda. Newly-elected Prime Minister Kevin Rudd helped place this complex issue in 

the public’s eye by announcing the development of a White Paper, to be released later 

this year. This national investigation into homelessness should give Australians a 

sense of hope. But hope alone will not, and never will, solve the problem. It is but the 

first step in a long and arduous journey, and one that must be followed with sound 

policies and firm commitments. 

 

There has been no shortage of optimism in the past, which raises the question: Why, 

in 2008, are 105,000 Australian citizens living in homelessness? It is impossible to 

provide a comprehensive answer to this question, but it is this question that provided 

the inspiration to write this thesis, hopefully shedding some light upon the way 

Australians have ‘talked’ about, and understood, homelessness in the past 40 years.  

 

I have used the word ‘talk’ to indicate the conversational nature surrounding many of 

the important issues. As will become apparent, there are ‘conversations’ between 

several competing forces: government, advocacy groups, charitable bodies, academia 

and the media. All have contributed greatly to the ongoing debate. My contribution 

will set itself apart in a number of ways. 

 

I will chronologically follow the ‘homelessness debate’ from the moment the 

Commonwealth government officially recognised it on 13 December 1974.1 It was on 

this day that the Homeless Persons Assistance Act became operational, taking the 

form of the ‘Homeless Person’s Assistance Program’.2 The ensuing discussion will 

focus on key moments, exploring how and why these moments came about, and what 

the outcomes were. These ‘watershed’ periods will be described, explained and 

evaluated, aiming to unlock the times in our history when homelessness reached the 

national stage.  
                                                
1 Homeless Persons Assistance Act (Cth.) 1974, No. 148, 1974. 
2 E. Roseman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, 
Parity, vol. 19, iss. 10, Nov. 2006, p. 26. 
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From this vantage point, it becomes much easier to ascertain whether any good came 

from the increased attention. Finally, the thesis will close with an appraisal of the 

current situation regarding homelessness in Australia, in addition to looking at future 

directions. An international perspective will also be included, considering the 

situation in the USA, UK and Canada. 

 

 

          The importance of writing this thesis is twofold. First, it will unravel a chapter 

in our history that needs unravelling. Second, it offers readers a chance to see how 

this history came to be, and how in those moments when homelessness was being 

discussed, certain decisions were either made, or not made. If these two objectives 

can be fulfilled, we are better able to ascertain the progress that has, or has not, been 

achieved, and what might make the difference in the future.   

 

Though initially not intended as an adversarial document, at times it was difficult to 

emotionally remove myself from the material. Having admitted this, every attempt 

will be made to ensure an honest and direct representation of the past, and if 

judgments are given they will be supported by evidence and argument. By 

incorporating the voices of numerous individuals and organisations, this paper aims to 

provide an interesting and accessible account of Australian homelessness. Such an 

account, as far as I know, has not been completed previously. This is not to say there 

is a dearth of information on homelessness. Since the 1960s, the research literature 

has steadily increased.  

 

One man who has contributed enormous amounts of energy into combating 

homelessness is Alan Jordon. Jordon’s study of inner city homeless men in 

Melbourne was one of the earliest MAs granted in sociology at La Trobe University.3 

Focusing on the skid-row population of 1960s Melbourne, his thesis was submitted in 

1973. Brian Howe, who became Deputy Prime Minister in 1991, noted that Jordon’s 

contribution ‘has been a very significant study, providing the framework for a number 

of policy initiatives at Federal and state level. The most important of which was the 
                                                
3 B. Howe, ‘Foreword’, in A. Jordon (author), Going Bad, Homeless Men in an 
Australian City, The Council to Homeless Persons Victoria, Melbourne, 1994, p. iii.  
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Federal legislation introduced by the then Minister for Social Security in the Whitlam 

Government, Bill Hayden’.4 Thanks to The Council to Homeless Persons in Victoria, 

Jordon’s study was finally published for a wider audience: Going Bad: Homeless Men 

in an Australian City was released in 1994. Accompanying this publication was an 

insightful afterword by Jordon, reflecting on the changes and milestones since his 

initial study. In a somber tone, Jordon lamented: ‘In 1973 I wrote, “skid Row is an 

institution of society in much the same way as the family, the church or the system of 

criminal justice”. If, looking back, we are tempted to congratulate ourselves it should 

be remembered that all we have achieved is to keep that institution in working order 

for another generation’.5 While he acknowledged the monumental progress made 

since the early 1970s, especially in the case of youth homelessness, one cannot help 

but feel his disappointment.  

 

P.J. Hollingworth, later to become Governor-General, has also contributed invaluable 

research. His detailed book, The Powerless Poor, is one example.6 Released in 

November 1972, three weeks before the federal election, The Powerless Poor aimed 

to ‘take a fairly comprehensive look at poor people [in] Australia, and at the same 

time, correct some of the popular misconceptions about the causes of poverty’.7 

Although not directly related to homelessness, this study helped to place poverty on 

the national agenda and raise the general profile of our most marginalised. 

 

The specific literature on homelessness gradually emerged during the 1980s. In 

response to the mounting information, the Australian Institute of Family Studies 

released a valuable contribution in 1988: Homelessness: An Annotated Bibliography 

of Australian Research.8 Not only useful as a research tool, the Bibliography offered 

several perspectives, or conceptualisations, of homelessness: ‘romantic’, ‘legal’, 

‘medical’, ‘religious’, ‘political’ and ‘subjective’.9 Since there was not an agreed 

definition of homelessness, interested parties had trouble defining the actual problem. 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 A. Jordon, Going Bad, Homeless Men in an Australian City, The Council to 
Homeless Persons Victoria, Melbourne, 1994, p. 130.  
6 P.J. Hollingworth, The Powerless Poor, Stockland, Melbourne, 1972. 
7 Ibid., p. 1. 
8 J. Loft and M. Davis, Homelessness: An Annotated Bibliography of Australian 
Research, Australian Institute of Family Studies, 1988. 
9 Ibid., ch. 1. 



 7 

During the late 1980s, when research was increasing, the complexities and subtleties 

of homelessness were becoming apparent, helping to reshape the national agenda. 

With every new piece of information, a more refined and appropriate definition of 

homelessness was emerging. 

 

Clem Lloyd, in his historical overview of Australian homelessness compared the 

Australian experience with the American. Lloyd tracked Australia’s homelessness 

response since white settlement in 1788. He used a historical model where 

homelessness – conceptualised as an evolving process – intertwined directly with the 

prevailing economic conditions.10 He noted two periods in Australia’s past when 

homelessness reached excessive levels. Not surprisingly, they were both associated 

with wider structural and systemic causes. Lloyd depicted the economic recession in 

the 1890s, and the Great Depression in the 1930s, as causing the harshest cases of 

homelessness.11 Lloyd’s focus during these turbulent times was the slide, sometimes 

abrupt, sometimes gradual, from poverty into homelessness. 

 

After discussing the ‘reappearance’ of poverty in the 1970s, Lloyd concluded by 

describing ‘The New Homeless’ in Australia, a group he saw emerging through the 

1980s and 90s: ‘Demographically, the homeless in Australia [were] moving towards 

the norm: they [were] becoming more like the rest of us’.12 For Lloyd, the New 

Homeless were the ‘product of evolutionary social and economic processes extending 

over almost two hundred years’.13 Lloyd’s history is vital because of the connection 

he made between poverty and homelessness. In the past 40 years, similarly, 

homelessness has been linked to the wider problem of modern poverty. This thesis 

aims to tell the story of these times, suggesting that homelessness is rarely a simple 

issue. 

 

I have broken up the story into three periods. The first chapter is titled ‘Recognition’, 

and spans 1970-1985. This period saw the ‘discovery’ of homelessness in Australia, 

prompting state and advocacy intervention. The following chapter, from 1985-1995, 
                                                
10 C. Lloyd, ‘Poor Naked Wretches’, in P. Troy (ed.), A History of European Housing 
in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2000. 
11 Ibid., pp. 301, 302. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., p. 304. 
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is called ‘Responsibility’. While the presiding Labor Government introduced 

welcome reforms, it was the overstretched advocacy sector that was left to tackle the 

real issues. Child and family homelessness also came to the fore during this second 

period. The third chapter, covering 1995-2008, is titled ‘Spoilt for Choice’. The 

underlying question for this period asks: how can more than a decade of 

unprecedented economic growth not reduce Australian homelessness?    

 

My thesis will build on the information already available, and is indebted to those 

who have written on this important topic previously. It will, however, differ from past 

accounts in several ways. The emphasis is on moments of national significance, 

considering how these moments shaped and changed the issue of homelessness since 

the early 1970s. A clear picture will emerge, almost resembling a game where 

different players have different roles. This political cycle – comprising government, 

advocacy, academia, media, business and the wider community – will form the 

general foundation of my argument. The process usually starts with advocacy, moving 

through government, sometimes making it to policy, and ending in some form of 

review. Within this framework, the role of the media will also be discussed by 

analysing articles written on homelessness, and considering the impact of language 

and stereotyping. 

 

In my opinion, how we perceive homelessness directly affects how we talk about it. 

The intention of this thesis is to provide a straightforward account of how Australia 

has talked about homelessness in the past 40 years, looking at those times when the 

national interest has been aroused, and considering the course of action, or inaction, 

that was chosen. 

 



Chapter 1: Recognition 1970 – 1985 

  

If George Orwell had been alive in the 1970s, there is a good chance he would be 

interested in John de Hoog’s book, Skid Row Dossier.1 While the setting for this book 

was Sydney, Australia, circa 1971, as opposed to Orwell’s choice of Paris and 

London during the Great Depression, several parallels can be drawn. Both authors 

immersed themselves in extreme poverty with the intention of depicting the plight of 

those who were ‘down and out’. It goes without saying that Australia in the early 

1970s was a very different place to those discussed so vividly by Orwell, yet I am 

sure he would be unsurprised by the persistent manifestations of poverty over the 

years.  

 

Although this chapter aims to discuss the ‘recognition’, or ‘discovery’, of Australian 

homelessness, it is worth mentioning Orwell and de Hoog. Often it is such individuals 

who bring attention and awareness to pressing social issues. Orwell’s book, Down 

and Out in Paris and London, is presented here to show how poverty is discovered in 

different places and in different times.2 Discussing humanity at its basic level, 

Orwell’s writing provoked further thought. De Hoog’s confronting account of ‘the 

other Australia’ raised similar questions: What does it feel like to live on Skid Row? 

How do you exist on handouts from charity organisations? And what might be your 

self-esteem when every morning you wake on a park bench, or if you are lucky, in a 

doss house?3 By attaching a human face to stories of poverty, it allows the audience to 

reflect upon their own situation, in the hope of altering a few minds. With help from 

energetic activists, the early 1970s saw growing pressure for Australian governments 

to recognise the nation’s poverty problems. The issue here was as much political as it 

was social. If political leaders were to recognise the problem, they first had to admit 

there was a problem.   

 

In tune with the times of social reform, the recognition of homelessness was at hand. 

The ‘Report of the Working Party on Homeless Men and Women’ was presented to 

                                                
1 J. de Hoog, Skid Row Dossier, Sun Books, Melbourne, 1972.  
2 G. Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London, Penguin, London, 2003, [originally 
1933] 
3  Doss house: cheap lodging house typically used by homeless men. 
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the Minister for Social Security, Bill Hayden, in June, 1973.4 The ideal starting point 

for this period, this Report led to the introduction of the Homeless Persons Assistance 

Act (Cth.) in 1974; this in turn allowed for the implementation of the Homeless 

Persons Assistance Program.5  This chapter will discuss the intentions and outcomes 

of these measures. It should be noted that legislating specifically for the welfare of 

homeless people had never before been done in this country.  

 

One of the key documents in evaluating the first few years of the Homeless Persons 

Program is A Place of Dignity: A Survey of Homeless People and Homeless Persons 

Assistance Centres, released in 1978.6 The impression gained from this survey was 

one of disappointment. While awareness and education of the causes of homelessness 

had increased since the Program’s inception, lack of funding due to conservative 

governance, personal differences and global economic concerns hampered any 

significant progress.  

 

During the latter half of the 1970s, possibly as a result of inaction from the 

Government, advocacy groups like the Brotherhood of St Laurence increased their 

involvement. In 1975, the Brotherhood, in conjunction with the Social Welfare 

Commission, prepared Emergency Relief, its recommendations, ‘if implemented, 

would fill the gaps left in the present system of Australian and state government 

income maintenance programs’.7  Emergency Relief alluded to the long running 

history of welfare ‘ownership’. That is, which sectors of the community should take 

responsibility for those who fall through the cracks? Is it the government? Is it 

government-funded welfare agencies? Or does the responsibility lie with the goodwill 

of voluntary organisations?    

 

Also during this period, homelessness was being discussed in relation to the wider 

problem of poverty. The traditional view of the single homeless male, broken by bad 

                                                
4 J. Wall, Report of the Working Party on Homeless Men and Women to the Minister 
for Social Security, AGPS, Canberra, June 1973. 
5 Homeless Persons Assistance Act (Cth.) 1974, No. 148, 1974. 
6 A. Jordon, A Place of Dignity: A Survey of Homeless People and Homeless Persons 
Assistance Centres, Parliamentary Paper No 179, 1978. 
7 D. Griffiths, Emergency Relief, Brotherhood of St Laurence and Australian 
Government Social Welfare Commission, 1975, p. i. 
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decisions and alcoholism, was about to be challenged.8 The Commission of Inquiry 

into Poverty, chaired by Ronald Henderson, catapulted issues of inequality onto the 

national stage.9 Although the Commission dealt with structural causes of poverty such 

as income distribution and affordable housing, there was an accompanying report that 

focused primarily on homelessness. In Homeless People and the Law Ronald 

Sackville explored how certain laws unfairly discriminated against homeless people.10 

This chapter will reflect upon the implications of the Henderson Report, in addition to 

looking specifically at the discourse about homeless people and the law. An analysis 

of contemporary media reports is included, considering the effects of news articles on 

the general public. 

