18 January 2017
JOINT MEDIA STATEMENT FROM HOMELESSNESS, HOUSING & SOCIAL SERVICES AGENCIES
The CEOs of 36 Victorian homelessness, housing and social services organisations have
released an open letter appealing for a shift in the conversation away from vilifying rough
sleepers to a focus on the lack of affordable housing that underpins the crisis.
Media enquiries: Lanie Harris, lanie@chp.org.au, 0418 552 377
Open letter: Moving on the homeless does not make them disappear
Until we join the dots between housing and homelessness, we will never solve the crisis.
Recent coverage of the ‘shame’ of Melbourne’s homelessness focusses attention on the wrong end of
the problem. Vilifying people sleeping rough does not help them, splashing the faces of people in crisis
in the paper only further stigmatises and isolates them, and fuels public fear and resentment.
Yes, it is shameful that there are people sleeping on the streets in a country as affluent as Australia.
The real shame is that this crisis has been with us for some time, and it is only now that it has
become visible in our streets that there is outrage and reaction.
Perhaps we are more self-conscious of it with the international spotlight on us this week, but this
crisis is not a new one. And the causes of it are not new; Australia is in the grips of an affordable
housing crisis that has been building over many years, and we currently don’t have a strategy for
how we will solve it.
We have the right to feel angry about homelessness, but we need to direct our energy towards the
successive government policies that have created it, and not towards those sleeping rough.
We do not condone aggression and public drug use, and there are avenues through which the police
can pursue such behaviour. But it is not illegal to be poor and homeless. We will never solve poverty
and homelessness by moving people on, or by putting them in crisis accommodation for a few weeks.
Reports of people on the streets declining offers of accommodation ignore the fact that the housing
offered is usually a few nights in a rooming house, or a refuge. Like you and me, what people who
are homeless want is a safe, affordable and, most importantly, permanent place to call home. To
provide this we urgently need more public and community housing.
The City of Melbourne is struggling valiantly to balance a humanitarian response with public health
and safety, and homelessness services are working hard to engage with chronically disadvantaged
people, some of whom have complex needs.
But until something is done about the national housing crisis that underpins this problem, we are
simply bailing water on a sinking boat. The irony of reading news coverage of property investor
borrowing skyrocketing alongside coverage of the homelessness crisis is not lost on us. These two
issues are intrinsically linked, and until we join the dots, we’ll never solve the crisis.
The poor have been squeezed out of the private rental market, and there are tens of thousands of
people waiting for public housing.
The Victorian Government has committed more than $600 million to social housing and
homelessness support largely in response to the Royal Commission into Family Violence. We are still
awaiting the Victorian affordable housing strategy.
Our Federal Government is a long way from having a plan to tackle this problem. Meanwhile, those
on lowest incomes are being pursued by automated Centrelink debt notices, reducing their already
meagre incomes. This will inevitably increase homelessness.
Let’s not think for a moment that by moving people on or placing them in temporary accommodation
like rooming houses and motels that the homelessness problem will go away.

Poverty and disadvantage behind closed doors is still poverty and disadvantage. We need to stop
demonising those without a home. We need to stop trying to come up with quick fixes.
As the CEOs of Victoria’s leading homelessness, housing and social service organisations, we’ve been
raising this problem for a long time, and it’s not going to go away overnight. The way to solve rough
sleeping, and other forms of homelessness is by providing enough safe, permanent, affordable
housing, and, when needed, the intensive supports to go with it.
We’re calling on the media and policy makers to maintain their focus on the real shame of the lack
of action on housing affordability. We need to get on with making the hard decisions that will solve
our community's housing problem. So many people have more than one house and so many more
have no home at all.
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