
Australian H
om

elessness M
onitor 2020

Authors: 
Hal Pawson, 
Cameron Parsell, 
Edgar Liu, 
Chris Hartley, 
Sian Thompson

2020



About Launch Housing
Launch Housing is a Melbourne based, secular and independent 
community agency formed in July 2015. Launch Housing’s mission 
is to end homelessness. With a combined history of over 75 years 
serving Melbourne’s community, Launch Housing provides high quality 
housing, support, education and employment services to thousands of 
people across 14 sites in metropolitan Melbourne. Launch Housing 
also drives social policy change, advocacy, research and innovation. 

About the authors
The research in this report was conducted by:

Professor Hal Pawson
(City Futures Research Centre,  
University of New South Wales, Sydney)

Associate Professor Cameron Parsell
(School of Social Science,  
University of Queensland, Brisbane)

Dr Edgar Liu
(City Futures Research Centre,  
University of New South Wales, Sydney)

Chris Hartley
(Centre for Social Impact,  
University of New South Wales, Sydney)

Dr Sian Thompson
(City Futures Research Centre,  
University of New South Wales, Sydney)

Acknowledgements
The research detailed in this report was conducted with 
funding support from Launch Housing. The authors are 
also most grateful to the many industry and government 
colleagues who contributed to the research in the guise of 
interviewees or data providers. Likewise, we are indebted 
to the 12 homelessness service users who kindly shared 
their recent accommodation experiences. Beyond this, the 
research team would like to acknowledge the following 
colleagues for their expert advisory input to this report:

• Professor Suzanne Fitzpatrick,  
Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh

• Phillip Lui, Australian Bureau of Statistics

• Katherine McKernan, Homelessness NSW

• David Pearson, Australian Alliance to End 
Homelessness

The research team would also like to acknowledge the 
following service providers who kindly facilitated service 
user interviews: Newtown Neighbourhood Centre, Neami 
National, Coast Shelter, Nova for Women and Children, 
and the Northern Rivers Community Gateway.

Launch Housing:  
68 Oxford Street, Collingwood, Victoria 3066 

T: 03 9288 9600 F: 03 9288 9601 

launchhousing.org.au

ABN: 20 605 113 595  
ACN: 605 113 595  
ISBN: 978-0-9757177-9-0

© Launch Housing 2020

Australian Homelessness Monitor 202002





Contents

Executive summary 07

Chapter 1: Introduction 12

1.1 Aims and origin of the research 12

1.2 Policy context 13

1.3 Homelessness conceptualisation and causation 15

1.3.1 Defining homelessness 15

1.3.2 Conceptualising homelessness 
processes and causation 15

1.4 Research methods 16

1.4.1 Secondary data analysis 16

1.4.2 Primary research 16

1.5 Report structure 17

Chapter 2: Housing market trends 18

2.1 The house sales market 18

2.2 Private rent levels and trends 22

2.2.1 Market trends: 2011–March 2020 22

2.2.2 Market trends under pandemic 
conditions 2020 24

2.3 Social housing supply 26

2.4 Housing affordability stress for lower 
income renters 27

2.4.1 The changing incidence of 
rental affordability stress during the 2010s 28

2.4.2 The incidence of rental stress 
under pandemic conditions 31

2.5 Chapter conclusion 33

Chapter 3: Homelessness policy and practice 
developments 2017-2020 34

3.1 Chapter introduction – scope and sources 35

3.2 Stepped-up official concern on (street) 
homelessness 35

3.2.1 Strategy commitments 35

3.2.2 Factors underlying stepped up 
action on street homelessness 36

3.3 Policy/practice developments: typical 
components 37

3.3.1 Expanded assertive outreach 38

3.3.2 Private rental subsidies 39

3.3.3 Headleasing 39

3.3.4 Enhanced priority for public 
housing, efforts to secure greater 
CHP engagement 39

3.4 Homelessness data enhancement 
and quantification 40

3.5 Homelessness reduction objectives: 
definition and calibration 41

3.5.1 Functional Zero 41

3.5.2 Point-in-time reduction targets 42

3.6 Procurement and management of 
homelessness services 44

3.6.1 Service integration 44

3.6.2 Service commissioning innovations 44

3.7 Diverse perspectives on recent policy and 
practice trajectories 45

3.8 Chapter conclusion 46

Chapter 4: COVID-19 and homelessness 47

4.1 Chapter introduction 48

4.2 What has COVID-19 represented for 
homelessness policy and practice?  48

4.3 How many people have been supported into 
accommodation made available through 
COVID-19? 52

4.3.1 Temporary placement in hotels 
(and other facilities) 52

4.3.2 Rehousing out of hotels 54

4.4 What are the experiences of people 
experiencing homelessness during COVID-19? 56

4.5 How can we understand the response to 
people experiencing homelessness through 
COVID-19?  59

4.6 What are the lessons of COVID-19, moving 
forward?  61

4.7 Chapter conclusion  62

Chapter 5: The changing scale, nature and 
distribution of homelessness 63

5.1 Chapter introduction 63

5.2 Recent and prospective trends in 
overall homelessness 65

5.2.1 Change in overall scale of 
homelessness during four years to 2018-19 65

5.2.2 Changing profile of 
homelessness during four years to 2018–19 66

5.2.3 Possible homelessness impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic 67

5.3 Predicating factors of homelessness 70

5.4 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander service 
users 72

5.5 Rough sleeping 73

5.5.1 Street homelessness trends in 
the period to March 2020 73

5.5.2 Street homelessness numbers 
in the COVID-19 pandemic 75

5.6 Spatial concentration of homeless service users 76

Australian Homelessness Monitor 202004



List of Tables

Table 1.1:  Key stakeholder interviewees 17

Table 4.1: Former rough sleepers subject to 
emergency rehousing, Mar–Jun 2020 52

Table 4.2: Former rough sleepers and other 
homeless people subject to emergency 
rehousing, Mar–Jun 2020 53

Table 4.3: Rough sleeper temporary 
accommodation placements and subsequent 
resident moves 54

Table 4.4: Former rough sleepers in City of 
Sydney rehoused by NSW Government, 2017–2020 55

Table 5.1: Homelessness service users assisted 
Q4 2018–19 and Q4 2019–20 (selected large SHS 
providers) 69

Table 5.2: Change in incidence of homelessness 
by 2014–19 by area remoteness and jurisdiction 78

5.7 Changing spatial patterns of homelessness 78

5.8 Chapter conclusion 83

Chapter 6: Homelessness data matters 84

6.1 Homelessness data topicality 84

6.2 Fulfilling the potential of SHS statistics 84

6.3 Rental evictions data 85

6.4 More in-depth data on homelessness 85

Chapter 7: Conclusions 86

7.1 Enhanced official sensitisation to homelessness 86

7.2 Implications for strategic action 86

7.3 Learning the homelessness lessons of the 
early phase COVID-19 crisis  87

7.4 Future prospects 88

References 89

List of Figures

Figure 1.1: Recent change in homelessness 
services expenditure and social housing capital 
expenditure – indexed (2014–15=100) 14

Figure 1.2: Social housing provision relative to 
population, 1996–2018 14

Figure 2.1: Residential property price change 
2011–2019 20

Figure 2.2: Affordability gap and deposit 
requirement as multiple of incomes, 2011–2018 21

Figure 2.3: Private rent trends – 2 bed units, 2011–2020 22

Figure 2.4: Private rental vacancy rates, 2011–2020 23

Figure 2.5: Private rent trends in 2-bed units, 2019–20 24

Figure 2.6: Private rental vacancy rates, 2019–20 25

Figure 2.7: National social housing portfolio, 2010–2018 27

Figure 2.8: Housing cost ratios by income 
quintiles, Australia 2011–2018 28

Figure 2.9: Lower income renters paying 
unaffordable rents 29

Figure 2.10: Private rentals affordable to low-
income tenants, 2006–2016 30

Figure 2.11: Proportion of advertised private 
tenancies affordable to (selected) low income 
household types, 2016 and 2020 30

Figure 2.12: Householders having experienced 
difficulty in meeting housing costs and/or fear of 
eviction, May–June 2020 31

Figure 2.13: Change in household income Feb–May 
2020 by income decile 32

Figure 5.1: Overall homelessness Australia-wide, 
2014–15 to 2018–19 65

Figure 5.2: SHS service users broken down by age 
group 66

Figure 5.3: Ask Izzy online advice service online 
search activity early in the COVID-19 pandemic 68

Figure 5.4: Assisted homelessness service users 
in 2018–19: number with identified ‘associated 
issues’ as percentage of total cases assisted 70

05



Figure 5.5: Assisted homelessness service users 
with associated issues: % change 2014–15 to 2018–19 71

Figure 5.6: Assisted service users in 2018–19. 
Breakdown by main reason for seeking assistance 71

Figure 5.7: Indexed trend in Indigenous versus 
non-indigenous service users assisted, 2014–2019 72

Figure 5.8: Change in service user caseloads 
2014–2019: breakdown by Indigenous/non-
Indigenous status 73

Figure 5.9: Changing incidence of rough sleeping 
in selected cities, 2010–2020: street count data 74

Figure 5.10: Homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Statistical Areas 3 of Australia, 2018–19 77

Figure 5.11: % change in incidence of 
homelessness by 2014–19 by location type 78

Figure 5.12: Percentage change in homelessness 
rate (per 10,000), Statistical Areas 3 of Australia, 
2014–15 to 2018–19 79

Figure 5.13: Percentage change in homelessness 
rate (per 10,000), Sydney Greater Capital City 
region, 2014–15 to 2018–19 80

Figure 5.14: Percentage change in homelessness 
rate (per 10,000), Melbourne Greater Capital City 
region, 2014–15 to 2018–19 81

Figure 5.15: Percentage change in homelessness 
rate (per 10,000), Brisbane Greater Capital City 
region, 2014–15 to 2018–19 81

Figure 5.16: Percentage change in homelessness 
rate (per 10,000), Adelaide Greater Capital City 
region, 2014–15 to 2018–19 82

Figure 5.17: Percentage change in homelessness 
rate (per 10,000), Perth Greater Capital City 
region, 2014–15 to 2018–19 82

List of acronyms

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics

ACT Australian Capital Territory

AIHW  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare

CBD Central Business District

CRA Commonwealth Rent Assistance

CHP Community housing provider

FDV Family and domestic violence

NGO Non-government organisation

NSW New South Wales

NT Northern Territory  

QLD Queensland

SA South Australia

SHS Specialist Homelessness Services

SII Social Impact Investing

UNSW University of New South Wales

WA Western Australia

Australian Homelessness Monitor 202006



Executive summary

290,000
Australians received 
help from specialist 
homelessness services 
in 2018-19

Australia’s homelessness 
problem is growing.