 

Finally, the chapter will conclude by discussing a signpost to the forthcoming years: 

the focus on youth homelessness. In 1982, the Senate Standing Committee on Social 

Welfare released Youth Homelessness.11 This Senate Report was developed as a 

reaction to the growing visibility and incidence of youth vagrancy. However, it 

recognised that the problem ‘[was] not new, and according to the Committee’s 

evidence [had] been with us for a long time’.12 The reactions of other sectors in the 

community will also be assessed, looking particularly towards academic and state-

level bodies.  

 

The aims of this chapter are to consider: what was said? Who said it? And what was 

the outcome? From the early 1970s until the mid-1980s the knowledge and awareness 

of homelessness increased significantly, yet substantial progress in terms of funding 

and coordination was not achieved. 

 

 

 

                                                
8 C. Lloyd, ‘Poor Naked Wretches’, in P. Troy (ed.), A History of European Housing 
in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2000, pp. 303,304 
9 R. Henderson, Commission of Inquiry into Poverty: First Main Report, AGPS, 
Canberra, 1975. 
10 R. Sackville, Commission of Inquiry into Poverty: Homeless People and the Law, 
AGPS, Canberra, 1976. 
11 S. Waters, Senate Standing Committee on Social Welfare: Youth Homelessness, 
AGPS, Canberra, 1982. 
12 Ibid., p. 1. 
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The ‘Discovery’ of Homelessness 

  

In June 1973, the Working Party on Homeless Men and Women estimated that ‘from 

the information currently available’, there would ‘no more than 25,000 homeless 

people in Australia’.13 This figure was derived by using the limited census data, in 

addition to Alan Jordon’s research of homeless men in Melbourne. Furthermore, the 

Working Party made use of personal estimates from social workers. A clear definition 

of homelessness was not available at this time. Thus, any count of the homeless 

population was viewed with caution.  

 

The Working Party Report, nevertheless, did provide a blueprint for tackling 

homelessness. Recommendations were made in the ‘conviction that priority should be 

given to people in greatest need’, and programmes for homeless people should be 

based primarily on ‘care’.14 This approach – of first addressing the worst cases of 

homelessness, or chronic homelessness – is a method that has been tried several times 

over the past forty years. Most recent, as will be discussed in Chapter Three, is the 

‘Common Ground’ approach originating in New York.15 While there are several 

differences between the Working Party’s recommendations and the Common Ground 

model, the latter placing greater emphasis on supportive and long-term housing, the 

1973 Report was well ahead of its time. It discussed homelessness in the context of 

poverty and linked homelessness with notions of disconnectedness: ‘homeless men 

and women by and large are isolated from next of kin or close friends’.16  

 

Prior to the 1970s, understanding of homelessness was ‘fairly unsophisticated’ and 

largely associated with transience, drunkenness and criminality.17 Before this, there 

were even simpler perceptions of homelessness, relying on romanticised versions of 

men who were ‘down on their luck’.18 Australia’s unofficial national anthem, 

‘Waltzing Matilda’, depicts the story of a jolly swagman who travelled the land in 
                                                
13 Wall, Report of the Working Party on Homeless Men and Women, p. 11. 
14 Ibid., p. 1. 
15 R. Haggerty, ‘A Proven Strategy for Ending Homelessness’, Parity, vol. 19, iss. 6, 
July 2006, pp. 6,7. 
16 Wall, Report of the Working Party on Homeless Men and Women, p. 10. 
17 D. Limbrick, ‘Some Reflections on the SAAP and Homelessness in Australia’, 
Parity, vol. 19, iss. 10, Nov. 2006, p. 4. 
18 Ibid. 
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search of work, and at the end of the day ‘downed his bedding and set up camp by a 

billabong’.19 Elina Ronenman, Policy Officer for the Australian Federation of 

Homeless Organisations, views Banjo Patterson’s swagman as still appealing to 

twenty-first century Australians, even though the poem was penned in 1895.20   

 

The Working Party’s Report helped to address this issue of perception, asking policy 

makers and the community to think more deeply about the causes and consequences 

of homelessness: do homeless people become homeless because they drink too much, 

or do they drink too much because they are homeless? The same question can be 

asked in relation to mental illness, illicit drugs, irrational behaviour, theft and many 

other suggested causes of homelessness. There will always be some who drink or 

binge their way onto the streets, but this acknowledgement fails to consider the 

underlying causes. The 1973 Report stated that homeless people were more 

vulnerable than most to ill-health due to malnutrition, alcoholism, tuberculosis, 

mental illness and infectious diseases. The Working Party concluded with this 

conjecture: ‘a man’s drinking habits may, to some extent, be the result rather than the 

cause of his current situation’.21  

 

Several ideas were put forward by the Working Party in the hope of overcoming 

shortfalls in services to homeless people. Particular mention was made of community 

attitudes and perceptions, noting that public education and awareness were crucial 

elements for true progress.22 Under the heading of ‘employment’, the Party suggested 

an environmentally and economically appealing idea: ‘environmental improvement 

work’, tree planting for instance.23 Whether tree planting or some other valuable 

endeavour, the argument was clear: training homeless people and directing their 

energies towards a worthwhile pursuit would seem to be a win-win scenario. 

 

Further recommendations were made in the fields of social security benefits, health 

and assessment services, laws and ordinances, accommodation, recreational facilities, 

                                                
19 E. Rosenman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, 
Parity, vol. 19, iss. 10, Nov. 2006, p. 26. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Wall, Report of the Working Party on Homeless Men and Women, p. 13. 
22 Ibid., p. 14. 
23 Ibid., p. 23. 
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capital assistance, welfare staff assistance, homeless women, Aborigines and program 

coordination. It is not possible to list the recommendations for all these categories, yet 

the overall impression from the Report was that homeless people deserved more 

respect. The social security recommendation, for instance, suggested that welfare 

should be based on a ‘social rather than a medical assessment’.24 Finally, the Report 

recognised that the homeless population would be with us indefinitely, or at least until 

there [was] a ‘fundamental change in society itself’.25 Throughout this period, 

assertions of this nature were regularly slipped into government working papers. The 

authors were given flexibility in their assessments, and were fully aware of their need 

to ask for more than was usually given.   

 

 

          The Homeless Persons Assistance Act 1974 (Cth.) was the direct result of the 

Working Party’s Report. Passed through Parliament in December 1974, this Act was 

‘cast in the mould’ of previous welfare legislation.26 Alan Jordon, who had been a 

significant member of the Working Party, saw similarities with the Aged Persons 

Homes Act 1954 (Cth.), the Disabled Persons Accommodation Act 1963 (Cth.), and 

the Sheltered Employment (assistance) Act 1967 (Cth.). The Homeless Persons 

Assistance Act was designed to assist homeless people indirectly by subsidising the 

organisations that provided services to them. One difference with previous legislation, 

Jordon noted, was the ‘recognition of the impoverished state of services for homeless 

people’.27 The positive outcome ensuing from this acknowledgement was that 

organisations were not required to contribute a proportion of the cost of capital 

projects, with grants covering the whole cost of land, buildings and equipment.28  

 

A number of large hostels were constructed under the Homeless Persons Assistance 

Program, providing a bed, meals, shower and clean clothes. Not all were overly 

impressed with this initial response. Doug Limbrick, Director of FACSIA 

(Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs), 

                                                
24 Ibid., p. 25. 
25 Ibid., p. 20. 
26 A. Jordon, Going Bad: Homeless Men in an Australian City, The Council to 
Homeless Persons Victoria, Melbourne, 1994, p. 130. 
27 Ibid., p. 114. 
28 Homeless Persons Assistance Act (Cth.) 1974, No. 148, 1974. 
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wrote in 2006 that the Program of the mid-1970s was ‘very much an institutional 

response to homelessness; as opposed to the individual responses that were to 

follow’.29 Other commentators have taken a more positive view of the Program. 

Rosenman, for instance, saw the Program as the ‘beginning of official recognition of 

homelessness as a social issue and [the] beginning of [a] coordinated government 

response’.30  

 

The success of the first years of the Program was difficult to judge. One would like to 

blame any failures upon the prevailing economic situation, directing most attention 

toward the 1973 OPEC oil crisis. It is understandable that this is what the Government 

did. In May 1978, Jordon drafted a submission as part of the Program review, 

suggesting that a new direction was needed. In A Place of Dignity, he wrote that the 

capacity and quality of accommodation, food and recreational services, as well as 

communication and cooperation between organistions, had improved.31 But, the 

Program failed to effect the development of counseling and referral services, 

adequacy of staff or entry of innovative organisations.32 Echoing thoughts from the 

Working Party in 1973, Jordon’s ideal ‘solution would require a change in the 

operation of…fundamental institutions of society’.33 The final submission was 

rejected by the government ‘immediately’ and in its ‘entirety’, not because they had 

any bad feelings towards homeless people or the Program itself, ‘but because the 

times were hard and spending must be restrained’.34  

 

In contrast to this economic view, Jordon saw the difficulties arising from the early 

years as predominantly ‘internal’.35 ‘The beginnings of bureaucratization’, Jordon 

wrote in 1975, had made him uncomfortable. He also lamented the lack of any 

creative or innovative proposals. These comments were directed towards the Social 

Security members who fell too easily into line with the Department’s ‘established 

                                                
29 Limbrick, ‘Some Reflections on the SAAP and Homelessness in Australia’, p. 4.  
30 Rosenman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, p. 
26. 
31 A. Jordon, in J. Wall (ed.), Report of the Working Party on Homeless Men and 
Women, p. 63. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., p. 64 
34 Jordon, Going Bad: Homeless Men in an Australian City, p. 120. 
35 Ibid., p. 114. 
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ways of doing things’.36 Moreover, it was noticed that ‘personal animosities’ between 

the administrative body and the ‘social science newcomers’ (such as Jordon) might 

have contributed to the lack of innovation and progress.37 This shows that not all 

problems can be blamed on ‘tough’ economic times.     

 

Not all of these internal political disputes made their way into the public domain. One 

case that was reported in newspapers during November 1974, however, was in 

relation to the financing of housing: ‘it appeared internal disputes between 

government departments were…holding up ACTU (Australian Council of Trade 

Unions) plans to provide low-cost housing’.38 Internal quarrels within governing 

circles are to be expected, but common sense would suggest that when the issue is one 

of social wellbeing, especially for those deprived of a roof over their head, personal 

differences and political alliances could be put to one side. This may come across as a 

naïve, or idealistic statement, but when viewing the issues historically, and from 

outside the political process, many important steps seemed to be overlooked by the 

key actors at the time. 

 

Whether due to internal differences or the wider economic conditions, during the first 

three years of the Program the Government did not want to deal directly with 

homelessness, preferring to subsidise non-government agencies. There are several 

theories for why this might be. Homelessness, it could be argued, was not a politically 

attractive problem. That is, the voting public might not want to hear about 

homelessness. Further, if governments were funding charitable bodies, then a certain 

degree of financial control could be imposed. Or maybe it was thought of as a 

problem to be managed, not as a problem that required solving.  

 

While successive governments recognised homelessness in the early 1970s, much of 

the ‘heavy-lifting’ was left to under-funded advocacy groups. A Place of Dignity, the 

1978 review, said more would have been achieved if the money had not been ‘turned 

                                                
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., pp. 114,115. 
38 The Australian, 27/11/1974, p. 2. 
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off’.39 It acknowledged, however, that the situation would probably have been worse 

if there was no government involvement at all.  

 

 

          Advocacy bodies, while knowing about homelessness for a long time, were 

beginning to be heard. The Brotherhood of St Laurence, an advocacy group 

established during the Great Depression under Gerald Tucker, was perhaps ahead of 

the field when, in 1972, it set up the ‘Family Centre Project’.40 This Project signaled a 

definite shift in the way Australian welfare agencies approached their work. Brian 

Dickey, historian of Australian social welfare, described the Brotherhood’s new 

strategy: ‘finding out how the functions and self-esteem of “problem” families could 

be enhanced by helping to view themselves as active contributors to changes in 

themselves and their environments’.41 The key issue here was power, and who held it. 

Power was slowly being diffused to those actually in the vulnerable positions, 

recognising that any sustainable change needed contributions from those directly 

affected.  

