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INTRODUCTION

Shelter is a basic human right – it is not just a housing issue or a welfare issue.
The focus of the National Youth Commission Australia’s Inquiry into Youth
Employment and Transitions is on the pathways to sustainable livelihoods
and independent lives for young Australians. Inevitably, during transitions
to independence, some young people face housing issues leading to
homelessness. This has consequences for education and employment.
In 2008, the Australian government committed to halving homelessness
by 2020. This target was not met, with homelessness numbers rising. All
governments have failed to take responsibility or meaningful action on this
issue. The existing approach has not reduced the incidence of homelessness
nor changed the life course of every young person who experiences
homelessness.
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THE PROBLEM OF YOUTH HOMELESSNESS
Youth homelessness remains a stubborn problem. In 2020-21, 41,652 young

The longer a young person remains disengaged from the school system,

people aged 15-24 years presented to a homelessness service seeking

the more difficult it is to re-engage at a later stage.

assistance without a parent. This represents 15 per cent of all clients who
1

presented to homelessness services in 2020-21.2

Youth Homelessness Representative Council, Submission, 29 October 2019

The Commission heard many stories about young people’s experiences of

Leaving school early or disengaging all together from school puts that

homelessness throughout the public hearing process. A case study of a young

young person highly at risk of probably initially couch surfing and then

woman, Caitlin (not her real name) illustrates what many adolescents go

eventually homelessness and a greater risk of contact with the criminal

through at the early stage of homelessness:

justice system.

School was becoming a place where she didn’t feel she belonged, and

Jodie Burnstein, Barnardos, Sydney NSW, 29 October 2019

she now had other friends who were young people who didn’t go to
school. Caitlin didn’t want to be at home, or at school anymore. She
decided she would stay with her friend to get away from her mother for
a few days. This turned into a couple of weeks, and then she wasn’t able
to stay there anymore, as the family wasn’t able to continue supporting
her. She was feeling more connected at this friend’s house and felt a
sense of belonging. So, when she needed to move out of this place,
she decided she needed to apply for a Centrelink payment in order
to support herself. Her focus was now on surviving, and not attending
school. Caitlin spent her days working out where she was going to stay
that night and could not pay attention to attending school. When she
was granted a Centrelink payment, she was required to attend school as
part of that payment, and she found that really difficult as she had no
stable accommodation, and day-to-day she didn’t know where she was
going to stay.
Toby Stoddart, Colony 47, Hobert, Tas, 4 June 2019
Numerous people told the Commission that the experience of homelessness
has a major impact on successful completion of secondary schooling and the
transitions to employment.
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HOMELESSNESS SERVICES DON’T REDUCE YOUTH HOMELESSNESS
Broadly speaking, homelessness is not being adequately addressed, and

One of the major challenges for Australia today is to make the change

this compounds for young people who are often an overlooked cohort of

from traditional models of ‘siloed’ service delivery, which no longer serves

the homeless population. The number of homeless people continues to

the needs of children and families, to a stronger, more integrated system

increase and the cost of responding to them also continues to rise. Some in

of support services for families.5
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the homelessness sector say that ‘homelessness is the failure of other support
systems’ – this is partly true. Others argue that ‘homelessness is caused
by structural factors and if we don’t change these factors homelessness
continues’, that ‘homelessness is a result of an insufficient supply of
affordable housing’ or that ‘every night our crisis services are forced to turn
away people seeking assistance’ – all true, but what does this mean in a
systemic context? There is not a lot of disagreement about these problematic
issues but the challenge is how to move beyond the status quo.
CRISIS MANAGEMENT
The Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) system provides supported
accommodation to young people, adults and children who seek help who
are homeless or at-risk of becoming homeless. The system is made up of
crisis and transitional services with a focus on crisis management.4 Crisis
services, even if expanded substantially, cannot possibly reduce and end
homelessness. Unless there is a focus on prevention/early intervention and
post-homelessness support and housing, which are under-developed in the
current system then the rolling back of the problem will not occur.
SILOED SERVICE SYSTEMS
Australia has a siloed service systems where organisations operate in different
funding streams with specific accountabilities and measures of success.
While there is a lack of services for children and families, the service system is
designed as separate organisations and agencies, which further compounds
disadvantage and exclusion. The Centre for Community Child Health, Royal
Children’s Hospital suggests that:
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EDUCATION, TRAINING AND/OR EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT
Young people experiencing homelessness need additional support to stay
engaged in school. Mainstream schools do not offer one-on-one support
and as a result there are high dropout rates for homeless young people.
Youth Homelessness Representative Council, Submission, 29 October 2019
A young person who experiences homelessness has significant barriers
to accessing the labour market and gaining a sufficient income to live
on. Education, training, employment, and an adequate income support
safety net are the surest ways to avoid the reoccurrence of homelessness.
In addition to the support systems needed to ensure young people remain
engaged in education and employment, significant improvement is needed
to actual housing support for young people.