14%
increase in the 
four years to 

2018-19

Around

a decrease from 4.6% 
of occupied dwellings

(2009-2019)

4.2%increase in Australia’s 
population 
(2009-2019)

15%
Social housing
provision fell to

Australia’s homelessness 
situation will sharply 
deteriorate as temporary 
COVID-19 measures like 
income protection and eviction 
moratoria phase down.

COVID-19
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This report presents an independent analysis of 
homelessness in Australia. It investigates the changing 
scale and nature of the problem, and assesses recent 
policy and practice developments seen in response. 
Combining quantitative and qualitative analysis, the 
report draws on existing published sources, as well 
as on primary research involving interviews with 
government and NGO stakeholders, and with people 
experiencing homelessness. 

Following up on our 2018 report, Australian 
Homelessness Monitor 2020 (AHM 2020) is the second in 
the series of studies commissioned by Launch Housing. 
Although we examine homelessness broadly, AHM 2020 
incorporates a particular focus on rough sleeping. 

While concentrating primarily on the period 2017–2020, 
the original research for this report was conducted in 
the first half of 2020, in the first six months of COVID-19. 
Accordingly, we examine not only the initial impacts of 
the pandemic on housing markets and homelessness, 
but also the official homelessness policy and practice 
responses implemented to address the public health 
emergency. The report shows that as Federal and State 
governments rapidly moved to respond to the health and 
economic crisis, the situation of people experiencing 
homelessness shot up the political and policy agenda. 

Three major findings are presented:

• In the mid-2010s, rising street homelessness 
appears to have crossed a threshold, prompting 
new state/territory government recognition of 
the issue as a high priority policy challenge, and 
inducing significantly stepped-up intervention to 
tackle it.

• While COVID-19 triggered extraordinary 
and impressive official action in temporarily 
accommodating people experiencing 
homelessness, at this stage it appears that only 
a minority will benefit from permanent housing 
secured through the process.

• Despite its fundamental contribution to rising 
homelessness, more broadly, Australian 
governments have continued to ignore or downplay 
the fundamental failings of our housing system 
and the need for greater official engagement and 
investment.

Policy and practice responses to homelessness during the 
COVID-19 health and economic crisis provide a compelling 
example of the usually unexploited scope for decisive 
official action to tackle the problem. The report shows that 
governments possess a range of policy levers that could 
be pulled to reduce the unacceptable levels of housing 
insecurity and unaffordability that affect low-income 
Australians, placing many at risk of homelessness. 

Homelessness is solvable. This is what it will take:  

1. In tackling rough sleeping in a concerted way, 
Housing First, where people are provided immediate 
access to long-term housing as a right, must be 
scaled-up and institutionalised into wider housing 
and support systems. Expanding the supply of long-
term housing with linked supports will be essential 
in this. 

2. A strategic and evidence-based approach to 
homelessness prevention must aim to establish 
more effective upstream interventions to stem the 
flow of people losing accommodation or, where that 
is impossible, to pre-empt homelessness by helping 
people into new homes. 

3. An official commitment to the fundamental systemic 
reforms required to tackle the housing system 
failures that are a major causal factor for all forms 
of homelessness — in particular, through the revival 
of an ongoing national social housing investment 
program, recognising that social housing provision is 
the strongest bulwark in tackling the problem.

Given its overarching responsibility for national economic 
and social welfare, the Commonwealth Government 
must play a far more active role in tackling the problem 
—especially regarding this final point. Pledging greatly 
increased utilisation of its superior tax-raising and 
borrowing powers to this end should form part of a 
comprehensive national strategy to design and phase in 
the wide-ranging tax and regulatory reforms needed to  
re-balance Australia’s under-performing housing system. 

Australian Homelessness Monitor 202008
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Key findings 
Where are Australian governments spending 
money, and where are they failing to invest?

• Expenditure on homelessness ‘emergency services’ 
rose by 27% in the four years to 2018–19 — far 
above the rate of national population growth. Social 
housing expenditure, meanwhile, increased by just 
4% over the same period — far below the national 
population increment.

• In the decade to 2019, Australia’s population rose 
by 15%, whereas social housing provision has been 
virtually static for most of this period — declining 
from 4.6% to 4.2% of all occupied dwellings as 
a result.

Private sector housing market trends
• In the six months to August 2020 during COVID-19, 

private sector rents in Sydney and Melbourne fell 
by 8 and 6 percentage points, respectively. Rents in 
Brisbane remained largely stable during this period, 
while in Perth they continued to climb.

• For people in the lowest income quintile, the last 
decade has seen a steady increase in typical housing 
costs, rising from 23% to 29% of household incomes 
over the period.

• In the decade to 2016, the national shortfall of private 
rental properties affordable for low income tenants 
grew by 54%.

• Government income protection through JobSeeker 
and JobKeeper during mid-2020 disproportionately 
benefited Australia’s least affluent households, in 
all probability decreasing rates of rental stress, 
population-wide.

• Equally, because of exclusion from Commonwealth 
income protection programs, rental stress rates — 
and vulnerability to homelessness — are likely to 
have escalated steeply during 2020 for Australia’s 
large community lacking full Australian citizenship. 
Even by May 2020, as pandemic conditions took hold, 
the national rental stress rate for non-citizens had 
already risen demonstrably above that for citizens.

Homelessness policy and practice 
developments 2017–2020

• This period saw most state governments stepping up 
their attention to rough sleeping as a major policy 
issue, and developing new plans to address, and in 
some instances, measurably reduce the incidence of 
street homelessness. 

• In both Sydney and Melbourne, high profile 
homelessness protest encampments appear to have 
been a factor in prompting enhanced official priority 
accorded to the issue. In others, government action has 
been spurred by community-organised and (sometimes) 
philanthropically funded rough sleeper resettlement 
provision, much of it under the umbrella of the 
Australian Alliance to End Homelessness (AAEH). 

• Particularly in certain cities and jurisdictions, greater 
official attention to rough sleeping has also been 
triggered by overseas advocacy and movements, 
including US-based organisations, the Institute 
of Global Homelessness and Community Solutions.

• Common to street homelessness reduction programs 
has been expanded use of assertive outreach, 
private rental subsidies and headleasing, as well 
as enhanced access to Australia’s limited stock of 
permanent social housing. 

• In some cities, influenced by international guidance, 
service provider organisations have applied 
significant conceptual and/or technical innovations 
to homelessness measurement, individual needs 
assessment, prioritisation and case management.

• For some, the recent policy focus on street 
homelessness and the message that ‘better data’ 
can provide a pathway to homelessness solutions 
is concerning because of an anxiety that these 
directions may obscure the essential need for 
systemic reform in tackling the fundamental causes 
of the problem.

• Notwithstanding the momentum and promise that 
some new approaches to reducing rough sleeping 
represent, there has been a continued lack of 
investment in social housing (as noted above), and 
this represents a significant structural impediment to 
any reduction in the incidence of homelessness at the 
population level.
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COVID-19 and responses to homelessness
• In the six months following the first Australian 

confirmed case of COVID-19 in January 2020, the 
Victorian, New South Wales, Queensland, and South 
Australian governments spent hundreds of millions 
of dollars on people experiencing homelessness, over 
and above the business as usual spend.

• Extraordinary government spending has been largely 
directed toward placement of people experiencing 
homelessness in hotels and other temporary 
accommodation, together with some funding 
to facilitate onward moves to long-term housing, 
with floating support as required.

• Alongside additional funding, productive inter-
departmental and inter-sectoral collaboration 
has been unprecedented in scale. Largely, but 
not entirely underpinned by government financial 
support, many NGOs rapidly responded to the crisis 
by assisting people to access and sustain temporary 
accommodation.

• The number of rough sleepers provided with 
emergency rehousing in the period March–June 2020 
was probably just under 4,000, while the inclusive 
all-homeless total temporarily accommodated 
between March and September 2020 may have 
exceeded 33,000. However, there is uncertainty about 
these estimates due to the patchiness of available 
statistics which, in turn, reflects a regrettable lack 
of openness and transparency on the part of some 
state governments.

• The emergency housing program rollout presented 
formidable logistical challenges, and some people 
offered help felt insecure about their accommodation 
and anxious about what would come next.