 

In addition to setting up new centres to advocate not just for, but in conjunction with, 

poor people, the Brotherhood began its foray into the world of research-advocacy. If 

governments were presented with facts, figures and supported evidence, hopefully 

minds, and policies, could be changed. In April 1975, Emergency Relief was 

presented to the Social Welfare Commission. Prepared by David Griffiths, of the 

Brotherhood, the Report highlighted the ‘virtual absence of coordination and 

consistency of emergency relief programs within States’.42 A major recommendation 

of the Report was to abolish the seven day waiting period for unemployment and 

sickness benefits.43 This condition was in place to allow for a period of 

‘investigation’, where welfare officers could consider the potential recipients as 

‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’. The situation in 1975, however, was an improvement 

from three years earlier. In 1972, the waiting period for the unemployment benefit 

                                                
39 Jordon, A Place of Dignity, p. 63. 
40 B. Dickey, No Charity There, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1987, p. 177. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Griffiths, Emergency Relief, p. i. 
43 Ibid. 
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was seventeen days, often leaving individuals and entire families anxious and 

impoverished.44 

 

The Brotherhood persisted with the advocacy of emergency aid by publishing another 

document in 1976, Emergency Aid: Whose Responsibility?.45 This Report argued that 

over the preceding years, there had been growing recognition of serious gaps in 

Australia’s income security system.46 Although the Brotherhood was fighting 

predominantly for low-income families, its efforts in supporting prompt and sufficient 

emergency aid would have pleased those working in the homeless sector.  

 

The advantage of advocacy documents, as opposed to parliamentary reports, is their 

ability to better incorporate the emotional aspects of welfare. The 1976 Report wrote 

– regarding low-income families and the provision of emergency aid – ‘such 

insecurity’, not having reliable welfare support, ‘has a serious detrimental effect on 

the children who are well aware of the family’s plight even if they do not understand 

the reason for it’.47  

 

Understanding of homelessness in the broader community was limited in the early 

1970s. Yet some issues did make the press. In 1974, on the day after the Federal 

Parliament announced the Homeless Persons Act, The Age in Melbourne ran the 

story.48 The story was located on page 12 and consisted of 24 words. No article was 

found in The Australian on the same day. In contrast, during the 2008 National 

Homelessness Conference in Adelaide, Prime Minister Kevin Rudd used the phrase 

‘national obscenity’ to describe Australia’s homeless problem.49 This was front-page 

news the next day. The Australian’s heading:  ‘PM to help homeless cross social 

divide’.50 Similar promises have been made in the past forty years.  
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46 Ibid., p. 2. 
47 Ibid., p. 5. 
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The success of advocacy during the 1970s, in terms of educating the public on 

homelessness, is worth pondering. Certainly, it remained unclear whose role it was to 

increase awareness. Government and advocacy made inroads, but limited resources 

and persistent stereotypes created difficulties. A true public discussion was missing, 

with debate remaining largely within the organisations dealing with the problem.  

 

Homelessness, Poverty and the Law 

 

While homelessness may not have been news-grabbing material in the 1970s, the 

general issue of poverty was. The 1975 Commission of Inquiry into Poverty brought 

discussions of poverty to the national stage, forcing many to think about the wider 

implications of inequality. Chaired by Professor Henderson, the Poverty Inquiry 

argued that a ‘redistribution of income and services should be accompanied by other 

measures to increase the capacity of poor people to exercise power, thus enabling 

them to take part in decision-making processes along with other sections of the 

community’.51 Using a basic male wage as the poverty line, the Inquiry developed an 

‘austere’ poverty level.52 The final Report stated that 6.9 per cent of all families could 

be classified as ‘very poor’ – living below the poverty line, and a further 7.7 per cent 

were ‘poor’ – living on or just above the poverty line.53 There was a concern that 

three-quarters of those classified as ‘very poor’ were receiving social security 

benefits. Instead of providing a safety net, welfare benefits were an undeniable 

signifier of poverty.54 This raised questions of stereotyping and stigma, with many in 

the community labeling those on benefits as ‘bludgers’. 

 

The history of the word ‘bludger’ provides an interesting snapshot of Australian 

language in the 1970s. It was reported in 1974 that: ‘20 years ago, even 10, it wasn’t a 

word for polite society. It was used by men only: a term of abuse, a minor but strong 

expletive, to be written thus: bl_____’.55 The same article goes on to say how today 
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(1974), ‘ministers of the crown use it, even prime ministers – and it’s not ruled out of 

order or deleted from Hansard. Newspapers carry stories about it and even use it in 

their headings’.56  

 

One such heading in The Australian in 1974 read, ‘Bludgers: but is it true?’57 This 

particular article featured information on the Henderson Poverty Inquiry, suggesting 

‘Labor’s great aim of redistributing’ had stalled due to public discussion regarding 

‘bludgers’. The underlying factor was that of ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ 

recipients. How much trust should be placed in the unemployed person? The sick 

person? The poor person? The article summarised the arguments of the day by posing 

the question: ‘whose injustice do you tolerate, the taxpayers or the unemployed?’58 

 

Although much of this discussion had not addressed homelessness, it was never far 

away. The Henderson Inquiry’s terms of reference did not require an in-depth review 

of homeless services. It did, however, emphasise structural causes of poverty ahead of 

the traditional notions of individual failure. The Report noted that ‘after-housing 

poverty’ of people on limited incomes in the private rental market was a serious 

problem.59 Evidence showed that ‘people who experience a single episode of 

homelessness often pay 30-50 per cent of their limited income in private rental 

costs’.60 This statistic illustrated how the problem of homelessness was often 

perpetuated over time.61 

 

 

          The 1976 Report, Homeless People and the Law, did consider the specific issue 

of homelessness. It attempted to increase awareness of homelessness, in addition to 

offering new solutions to old problems. Under the guidance of Ronald Sackville, the 

Report conducted research into vagrancy laws and the effect these had on homeless 

people. ‘One commonly held misconception with regards to homeless people’, the 
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Report stated, ‘is that they are likely to engage in serious criminal activity against 

either the person or the property of other people – it is important that this erroneous 

belief be laid to rest’.62 The Report continued to challenge old and prejudicial views: 

‘the assertion that homeless people are liable to be violent is not supported by any 

statistical information’.63 Despite these findings, Sackville reported that the court 

process did nothing to alter the fortunes of homeless people. In fact, the judicial 

system helped to perpetuate the problem by ‘reinforcing the idea that this group is 

socially deviant’.64 

 

Several measures were offered to try and change the perception, and therefore the 

treatment, of homeless people. As Peter Burke, author of The Poverty of 

Homelessness, attests, the Sackville Report recognised that the ‘treatment of homeless 

people is determined by the prevailing attitudes towards them’.65 Instead of picking 

up the homeless person off the street and placing him behind bars, in the ‘interests of 

the general community’, Homeless People and the Law suggested introducing long-

term treatment centres. New welfare measures, designed to provide assistance, were 

also proposed.66 Further, the repeal of drunkenness and vagrancy laws was 

recommended, encouraging increased use of civil commitment legislation. The Report 

was talking about the legal system, yet doing so in a more ‘socially aware’ language.  

 

In 2004 Sackville presented a paper, Homelessness, Human Rights and the Law. In 

reference to his 1976 Report, Sackville said: ‘it was shameful to record that 

Australian law imposed criminal sanctions on people essentially because they were 

poor’.67 He noted that ‘in one sense, it can be argued that little has changed since the 

Homeless Persons and the Law Report’.68 Making use of the available figures (in 

2004), Sackville suggested that the social problems caused by or associated with 
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homelessness had not improved since 1976. ‘Perhaps’, he says, ‘they [had] even 

gotten worse’.69  

 

An area where Sackville saw improvement was in the language being used to defend 

homeless people. In the 1970s, the language was concerned with the ‘needs’ of the 

homeless person, whereas in the mid-1990s, it had shifted to a discourse of human 

rights.70 This was a positive step in Sackville’s mind, and one that should be pursued 

by advocacy groups working to ameliorate homelessness. In his discussion of human 

rights, Sackville had three United Nations covenants in mind: The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (1948), the International Covenant on Economic, Social 

and Cultural Rights (1976) and the International Covenant on Civil and Political 

Rights (1976). He argued that the Australian legislature and judiciary should work 

harder to incorporate international agreements within domestic laws. The main barrier 

to achieving this is that until international agreements have successfully been tried in 

a domestic setting, they only influence the court.71 There were certain legal measures 

– such as promoting human rights within Australia’s legal framework – that could 

make the international agreements more influential, or possibly even enforceable. 

 

There were also domestic and political issues that affected implementation during 

these ‘recognition’ years. Although financed by the government, the Henderson and 

Sackville enquiries had full academic independence. Ian Manning, Deputy Director of 

the National Institute of Economic and Industry Research, noted that because 

McMahon’s Coalition Government announced the Inquiry, it was naturally distanced 

from the Whitlam Government’s ‘Grand Program’ for importing European social 

democracy.72 Relations between the Inquiry and Whitlam’s Minister for Social 

Security, Bill Hayden, ‘were not always cordial’, with Hayden depicting Henderson 

as an ‘academic thug’.73 Similar to the scenario with Jordon and the ‘administrative 

body’ he was dealing with in 1978, there appears to be an emerging theme, where 

those in positions of power sometimes place personal animosities ahead of their duty 
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to represent the people. Living in a world where politicians are generally mistrusted, 

Ambrose Bierce’s definition of ‘politics’ seems apt: ‘a strife of interests 

masquerading as a contest of principles’.74     

 

 

          Problems can arise when judging the success of reports like those conducted by 

Henderson and Sackville. The passage of time and the changing of philosophies alter 

many things, rendering conclusive assessments difficult. Many of Henderson’s 

recommendations never saw the light of day, and as one reflective commentator wrote 

in 2000, ‘Henderson’s value system is not a system that is in the interests of the 

current, largely financial, elite’.75  

 

The wider context should also be considered, as Henderson’s Inquiry was released in 

1975, during extremely uncertain times. The period was one of ‘rapid and 

fundamental economic change in the world economy’, with both inflation and 

unemployment rising to unprecedented levels following the 1973 oil crisis.76 Peter 

Saunders, author of Setting the Poverty Agenda, saw the ‘post-war consensus’ 

crumbling before his eyes. These broader factors, combined with internal troubles, 

made Henderson’s ‘value-system’ and ‘redistribution’ difficult to implement. In 

hindsight, Saunders stated that ‘none of the [poverty reports of the mid-1970s] had 

much of an impact on Australian social policy’. Whatever the impact may have been, 

Henderson’s legacy was still being discussed thirty years on.  

 

Where are all the Kids? 

 

After the ‘discovery’ of poverty and homelessness in the 1970s, many associated 

issues came to the fore. There was a transition within the homelessness debate 

towards youth vagrancy, with greater willingness to address the problem from a more 

preventative stance. Further, it would appear that youth homelessness generated more 

community support, as opposed to the broader idea of homeless middle-aged men. 
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Starting in the early 1980s, governments, academics, advocacy groups and human 

rights bodies have directed increased attention towards youth homelessness.  

 

With the end of full-employment in the 1970s, Australia’s labour market changed 

dramatically. Many groups were affected in the new landscape, none more so than the 

youth.77 Economic factors, such as entrenched unemployment, combined with social 

factors, such as family breakdown, causing a noticeable increase in youth vagrancy.78 

As Janet Taylor and Michael Challen, in Voices of Poverty, said: ‘homeless young 

people [had] become a group whose poverty is visible’.79   

 

In 1982, the Senate Standing Committee reported that over a twelve-month period, 

12,000 requests were made to the Youth Services Program.80 Although there was an 

absence of reliable data on youth homelessness, this figure suggested the face of 

homelessness was beginning to change. The Senate Committee listed several reasons 

why youth homelessness was on the rise, noting that it was a ‘difficult issue”, and was 

the ‘result of a multitude of factors’ which reflect upon the ‘very nature of society.’81 

Family conflict and breakdown, unemployment, low socio-economic background, 

emotional problems and social inadequacy were some of the leading problems 

associated with youth homelessness. The Committee stressed there was no such thing 

as a ‘homogeneous group’ of homeless youth, but the above factors were common to 

most cases.82  

 

The Senate Report proposed a strategy to help with the problem. Emphasis was on a 

greater need for cooperation, implying that a more uniform system was needed. It was 

also suggested that homeless programs should not isolate homeless youth from 

mainstream society. In apparent contradiction to this, it was said that a more 

‘individual approach’ was required.83 The main recommendation proposed that 
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‘community groups who put medium to long-term supportive household proposals’ 

were to have priority of funding.84 Here, we can see a shift towards supportive 

housing, moving away from the older style of temporary assistance. One possible 

reason for this shift could be that the community was more willing to support 

homelessness strategies when young children were involved. As opposed to a middle-

aged homeless male, it is understandable that public sympathy would rise when 

confronted with an image of a 12-year-old homeless child. The point that was often 

lost is that in a short period of time, and with failed policies, the 12-year-old homeless 

youth will grow into that homeless man.  