THE CASE FOR A YOUTH HOMELESSNESS STRATEGY
In 1999, the Australian Government launched a National Homelessness

The March 2019 National Youth Homelessness Conference convened by

Strategy (NHS), designed to provide leadership in developing approaches for

Youth Development Australia in partnership with other youth sector leaders,

the prevention and reduction of homelessness and to promote integrated

issued a Communique that called for a Strategy Plan for Ending Youth

service delivery to people who are at-risk of homelessness or experiencing

Homelessness, and highlighted four key areas for strategic action:

homelessness. The NHS was supposed to:
•

provide a strategic framework that will improve collaboration and linkages
between existing programmes and services, to improve outcomes for
clients and reduce the incidence of homelessness;

•

identify best practice models;

•

build the capacity of the community sector; and

•

raise awareness of the issue of homelessness.

In retrospect, the National Homelessness Strategy achieved very little as seen
by the number of people experiencing homelessness rising.

1.

early intervention.

2. rapid rehousing.
3. engagement with education, training and employment opportunities.
4. extended state care.
This call for a strategy to end youth homelessness – including actions needed
to make a significant and measurable difference in the years to come – was
endorsed again at the 2021 National Youth Homelessness Conference.
The Commission is calling for a strategy to end youth homelessness underpinned
by the four areas of strategic action (listed above) developed by the Australian

Given this experience how can a ‘strategy’ to reduce youth homelessness be useful?

Government, state, and territory governments in partnership with non-government

The Commission believes that the weaknesses of previous homelessness strategies

organisations and young people with lived experience of homelessness.

can be overcome by using the following principles to design the strategy:
•

Co-design: young people with experience of homelessness should be front
and centre in the design and implementation of the strategy.

•

Ownership: the strategy needs to be the responsibility of all agencies that work
with and fund services for young people including housing and homelessness
services, education systems and schools, health, and youth services.

•

Authoritative: the strategy should map the means to end youth
homelessness, how that can be done, how long it might take and at what
cost, to which governments, organisations and the community can refer.

•

Accountable: The strategy should include measurable goals and outcomes

RECOMMENDATION
That the Australian Government along with each state and territory
government fund the National Youth Commission Australia to work
with young people, governments, the not-for-profit sector and other
stakeholders to develop a strategy to end youth homelessness.

to which governments and agencies are held responsible for achieving.
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PRE-HOMELESSNESS PREVENTION /EARLY INTERVENTIONS OPTIONS
For many young people, their first experience of homelessness begins during
adolescence, therefore, focussing early intervention efforts on teenagers has
the potential to reduce the incidence of youth homelessness significantly. Two
parliamentary inquiries have recommended a shift from the entrenched crisis
orientation of funded homelessness services to prevention and early intervention.6
In terms of its available evidence base on social and educational outcomes,
the Community of Schools and Services model of early intervention (COSS
model) stands as probably the most promising early intervention initiative
that if applied systematically could significantly reduce the flow of young
people int homelessness.
The COSS model is a place-based collective impact approach to addressing
social and educational issues prior to crisis events arising. The model is based on
the organisation of a community collective of agencies and schools that all work
together to provide support to vulnerable young people and their families.
In practice, the COSS model has led to a significant reduction in youth
homelessness rates. Geelong, for example, saw a 40 per cent decrease over
two years in the number of young people experiencing homelessness.7 In
addition, Geelong saw improved engagement with school by 50 per cent and
reduced early school leaving of the identified at-risk students, with 85 per
cent remaining at school.
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RECOMMENDATION
That state and territory governments implement a place-based strategy of
prevention and early intervention for young people at-risk of homelessness.
That all state and territory governments review the two parliamentary
reports on homelessness, the Inquiry into homelessness in
Australia report (August 2021) and the Inquiry into homelessness
in Victoria report (March 2021) to incorporate the findings and
recommendations into forward planning for homelessness services
and social and affordable housing investment.

INCREASE THE LEAVING CARE AGE TO 21
It has been well-established over several decades, that young people who
leave the care system and have no other option but to attempt to live
independently, are at high risk of experiencing homelessness. One study
found over one-third of young people leaving out-of-home care experience
homelessness within 12 months of leaving.
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RECOMMENDATION
That care be extended to the age of 21 years in the remaining jurisdictions.
That the Australian Government work with the States/Territories and

Evidence presented to the Commission was consistent with research and

the Out-of-Home-Care sector including young people in care or who

community sector reports:

have been through the care system to develop and benchmark a

We know that young people who are transitioning from care, are more

uniform model of extended care

likely to experience homelessness. Some 25 per cent of them experience

That the Australian Government enshrine national standards of extended

it in the first year that they exit. They're more likely to have mental health

care in the National Framework for Protecting Australia’s Children.

issues like anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress. They struggle
to remain actively engaged in education. They find training and entry to
employment really difficult.

That the extended care arrangements be evaluated from the
beginning of extended care support and the results of the evaluation
are publicly reported to hold all governments accountable.