• Many people experiencing homelessness who were 
provided with temporary accommodation appreciated 
the help during COVID-19. The combination of 
program funding and pandemic health risks may 
have meant that some people sleeping rough were 
more open to the offer than previously. Importantly, 
however, people sleeping rough have rarely been 
offered access to free accommodation in hotels.

• Within three months, many of those benefiting from 
initial emergency rehousing programs had left such 
accommodation. For some, this resulted from help 
to secure permanent housing. However, it appears 
that such positive outcomes will be realised for 
only a minority of those temporarily accommodated 
during the period.

• At the same time, alongside a ‘second wave’ 
emergency housing push in July 2020, in Victoria, 
the state government committed to an expanded 
headleasing program on a scale commensurate with 
a policymaker intention that no-one rehoused into 
hotels need return to homelessness.

The changing scale, nature, and distribution 
of homelessness

• In the four-year period to 2018–19, the number of 
people seeking help from specialist homelessness 
services (SHS) increased by 14% to some 290,000, 
while the number judged as actually ‘homeless’ by 
SHS providers rose by 16%.

• Although their numbers remain relatively small, 
Australians aged over 65 have recently formed the 
fastest-growing age cohort within the homeless 
service user population, with an increase of 33% in 
four years.

• In 2018–19, the single most frequently cited factor 
aggravating housing insecurity and possible 
homelessness among SHS service users was family 
and domestic violence.

• The second most frequently-cited ‘associated issue’ 
among those seeking help from SHS agencies is 
now mental ill-health. Moreover, the incidence of 
mental ill-health as a contributory factor rose from 
25% to 30% of assisted service users in the four years 
to 2018–19.

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people remain 
hugely over-represented within Australia’s homeless 
population, with a rate of homelessness ten times the 
population-wide norm. Moreover, in the four years 
to 2018–19, Aboriginal community service users 
increased by 26%, well over twice the rate of increase 
of non-Indigenous service users (10%).

• Although SHS rough sleeping estimates suggest 
that the incidence of the problem may have stabilised 
over recent years, they also indicate that the number 
cycling in and out of street homelessness during any 
given time period is far higher than the census point-
in-time estimate that is the standard policymaker 
reference point. In considering the magnitude of 
the aim to ‘end homelessness’ it is vitally important 
to recognise the true extent of this precariously 
housed population.
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• While the latest (2018) City of Melbourne rough 
sleeping statistic represented an increase of 176% 
since 2010, the latest (February 2020) City of Sydney 
total was 20% lower than ten years earlier.

• Nationally, in the four years to 2018–19, it was areas 
classified as ‘inner regional’ that tended to witness 
disproportionately rapid increases in homelessness, 
with such areas collectively recording a 30% increase 
in service users assisted during this period — more 
than double the comparable national figure (14%). 
This may reflect a general recent tendency for capital 
city housing market pressures to ‘spill over’ beyond 
their boundaries.

• By July/August 2020, after the COVID-19 emergency 
rehousing program had subsided, estimated street 
homelessness numbers in Sydney and Adelaide 
were once again on the rise, at around half the 
number recorded immediately prior to the pandemic. 
In Melbourne, however, it is estimated that rough 
sleeping ongoing in August 2020 remained at a level 
far below the norm of recent years.

Housing and homelessness data matters
• There is scope to enhance the value of the AIHW 

SHS statistics collection, including through updating 
certain key classificatory frameworks and moving to 
quarterly publication.

• Bearing in mind that many are made homeless 
through loss of a rental tenancy, state/territory 
governments should require that tenancy tribunals 
draw on case records to generate routinely published 
statistics on rental evictions.

Future prospects
This report is being completed at a time (August 2020) 
when the Commonwealth Government’s pandemic income 
protection measures remain fully in force, along with 
eviction moratoria across Australia. The overall success 
of these measures is apparent from indications that newly 
arising homelessness probably declined during the early 
months of the pandemic and the associated recession 
(see Section 5.2.3). 

Nevertheless, this initially benign pandemic 
homelessness trend has not extended to Australia’s large 
population of non-citizens — a cohort pointedly excluded 
from emergency (and routine) income support. In any 
event, there is every prospect that the homelessness 
situation will sharply deteriorate if governments proceed 
with announced plans for the near-term scaling back and/
or elimination of the above measures.
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Introduction
1.1 Aims and origin of the research
A safe and secure home is fundamental to an individual’s 
wellbeing, as well as foundational for an individual’s 
contribution to national economic activity. Even if 
short-lived, the experience of homelessness will be 
scarring for many of those affected. Long-term exposure 
will likely result in permanent damage to mental and 
physical health. Although usually treated by Australian 
governments as a second order issue, homelessness is in 
fact a substantial and growing problem for this country — 
a reality starkly revealed by the COVID-19 crisis. 

This is the second report in this series, an independent 
analysis of homelessness in Australia commissioned 
by Launch Housing. Like the inaugural Australian 
Homelessness Monitor (AHM) report (Pawson et al. 
2018), it analyses the changing scale and nature of 
homelessness and investigates the underlying housing 
market dynamics and policy drivers. We also review recent 
policy and practice developments that reflect changing 
responses to homelessness on the part of governments 
and service provider NGOs. In this respect, attention is 
concentrated mainly on the period 2017–2020, subsequent 
to AHM 2018 fieldwork.

Given the project’s timing, COVID-19 impacts on housing 
markets and homelessness form a major focus of the 
report. Also, in part reflecting the stepped-up emphasis 
on managing rough sleeping seen in several states prior 
to the pandemic, action to tackle street homelessness is 
covered in some depth. 

In analysing trends in the extent and complexion of 
homelessness across the country, the report draws on a 
range of statistical sources, both official and otherwise. 
Our national analysis is mainly reliant on the annual 
AIHW-published ‘homelessness service user’ statistics. 
This also reflects project timing in that post-2016 ABS 
homelessness statistics will become available only with 
the publication of relevant 2021 Census results expected 
in late 2022.

The AHM series is strongly inspired by the United 
Kingdom Homelessness Monitor (UKHM) series, initiated 
in 2010 and funded by Crisis UK and the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation. Australian Homelessness Monitor research 
team leader, Hal Pawson, was a UKHM co-founder and 
has co-authored all of the 17 UKHM reports on England 
and the other three UK nations subsequently published 
by Crisis UK1. Albeit adapted to accommodate important 
dissimilarities in social, economic, and policy contexts2, 
AHM emulates the UKHM model in its remit and aims, as 
well as in its research methods and reporting structure.

1 See: https://www.crisis.org.uk/ending-homelessness/
homelessness-knowledge-hub/homelessness-monitor/ 

2 Key features of the Australian context differing from that in the 
UK include the absence of a statutory homelessness framework, 
the more limited provision of rental assistance for lower income 
earners and the highly disproportionate incidence of economic 
disadvantage and housing stress affecting Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islanders. Also, while many Commonwealth social security 
benefit rates are set at relatively low levels and some entitlements 
have recently experienced reform, there has been no Australian 
equivalent to the successive waves of ‘austerity’ benefit cuts rolled 
out in the UK over the period from 2010.

Australian Homelessness Monitor 202012
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1.2 Policy context
With the onset of the 2020 pandemic, homelessness 
was abruptly pushed into the spotlight as an urgent 
policy challenge for Australian governments. Suddenly, 
prompted by concerns around infection and possible 
virus transmission by vulnerable people, rough sleeping 
and overcrowded homeless shelters were officially 
recognised as the public health problems they had always 
been. State governments that had — at least until quite 
recently — treated homelessness as a low priority issue 
suddenly found tens of millions of dollars to create pop-up 
accommodation or book rough sleepers into hotels. In a 
matter of weeks during April 2020, thousands of people 
were placed into temporary shelter across Australia.

Policy responses prompted by the COVID-19 crisis are 
analysed later in this report. In our view, however, the 
limited visibility of homelessness prior to March 2020 in 
no way implies that the problem was objectively of a low 
order until that date. Neither is it appropriate to view 
homelessness in isolation from the broader issues of 
housing stress and unmet housing need. This observation 
is especially valid when it comes to rough sleeping, the 
form of homelessness recently to the fore as an official 
concern (see above). Importantly, street homelessness 
needs to be recognised as a symptom of a much larger 
and more fundamental set of problems. 

Rough sleeping is only the easily visible part of a much 
larger homelessness issue. And wider homelessness (for 
example, as enumerated in the ABS Census) is only the 
extreme end of a far more extensive problem of serious 
housing need. For example, some 1.3 million people in 
low-income households are pushed into poverty purely by 
‘unaffordable’ housing costs — that is, where a household 
nominally above the poverty line has a rent payment 
liability that leaves them with insufficient income to meet 
food, clothing and other basic living costs (Yates 2019). 

As a political issue on the national stage, homelessness 
has had little visibility since its brief prominence under 
Prime Minister Rudd around the time of his 2008 flagship 
Homelessness White Paper, The Road Home (Australian 
Government 2008). The present report is being published 
in the year by which — according to The Road Home — 
homelessness numbers were to be reduced by half on 
their 2008 level. Sadly, of course, this is a target that was 
disavowed by the Australian Government in 2013 (Cooper 
2015) and one that —perhaps partly as a result — has 
been missed by a country mile3. 