 

In preparing its Report, the Senate Standing Committee received several submissions 

from interested parties. The Victorian Government, represented by the Department of 

Community Welfare Services, the Ministry of Employment and Training, the 

Ministry of Housing and the Department of Premier, presented their submission to the 

Standing Committee in August 1981. Demonstrated by the numerous departments 

involved, a whole-of-government approach was required to tackle the complex issue 

of youth homelessness. Housing and employment were of critical significance in the 

Victorian Government submission. The recommendations stressed the systemic 

causes of youth homelessness, in addition to highlighting the difficulty of the situation 

in 1982. In italics, atop of page one, it read: ‘that the Senate Standing Committee 

recognise that adolescent homelessness must be seen in the context of structural 

changes in the Australian economy, changes in social structures affecting families, 

and decreases in youth employment opportunities’.85 

 

Aside from parliamentary reports, academic papers were beginning to appear on 

homelessness. In 1982, Swinburne University’s Centre for Urban Studies released 

Youth Workers’ Perceptions of Youth Housing Needs and Preferences.86  Based on 57 

interviews, the study considered the views of youth workers in three types of services: 

Youth Services Scheme and Youth Refuges, Statutory and Voluntary Hostels, and 
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Tertiary Student Housing. A comparison of these groups illustrated shared problems 

in the limited supply of government-funded accommodation, restricted access to 

adequate private rental stock, and the limited scope of community-based voluntary 

projects.87 It was found that tertiary students might fare better securing low cost 

accommodation due, generally, to their ‘middle-class backgrounds, older age and 

family support’. One would have hoped the situation might have improved over the 

past thirty years, but according to recent reports, tertiary students are still having 

trouble finding accommodation. In 2008, Melbourne University reported 440 cases of 

student homelessness, with Vice-Chancellor Davis lamenting: ‘it’s clearly getting 

harder to be a student’.88  

 

 

          During this period of recognition, homelessness became more than living 

without a roof. The Working Party on Homeless Men and Women ‘discovered’ 

homelessness in 1973; Henderson and Sackville associated it with structural causes of 

poverty, such as income distribution and affordable housing; and finally, it was 

noticed that the face of the homeless was becoming younger. Maybe it was this last 

factor that had the greatest influence on forthcoming years. The following chapter, 

spanning 1985-1995, was a time of expansion in homeless services. Governments 

conceded that more state involvement was necessary. The public’s consciousness 

would also be aroused with a landmark report into homeless children.  
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Chapter 2: Responsibility 1985 – 1995 

 

In the tradition of George Orwell and John de Hoog, Lee Stringer is another person 

who wrote about his experience of homelessness. Living without a home for ten years 

during the 1980s and 1990s, Stringer’s tale of despair, hope and reinvention again 

brings the human element into view. Set in New York City, the memoir tells of one 

man’s remarkable fall from grace. A relationship breakdown, depression, 

unemployment, severe drug dependency and a fraying safety net contributed towards 

his slide into homelessness. The slide came to an abrupt end during the height of 

winter in 1985, when Stringer found himself living under Grand Central Station: ‘I 

am anonymous, invisible. They see only a phenomenon to which they have become 

already adjusted’.1 At times written in an aggressive and self-righteous tone, the 

impression from Stringer’s book is one of brutal honesty, the kind of self-deprecating 

and endearing honesty that can appeal to many readers.  

 

Stringer’s story is told from the ‘other side’. He is the voice of the homeless person, 

and not the voice of someone trying to understand their situation. While books of this 

nature can be confronting, they are accessible to a wide audience. Stringer’s book also 

introduces the international theme underpinning part of this chapter. In 1987, the 

United Nations (UN) led the International Year of Shelter for the Homeless (IYSH). 

In terms of increasing the awareness, the IYSH was a huge success. Governments in 

Australia introduced several positive initiatives during the year, but economic 

conditions deteriorated soon after, placing strain on funding and resources.  

 

The social and political context was changing rapidly during this period of 

responsibility (1985-1995). ‘In retrospect’, Ian Manning writes, ‘the Hawke and 

Keating governments could have continued Fraser’s inactive approach’.2 By 1983, the 

country had stabilised its high unemployment rate, meaning demands on the social 

security system were no longer increasing as rapidly as they had over the past 
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decade.3 Unemployment fell significantly during the first seven years of the Hawke 

and Keating Government; it rose again in the 1990 recession.4 As the growth rate of 

potential social security recipients became manageable in the mid-1980s, the Federal 

Labor Party, led by Prime Minister Bob Hawke, took an active approach to social 

security.5 The Government commissioned a Social Security Review, conducting 

several studies on a level not far short of the 1975 Henderson Inquiry.6 Many 

recommendations from the Review were implemented. The renaming of pensions and 

benefits and the redesign of eligibility criteria were examples of Labor’s ‘active’ 

approach.  

 

The Social Security Review gave rise to three more substantive changes. Labour 

market programs were implemented in response to the end of full employment. Social 

security was extended to more diverse groups, with the ‘working poor’ being one of 

the benefactors. Further, the issues of welfare targeting, means testing and poverty 

traps were explored and reassessed during the period. ‘The overall effect on social 

security’, in relation to welfare dependence, was difficult to assess as ‘social security 

uptake varied with the trade cycle: less dependence during the upswing of the 1980s, 

more dependence in the recession of the early 1990s’.7 A period of political and social 

reform was taking place. 

 

On 15 May 1985, the Supported Accommodation Assistance Act (SAAA) was passed 

into law: ‘an Act relating to financial assistance to the States and to the Northern 

Territory in connection with the provision of supported accommodation and related 

support services’.8 The Australian Capital Territory was included in the second SAAA, 

which took over in 1989. The SAAA 1985 was operationalised as the Supported 

Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP). Under one nationally coordinated 
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program, SAAP brought together eight homeless programs funded by individual state 

and territory governments.9  

 

This chapter will discuss the objectives and outcomes of SAAP, and evaluate two 

seminal inquires: Our Homeless Children, the Report of the National Inquiry into 

Homeless Children by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 

(HREOC) in 1989, and Human Rights and Mental Illness, the Report of the National 

Inquiry into Human Rights of People with Mental Illness, also by the HREOC, in 

1993. Both were conducted under Brian Burdekin, Federal Human Rights 

Commissioner from 1976 to 1994.10 The HREOC was established by Federal 

legislation in 1986, succeeding the Human Rights Commission established by the 

Fraser Government in 1981.11 The Commission administers seven international 

human rights instruments to which Australia is a party, including the Declaration of 

the Rights of the Child.12 Although international covenants and declarations are not 

immediately enforceable in a domestic setting, they do provide a mechanism by 

which local laws can be influenced. In the context of homelessness, universal human 

rights and UN declarations have added a further layer of protection.  

 

 

          The late 1980s and early 1990s were also watershed years for homelessness 

research and advocacy. The language had shifted from ‘needs’ to ‘rights’, and 

advocacy groups begun to wield considerable influence. The success of the 

Brotherhood of St Laurence’s ‘Promise the Children’ Campaign in 1989 is one 

example that is discussed during the chapter. Perhaps the most significant story of this 

period is that of advocacy. Although the Government, through SAAP, introduced a 

nationally coordinated program, its initial years were hampered by external economic 

factors, leaving advocacy groups to take more responsibility for the homeless.  
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By the mid-1990s homelessness had become an issue of public discussion, most likely 

stemming from Burdekin’s Our Homeless Children Inquiry. The media showed more 

interest but did not always help inform or educate the public. Some articles had 

adverse effects not only upon homeless people, but those advocating on their behalf.  

 

The early years of this recognition period were full of optimism and hope: SAAP was 

introduced under a reforming Labor government; the IYSH gave impetus for local 

change; and the advocacy sector, through evidence-based research, were wielding a 

degree of influence. Yet in 1995, despite good intentions and much hard work, the 

problem of homelessness was still increasing. A system (SAAP) was implemented 

that required considerable funding and coordination, but neither was forthcoming.    

 

Local and Global 

 

The Supported Accommodation Assistance Program’s (SAAP) origins can be traced 

back to 1978. In A Place of Dignity, the review of homeless persons’ services in the 

late 1970s, it was proposed that a ‘wider’ approach was necessary. Margaret 

Guilfoyle, then Minister for Social Security, expressed her vision of a ‘sheltered 

accommodation program’, where coordination and rationalisation of existing services 

would take priority.13 SAAP remained a vision until 1983, when the ‘Review of Crisis 

and Youth Accommodation’ was released. This Review identified major problems in 

the provision of crisis accommodation and recommended new legislation to deal with 

the issue.14  

 

‘SAAP was introduced because of the duplication and confusion within a range of 

programs providing crisis accommodation’.15 The Program integrated and rationalised 

funding for youth shelters, women’s refuges, crisis accommodation for families, and 

overnight shelters for homeless men and women. Associated with SAAP was the 

Crisis Accommodation Program (CAP), which had links to the Commonwealth and 

State Housing Agreement. Under CAP, the Commonwealth government funded State 
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Housing Authorities to provide dwellings for use by crisis accommodation services.16 

Limbrick considers the introduction of SAAP a monumental achievement. Its 

importance, he said, was that it raised the ‘profile of homelessness as a significant 

social issue’, and provided a ‘structure for both levels of government to work 

together’.17 

 

The objective of SAAP I (1985-1989) was to provide assistance in moving people 

through a crisis and into ‘independent living where possible and appropriate’.18 In 

Homes Away From Homes, the 1988 review of SAAP I, Chesterman noted that the 

‘statement of objectives implies that SAAP is not directed at all to homeless people, 

but at those “who need support to move to independent living”’.19 There were three 

sub-groups in SAAP I: General, Women and Youth. The Agreement used words such 

as ‘self-help’, ‘individualism’, ‘dignity’ and ‘self-esteem’, thus shifting the approach 

away from the institutionalising response of the 1970s.20 The 1988 Review, however, 

decided that the existence of sub-programs led to over-complication and inflexibility.  

 

There would be a move towards ‘target groups’ in the 1989 Agreement, as the 

previous objectives were too broad, suffering from poor structure and ambiguity.21 An 

example of poor coordination cited in the SAAP I Review was that homeless 

teenagers were being sent to the general service. Treatment for teenagers was 

inappropriate at these general service clinics, and would often lead to longer periods 

of homelessness.22 Advocacy groups supporting women were also disgruntled when 

SAAP I unnecessarily rationalised existing services for women clients.23 These were a 

few of SAAP I’s teething problems. Some would be rectified in SAAP II (1989-

1994), but many others would continue throughout the 1990s.  

Although SAAP I and II set objectives largely reflecting the prevailing view of 

homelessness at the time – resolving crises by providing appropriate accommodation 
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– many positive aspects came from these early years. The Review of SAAP II in 1993 

identified several improvements, mainly as a result of legislative changes. Compared 

with the earlier agreement, SAAP II provided ‘greater flexibility’, which allowed a 

more personalised approach for service-users (homeless people): ‘it was easier’, the 

Review stated, ‘for SAAP users to obtain [and] access services which [met] their 

needs’.24 Given the ‘changing nature of the client group’, with more women, children 

and families accessing SAAP services, the increased flexibility to ‘target’ specific 

needs was vital.25 It could be argued that homelessness was becoming more diverse 

during the early 1990s; certainly, SAAP was now offering help to more diverse 

groups. This argument may hold some weight, but when you consider the wider 

structural situation during the period, with endemic youth unemployment, increased 

family breakdown and the lack of affordable housing, it was clear SAAP was 

supplying these diverse services to deal with genuine systemic problems.26 In other 

words, it was responding to – not creating – a greater range of housing crises. 

 

The evaluation of SAAP I and II was best viewed within the context of these wider 

social issues. Reviewing the first two SAAP Agreements, the crucial issue was the 

lack of affordable, available and appropriate housing for clients once they had left the 

Program. The literature on homelessness calls this the ‘exit point’ problem. People 

were either staying in SAAP long after they required help, or once they had left, they 

had nowhere to go, thereby increasing the risk of becoming homeless again.27 

Homelessness expert Rodney Fopp proposed a study with the title: ‘The Resistance to 

Public Housing Exit Points in Government Sponsored Research’.28 Fopp was 

implying, with a hint of humour, that much of the government-commissioned research 

into homelessness was predictable, unimaginative, and occasionally detrimental to the 

ultimate cause.29 
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7, Aug. 2007, p. 7. 
29 Ibid. 
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Whether for research, advocacy, infrastructure or welfare services, adequate funding 

was essential. The task of securing increased funding becomes difficult during 

recessionary economic conditions. In this respect, SAAP was introduced at a bad time 

in Australia’s economic history. Good intentions cannot be questioned, but, as was 

true in the mid-1970s, the ‘unfavourable economic climate’ resulted in less funding 

for SAAP.30 During 1991 and 1992, the Commonwealth cut funding from $4.9 

million to $3.5 million.31  Most states had trouble matching this commitment.32  

 

It can be understood that during economic troughs funding for some programs will be 

reduced, causing increased homelessness. It is harder to understand how a decade of 

economic growth can also lead to more homelessness. The problem was that periods 

of economic growth – whether the mid-1980s or in later years – were not ‘used’ to 

create robust and resilient services in preparation for hard times. This point will be 

elaborated in Chapter Three, when discussion turns to growing inequality in times of 

economic prosperity.   

