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Joint Statement
Harmful words: reinforcing stereotypes about homelessness in
contemporary Australian media

“More than 105,000 people came to Victorian homelessness

services last year and many more couldn’t even get through our

doors, so extreme is the need for support. These people came not
because they chose to be homeless, but because our systems are

not providing the essential services Victorians need to lead safe and
dignified lives. Fixing those systems relies on the community having

an accurate understanding of homelessness, so it’s vital that the media is
informed and constructive in how they report and lead public
conversations about this important issue”

Deborah Di Natale, CEO Council to Homeless Persons

Words and the way communities are framed in the media have an impact.

The language used by journalists and commentators shapes public attitudes and,
ultimately, people’s lives.

Stigmatising words and characterisations create feelings of shame, making it
harder for people in need to access support when they need it most. People die without
support. Stigma is a life and death issue.



On Saturday June 26th, journalist Steve Price penned an opinion article in the Herald
Sun that employed language rarely seen in Australia’s leading newspapers. Mr. Price
described a section of the Melbourne CBD as a “urine-stinking homeless camp”,
occupied by “drug-addicted, dangerous, and mentally ill people”, “drug-crazed, barefoot
lunatics”, and “shoeless, filthy beggar(s)”. He also described the area as a “Third-World
slum”, vilifying developing countries and their communities across the world.

This kind of offensive language and framing dehumanises people, strips away their
humanity, and ignores the complex realities often underlying people’s occupation of
public space in our cities and on our streets: trauma, family violence, poverty, systemic
disadvantage, racism, and the criminalisation of homelessness itself.

Nobody walks easily out of a safe and happy home to live a life on the footpath.

“The public expects better from one of Melbourne’s major
newspapers than stigmatising people experiencing homelessness
by allowing such pejorative language to be published in its pages”

Nadia Morales, CEO Inner Melbourne Community Legal

Articles like Mr Price’s also reinforce fear - they encourage the public to see people in
crisis as a threat to be removed, rather than people deserving of our understanding and
evidence-based support.

“Sensationalist commentary is not in the interests of our city or
any of its inhabitants. Unhoused people are themselves

the most at-risk on our streets, not Mr. Price. | would implore
Herald Sun commentators to write about everyone with humanity
and dignity”

Councillor Olivia Ball, City of Melbourne

Responsible journalism should challenge decisions, policies, and systems that
contribute to homelessness, not attack people with little public platform, right of reply, or
resources to respond to how they are represented.

“Dehumanising poor people is a lazy effort to lay blame on us for
the consequences of political choices, and creating a bogeyman out
of unhoused people does nothing more than give social license for
increasing criminalisation of poverty, destruction of public housing,
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welfare privatisation, and balancing government budgets off the backs
of those who have the least”

Kristin O’Connell, Anti-Poverty centre co-coordinator

We ask the Australian community to reflect on how language operates when wielded by
influential voices in our media. Public conversations about homelessness, mental
health, and substance use should be grounded in accuracy and dignity. We cannot
always know the circumstances that have led to people living on the street and what
their needs might be just by observing them.

“The ways in which drug use and dependence intersect with the
housing crisis and lack of accessible services is complex,
requiring nuanced conversations that lead to lasting solutions”

Sione Crawford, CEO Harm Reduction Victoria

“Mr. Price’s stereotypes are premised on assumptions that
fail to capture the real-world challenges of people
experiencing homelessness with co-occurring health issues,
including alcohol and other drug dependency. To encourage
criminalising people for poverty, health inequity and trauma
is as low as you can go”

Chris Christoforou, CEO Victorian Alcohol and Drug Association

We encourage journalists and commentators reporting on these issues to engage with
people who have lived experience, and the advocacy organisations who represent
them, to ensure their stories are represented fairly, accurately, and with care. We call on
all media outlets to adopt the Council to Homeless Persons’ Media Messaging Guide’
when reporting on homelessness, and ask the Australian Press Council to incorporate it
into its Advisory Guidelines, just as they have for other topics and communities
vulnerable to stigmatising coverage.

The Homeless Persons Union Victoria has invited Steve Price to a conversation about
the impacts of harmful representations of people who are homeless. That invitation
remains open.

' Council to Homeless Persons, Media Messaging Guide - Reporting on Homelessness, 2022
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Acting CEO, Southside Justice