Another indirect measure of recent change in the scale of 
homelessness is public expenditure on services for people 
experiencing homelessness. Nationally, this rose from $777 
million in 2014–15 to $990 million in 2018–19 — constant 
2018–19 dollars (Productivity Commission 2020). With real 
terms annual spending growth running at 7% over this 
period, annual expenditure on such 'emergency service' 
provision was already likely to exceed $1 billion - even before 
the pandemic. This trend contrasts starkly with capital 
spending on social housing; that is investment in the longer 
term accommodation that can provide a lasting solution 
for a vulnerable person without a home, thereby helping to 
mitigate the future incidence of homelessness (Figure 1.1). 
Thus, expenditure on ‘emergency services’ rose by 27% in 
the four years to 2018–19 — far above the rate of population 
growth. Social housing expenditure, meanwhile, increased 
by just 4% over the same period — far below national 
population increment. 

3 The best proxy statistics that illustrate this being the 2006 and 
2016 ABS Census figures that reveal a 30% increase in gross 
homelessness numbers over that decade — an increase of 
approximately 10% making allowance for population growth 
(from 45.2 persons per 10,000 population to 49.8).
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Figure 1.1: Recent change in homelessness services expenditure and social 
housing capital expenditure – indexed (2014–15=100)
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Figure 1.2: Social housing provision relative to population, 1996–2018

Social housing stock - actual Social housing stock if expanded 
in line with population post-1996
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Figure 1.2 highlights the post-1996 trend in the national social housing stock. The 
logic of taking 1996 as the starting point for this sequence is that this marked the 
effective end of Australia’s 50-year post-war public housing construction program 
(Pawson et al. 2020). During the previous two decades, public housebuilding had 
more-or-less kept pace with national population growth. Had this been maintained 
to the present day, as indicated in Figure 1.2, Australia would have a 2018 social 
housing dwelling stock nearly 130,000 (32%) larger than its actual size.
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1.3 Homelessness 
conceptualisation 
and causation
1.3.1 Defining homelessness
In keeping with the official conception of ‘homelessness’ 
embodied in ABS Census definitions, this report 
adopts a broad interpretation of the term. Thus, while 
rough sleepers form a prime focus of attention it is 
crucial to recognise that homelessness extends to a 
broader population experiencing highly insecure or 
otherwise fundamentally unsuitable housing. Under the 
ABS definition (ABS 2012) ‘homelessness’ applies to 
anyone who:

• is entirely roofless, or

• occupies a dwelling that: 

 - is physically inadequate

 - provides no tenure, or only a short and non-
extendable tenure 

 - enables the resident no control of, and access to, 
space for social relations

This broadly scoped definition is consistent with the 
concept of primary, secondary, tertiary homelessness 
developed by Chamberlain and MacKenzie (1992). 
However, the formal ABS definition draws on Shelley 
Mallett’s (2004) important work to extend the Chamberlain 
and MacKenzie thinking by conceptualising homelessness 
as the absence of physical resources that enable people 
to feel at home. 

As further discussed in Chapter 3, another 
homelessness definition or typology that has recently 
taken on importance in Australia is that developed 
by the Institute of Global Homelessness (IGH). The 
IGH typology differentiates:

• People without accommodation

• People living in temporary or crisis 
accommodation

• People living in severely inadequate and insecure 
accommodation

As regards the aim of ‘ending homelessness’ IGH 
advocates a particular emphasis on the first of the above 
groups (effectively, people sleeping rough, in non-
residential or derelict buildings or cars), and the second 
group (people staying in nightly paid shelters, homeless 

hostels or refuges — but not in camps for internally 
displaced people or designated refugee or asylum-
seeker facilities). 

1.3.2 Conceptualising homelessness 
processes and causation
As noted above, a prime purpose of this report is to chart 
changing levels of homelessness and to identify and 
analyse the factors that underlie such observed trends. 
In framing our exploration of the research evidence that 
directly addresses these issues we first need to rehearse 
our understanding of homelessness as a social problem.

Like many other social issues, homelessness is complex 
and results from diverse factors including structural, 
systemic and individual causes. For an individual, 
loss of suitable accommodation may result from the 
coincidence of several problematic life events, although 
it may be triggered by a single such event. It can be 
viewed in aggregate as a societal problem that needs 
to be quantified and addressed. Alternatively, it may 
be observed at the individual person level as a process 
that reflects (and results from) extreme stress, often 
accompanied by vulnerability and disadvantage. 

In this report, we draw on the seminal theorising of 
homelessness first articulated by Suzanne Fitzpatrick 
(2005) and then developed as a framework driving 
the analysis of Homelessness Monitors in the United 
Kingdom. Thus, as articulated in Homelessness Monitor 
England 2018:

"Theoretical, historical and international perspectives 
indicate that the causation of homelessness is complex, 
with no single ‘trigger’ that is either ‘necessary’ or 
‘sufficient’ for it to occur. Individual, interpersonal and 
structural factors all play a role – and interact with each 
other – and the balance of causes differs over time, 
across countries, and between demographic groups. 

With respect to the main structural factors, 
international comparative research, and the experience 
of previous UK recessions, suggests that housing 
market trends and policies have the most direct impact 
on levels of homelessness, with the influence of labour-
market change more likely to be lagged and diffuse, and 
strongly mediated by welfare arrangements and other 
contextual factors.”  

Individual vulnerabilities, support needs, and ‘risk taking’ 
behaviours may be implicated in homelessness as 
experienced by some individuals. Examples might include 
low educational attainment, mental ill-health or drug abuse. 
However, these are often rooted in the pressures associated 
with poverty and other forms of structural disadvantage. At 
the same time, the ‘anchor’ social relationships which can 
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act as a primary ‘buffer’ to homelessness, can be put under 
considerable strain by stressful financial circumstances 
(Fitzpatrick et al. 2018: 21). 

Other authors concur noting that research on 
determinants of homelessness has moved toward 
a general consensus that individual and structural 
explanations are not mutually exclusive, and theoretical 
models have been developed that integrate the two types 
of factors (Byrne et al. 2013).  

In subsequent chapters we demonstrate how public policy, 
particularly housing and welfare policy, are (1) critical 
drivers of homelessness in Australia, and (2) areas that 
represent significant opportunities to demonstrably 
reduce homelessness. Thus, drawing on Fitzpatrick and 
colleagues, this report acknowledges the complexity of 
homelessness causation, while also identifying a suite of 
public policy changes that can improve the housing and 
life outcomes of people who are at risk of or experiencing 
homelessness.   

1.4 Research methods
1.4.1 Secondary data analysis
Mainly embodied in Chapters 2 and 5, this research is 
substantially based on a secondary data analysis largely 
focused on published data about (a) homelessness and 
(b) the housing market factors that we argue constitute 
potential drivers of (or risk factors for) homelessness. 

In our trend over time analysis we rely mainly on the 
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 
Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) series. 
Our housing market analysis draws mainly on ABS 
datasets (especially that derived from the two-yearly 
Survey of Income and Housing) and on rental property 
data published by the property market consultancy, 
SQM Research.

1.4.2 Primary research
The research also involved two primary research 
components, as elaborated further below:

• In-depth interviews with a wide range of 
stakeholders — policymakers, service provider 
representatives, and advocacy organisations (20 
interviews)

• In-depth interviews with homelessness service 
users (12 interviews)

While the above fieldwork spanned all five mainland states 
(see Table 1.1), it must be acknowledged that the balance 
of this was somewhat weighted towards NSW. As far as 
the stakeholder interviews are concerned, this came about 
mainly through the fortuitous opportunity to leverage 
fieldwork being undertaken in parallel for another — 
separately funded — research project (see footnote). For 
reasons explained below, the in-depth interviews with 
homelessness service users were also confined to NSW. 
Nevertheless, while of course unique in certain aspects, 
the recent NSW homelessness policy context has been 
not radically dissimilar to that in Queensland, Victoria and 
South Australia. To that extent, many of the observations 
arising from the NSW fieldwork have wider relevance. 

Stakeholder interviews
In-depth interviews were conducted with a diverse range 
of key stakeholder participants across Australia, with 
representation in all mainland states (see Table 1.1). 

The main purpose of these interviews was to investigate 
recent changes in homelessness policy and practice, 
both in the period 2017–March 2020, and during the 
initial 2–3 months of the COVID-19 crisis. 

Key stakeholder interviewees were:

• Senior government officials with managerial (or 
policy) responsibility for homelessness

• Senior managers or governing body members in 
service provider organisations 

It had been hoped that this exercise would encompass 
both government and non-government interviewees 
in all mainland states, as well as the Commonwealth 
Government. In the event, however, the Queensland and 
Commonwealth governments declined to participate4. In 
Table 1.1, and throughout the report, we have concealed 
interviewees’ identity to maintain anonymity. 

4 The relatively large representation of NSW results from the 
fortuitous coincidence of AHM 2020 fieldwork timing with a parallel 
research project in NSW. In the parallel study, an evaluation of 
the Institute for Global Homelessness ‘Vanguard Cities’ initiative, 
UNSW had been commissioned by Heriot-Watt University to 
interview state government and NGO senior managers and front-
line staff working with rough sleepers. With Heriot-Watt University 
agreement and interviewee consent (and as approved under UNSW 
ethics procedures), the research team was authorised to draw on 
IGH evaluation interview transcripts to inform this report.
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Table 1.1:  Key stakeholder interviewees

Location Government
Homelessness 
services NGO

Victoria 3 2

New South Wales 4 6

Queensland - 1

South Australia 1 1

Western Australia 1 1

Commonwealth 
of Australia

- NA

Note: ‘Government’ interviewees in Victoria and NSW included 
Melbourne and Sydney City Council colleagues

Consistent with the social distancing ethic current at 
the time of the fieldwork, all stakeholder interviews were 
undertaken online. 