 

 

          The United Nations announced the International Year of Shelter for the 

Homeless (IYSH) in 1987. Around the corner, Lee Stringer was sleeping under the 

biggest train station in the world. I am sure he would have been pleased at the 

announcement had he heard about it. Far from New York, in Victoria, Australia, 

similar problems were facing many individuals like Stringer. The Victorian 

Government recognised this, and established the Victorian State Advisory Committee 

for the IYSH. Several reports were released. The general theme underpinning these 

educational papers was affordable housing. References were made to SAAP, echoing 

the thoughts of many at the time, suggesting the Program was ultimately useless until 

affordable housing for low-income earners was addressed.33 This recurring ‘exit 

point’ problem was intrinsically linked to the housing industry. If housing was not 

available, people had difficulty moving on from SAAP. Consensus was reached in the 

Victorian IYSH papers: if homeless people, or low-income people, were provided 
                                                
30 Lindsay, Moving Forward, p. 24. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Victorian State Advisory Committee IYSH, ‘Occasional Papers’ released in 
1987/88.  
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with affordable, secure and appropriate housing, homelessness would decrease 

substantially.34 

 

The Victorian IYSH Paper that addressed, arguably, the key issue, was titled Media 

Images and Homelessness.35 Robyn Dixon, then journalist for The Age in Melbourne, 

wrote: ‘homelessness received more attention in the press during the year 

probably…because it was the IYSH’.36 Dixon analysed the language used during the 

year to describe homelessness. She quoted an article that investigated Gordon House, 

a homeless shelter in Melbourne, highlighting phrases like: ‘a haven for outcasts, 

downcasts, and misfits, rapidly ageing Diggers who can’t find work and slowly 

degenerating mothers who know nothing better’.37 This kind of language usually 

reinforces the image already in the public psyche, often with detrimental effects. The 

articles Dixon was looking at were generally accompanied by photos of ‘scruffy’ 

older men, most of them holding bottles of hard liquor concealed by the customary 

paper bag. Netty Norton, General Manager of Community Services at St Vincent de 

Paul, stated that ‘community attitudes to homelessness are imperative because they 

are reflected in the level of resourcing and the nature of services that we are able to 

provide’.38 It may be an unrealistic proposition, but maybe if a more compassionate 

and informed view of homelessness was presented in 1987, further progress, in terms 

of funding and support, could have been made.   

 

Media Images and Homelessness cited several studies from leading universities in the 

United States. One such study noted that American ‘coverage of homelessness 

[during the IYSH] was sparse’, and when it was reported it was done in a ‘superficial’ 

manner.39 Quantitatively, Australia was doing better than the United States. But 

Dixon said comparative quantitative success was not enough. She was asking 

                                                
34 J. McCaughey, Where Now? Homeless Families in the 1990s, Hanover & 
Australian Institute of Family Studies, Policy Background Paper No. 8, April 1992, p. 
68.  
35 R. Dixon, Media Images and Homelessness, Victorian State Advisory Committee 
IYSH, Occasional Paper No. 3, December 1987, March 1988. 
36 Ibid., p. 1. 
37 Ibid. 
38 N. Horton, ‘The Future of Homelessness Support Will Depend on Community 
Attitudes’, Parity, Vol. 19, Iss. 7, Aug 2006, p. 13.  
39 Dixon, Media Images and Homelessness, p. 4. 
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Australian journalists to report the ‘full story’ and present a ‘realistic picture’.40 If this 

could be achieved then hopefully some of the myths of homelessness would be 

‘debunked’.41 Dixon’s strongest words left the reader knowing her emotional 

attachment to the cause: ‘the hope, of course, is that in time, through access to honest 

information, social priorities will change: that through some miracle the middle 

classes will one day choose to forgo the ever-promised tax cuts in favour of a slightly 

better world’.42  

 

Enter Human Rights 

 

In 2007, the Report of the National Inquiry into Homeless Children (Our Homeless 

Children, 1989) was still seen as a watershed document. Deb Tsorbaris, Chief 

Executive Officer of the Council to Homeless Persons, said the Inquiry ‘precipitated a 

range of…policy initiatives and captured the consciousness of government and many 

in the community’.43 The importance of Our Homeless Children lay in the shift of 

language. The Inquiry was based on the federal legislation that established the 

Commission, commencing from a statement of childrens’ rights rather than from a 

consideration of needs.44 The Commission noted that childrens’ needs were ‘largely 

divorced from [their] rights’.45 Members of the Commission tried to embed concepts 

of rights into an understanding of needs, demonstrating that entitlement is by right 

and not by merit. Moreover, the Inquiry noticed that the debate on homelessness in 

1989 was primarily concerned with economics. For example: how much will it ‘cost 

the government and taxpayers to lift them out of poverty?’46 Chairman Burdekin said 

bluntly that ‘there must be a shift in the debate’. The desired shift was towards the 

rights of children, and their ‘universal right’ to adequate protection. The Inquiry also 

directed significant attention to increasing community awareness and understanding, 

for Australian ‘society cannot afford homelessness’.47     

                                                
40 Ibid., p. 6. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 D. Tsorbaris, ‘Now for the Commitment to End Homelessness’, Parity, vol. 20, iss. 
10, Nov. 2007, p. 4. 
44 Burdekin, Our Homeless Children, p. 20. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 70. 
47 Ibid. 
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The greatest surprise arising from Our Homeless Children was the actual number of 

homeless children. The upper limit was said to be around 25,000, with a further 

70,000 at serious risk of becoming homeless.48 This ‘hidden’ homelessness, where 

children were one small step away from the streets, was discussed in detail. It was 

recommended that more support was needed not just for immediate care of homeless 

children, but also for prevention. These recommendations were aimed at school 

education programs and community awareness campaigns. Awareness of youth 

homelessness was clearly on the rise, and during the late 1980s public debate was 

increasing. The Age, in June 1989, reported the heading: ‘Homeless youth numbers 

could be halved: Perrin’.49 Perrin, then opposition Spokesman for Youth Affairs, was 

provoking debate on the issue of Melbourne’s homeless youth.  

 

There have been several attempts to evaluate the impact of Our Homeless Children. 

The Investigation did more than engender community discussion: an additional $100 

million over four years was provided for new accommodation facilities for young 

homeless people. Support services were developed, identifying the specific needs of 

those who were using the services. Assistance was also provided to education and 

health services, including ‘special needs’ groups such as Aboriginal children and non-

English speaking families.50 

 

In most reports released during this period of responsibility, these ‘special needs’ 

groups – Aborigines, recently-arrived migrants and refugees – were consistently over-

represented in all statistics. In Our Homeless Children, it was reported by an Adelaide 

outreach service that on a weekend night seventy per cent of young people without 

accommodation were Aboriginal; less than one per cent of South Australia’s 

population were of Aboriginal background.51 The chapter on the Aboriginal situation 

in Our Homeless Children began with this quotation: ‘European intervention, policies 

of assimilation and the removal of thousands of children from their families has 

                                                
48 Ibid., p. 65. 
49 The Age, 27/6/1989 
50 House of Representatives Standing Committee on Community Affairs, Report on 
Aspects of Youth Homelessness, AGPS, Canberra, May, 1995, p. 4. 
51 Burdekin, Our Homeless Children, p. 129.  
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damaged traditional kinship systems and left many Aboriginal people not knowing 

who their families are’.52  

 

Further, and this related to all young Australians during the late 1980s and early 

1990s, the ‘unemployed to job-vacancy ratio’ was consistently stated at around 15:1.53 

The ‘why doesn’t young Johnny get a job?’ argument fails to hold up during such 

economic conditions. If this was the official unemployed to job-vacancy ratio, it was 

likely to be even higher when factors of discrimination were considered.54 

 

The Commonwealth Government responded to Our Homeless Children by developing 

strategies to ‘enable administrative procedures and outreach activities to improve 

access and equity to young homeless people and [improve] income support’.55 

Reflecting on Our Homeless Children’s legacy, however, Chamberlain and 

MacKenzie wrote: ‘government departments have not undertaken the reform program 

implied in the Report. Coordination remained as much of a problem in 1995 as it was 

six years earlier’.56 Writing in 2007, Alistair Nicholson, QC and former Chief Justice 

of the Family Court, saw a similar legacy. Nicholson believed the Inquiry failed to 

rectify a serious situation: in spite of ‘substantial resources…generated by the 

Burdekin Report on homeless children 15 years ago, many of [the] recommendations 

were not fully implemented’.57 In 1989, a homeless child was asked what he hoped 

for out of life. The reply: ‘what do I hope for? That I die pretty quick’.58  

      

 

                                                
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid., p. 16. 
54 Ibid., chs. 12 & 13. 
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56 C. Chamberlain & D. MacKenzie, Report on Aspects of Youth Homelessness: A 
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          Four years had passed when, in 1994, the HREOC released Human Rights and 

Mental Illness.59 While researching this Report, the compilers noticed a ‘lack of 

relevant research in Australia relating to mental illness’.60 To a large degree, the 

HREOC redressed this problem. Two volumes and over one thousand pages of 

information was a huge achievement; like Our Homeless Children, it also generated 

considerable public debate. Human Rights and Mental Illness made a clear statement 

directed at SAAP: ‘the main source of funding for crisis services for homeless people 

excludes services specifically for people with a mental illness’.61 This could be seen 

as part the ‘conversational’ nature developing within the homelessness debate. With 

the introduction of the HREOC a wider range of perspectives were being heard.  The 

HREOC was an independent body with extensive powers, acting as a check on 

government action, provoking both governments and the general community to think 

about human rights. The ‘conversation’ between HREOC and SAAP was one of 

many. The media, academics and smaller advocacy groups were also contributing to 

the debate, noticing several changes within the homeless sector. 

 

Human Rights and Mental Illness recognised that a shift was occurring: responsibility 

for housing people with a mental illness was moving from ‘state-sponsored 

institutions to community-based agencies’.62 Peter Burke, author of The Poverty of 

Homelessness, stated that a ‘greater emphasis on ensuring access to community-based 

housing [was] essential if the policy of deinstitutionalisation [was] to become a social 

reality which contributes to, rather than diminishes, mental health’.63 Ronenman, 

commenting on the Mental Health Inquiry, said the release of Human Rights and 

Mental Illness ‘sparked the deinstitutionalisation of mental health services in 

Australia’.64 The reason for this, according to the HREOC Report, was on economic 

as well as social. The social reason was the release of evidence regarding serious 
                                                
59 B. Burdekin, Human Rights and Mental Illness: Report of the National Inquiry into 
Human Rights of People with Mental Illness, Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission, AGPS, Canberra, 1993, vols 1 & 2. 
60 Ibid., vol. 1, Preface. 
61 P. Burke, ‘The Poverty of Homelessness’, in Fincher & Nieuwenhuysen (eds), 
Australian Poverty: Then and Now, Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1998, p. 
311.    
62 Ibid., p. 311. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Rosenman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, p. 
27. 
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neglect in several mental health institutions. The introduction to the Report stated the 

situation clearly: ‘many people lost their lives’, due to neglectful service, ‘as is now a 

matter of public record’.65 The economic reasoning behind deinstitutionalistion was 

that it saved taxpayer money, as it would be more efficient to direct funding to 

community-based services that could individualise their programs. This promised 

shift of funding, as Rosenman points out, ‘fell far short of need and more people with 

mental illness slipped onto the streets’.66 

 

The lack of funding for community-based services led to more mentally ill people on 

the streets, which, in turn, reinforced the stereotypical view of the ‘crazy homeless 

guy’. Within this scenario the causes and consequences of homelessness are 

sometimes lost. Guy Johnson and Sue Grigg, researchers of homelessness and mental 

illness, said, ‘many people who have mental health problems develop these problems 

in response to the brutalising nature of homelessness itself’.67 To blame the individual 

for his or her own homelessness ‘deflects attention away from the more pervasive 

structural causes such as family breakdown, insufficient income and a lack of 

affordable housing’68 To Johnson and Grigg, ‘homelessness itself is a crazy condition. 

It is a mistake, however, to assume that the majority of homeless people are’.69  

 

For all the good work done by welfare, social and charitable workers, there are 

usually factors working against them. In late December 2004, The Age headlined a 

story with: ‘80% of homeless have mental disorder’.70 This story became the focus for 

subsequent news articles in different newspapers and other media outlets.71 The 

original article was unquestioned and each time another outlet quoted it, the distorted 

perception of homelessness became further entrenched.72 The impact was clear: a 
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recent survey of public attitudes towards homeless people in Melbourne found that 

‘81 per cent identified mental illness as a primary cause of homelessness’.73   

 

When considered from this perspective, did the discourse of ‘human rights’ make the 

situation better for those who suffer from a mental illness? It could be argued that 

dedicating a chapter to homeless people in the HREOC Report on Mental Illness 

further embedded misconceptions in the public mind. This is not to say the link 

between homelessness and mental illness should be ignored. Rather, more innovative 

and progressive methods of caring for this vulnerable group needs to be considered. 

Problems are usually compounded when mentally ill people become homeless; they 

are unprotected by people who have trouble understanding their aspirations and 

needs. ‘For reasons not entirely understood’, many social scientists have noticed that 

‘the presence of homeless persons often arouses a degree of hostility in the settled 

population that seems entirely disproportionate’.74 Another angle on the debate is 

required, and this should involve looking at the world through the eyes of the 

mentally ill person. If this were achieved, some of the ‘disproportionate’ fear within 

the housed community may turn into a more ‘proportionate’ understanding of the 

unhoused.75 

 

Advocacy Rising 

 

‘When government agencies do not have the resources to undertake their 

responsibilities, the non-government sector is asked to undertake these 

responsibilities’.76 Cecily Neil and Rodney Fopp, academics in the social policy field, 

wrote this in their 1992 book, Homelessness in Australia: Causes and Consequences. 

They noticed that ‘this request’ – that non-government agencies take more 

responsibility – ‘comes with no promise of commensurate funding’.77 Neil and Fopp 

attempted to dispel the supposed ‘virtues of smaller government’ in relation to the 
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provision of housing. Put simply, ‘privatisation will have the effect of expecting more 

from community housing’.78  The two academics stated that it is a ‘historical fact that 

the freer market has not been able to deliver long-term affordable housing at the lower 

end of the price range’.79 The role of advocacy bodies should be considered when 

discussing the decreasing role of government in welfare service. Neil and Fopp 

labeled the problem as ‘doing more with less’.  

 

As Neil and Fopp realised, governments in the early 1990s were handing more 

responsibility to under-funded welfare and advocacy bodies. Where Now? Homeless 

Families in the 1990s is one example of research-advocacy during this period. 

Prepared for Hanover, a homeless service provider, and the Australian Institute of 

Family Studies, and compiled by Jean McCaughey, this informative booklet described 

the worsening situation of family homelessness in Australia. McCaughey identified 

several ‘pathways’ into homelessness: ‘unhappy family origins’, ‘poor performance at 

school’, ‘unemployment and poverty’, ‘unstable relationships’, ‘poor health’, ‘crime’ 

and ‘availability of housing’.80 The study’s emphasis was qualitative, considering the 

emotions and feelings of homeless families. Many of the quotations used are difficult 

to read. McCaughey told the story of a woman in a very poor family, a chronically 

sick child, mounting debts and a husband unable to find work. In the women’s own 

words: 

 

We had a notice threatening to kick us out, cut off the gas and electricity. So 

I decided to go on the streets as a prostitute. I knew I shouldn’t, but it was 

either that or live on the streets or stealing. I did it to get rid of the bills and 

the threatening letters. I was scared out of mind. Mostly I remember coming 

home and just standing under the shower trying to get clean.81 

 

                                                
78 Ibid. 
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McCaughey suggested several ‘ways out’ for families who were experiencing 

homelessness: ‘stable and affordable housing’, financial counseling with occasional 

material aid if needed’, ‘advocacy’ and ‘personal support’.82  

 

Associated with her discussion of ‘ways out’, and the implementation of innovative 

policies, McCaughey raised the question: ‘to what extent do government policies and 

practices…contribute to homelessness, rather than assist families with their housing 

needs?’83 This question pertained to a general shift occurring at the time – regarding 

the response to homelessness – and she proposed solutions based around ‘prevention’. 

McCaughey stated that ‘prevention is better than cure’.84 Further, the ‘cure’ approach 

implied that the homeless person, or family, was fundamentally ill, and required 

intervention. If preventative measures could be implemented – such as funding more 

employment and training initiatives, or school education and awareness programs – 

many issues might be resolved before reaching crisis-point. However, McCaughey 

also raised the entrenched nature of unemployment during the early 1990s, 

particularly youth unemployment. Many of the people she spoke with said that 

‘training and education programs are great, but if there are no jobs at the end then 

what’s the point’.85 Here, the benefits of qualitative research-advocacy become 

evident, as notions of ‘hopelessness’, ‘meaninglessness’ and ‘dislocation’ are evoked. 

Although often completed against time and financial constraints, these accessible 

advocacy documents convey a clear picture of homelessness, in all its dimensions.  

 

The Brotherhood of St Laurence (Brotherhood) also took a leading role in the 

homelessness debate during the late 1980s and early 1990s. The 1989 ‘Promise the 

Children Campaign’ successfully drew attention to struggles faced by children and 

families living in poverty.86 Also in the early 1990s, the Brotherhood convened its 

‘Food For All Appeal’. This emergency appeal for families living in poverty led to the 

establishment of Foodbank Victoria.87 The ability to raise awareness and increase 
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public discussion was evident, with several of their evidence-based findings cited in 

subsequent parliamentary reports.88 The importance of advocacy was clear. 

 

Attaining Independence: Addressing the Needs of Homeless Young People, released 

by the Brotherhood in 1993, further highlighted advocacy’s importance.89 It linked 

homelessness with the failure of the housing industry.90 With cuts in funding for 

public housing, coupled with policies encouraging negative gearing, it was 

unsurprising that in 1992 there were 200,000 applicants on waiting lists for public 

housing.91 The ‘privatisation of pubic housing’, Neil and Fopp argue, ‘through the 

selling off of housing stock is likely to bring problems’, as it is ‘usually the best stock 

that will be sold’.92 In England, this process had left public housing managers to deal 

with the problems of looking after the worst stock, and the people with the most 

difficult issues.93 Australian governments, similarly, opted to provide ‘tax concessions 

to landlords to increase the supply of private rental housing’.94 This form of negative 

gearing, intended as an incentive to investors, can dampen construction of new 

dwellings, placing demand on already stretched public housing.95 The tax breaks for 

rental investors can be applied equally well to existing dwellings; thus, new 

construction was not always encouraged. Further, the tax breaks were most 

advantageous on property that yielded the highest capital gains. This factor, it has 

been argued, encouraged rational investors to operate at the middle and upper ends of 

the market, thereby disadvantaging those who require low-cost accommodation.96 In 

1992, it was estimated that revenue foregone through negative gearing was $900 

million.97 It could be said, therefore, that negative gearing has been a subsidy to the 

private rental market. 
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In conditions where public housing was stretched and funding for community-based 

services inadequate, advocacy bodies took the primary role in service provision. The 

Brotherhood undertook a five-year project (1992-1997) in two Victorian regions, 

developing and testing strategies to prevent youth homelessness. This program 

involved working with schools, families and local communities.98 It was noticed, 

through programs such as this one, that media images of ‘street kids’ often distorted 

the nature and extent of youth homelessness.99  The Brotherhood initiated several 

other projects during the early 1990s. The main areas of concern were housing 

affordability and youth incomes. Preventative policies were usually recommended, 

moving further away from talk of ‘illness’ and ‘cure’. 

 

Overall, the advocacy sector took more and more responsibility for the homeless 

during this period (1985-1995). Amidst genuine optimism in 1985, the government 

introduced SAAP. Within a decade the optimism had faded and over-stretched 

advocacy groups were in serious need of support. Australian governments and 

advocacy bodies both increased their involvement in homelessness during these years, 

but inadequate funding and support resulted in a worsening situation. A truly 

collective response was still missing. Yet, more individuals and organisations were 

concerning themselves with the debate. The capacity for mobilisation and 

coordination was there, but as Thomas L. Friedman, columnist for The New York 

Times, says: ‘a vision without resources is a hallucination’.100  

 

The financial position of Australia was to improve over the next decade. The period 

from 1995-2008 was one of unprecedented economic prosperity. There would be 

many winners and many losers.101 Homelessness, a problem that should be addressed 

in times of financial growth, was reframed as an issue of ‘social justice’. The number 

of people falling though the cracks, however, continued to increase.  
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Chapter 3: Spoilt for Choice 1995 – 2008 

 

Homelessness was a growing problem throughout the 1980s and 1990s. This was the 

case not only in Australia, but in many developed nations.1 Despite booming 

economies and the accumulation of unprecedented wealth, more and more people 

were falling behind.2 As always, there were people refusing to turn a blind-eye. 

Indeed, in some parts of the world it was becoming increasingly difficult to do so. In 

November 2001, Shaughnessy Bishop-Stall, a 27-year-old Canadian, ‘packed his life 

in a bag’ and sought to unearth the stories of the most marginalised. His plan was to 

spend a year living in Toronto’s ‘Tent City’, the largest homeless settlement in North 

America. He would ‘do what the others do to get by, be whatever bum [he] choose[s]: 

vagrant, beggar, wino, criminal, busker, con man or tramp, on any given day’.3 Tent 

City indelibly changed the life of Bishop-Stall. Like Orwell, de Hoog and Stringer 

before him, he wrote a book to describe and reflect upon his experiences: Down to 

This: A Year Living with the Homeless, was the result. This moving account, I dare 

say, would have changed a few hearts and minds. Bishop-Stall’s parting words offer a 

glimpse of his world-view: ‘so be good to people, be good to vagrants, beggars, 

winoes, buskers, con men and tramps. They are like you, or else you are like me, and 

I am just lucky’.4     

 

The purpose of relaying Bishop-Stall’s story is to introduce a persistent theme that 

will run through this chapter: growing inequality in times of economic prosperity. 

This is not the only theme of the period (1995-2008), for notions of hope and progress 

was also present. Indeed, this chapter argues that solutions for homelessness do exist, 

but these solutions demand certain choices. Not long after Bishop-Stall left the 

homeless settlement, many of those who had once called Tent City ‘home’ were 

provided with secure and stable housing, managing to find genuine happiness: ‘now 

that they’ve got their own apartments, it seems at least half are doing better’.5 
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Solutions were found, not surprisingly, in community housing, where support and 

safety were paramount. Providing certain conditions were met, housing was 

guaranteed for homeless people.6 Support networks such as health, training and 

‘reconnection’ programs were offered, giving previously homeless people optimal 

chances to reintegrate into ‘regular’ society.7  Toronto’s success in this area will be 

compared with the recent progress achieved in New York City. Many international 

models of supportive housing have made their way to Australia, with success in 

several cities and towns. These two trends – growing inequality, expressed in rising 

homelessness, and innovative supportive housing models – will be considered 

towards the end of the chapter.   

 

While Australia was looking overseas for creative housing solutions, the Supported 

Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) continued to evolve. Following on from 

the first two SAAP Agreements, SAAP III, IV and V will be discussed in this chapter. 

Much progress has been made, yet external and structural factors, such as the lack of 

affordable housing, have constrained any lasting success.8  

 

The knowledge and awareness of these structural causes of homelessness, at least for 

those in the ‘homelessness industry’, as it was now being called, was aided by the five 

national homelessness conferences held since 1996. Generating productive 

conversations on pressing issues, these moments of national coordination and 

conversation brought together many people in the sector. The conferences usually 

focused on SAAP, with most speakers mentioning its positive influence. It was 

realised, however, that without affordable housing, most homeless people have 

nowhere to go once they leave the service.9  

 

Perhaps the greatest achievement in the response to homelessness occurred in 1996, 

when the Australian Bureau of Statistics, in conjunction with SAAP’s National 
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Collection Agency, undertook Counting the Homeless; a program derived from the 

national census. Chris Chamberlain and David MacKenzie, two leading scholars in 

homelessness research, compiled these timely and accessible census documents. The 

irrefutable evidence found within these reports not only changed the nature of 

homelessness research, but dispelled many outdated myths surrounding the homeless 

population. It had been successfully proved that homelessness was not confined to the 

middle-aged alcoholic male.10 The ‘New Homeless’ were spread across all ages, with 

growing trends towards youth and family vagrancy.11  

 

 

          From 1996-2007, under the Coalition government led by Prime Minister John 

Howard and Treasurer Peter Costello, Australia witnessed economic prosperity on a 

scale not seen since the rise of ‘Marvelous Melbourne’ in the 1880s. The question, 

therefore, is why did homelessness get worse during this recent period of financial 

gain? It could be argued that since the number of homeless people remained at around 

100,000 from the first census count in 1996, the problem had not increased. Yet this 

argument fails to acknowledge that great progress could have been made if more 

socially responsible policies were implemented. Travelling around America in the 

1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville noticed a ‘strange melancholy that haunts inhabitants of 

democratic countries in the midst of abundance’.12 If he had travelled through 

Australia in the past decade (1998-2008), he may well have noticed a similar 

predicament. By the end of the period, Australia had more rich homeowners, and as 

many homeless people as it had at the beginning.   

 

The Evolution of SAAP 

 

In 1995, a new Supported Accommodation Assistance Act came into existence. Unlike 

the first two SAAP Agreements, which focused on accommodating people in personal 

                                                
10 C. Chamberlain, Counting the Homeless 1996, Australia Bureau of Statistics & 
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1999, p. 18-27. 
11 C. Lloyd, ‘Poor Naked Wretches’, in P. Troy (ed.), A History of European Housing 
in Australia, Cambridge University Press, Melbourne, 2000, pp. 303,304. 
12 A. de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, Penguin, New York, 1984, [originally 
1835]. 
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and familial crises, the new Act moved SAAP into a ‘social justice paradigm’.13 The 

preamble to the 1995 Agreement illustrated the new direction, using words such as 

‘empower’, ‘independence’, ‘dignity’ and ‘self-esteem’. This language brought SAAP 

into line with the discourse of human rights.14 Further progress was made in the 

drafting of the new Act. It included a definition of homelessness that had been missing 

from the previous Agreements: 

 

4 (1) For the purposes of this Act, a person is homeless if, and only if, he or 

she has inadequate access to safe and secure housing.15 

 

The phrase ‘inadequate access to safe and secure housing’ was elaborated to mean 

housing that damages, or may damage, a person’s health; marginalises the person by 

failing to provide adequate personal amenities; or housing that places the person in 

circumstances which threaten or adversely affect the adequacy, safety, security and 

affordability of that house. This definition had come a long way from the early 1970s, 

when many people thought it impossible to define the actual state of homelessness. 

Ronald Sackville, in his 1976 Homeless Persons and the Law Report, stated that there 

was ‘no universally accepted definition of homelessness’.16 The 1995 definition has 

remained an integral part of the subsequent SAAP Agreements, and if reducing 

homelessness does become a real commitment in the future, the legislative 

foundations appear to be in place. 