Homelessness service user interviews
The second primary fieldwork component was undertaken 
in NSW and involved 12 in-depth interviews with people 
recently exposed to homelessness. 

The staff costs involved in this part of the research 
were met by the UNSW Centre for Social Impact (via 
Amplify Insights Project) and recruitment of participants 
was undertaken via specialist homelessness services 
in Greater Sydney, Newcastle, Gosford, and Lismore.  
Interview participants were sought from two categories: 

• People offered temporary accommodation as 
emergency rehousing for rough sleepers in the 
COVID-19 pandemic; and 

• People who became (street) homeless in the first 
three months of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Participants who had been in emergency or temporary 
accommodation were asked to share their experiences 
about the process of being offered accommodation, the 
suitability of the accommodation and support packages 
provided to them, and whether permanent housing 
had been offered to them. Interviews with participants 
recently homeless during COVID-19 also addressed their 
perspectives on the introduction of measures such as 
the Australian Government’s Coronavirus Supplement 
paid to those on JobSeeker and other eligible social 
security payments. 

With the assistance of the interviewee recruitment 
organization, and once again to conform with social 
distancing etiquette, interviews were undertaken online.

Due to resource limitations, it was not possible to conduct 
interviews outside of NSW and interviewee observations 
therefore directly reflect the NSW context. Nevertheless, 
the extent of cross-jurisdictional similarity in state 
government actions and housing market conditions 
during this period means they can also be considered as 
indicative of service user experience of homelessness 
under the pandemic in other states.

Unpublished SHS data collection and collation
In an effort to gain some impression of the immediate 
homelessness impacts arising from the COVID-19 
pandemic, we recruited 10 large SHS providers across 
four states to share with us their (de-identified) Quarter 
4 2019–20 homelessness service user records, as 
supplied to AIHW. Participating organisations also 
shared with the research team their equivalent unit 
records for the comparable period of 2018–19. In a 
few cases, organisations found it easier to share with 
us summary statistics drawn from their base records 
for the relevant time periods, rather than the records 
themselves. SHS provider recruitment was achieved with 
the kind assistance of state-specific peak bodies who 
advised on the likely largest caseload organisations to be 
approached, as well as making initial contacts with these 
providers on behalf of the research team.

1.5 Report structure
Following on from this introduction, Chapter 2 reviews 
recent social, economic, and housing market trends with 
a possible bearing on homelessness. This chapter is 
entirely based on our secondary data analysis as detailed 
above. Next, in Chapter 3, we investigate recent policy and 
practice developments in the period immediately before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, i.e., the 2–3 years prior to March 2020. 
The prime source here is our key stakeholder in-depth 
interviews discussed above. 

Next, in Chapter 4 we explore the management of 
homelessness in the extraordinary circumstances of the 
period from March–June 2020 and — in particular — the 
emergency rehousing programs rolled out during this 
period in Qld, NSW, Vic and SA. Chapter 5 analyses data on 
the changing nature and extent of homelessness across 
Australia. This is sourced mainly from the AIHW specialist 
homelessness services collection and from local council 
rough sleeper counts. Chapter 6 discusses the importance 
of data. Finally, in Chapter 7, we draw brief conclusions 
from our analysis and findings.
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Housing 
market trends
This chapter analyses the changing housing market conditions of the 2010s 
that are an important influence on the incidence and nature of homelessness in 
Australia. Most of the analyses focus on the period 2011–2020 — or as close to that 
period as data availability allows. However, the chapter also takes account of the 
extraordinary situation being experienced in 2020 as Australia’s housing market 
has been severely impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and the onset of economic 
recession. With this in mind, our analyses also include some early indications 
of such market impacts as these have begun to be calibrated in the second 
quarter of the year.

The heart of the chapter, Section 2.4, is our analysis of changing rates of housing 
affordability stress for low income renters. To contextualise this, in Sections 2.1 
and 2.2, we first examine price and rent trends in the house sales market and 
the private rental market as a whole. Then, in Section 2.3 we briefly note relevant 
recent change in social housing provision.

2.1 The house sales market
Since homelessness usually involves former tenants rather than owner 
occupiers, it is the rental housing market that forms the main focus for this 
chapter. First, however, since the housing market is an interconnected system, 
we briefly review recent trends in the house sales market. 

As shown in Figure 2.1 (a) and (b) the past decade has seen a considerable real 
increase in residential property prices at the national scale with median values 
up by 40% over the period. At the same time, it is apparent that trends have varied 
substantially in different parts of the country. Sydney and Melbourne prices rose 
disproportionately during this timeframe, with most of this increase taking place 
during the 2013–2017 period. However, these trends were not universal across the 
country: in Perth, for example, prices were slightly lower at the end of the period 
than at the start. 

54%
increase 

(2006-2016)

Housing market pressures increase the risk 
of homelessness for very low income renters.

23% - 29%
increase in rent prices 
as a percentage of 
income for those on 
very low incomes
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The shortfall of private rental 
properties affordable to low 
income tenants has grown to
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Figure 2.1: Residential property price change 2011–2019

(a) Australia-wide (eight capital cities, weighted average)

In
de

xe
d 
ho

us
e 
pr
ic
es
 - 
Au

st
ra
lia

 (e
ig
ht
 c
ap

ita
l c
iti
es
) 

- 
M
ar
 2
01

1=
10

0

80

90

100

110

120

130

140

150

160

D
ec

 1
9

Ju
n 
19

D
ec

 1
8

Ju
n 
18

D
ec

 1
7

Ju
n 
17

D
ec

 1
6

Ju
n 
16

D
ec

 1
5

Ju
n 
15

D
ec

 1
4

Ju
n 
14

D
ec

 1
3

Ju
n 
13

D
ec

 1
2

Ju
n 
12

D
ec

 1
1

Ju
n 
11

(b) Selected capital cities
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Source: ABS Residential property price indexes, Cat. no. 6416.0, Table 1

It should also be acknowledged that the variation in house price trends shown in 
Figure 2.1(b) will have been equally marked across regional Australia — especially 
in terms of the contrast between some coastal resort areas (e.g. in Northern New 
South Wales and South-East Queensland) and some inland settlements which have 
experienced boom and slump associated with the vicissitudes of the mining industry. 

To benchmark the national house price trend it is relevant to note that in the 
period 2011–2019 the real terms increase in house prices was 22% (i.e. Figure 
2.1 values adjusted according to the ABS consumer price index (all items)), while 
typical household incomes saw a real terms increase of only 6% over the decade 
to 2017–18 (ABS 2019). However, while this comparison can be considered a crude 
indication of declining house price affordability, the actual reduction as measured 
by households’ ability to service debt will have been substantially cushioned by 
contemporaneous mortgage interest rate reductions — over the same period 
typical home loan rates fell by almost half (RBA 2019).
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Partly due to complications such as changing interest rates, house purchase 
affordability is a surprisingly difficult concept to gauge in terms of meaningful 
trends over time. However, the metric graphed in Figure 2.2 is one way of 
approaching this. This charts the difference between (a) property prices and (b) 
what would be ‘affordable’ to a median earner. This difference, here termed the 
‘affordability gap’, measures what a median earner could (theoretically) borrow, 
factoring in standard mortgage lender rules and prevailing interest rates. Since 
the mid-2000s, this affordability gap has been running at between two and three 
times a typical annual income (based on the ABS average weekly earnings series). 
The 2013–2017 house price boom, for example, saw the gap expand from twice, to 
three times, typical annual earnings (see Figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2: Affordability gap and deposit requirement as multiple of 
incomes, 2011–2018

Af
fo
rd
ab

ili
ty
 g
ap

/d
ep

os
it 
re
qu

ire
m
en

t a
s 

m
ul
tip

le
 o
f a

nn
ua

l i
nc

om
e

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

20% deposit requirementAffordability gap

D
ec

 1
9

Ju
n 
19

D
ec

 1
8

Ju
n 
18

D
ec

 1
7

Ju
n 
17

D
ec

 1
6

Ju
n 
16

D
ec

 1
5

Ju
n 
15

D
ec

 1
4

Ju
n 
14

D
ec

 1
3

Ju
n 
13

D
ec

 1
2

Ju
n 
12

D
ec

 1
1

Ju
n 
11

Source: Pawson et al. (2020) – as created and updated by Judy Yates drawing on original ABS-
published data 

Another way of calibrating change over time in house purchase affordability is with 
respect to the value of a required mortgage deposit. This refers to the fact that — 
irrespective of falling interest rates — prices recently rising ahead of incomes will 
have lengthened the period required to save for the loan down-payment routinely 
required by lenders. It is important to appreciate that post-1990s reductions in 
interest rates to historically low levels have boosted borrowing capacity. But this 
has no equivalent moderating impact on the mortgage deposit threshold to home 
ownership. Scaled in relation to typical annual incomes, therefore, rising house 
prices between 2013 and 2018 meant that the size of the typically-required 20% 
house purchase deposit increased from 1.1 to 1.4 (see Figure 2.2). This implies an 
increase of over a quarter in the number of years of saving required for aspirant 
homeowners lacking access to parental or similar financial assistance.