 

Further alterations were made to the 1995 SAAP Agreement (valid until 2000), with 

six key areas for successful ‘consumer outcomes’.17 Issues such as affordable housing 

and labour market participation were of particular importance, highlighting the 

structural nature of homelessness. Moreover, the homeless person, in modern 

managerial language, had become a ‘consumer’ of services. Martin Whiteford has 

                                                
13 D. Limbrick, ‘Some Reflections on the SAAP and Homelessness in Australia’, 
Parity, vol. 19, iss. 10, Nov. 2006, p. 4. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Supported Accommodation Assistance Act 1994, No. 162, 1994, section 4. 
16 R. Sackville, Commission of Inquiry into Poverty: Homeless People and the Law, 
AGPS, Canberra, 1976. 
17 The Social and Economic Research Centre (SERC) & The Australian Housing and 
Urban Research Institute (AHURI) at The University of Queensland, The National 
Evaluation of SAAP III, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 1999. 
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written on the homelessness industry in the British context. He noticed that many 

charities were witnessing a ‘loss of independence’, leading to a disheartenment 

among the voluntary sector.18 Many people associated with Australian homeless 

services noticed similar things.19 The merging of business language into human 

services, Whiteford writes, ‘engenders a corporate style which is at odds with the 

ethos of volunteering and civic engagement’.20 That is, can the corporate mentality, 

with its essence tied to financial profit and shareholder wealth, successfully better the 

situation of homeless people? The situation seems peculiar, especially when the 

homeless ‘consumer’ is often unable to pay for the service. At the very least, it was 

becoming clear that a holistic response to homelessness was required. 

 

The topic of holistic responses, or a ‘joined up approach’ as it was being called at the 

turn of the millennium, was the focus of the following SAAP Agreement.21 SAAP IV 

was shaped by four strategic themes, with the last one reading: ‘working together’.22 

Implemented from 2000-2005, SAAP IV increasingly looked overseas for inspiration 

to achieve this new goal of ‘togetherness’. In the UK and Europe, policies of ‘social 

inclusion’ were found.23 These policies, it was reported, work ‘especially well where 

main authorities are under the same layer of government’.24 The underlying idea was 

to increase community cohesiveness by introducing policies that were not based 

purely on economics; rather, focus was placed on social responsibility and sustainable 

community-building. In Scotland, under the Scottish Act, if a council evicted 

someone, it was also the council’s responsibility to re-house that person.25 American 

agencies were trying a similar cross-agency approach, though the lack of affordable 

housing hampered the outcomes.26 

                                                
18 M. Whiteford, ‘Making the Connection: The State of the ‘Homelessness Industry’, 
Parity, vol. 20, iss. 10, Nov. 2007, p. 24. 
19 H. Skeat, ‘Competition policy: what can it deliver?’, in Council to Homeless 
Persons Victoria (publisher), 2nd National Homelessness Conference: ‘There’s no 
place like Home, Council to Homeless Persons Victoria, Melbourne, p. 328. 
20 Whiteford, ‘Making the Connection, p. 24. 
21 Erebus Consulting Partners, National Evaluation of SAAP IV, p. 62. 
22 E. Rosenman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, 
Parity, vol. 19, iss. 10, Nov. 2006, p. 27. 
23 Erebus Consulting Partners, National Evaluation of SAAP IV, p. 62. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 



 50 

 

The evaluations of SAAP III (released in 1999) and IV (2004) presented similar 

findings. Both reports stated that Australia was ‘well-placed’ to deal with 

homelessness, especially when compared to the USA and several European 

countries.27 The SAAP IV evaluation noted the ‘wealth of data’ available, and stated 

that sufficient ‘performance indicator frameworks’ were providing good feedback.28 

In hindsight, this raises the question of why, and how, if Australia was well-placed, 

homelessness was not reduced? Under the SAAP III Agreement, ‘while some funds 

were made available for improving services, no growth funding was provided’.29 It 

could be argued that the Commonwealth and state governments, who were charged 

with funding SAAP, were not overly concerned with reducing the problem. 

Additionally, even with homelessness increasing from 2001 to 2006, the 2004 

evaluation noted that SAAP was providing ‘reasonable value for money’.30 This 

SAAP IV evaluation concluded: ‘the cost of [SAAP] is high, but not nearly as high as 

the consequences of not addressing [homeless peoples’] evident needs’. The same 

evaluation concluded by recommending that SAAP be ‘repositioned’, and become 

‘part of a much broader strategy designed to address the needs of homeless people, 

leading to independent living’.31      

 

The fifth SAAP Agreement (SAAP V) took over in 2005, and built on the knowledge 

gained since the Program’s inception in 1985. This current Agreement will last until 

2010. The social justice approach has been continued, with an increased focus on 

preventative measures such as early intervention in youth homelessness. In tune with 

the times, SAAP V introduced an ‘Innovation and Investment Fund’ designed to 

                                                
27 SERC & AHURI at The University of Queensland, The National Evaluation of 
SAAP III, p. 33.  
28 Erebus Consulting Partners, National Evaluation of SAAP IV, p. 71.  
29 Rosenman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, p. 
27. 
30 Compare 2001 & 2006 Census’: C. Chamberlain & D. MacKenzie, Counting the 
Homeless 2001, Australian Bureau of Statistics & Commonwealth of Australia, 
Canberra, 2003 & C. Chamberlain & D. MacKenzie, Counting the Homeless 2006, 
Australian Bureau of Statistics & Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2008. 
Erebus Consulting Partners, National Evaluation of SAAP IV, p. 209. 
31 Erebus Consulting Partners, National Evaluation of SAAP IV, p. 187. 
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‘drive strategic reform within the…sector’.32 Funding was once again a major issue 

when SAAP V was drafted. Despite promises from politicians of improved service 

provision and reductions in homelessness, SAAP V did not include any increased 

funding beyond the Consumer Price Index.33  

 

In addition to the ongoing evaluations of SAAP, usually undertaken by a university 

department in conjunction with Commonwealth and state departments, another layer 

of critical evaluation was introduced in 1996: the National Homelessness Conference. 

Convened by the Council to Homeless Persons in Victoria, who have been at the 

forefront of homelessness advocacy since 1972, the first Conference was titled 

‘Homelessness in the Lucky Country’.34 The titles of the subsequent conferences 

provide a useful measure regarding the evolving nature of the advocacy sector. The 

fifth National Conference, in May 2008, was called ‘New Horizons: Practice, 

Research and Emerging Issues’. That ‘research’ was in the title of this latest 

conference suggested the relevance of evidence-based advocacy. Held in Adelaide, 

this latest conference generated widespread community interest, with sustained media 

coverage of associated issues since: The Age in Melbourne ran eleven lengthy articles 

on homelessness between May and September, 2008.35  

 

The topics and keynote speeches from the five national conferences have generally 

focused on topical issues. During the 1999 conference, for instance, competitive 

tendering for human services was central to many discussions.36 Helen Skeat, 

National Coordinator for the Women’s Services Network (WESNET), presented a 

paper, ‘Competition policy: what can it deliver?’. ‘Over the past few years’, Skeat 

                                                
32 Rosenman, ‘Towards a History of the Response to Homelessness in Australia’, p. 
27. 
33 Ibid. 
34 ‘Council To Homeless Persons’, www.chp.org.au, accessed 1/10/2008. 
35 The Age: ‘No Place to call home’, 23/5/2008; ‘Rein gives homeless cause 
celebrity’, 28/5/2008 ‘And sew to bed, for down and out’, 2/6/2008;  ‘Greed is at the 
root of the housing crises’, 4/6/2008; ‘Homeless crisis at top university’, 2/7/2008; 
‘Container home plan would lead to ghettos, says critic’, 7/7/2008; ‘100 children a 
night in temporary digs really is in an emergency’, 15/7/2008;  ‘The Melburnians 
without hope or a home’, 5/8/2008; ‘Affordability crisis leaves families out in the 
cold’, 5/9/2008; ‘The new faces of city’s homeless’, 24/9/2008; ‘New generation 
housing can open doors for the marginalised, 29/9/2008. 
36 Skeat, ‘Competition policy’, p. 328. 
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noted, ‘the ground rules of human service delivery have changed’.37 In the human 

services sector, ‘which is based on compassion, social justice and cooperation, 

competition policy had arrived – mistrusted and unwelcomed by many’.38 Essential to 

Skeat’s argument, and several others who spoke, were these questions: ‘can a system 

designed to apply to airlines and banks deliver the same result in the community 

service provision? Can you measure outcomes for, say, homeless people or aged-care 

residents in the same way you can measure the price of an air ticket?’39 With 

discussions such as this, the five homelessness conferences have been a worthwhile 

addition to the advocacy profile. Importantly, they have provided a forum whereby 

governments – Commonwealth, state and territory – can continue the homelessness 

‘conversation’ with advocacy, academia, media, and members of the wider 

community. Overall, the survival of SAAP – albeit without the necessary growth 

funding – and the introduction of the National Homelessness Conference, have been 

positive steps in the fight against growing inequality. 

 

The Count Begins 

 

The year 1996 was pivotal for the advancement of homelessness research. The 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and SAAP’s National Data Collection Agecny, 

along with Chris Chamberlain, who was then in Sociology at Monash University, 

released Counting the Homeless. David MacKenzie, Associate Professor at the 

Institute for Social Research, Swinburne University, would join the team for the 2001 

and 2006 counts. Information was collected from the general census count.  The 1996 

count was the first time Australia’s homeless population had been targeted with a 

special enumeration strategy.40 Counting the Homeless 1996, over seventy pages in 

length, offered invaluable statistical analysis and set homelessness research in 

Australia on a new trajectory. Many countries with similar homelessness problems 

would be envious of Australia’s quality of information.41 

                                                
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Chamberlain, Counting the Homeless 1996, p. vi. 
41 D. Wolfe, ‘Australia well placed internationally to develop comprehensive national 
plan on homelessness’, http://www.chp.org.au/public_library/items/2008/07/00209-
upload-00001.pdf, accessed 29/7/2008. 
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There have been two subsequent Counting the Homeless reports in 2001 and 2006. 

All three counts have employed a cultural definition of homelessness, theorised by 

Chamberlain and MacKenzie in 1992. There were three levels of homelessness within 

this definition, designed to illustrate its temporal nature. Rough sleepers or those 

living in improvised dwellings, such as under a bridge, would be considered the 

‘primary homeless’; those living in unstable or temporary shelter, such as women 

trying to flee violent husbands, or those living rent-free in a friends garage, were the 

‘secondary homeless’; and those who were residing in insecure medium to long-term 

boarding houses were deemed the ‘tertiary homeless’. The emphasis with each tier of 

homelessness was placed on unstable or insecure tenure. In doing so, it recognised 

that homelessness was much more than mere ‘rooflessness’. 

 

This complex admission – that one can be homeless while still living in a house – was 

evident in all three Counting the Homeless papers. Significant insights were also 

made in other areas. The 1996 Report, for instance, discovered that funding 

arrangements were not properly aligned. The ACT had one per cent of the homeless 

population, yet received three per cent of national funding.42 More drastically, 

Queensland had 24 per cent of the homeless population, but received only 14 per cent 

of the funding. These statistics, as Chamberlain pointed out, should lead to policy 

modifications.43 

 

The census counts also measured specific SAAP outcomes. One of SAAP’s primary 

objectives was to move clients through the service and into independent living. 

Counting the Homeless in 1996 and 2001 found that only 40 per cent of clients moved 

to independent living after their time with SAAP.44 Chamberlain and MacKenzie did 

not blame SAAP, but lamented the poor state of public housing in Australia and the 

lack of affordable housing (or ‘exit points’) for SAAP users.45 Counting the Homeless 

2006 reported that ‘there has been minimal early intervention to assist homeless 

families and they have been badly affected by the declining supply of affordable 
                                                
42 Chamberlain, Counting the Homeless 1996, p. 3. 
43 Ibid., p. 7. 
44 Chamberlain, Counting the Homeless 1996 & Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 
Counting the Homeless 2001.  
45 Chamberlain & D. MacKenzie, Counting the Homeless 2006, p. xii  
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housing’.46 Vacancy rates in the private rental market – at around one per cent in 

capital cities during 2008 – were also causing serious hardship, and not just for low-

income earners.47 

 

While noting that family homelessness was consistently on the rise, other 

marginalised groups were also of concern for Chamberlain and MacKenzie. Of the 

entire Australian population in 2006, 2.4 per cent identified themselves as Indigenous; 

17 per cent of SAAP users were Indigenous.48 These enlightening statistics were often 

pushed aside, with Government ministers choosing to highlight less incriminating 

data.  Although there was a drop in the overall number of homeless people from 1996 

to 2001 – 105,000 to 100,000 – this was largely due to a new counting methodology 

for Indigenous people.49 In 1996, ‘census collectors in remote Indigenous 

communities had been instructed that, in order to be counted as a “house” rather than 

an “improvised dwelling”, the dwelling needed to have both a working shower and a 

toilet’.50 The 2001 census collectors were told that, ‘to be counted as house…a 

dwelling needs to be a permanent structure built for the purpose of housing people’.51 

Despite conditions not improving there were somehow fewer Indigenous Australians 

who were ‘homeless’. At the release of the 2001 Census results, the Minister for 

Family and Community Services issued a press release: ‘The Number of Homeless 

Falls’.52 The Minister declared that the ‘policies of the Australian government [were] 

working’.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid p. ix. 
49 C. Goldie, ‘Good News for Whom’, www.chp.org.au/parity/articles, accessed 
26/2/2008. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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Further disagreement and confusion were set aside as the overall numbers of 

homeless people in Australia became clear: 

 

1996:     105,300 people          (cited as 105,000 in the media) 

2001:      99,900 people           (100,000 in the media) 

2006:     104,676 people53       (105,000 in the media) 

 

The Council to Homeless Persons in Victoria cited the 2006 figure at 120,000; it 

included families living in unstable and insecure caravan parks.54 The rise or steady 

nature of homelessness since 1996 cannot be blamed on national population growth. 

Both the 2001 and 2006 Counting the Homeless papers reported the rate of 

homelessness to be 53 per 10,000 of the population.55  

 

Peter Saunders, author of The Poverty Wars, asks: ‘how can more than a decade of 

strong economic growth and rising living standards not make substantial inroads into 

poverty in a rich country like Australia?’56 Writing in 2005, when economic certainty 

was taken for granted, Saunders estimated that if, each year, 2.4 per cent, or around 

one-fortieth, of national income (GDP) was devoted towards those living below the 

poverty line, the current poverty gap could be reduced by 2020.57 The fact that this 

did not occur, Saunders posits, was a matter of ideological choice, not affordability.58 

He concluded his argument by stressing the importance of challenging ideas and 

stereotypes, suggesting that with greater awareness, and increased social funding, 

Australia could be a more equitable place.59 

 

Awareness is, I believe, of critical importance. The awareness of problems such as 

poverty, and in the extreme sense homelessness, generally shapes the wider 

                                                
53 Chamberlain, Counting the Homeless 1996, pp. 2-7 & Chamberlain & MacKenzie, 
Counting the Homeless 2006, p. 20. 
54 D. Wright-Howie, ‘Counting the Homeless 2006 Information Paper’ 
http://www.chp.org.au/public_news/results.chtml?filename_num=00203, accessed 
1/10/2008. 
55 Chamberlain & MacKenzie, Counting the Homeless 2006, p. vii. 
56 Saunders, The Poverty Wars, p. 5. 
57 Ibid., pp. 12,13. 
58 Ibid. 
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community’s perception. In October 2006, Hanover, in conjunction with law-firm 

Maurice Blackburn Cashman, undertook a public perception survey. The resulting 

headline read: ‘new research shows the public believe homeless people have only 

themselves to blame’.60 The stereotype of the single homeless adult was forefront in 

peoples’ minds, though there was a slight awareness of youth homelessness.61 In 

2006, fifty eight per cent of the homeless were in the ‘younger age groups (under 

thirty five), with twelve per cent children under twelve years’.62 

 

Despite the literature on homelessness increasing exponentially in the recent past – 

most of it emphasising the structural and systemic causes of homelessness, over the 

‘individual failure’ theory – negative perceptions of homeless people have remained 

unchanged. In 1996, AGB McNair conducted a community attitudes survey, with the 

answers comparable to those in 2006. Most respondents, in the 1996 survey, agreed 

that ‘government assistance [to homeless people] meant they had no incentive to help 

themselves’.63 John Howard, Prime Minister from 1996-2007, responded to similar 

public sentiments by introducing welfare policies of mutual obligation. At the heart of 

these new policies, Clement Macintyre argued, ‘was an understanding that the 

provision of welfare should no longer be seen as a general economic safety net below 

which no member of the community should fall’.64 Moreover, welfare provision was 

becoming a ‘two-way street whereby recipients had to give something back to the 

community to qualify for the assistance’.65   

 

                                                
60 Hanover, ‘New Research shows the public believe homeless people have only 
themselves to blame’, 
https://www.hanover.org.au/fifthestate/archives/070.040/70/Public%20Perceptions%2
0Of%20Homelessness_Key%20Findings_19%20October%202006.pdf, accessed 
3/7/2008. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Chamberlain & MacKenzie, Counting the Homeless 2006, pp. viii,ix. 
63 Council to Homeless Persons Victoria, National Conference on Homelessness 
1996, p. 165. 
64 C. Macintyre, ‘From entitlement to obligation in the Australian welfare state’, 
Australian Journal of Social Science, vol. 32, 1999, from extract. 
65 Ibid. 
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The 1996 community attitudes survey also noted that most people immediately 

associated homelessness with criminality.66 Despite the progress of perception in 

advocacy and academic circles, until the broader community becomes more aware of 

the true and underlying nature of homelessness, history suggests the problem will stay 

with us. Governments need to feel confident that the electorate will approve of 

considerable growth funding in homeless service provision. This means finding a way 

to debunk the myths and stereotypes of homelessness. 

 

Solutions 

 

While ending homelessness is the shared commitment of many, certain strategies 

need to be in place before this commitment can flower. Rosanne Haggerty, founder 

and president of Common Ground Community in New York City, has achieved 

remarkable success in reducing chronic homelessness. In 2006, Haggerty asserted that 

‘the human tragedy and financial folly of chronic homelessness has prompted a new 

strategy for assisting homeless people’.67 This ‘common sense commitment to 

securing long-term housing’, with ‘support services that will help homeless people 

with complex needs’, has been adopted in over two hundred American cities.68 It is a 

model of supportive housing designed to change the nature of homeless welfare. 

Targeted at those most in need (people sleeping on streets), Common Ground does 

not invest in shelters and other services which can perpetuate, and stereotype, 

homelessness, but focuses on securing supportive housing for vulnerable people. This 

approach to housing, Haggerty stated, ‘combines funding from health, mental health, 

and social service sources to provide integrated and individually tailored assistance to 

those who have been homeless to stay housed, improve their health, connect with the 

community and wherever possible, return to work’.69  

 

Common Ground is socially attractive, and the financial benefits are clear: ‘these 

housing efforts cost a fraction of what is currently being spent on providing endless 

                                                
66 Council to Homeless Persons Victoria, National Conference on Homelessness 
1996, p. 163. 
67 R. Haggerty, ‘A Proven Strategy for Ending Homelessness’, Parity, vol. 19, iss. 6, 
July 2006, p. 6. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 



 58 

emergency assistance to homeless people’.70 The main criticism of the Common 

Ground approach is that it directs too much attention towards the ‘pointy end’ of 

homelessness, the long-term homeless. When this occurs, the underlying and 

structural issues – domestic violence, family breakdown and unemployment, for 

instance – may be neglected. But, if the funding and support services are sufficiently 

attached to the housing, these more systemic issues will hopefully be addressed.  

 

The other structural concern is that of affordable housing. Under the Common Ground 

model in New York, all tenants pay rent at 30 per cent of their income, regardless of 

whether it comes from wages or government benefits.71 If enough of these innovative 

models of supportive housing are built, the data shows homelessness will decrease.72 

America still has huge problems with homelessness, but when models of best-

practice, even on a small scale, become evident, it is worth investigating. 

 

 

          Although homelessness in Australia has not decreased for a decade, there have 

been several commendable achievements, especially in the area of supportive 

housing. Any number of models could have been chosen, but Common Ground 

Adelaide, based on the New York model, has proved very successful. Julie Patterson, 

Project Director in Adelaide, believes providing housing is the first step towards 

resolving homelessness: ‘instead of providing shelters and short-term accommodation 

then moving people along the housing continuum, Common Ground Adelaide 

provides long-term housing with supports attached in required’.73 

 

In Melbourne, similar progress is being made. Premier John Brumby announced in 

April 2008 that a ‘New York style housing project’ will be constructed in the city.74 

Aided by Daniel Grollo and his building firm, Grocon, the apartments will be built at 

cost, demonstrating the importance of partnerships between state government and 
                                                
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
73 J. Patterson, ‘Common Ground Adelaide: Whatever it Takes’, Parity, vol. 20, iss. 3, 
April, 2007, p. 31. 
74 D. Rood, ‘New York style help for homeless’, 
http://www.theage.com.au/news/national/new-yorkstyle-help-for-
homeless/2008/04/24/1208743153754.html, accessed 2/10/2008. 
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business.75 Home Ground Services, Melbourne’s largest housing and homelessness 

organisation, is overseeing the project.76  

 

‘Melbourne’s Road Home’ project, headed by Shane Austin at the Lord Mayor’s 

Charitable Foundation, is currently bringing people and organisations together in an 

effort to ‘end homelessness’.77 Based on Denver’s Road Home in Colorado, this 

revised attempt at partnership-building – between all levels government, advocacy, 

community-sector and business – should hopefully lead to future progress.78  

 

Partnership-building has already proved a success with Melbourne’s Front Yard 

Youth Services.79 This program combines six critical services for young people: 

‘emergency income’, ‘job-search’ and ‘health care’, for instance.80 Priding itself on 

early intervention, Front Yard provides a ‘one stop shop’ of services for troubled 

youths. It is difficult to know the quantitative effect of services such as this, but in the 

2006 Census, the number of homeless young people (12-18 years) had decreased by 

21 per cent.81  

 

While supportive housing models and programs like Front Yard have generally been 

positive, they do not always, and cannot be expected to, address the structural causes 

of homelessness. These systemic causes – lack of public housing and increases in 

domestic violence, for example – can only be addressed at a wider level, with 

increased community awareness and more positive public perceptions. 

 

Opportunities existed during this period (1995-2008) to focus on some of these 

structural issues. Indeed, opportunities have been present over the past 40 years. The 

strange conundrum pertaining to this most recent experience, with rising prosperity 

and national growth (albeit combined with high levels personal debt), was that more 
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people were slipping behind. The gap between those who have, and those who do not, 

increased. The reasons for this were many: lack of political will, a failure of 

governance, and, negative perceptions of poor people, were prominent. This is not to 

say there has been a general hardening of hearts during this time. The homelessness 

debate, in 2008, is vibrant. Compared with the early 1970s, many more people are 

talking about it. Talk, however, will not solve the problem. Unless, of course, you talk 

with a homeless person.   

 

 

 

 

 

At present I do not feel that I have seen more than the fringe of poverty. Still, 

I can point to one or two things I have definitely learned by being hard up. I 

shall never again think that all tramps are drunken scoundrels. Nor expect a 

beggar to be grateful when I give him a penny, nor be surprised if men out of 

work lack energy, nor subscribe to the Salvation Army, nor pawn my clothes, 

nor refuse a handbill, nor enjoy a meal at a smart restaurant. That is a 

beginning.82 

 

- George Orwell 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                
82 G. Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London, Penguin, London, 2003, [originally 
1933], p. 230. 



Conclusion 

 

The coming years will be interesting. A National White Paper on homelessness is due 

for release in late 2008, directing homeless programs for the coming decade. Similar 

attempts have been made in the past, with questionable success. Efforts to reduce 

homelessness were evident in the 1970s, when activists such as Alan Jordon forced 

governments to recognise the problem. Huge advancements were achieved from 

1985-1995, but insufficient funding and poor community awareness left the 

overstretched advocacy groups dealing with too much. Hope was high with the 

election of the Coalition Government in 1996. The economy was finally showing 

signs of health, and the quality of research, thanks largely to the Counting the 

Homeless reports, was providing conclusive answers. Over a decade later, 

homelessness has not decreased.   

 

Much has changed since the 1970s, yet much remains the same. We are now in the 

latter days of 2008, and homelessness has once again, as it was in 1973, been placed 

on the political agenda. This is surely a good sign, but skepticism is a vicious beast 

and these moments of hope can be short-lived. Compared with previous periods of 

heightened optimism – the introduction of SAAP in 1985, for instance – I do think 

Australia is now better equipped to deal with homelessness. In a perfect world, many 

issues could have been addressed during the recent period of economic prosperity; as 

the situation stands in October 2008, with global economic concerns creating fear and 

confusion, we are now entering a more uncertain world. It may be too early to call 

this a global recession, but economic slowdown is undoubtedly at hand. If history is 

our judge, these periods of financial instability are not overly conducive to reducing 

homelessness.     

 

After all the efforts that have been made in the past forty years, there are still 105,000 

homeless Australians in 2008. One wonders what the situation would be like if 

nothing was done at all. One also wonders what the situation would be if only a little 

more were done.  

 

And so, the question remains. Why does homelessness exist in Australia? More to the 

point, why is it permitted? Tocqueville alluded to an answer, or an explanation, when 
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he noticed the ‘strange melancholy’ that haunts wealthy democratic countries. 

Sackville, similarly, spoke of a ‘bargain with the devil’.1 In prosperous Western 

nations, poverty, for a large section of society can be ‘tolerated with impunity, 

without undermining [the] security and quality of life of the most privileged’.2 We, 

myself included, get this bargain every time we walk past a homeless person.  

 

Does it have to be this way? Several solutions, many with proven results, were 

offered in the final chapter. As I walk around Melbourne’s city streets, the solutions 

are often visible: witnessing a businessman talking with a homeless stranger; 

watching a young boy, iPod in one ear, laughing with a scruffy-looking homeless 

man; and seeing a tourist buy a copy of The Big Issue, taking more than a magazine 

back home.3  

 

These acts are all visible to the human eye, yet their effects are not always so tangible. 

Perception is the key ingredient. If perceptions are changed, hearts, and then minds, 

are likely to follow. Dispelling the falsehoods of homelessness is critical for true 

progress. Any number of reasons could have placed the homeless person in dire 

straits; rarely is it personal choice. The homeless family, with bad luck and poor 

housing policies, does not choose to live on the street. The homeless child, nowhere to 

turn, does not choose to sleep in a garbage bin. The homeless woman, bruised and 

battered from a violent husband, does not choose to live in a shelter.  

 

Lack of choice, in fact, can be a driving force towards homelessness. This is not 

something the majority of the community grapples with, for options abound. A 

blessing and a curse though it is, the choice awaits.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 R. Sackville, ‘Homelessness, Human Rights and the Law’, Australian Journal of 
Human Rights, March, 2004. 
2 Ibid. 
3 The Big Issue is an ‘independent current affairs and entertainment magazine’ sold in 
towns and cities by people who may be struggling. Half of the money is kept by the 
seller. The motto of The Big Issue is: ‘helping people help themselves’.  
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