This rising ‘wealth threshold’ for access to home ownership has contributed to 
the growing size of the population cohort dependent on rental — predominantly 
private rental — housing. Moderate income earners with a prospect of attaining 
home ownership have been needing to spend longer and longer periods awaiting 
the point at which this becomes financially feasible. This, in turn, puts upward 
pressure on that residential market sector that also accommodates most of 
Australia’s lower income population.
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The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic saw a sharp reduction in residential property 
transactions in April 2020, although market activity began to recover in May. 
In these subdued conditions, median prices drifted 1% lower in the three months 
to June 2020 (Gubbana 2020) amid pervasive uncertainty about wider economic 
prospects for 2020–21. This has generated a wide range of predictions on the 
likely trend of property values over the coming 1-2 years, one of the most striking 
involving the Commonwealth Bank’s worst-case scenario ‘prolonged downturn’ 
forecast of a 32% reduction over three years from March 2020 (Janda 2020). Under 
the more moderate ‘downturn’ scenario the predicted 3-year price reduction was 
11%. A substantial decline in property values could push many homeowners into 
negative equity (RBA 2020). If combined with heavy job losses in a protracted 
recession, this situation could even result in significant homelessness triggered 
by mortgage repossessions.

2.2 Private rent levels and trends
2.2.1 Market trends: 2011–March 2020
Rent levels and trends across Australia’s capital cities have been quite diverse over 
the past decade. During this period, rental prices have been usually much higher 
in Sydney than in the other three major capital cities graphed in Figure 2.3(a). 
For example, for most of this period, Sydney rents have been at least 25% above 
those in Melbourne. Since social security rates are geographically invariant this 
implies that benefit-reliant renters in Sydney are more likely to be experiencing 
rental stress than their counterpart tenants in the other three cities. 

Patterns of change have also varied from city to city, with Sydney rents peaking 
in 2018 and subsequently falling back (see Figure 2.3(b)). Factoring in the 
understanding that the majority of apartment block units are commissioned or 
otherwise purchased by investors rather than owner occupiers, this most probably 
reflected a boom in apartment block completions during this period. However, 
by far the greatest market volatility has been seen in Perth where the rapid 
economic contraction that followed from the peak of the mining boom around 
2013 apparently continued to depress rents for several years.  

Figure 2.3: Private rent trends – 2 bed units, 2011–2020
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(b) Weekly rents and CPI: change over time 2011–2020 (2011=100)
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Across the whole of the time period shown in Figure 2.3(b) it was only in Melbourne 
that rents ran ahead of the Consumer Price Index — thanks to significant real 
terms rent increases for the period from 2015. In Sydney, while rents had been 
rising substantially above general inflation until 2018, they subsequently saw a 
marked decline. By 2020, the median rent had dropped to virtually the same real 
terms value recorded in 2011. The volatility of the Perth market, meanwhile, can be 
expressed in terms of the 24% real terms rent increase experienced in the period 
2011–2013, before declining by an extraordinary 36% in real terms to 2018. Such 
is the unusual vulnerability to housing market flux of a state economy dependent 
on mining.

A more direct indicator of rental market pressure is rental property vacancy rates 
(Figure 2.4). This gauges the number of properties available to let as a proportion 
of the total stock of rental properties at any given time. Highly contrasting trends 
have been recorded over the past few years in this respect. Notably, however, the 
2017–2020 period saw a general convergence towards rates at fairly low levels — 
albeit substantially above historic levels in Sydney.

Figure 2.4: Private rental vacancy rates, 2011–2020
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In interpreting the statistics presented in this section it is important to recognise 
that they are reported in terms of market norms — for example, as expressed in 
median rent values. Changes in median rents have significance for lower income 
tenants more at risk of homelessness, but such trends do not tell the whole story. 
Most importantly, as analysed in recent AHURI research, Australia’s private rental 
markets have been experiencing a restructuring process now ongoing for decades. 
Thus ‘the considerable increase in the aggregate supply of private rental dwellings, 
notably in the decade since 2006, has not resulted in a commensurate increase in 
lower-rent (affordable) private rental dwellings, but an increased concentration of 
rentals at mid-market levels’ (Hulse et al. 2019 p28). The consequences of these 
processes for lower income renters are further explored in Section 2.4.

2.2.2 Market trends under pandemic conditions 2020
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on Australia’s private rental 
markets. A number of factors have combined to suppress demand for rental 
property. First, large-scale job losses and reduced hours of work will have affected 
rent paying capacity for many tenants in the period since March 2020. This will 
have resulted in some tenants choosing to end their tenancy in favour of cheaper 
options such as sharing with friends or (for some young adults) returning to the 
family home. Secondly, the cessation of international travel has reduced the inflow 
of international migrants, tourists and overseas students close to zero.

The impacts of the above factors have varied across the country. As shown in 
Figure 2.5, rents have fallen appreciably in Melbourne, and particularly in Sydney 
in consequence. By June 2020, Sydney rents had fallen by 7 percentage points 
(see Figure 2.5(b)). In Brisbane and Perth, however, no such reductions had been 
seen. These variations may be partly explicable in terms of the greater quantum of 
rental property normally occupied by students and international tourists in Sydney 
and Melbourne, as compared with Brisbane and Perth. It should be noted that the 
figures graphed here are advertised or ‘asking’ rents. In a market downturn of the 
kind being currently experienced, it is likely that the ‘buyers’ market’ conditions 
will lead to contracted rents being typically somewhat lower than advertised. That 
is, the real reduction in rents in Sydney and Melbourne is probably greater than 
indicated in these graphs.

Figure 2.5: Private rent trends in 2-bed units, 2019–20
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(b) Weekly rents, indexed
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Source: SQM Research - https://sqmresearch.com.au/weekly-rents.php

Recent changes in private rental vacancy rates in the four cities are shown in 
Figure 2.6. While rates have been running at significantly higher levels in Sydney 
than in the other cities over the past year, the most significant increase charted 
for the pandemic period has been in Melbourne (see Figure 2.6(b)). Consistent 
with the absence of any pandemic-period rent reduction (see Figure 2.5), Perth’s 
vacancy rate has continued to fall since March 2020.

Figure 2.6: Private rental vacancy rates, 2019–20
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Figure 5.3: Ask Izzy online advice service online search activity early in the 
COVID-19 pandemic
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As another way to provide an indication of initial pandemic homelessness impacts, 
we collated unpublished SHS statistics from ten large SHS providers25, with 
respect to Quarter 4 2019–20 (i.e. April–June 2020). Through comparison with 
equivalent data for the same quarter of the previous year (April–June 2019) we 
hoped to gain some impression of change over time. Fuller methodological details 
are provided in Section 1.4.2.

As shown in Table 5.1, the total number of homelessness service user interactions 
in the early months of the pandemic was slightly reduced by comparison with 
the previous year. While there were large variations across the cohort, six of the 
ten organisations saw a reduction in service users assisted, with one recording 
a similar number to that in the previous year, and three recording substantially 
larger numbers. The vast bulk of this collective increase is probably attributable 
to the extraordinary emergency hotel-rehousing programs in which all three 
providers were substantially involved over the period. That is, the extra throughput 
of assisted cases involved ‘existing’ rather than ‘new’ homelessness. Bearing 
this in mind, the national reduction in newly occurring homelessness seen in Q4 
2019–20 compared with the previous year was probably considerably larger than 
the 3% shown in the ‘all’ row of Table 5.1 — probably more in the order of 10-20%.

25 In illustrating their relatively large scale of operation it should be noted that the number of 
assisted cases recorded by participating providers in two quarters concerned (see Table 5.1) 
equates to around a third of the national SHS caseload (bearing in mind that assisted cases 
enumerated by AIHW on an annual basis total around 300,000).
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5.7 Changing spatial patterns 
of homelessness
Recent rates of change in homelessness expressed demand, as recorded via SHS 
statistics, have varied substantially across Australia. Nationally, in the four years 
to 2018–19, it was areas classified as ‘inner regional’ that typically witnessed by far 
the greatest rate of increase (see Figure 5.11). This would include regional cities 
such as Newcastle, Ballarat and Townsville. It is of course possible that this is 
more a reflection of expanded service capacity in inner regional areas than locally 
expanded need for such services. However, the markedly higher growth rate — and 
the fact that it was reflected in most jurisdictions seems to suggest that it was 
more a matter of the latter than the former.

Figure 5.11: % change in incidence of homelessness by 2014–19 by 
location type
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Source: AIHW Historical Tables Specialist Homelessness Services (Tables 3).

Note: Data reflects the location where clients first sought homelessness service support. Area 
remoteness based on official ABS classification.

Table 5.2: Change in incidence of homelessness by 2014–19 by area 
remoteness and jurisdiction

Aus NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS ACT NT

Major 
cities 9 32 8 -3 -3 -1 -15 -24 -14

Inner 
regional 30 105 15 0 35 42 -11 NA 33

Outer 
regional 12 66 24 5 -8 -32 11 NA 24

Remote/ 
v remote 11 165 -13 -38 32 -35 -93 NA 28

Source: AIHW Historical Tables Specialist Homelessness Services (Tables 3). 

Note: Data reflects the location where clients first sought homelessness service support. Area 
remoteness based on official ABS classification.
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While within-jurisdiction rates and patterns of change were highly varied over the 
time period examined here, disproportionate increases in inner regional localities 
have featured in almost every state and territory (Table 5.2). These variations are 
illustrated in greater detail in Figure 5.12. This highlights notable increases (in 
red and dark orange) throughout various regions of NSW and the NT, while there 
were reductions (in light blue and grey) throughout Victoria, Queensland, SA and 
Tasmania. Collectively, red and dark orange represent SA3s where homelessness 
rate at least doubled between 2014–15 and 2018–19. The highest increases (in 
red) were observed in outer suburban Sydney (Camden and Wollondilly), regional 
ACT (Urriarra-Namadgi), and in East Arnhem land in the NT. It is possible that this 
could reflect a recent general tendency for inner regional rents to rise at rates 
above national norms — perhaps as a spillover from pressured urban markets. 
Unfortunately, however, detailed analysis of the possible contributory drivers that 
underlie these patterns is beyond the scope of this report.

Figure 5.12: Percentage change in homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Statistical Areas 3 of Australia, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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Focusing on the period 2014–15 to 2018–19, Figures 5.13-5.17 map changes 
in homelessness rates at the Statistical Area 3 (SA3) level, focusing on the five 
greater capital city regions of Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth. 
Gradations of percentage change are divided into six classes by natural break 
classification, with red and orange hues denoting increases in homelessness rate 
while light blue and grey hues denoting decreases.
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It is observed that, across the five greater capital city regions, there were notable 
decreases in homelessness rates throughout the metropolitan areas with the 
exception of Sydney where there were varying levels of increase in inner city, 
suburban and outer suburban areas. In Sydney, the only SA3 where a decrease 
in homelessness rate was observed was in the Central Business District area 
(Sydney Inner City), with notable increases (in dark orange, between 103% and 
158%) in Cronulla-Miranda-Caringbah in the south, Blacktown-North and Rouse 
Hill-McGraths Hill in the north-west, Hornsby, Pittwater and Wyong in the north; 
and significant increases (in red, by more than 158%) in Camden and Wollondilly 
in the south-west.

In contrast, there were general decreases in homelessness in Greater Melbourne, 
Greater Brisbane, Greater Adelaide and Greater Perth. For Greater Melbourne, 
such changes were observed in the inner city and middle ring suburbs, with 
moderate percentage increases (in yellow, up to 48%) observed in the western and 
eastern outer suburbs. For Greater Brisbane, decreases in homelessness were 
observed in both the inner and outer suburbs, with moderate increases in the 
middle ring. Homelessness also decreased throughout most of the metropolitan 
area, with Prospect-Walkerville in the inner suburbs being the only SA3 where 
homelessness rate increased between 2014–15 and 2018–19. Homelessness rates 
also decreased throughout the commuter suburbs and southern coastal region 
of Greater Perth.

For more detailed visualisations of other cities and regions of Australia, 
please visit unsw.to/AHM2020.

Figure 5.13: Percentage change in homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Sydney Greater Capital City region, 2014–15 to 2018–19

Legend

Sydney metropolitan area

% change in homelessness rate 
(per 10,000) 2014-15 to 2018-19

Increased by more than 158%

Increased by 103% to 158%

Increased by 48% to 103%

Increased by up to 48%

Decreased by up to 22%

Decreased by more than 22%
10 5 0 10km

N

S

EW

Sydney
CBD

Source: ABS (n.d.); AIHW (2019)

Australian Homelessness Monitor 202080

The changing scale, nature and distribution of homelessness

05

file:///\\lhfs02.launchhousing.org.au\Community%20Relations\Campaigns%20&%20Engagement\4_Marketing%20&%20Communications\5_Campaigns%20&%20Events\Australian%20Homelessness%20Monitor\2020%20AHM\Proofreading\unsw.to\AHM2020


Figure 5.14: Percentage change in homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Melbourne Greater Capital City region, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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Figure 5.15: Percentage change in homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Brisbane Greater Capital City region, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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Figure 5.16: Percentage change in homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Adelaide Greater Capital City region, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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Figure 5.17: Percentage change in homelessness rate (per 10,000), 
Perth Greater Capital City region, 2014–15 to 2018–19
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5.8 Chapter conclusion
As demonstrated by ABS Census statistics, homelessness continued to grow 
ahead of population in the five years to 2016 — the period that formed the main 
focus of AHM 2018. In the absence of directly comparable statistics for subsequent 
years, there is less certainty about the trajectory of homelessness since then. 
Administrative data related to requests for homelessness services suggests that 
overall numbers might have plateaued in the period to 2020. Hard evidence on 
homelessness impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic is, at the time of writing, even 
more scarce. However, alongside temporary moratoria on rental property evictions, 
the scale and configuration of government income protection schemes may have 
quelled any immediate recession-induced homelessness spike. 

In the specific context of street homelessness, intensified downtown action over 
recent years may have also been sufficient at least to stem the previously rising 
trends affecting cities such as Adelaide and Sydney. Latterly, as already reported 
in Chapter 4, unprecedented emergency rehousing programs will have at least 
temporarily reduced rough sleeping numbers to historic lows in mid-2020. 
Whether it will be possible to maintain this situation is, however, very much in 
doubt — especially in the absence of systemic and sustained change in broader 
housing and social security policy.

Significant developments in relation to the scale, nature and spatial distribution of 
homelessness seen in recent years have included:

• The markedly varying trends in the numbers of homelessness service users 
– with especially rapid increases in NSW and NT co-existing with reductions 
in SA, Tasmania and ACT

• The continued huge significance of family and domestic violence as 
a homelessness driver — resulting in very large numbers of children 
experiencing homelessness, which should be a special concern for all 
levels of government

• The rising profile of exiting custody, leaving care and mental ill-health as 
factors placing people at risk of homelessness

• The disproportionate increase in Aboriginal community homelessness

• The marked tendency for rising homelessness in inner regional settings
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Homelessness 
data matters
6.1 Homelessness data 
topicality
As discussed in Chapter 3, recent policy priorities have 
shone a new spotlight on debates about homelessness 
data metrics, availability and management. Heightened 
state/territory government concern over escalating 
rough sleeping has triggered efforts to specify street 
homelessness reduction objectives in measurable terms. 
Concurrently, aspirations to ‘end homelessness’ have 
raised similar questions among advocacy and service 
provider organisations. In parallel, for some, aspirations 
to more ‘objectively’ calibrate individual client needs and 
appropriately target service responses have prompted 
a strongly-expressed faith in data enhancement as an 
essential pathway to homelessness solutions.

As reported in Chapter 4, data matters also came very 
much to the fore in this research in our attempt to 
calibrate simple dimensions of the emergency rehousing 
programs rolled out at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(see Section 4.3). Albeit that requested statistics were 
kindly provided by two of the five state governments 
approached, it seems to us unhealthy that in some 
jurisdictions, such basic information remains a closely 
guarded secret. 

In the remainder of this short chapter, we briefly touch 
on some of the shortcomings of currently available 
homelessness data and how these might be addressed.

6.2 Fulfilling the potential 
of SHS statistics
In monitoring the changing scale and nature of 
homelessness, Australia remains heavily reliant on the 
ABS Census. The traditional five-yearly ABS Census cycle 
presents a major limitation in the use of Census-derived 
statistics to inform homelessness policy, e.g. in informing 
‘performance assessment’ against homelessness 
reduction targets. Moreover, given the need for Australia 
to adopt a more prevention-centred approach to the 
problem, the key challenge is to minimise the flow of 
newly homeless people. Logically, therefore, the cohort 
on which to concentrate is not so much those homeless 
at a point in time, but those who are newly experiencing 
the problem.

With these considerations in mind, the key data 
source here is not the census, but the AIHW Specialist 
Homelessness Services (SHS) statistical collection that 
records requests for assistance logged by homelessness 
service providers. As shown in Chapter 5, the system 
generates valuable data on the scale and nature of 
homelessness and has been recently enhanced to 
facilitate geographical analysis. 
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However, the SHS framework has a number of drawbacks. 
These include the imperfect classification of an 
applicant’s stated reason(s) for seeking assistance — in 
particular as regards the ambiguous and widely used 
category ‘housing crisis’. Analysed in terms of service 
users’ main reason for seeking assistance, this accounted 
for 20% of all applications in 2018–19. Other possible 
enhancements to the system that should be considered 
within this context include:

• Placing greater emphasis on consistently 
recording — and publishing — statistics on service 
users judged to be homeless (as distinct from at 
risk of homelessness)

• Harmonising approaches to recording of 
‘unassisted cases’ for greater consistency

• The publication of SHS statistics on a quarterly 
rather than annual basis, so as to provide more 
timely access to data that would be of particular 
benefit at times of economic turbulence.

More generally, a limitation on the robustness of SHS 
statistics is the huge number and organisational diversity 
of the data points on which the system draws (1,583 
agencies in 2018–19). Data quality could likely benefit 
from data handling capacity-building in participating 
organisations, as well as resources sufficient to enable 
an optimally intensive approach to data management and 
enhancement at the centre. An eye-catching example 
of currently inconsistent practice is the improbable 
observation that the number of unassisted applications in 
2018–19 varied from 2% of all logged applications in South 
Australia to 62% in Tasmania. 

6.3 Rental evictions data
Also related to informing homelessness prevention 
strategies, better data on tenant evictions by social (as 
well as private) landlords would be highly beneficial. The 
basis for such statistics would be the case records held by 
the tenancy tribunals that govern tenancy repossession 
cases across Australia. State/territory governments 
should be requiring that the tribunal for their jurisdiction 
routinely publishes statistics drawn from rental property 
repossession casework records. Ideally, these would be 
configured according to a common framework determined 
and administered by the AIHW.

6.4 More in-depth data 
on homelessness
Especially given the limitations of the SHS and census 
data collections as discussed above, there is a case for 
government investment in other sources of in-depth data 
on homelessness. 

One ‘routine’ source of such data is the ABS General 
Social Survey which, drawing on a population-wide 
sample, periodically includes questions about ‘previous 
experience of homelessness’. Unfortunately, however, 
such data is published only very infrequently. This long 
cycle is far from ideal.

Initiated in 2011, the Journeys Home research project 
involved a longitudinal survey of Australians experiencing 
homelessness, or at high risk of becoming homeless. 
A cohort of social security recipients was periodically 
surveyed over a 2.5 year period. The rich resulting data 
informed a host of in-depth research reports and journal 
articles, providing in-depth and policy-relevant insights 
into homelessness pathways that could be obtained from 
no other data source. Now that it is almost a decade 
since the survey cohort was selected, there is a case for 
a follow-up project to provide insights into the different 
housing, labour market and other factors that will be 
influencing experiences of homelessness in Australia 
in the 2020s.
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Conclusions
7.1 Enhanced official 
sensitisation to homelessness
The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered widespread anxiety 
on implications for the connected issues of rental stress 
and homelessness. But even the immediate pre-pandemic 
years saw rising concerns at the unjust situation where 
growing numbers of Australians have found themselves 
without an adequate and affordable home — or actually 
sleeping on the street. This, in one of the wealthiest 
countries on the planet, where the vast majority are well-
housed, and where many have lately accumulated huge 
fortunes on the back of the property market. 

The growing visibility of rough sleeping in Melbourne, 
Sydney and other cities during the 2010s prompted state 
and territory governments to respond with a new level 
of urgency. Controversially, proposed responses have 
included punitive actions such as street sleeping bans 
in the City of Melbourne, or changed legislation in New 
South Wales to enable the forcible removal of homeless 
encampments in Sydney. However, ‘street clearing’ 
policing actions are not the main story. This second 
Australian Homelessness Monitor has demonstrated that 
in many parts of Australia, the heightened government 
attention to street homelessness has also seen increased 
supportive intervention intended to assist people sleeping 
rough into long-term housing. In the years immediately 
preceding the pandemic, a number of governments had 
already moved to fund new measures, including assertive 
street outreach, headleasing and enhanced private rental 
subsidies, alongside community-led initiatives involving 
more technically enabled approaches to measuring and 
tackling rough sleeping.

7.2 Implications for 
strategic action
The housing and welfare system failures embodied by 
rising homelessness and increasingly overt forms of 
rough sleeping have created an impetus for society and 
governments to appreciate the problems and develop new 
solutions. At the time of this report’s publication — in the 
forth quarter of 2020 — Australia is well positioned to 
learn from our failures and progress systemic reform. 

Although initially delayed because of COVID-19, the 
Australian Parliament has launched a formal Inquiry into 
homelessness in Australia. This Inquiry had its first public 
hearing in July 2020. Included in the Inquiry remit is 
consideration of the “services to support people who are 
homeless or at risk of homelessness, including housing 
assistance, social housing, and specialist homelessness 
services”. As we recount in this report, there are examples 
of outreach models linked to long-term housing that do, 
indeed, enable people to exit rough sleeping. When move-
on housing is suitable and affordable, and when floating 
support is available, the evidence shows that people 
can exit rough sleeping and chronic homelessness and 
sustain housing. 

The research indicates that we need to do three things. 
First, we need to take the evidence-based and successful 
Housing First style pilots and initiatives in Australia and 
institutionalise them into wider housing and support 
systems. Homelessness cannot be ended at the project 
or pilot initiative level. Second, beyond the scaling-up of 
evidence-based models to end rough sleeping, we need 
to simultaneously redouble efforts to expand upstream 
interventions to prevent rough sleeping in the first place. 
Genuinely strategic and comprehensive approaches to 
homelessness prevention remain to be developed.

Third, while a focus on ending rough sleeping is of 
course well-justified, this must be framed within an 
understanding of the need for the fundamental systemic 
change required to tackle the housing system failures that 
are a major causal factor for all forms of homelessness. 
Crucially, even the scaled-up application of Housing First 
solutions to street homelessness, coupled with a more 
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rigorous emphasis on prevention will count for relatively 
little unless social and affordable housing provision is 
expanded in parallel. In any case, as demonstrated by our 
own and other recent research (Bullen & Baldry 2019), 
the minimal availability of social housing in Australia 
seriously undermines the functionality of Housing First 
approaches in this country. 

Especially given the shrinking supply of so-called 
‘naturally occurring affordable housing’ via market 
provision (see Section 2.4.1), there is an urgent need for 
additional social housing to reduce homelessness at the 
population level. The Commonwealth Government has a 
critical role to play at the policy and funding level here. 
Given its overarching responsibility for national economic 
and social welfare, the Commonwealth must play a 
far more active role in tackling the problem. Moreover, 
utilising its superior tax-raising and borrowing powers to 
enable the resumption of a routine social housebuilding 
program after a 25-year break should be only one aspect 
of this. As argued elsewhere (Pawson et al. 2020), such 
action should form part of a comprehensive national 
housing strategy to design and phase in the wide-
ranging tax and regulatory reforms needed to re-balance 
the system. 

7.3 Learning the 
homelessness lessons of the 
early phase COVID-19 crisis 
The inadequacy of Australia’s social and affordable 
housing provision was cast into sharp relief by the 
immediate impacts of COVID-19. As the pandemic hit, 
several state governments acted quickly to accommodate 
people experiencing homelessness to protect them, to 
enable them to isolate, and to prevent associated virus 
spread. We accept that the large-scale use of hotels for 
such a program will have been inevitable in any case. 
However, insufficient access to the longer-term solution 
that social housing ideally provides has left governments 
battling huge challenges in transitioning temporary hotel 
residents into permanent homes. For many former rough 
sleepers, the resulting likelihood of a long and uncertain 
wait for a permanent home will have led to self-discharge 
and — for many — a resumption of homelessness.

The headleasing programs recently announced in NSW 
and Victoria will help deal with the immediate crisis. They 
are a logical means of effectively expanding short-term 
social housing capacity. Given their limited scale and 
contract duration, however, they are no substitute for the 
investment in additional permanent sub-market stock the 
country badly needs. 

The pandemic has also provided a stark reminder that 
resulting health risks are unevenly distributed across 
the population. COVID-19 has thus demonstrated how 
homeless people living on the street or in shelter 
accommodation experience pandemic shock in a more 
urgent way than the population at large. Equally, the crisis 
also showed the capacity for humane response to these 
problems. Governments quickly found the unprecedented 
sums of money needed to act with decisiveness that was 
equally remarkable. Moreover, as shown in this report this 
decisive action involved departmental silo-busting as well 
as joint working with NGOs at a new level. Indeed, with 
never seen before levels of government funding, NGOs 
acted quickly to ensure that people on the streets, and 
sometimes in shared homeless accommodation, received 
immediate access to self-contained accommodation. The 
pandemic offers an insight into what is possible when 
political will is present. 

We know that thousands of people experiencing 
homelessness accessed accommodation during 
COVID-19, but we know less about what has happened 
next. Without the fuller exposure of this remarkable and 
unique episode, Australia will be unable to benefit through 
learning the lessons of this experience. As revealed 
through our work on this Homelessness Monitor, this 
aspiration is liable to be frustrated by limited government 
transparency – a concern that chimes with related 
misgivings highlighted by a recent Audit Office report 
(VAGO 2020 p9). Indeed, especially given the need for a 
cross-jurisdictional remit of such investigation, we believe 
that this could call for the establishment of a new and 
more specificially focused Parliamentary, Productivity 
Commission, or Audit Office Inquiry into homelessness 
policy and practice responses to the pandemic.

A broader reflection on transparency relates to what 
we consider as positive recent moves by certain state 
governments to specify homelessness reduction targets. 
In our view, a commitment to such targets should be 
accompanied by openness to the publication of statistics 
illuminating progress in meeting such goals.
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7.4 Future prospects
We are completing this report at a time (August 2020) 
when the Commonwealth Government’s pandemic 
income protection measures remain fully in force, 
along with eviction moratoria across Australia. While 
these measures appear to have been highly effective in 
suppressing any immediate surge in recession-induced 
homelessness (see Section 2.4.2), there is every prospect 
that this situation will sharply deteriorate if governments 
proceed with announced plans for their near-term scaling 
back and/or elimination. 

The recently announced reduction in the JobSeeker rate 
to take effect from September 2020 is expected to push 
370,000 people into poverty (Australia Institute 2020). 
Moreover, if government proceeds to cut the rate back 
to its former NewStart level, 270,000 mortgagees and 
renters above the poverty line before COVID-19 will be 
likewise forced below it (Ibid). Even the first of these 
moves seems certain to trigger rising rent and mortgage 
arrears which, at least for some, will likely result in 
homelessness. If the resulting situation is to be kept 
under control, further unprecedented homelessness 
intervention measures may well be needed at that point.

Existing research demonstrates that, in addition to 
the injustice that homelessness represents, it is a 
state of exclusion that forces society to spend money 
on band-aid interventions that are costly and only 
serve to prolong associated harms (Parsell, Petersen, 
and Culhane, 2017). COVID-19 has clearly shown that 
society can temporarily (virtually) end rough sleeping 
and overcrowded occupancy of shared homelessness 
accommodation. Australia’s challenge — and opportunity 
— is to take the successes achieved during COVID-19 and 
integrate them into mainstream systems. Homelessness 
is bad for health and bad for society at all times, not 
just during pandemics. Australia’s future prospects 
require coupling the commitment shown for people 
experiencing homelessness during COVID-19 with a 
resolute commitment to using evidence to shape how we 
meet the basic and fundamental needs of homeless and 
‘at risk’ populations.  
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