Sylvia Albertini, Uniting, Sunshine Victoria, 26 March 2019
The national Home Stretch campaign was launched in 2016 to extend the
leaving care age for young people in Out-of-Home-Care in all Australian state
and territory jurisdictions from 18 to 21 years of age. Advocates for extending
care suggest that there will be demonstrably improved outcomes in life
readiness, employment, income, health, and economic return for the children.9
The Commission believes there are two major requirements for how this
policy should be implemented: firstly, to ensure that a uniform national and
universal model of extended care is in place that provides a safety net to
support all care leavers; secondly that the model is promptly evaluated to
assess its adequacy for preventing continuing pathways f rom out-of-homecare to homelessness and other forms of long-term disadvantage.
The Australian Government is not directly responsible for delivering Out-ofHome-Care services; however, it does have carriage of the National Framework for
Protecting Australia’s Children, oversight of national standards and responsibility
for ensuring that children throughout Australia are equitably supported in Out-ofHome-Care and in the emerging extended care arrangements.
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POST-HOMELESSNESS SUPPORT AND HOUSING OPTIONS
Prevention and early intervention implemented sufficiently will reduce the

•

Positive youth development and wellness orientation.

flow of young people experiencing homelessness, but it will fail from time

•

Individualised, client-driven supports with no time limits.

•

Social inclusion and community integration.

to time, and young people will fall into homelessness. Young people aged
15 or younger are not going to be able to live independently and the Child
Protection system is going to be the main option available, preferably a
situation where they are able to live with a member of their family if not with
their parent or parents. For those aged 16 and over other options are needed.
HOUSING FIRST FOR YOUTH
There is increasing recognition within the youth homelessness sector that

RECOMMENDATION
That state and territory governments develop and fund Housing First
for Youth models of social and community housing as a part of the 2023
National Housing and Homelessness Agreement.

young people need more than just a place to sleep. The developmental needs
of young people require the provision of a range of specialised intensive and
appropriate education and employment support services in order to ensure

YOUTH-SPECIFIC SOCIAL HOUSING

young people don’t progress into long-term homelessness.

The My Foundation Youth Housing has a promising youth-specific social

Youth Homelessness Representative Council, Submission, 29 October 2019

integrated with support to assist young tenants to get their lives on track

Housing First is the idea that homeless people are more successful recovering
from homelessness if they can move quickly into permanent housing with
appropriate supports. If housing is a human right, then the provision of
safe and stable housing is the priority regardless of the person’s perceived
‘readiness’ or other compliance issues. Then, housed tenants are provided
with the services and supports needed during their transition to sustainable
independence. While this approach has been found to work with older adults
it does not necessarily work anywhere near as well for young people under

housing model - the Transitional Housing Plus (THP) model provides housing
over a longer tenure period (up to five years). This is supported housing that
engages young people in training and employment opportunities, as well as
providing support for any other issues. The program aims to transition young
people into fully independent living arrangements by the end of a five-year
period or earlier. This extended tenure better aligns with a young person’s
physical and emotional development and provides the stability and time that
young people need to identify and manage personal issues, set goals, make
plans and realise those goals.

the age of 25 years.
Housing First for Youth (HF4Y) adapts a Housing First model specifically to
meet the needs of young people. There are five core principles of a HF4Y as
follows:
•

A right to housing with no preconditions.

•

Youth choice, youth voice and self-determination.
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RECOMMENDATION
That the Australian Government support a national project to plan,
develop and roll out a social housing for youth model with every state
and territory governments.

YOUTH FOYERS IN AUSTRALIA
Youth Foyers are a youth housing model being developed throughout
Australia. Over the past decade, some 16 foyer projects have been developed
in Australia as part of the response to homelessness. During the current
Inquiry, the Commission heard f rom several providers about their Youth
Foyers. There are two current approaches that share many similarities, but

services across the metro area. …. And whilst young people living a Foyer
Oxford have always had access to employment support, for the past two
years we’ve employed a part-time employment and projects officer in
response to the changing economy and young peoples’ experience of
mainstream employment services.
John Thompson, Anglicare WA, Perth WA, 13 August 2019

which are also different in some respects.
The first group are the ‘education first’ youth foyers which provide housing
linked strongly to education and training programs. This model was launched
on three Victorian locations in Shepparton, Broadmeadows and Glen
Waverley. The education first approach is described as:
… the Education First Youth (EFY) Foyer model expands on the youth
foyer approach by prioritising mainstream education and training as a
pathway to a sustainable livelihood. These foyers target young people
aged 16 to 24 years who are at risk of, or experiencing homelessness and
are committed to pursuing education and training. As such, EFY Foyers
are better understood as a form of supported student accommodation
rather than a crisis housing response. … the Education First Youth Foyer
model prioritises education through primary partnerships with the

The Commission believes that it is essential for social and affordable
youth housing to be linked with education and training, or employment
opportunities and pathways. Wrap-around support should be provided for
young people who have experienced homelessness, poor mental health, and/
or substance abuse, etc. The goal of social and affordable youth housing and
associated supports is about viable independent living arrangements. Young
people need flexible, temporary arrangements, but with sufficient security,
over multiple years while they work out their path in life.11
There are some concerns about the high cost of foyer projects and whether intake
is sufficiently connected to young people experiencing homelessness. Nevertheless,
the major redeeming feature of the model is the explicit link between support,
accommodation and education, training, and employment pathways.

tertiary education institutions where foyers are located.10
The second could be called an ‘employment first’ approach that links housing
and employment services on the basis that financial independence is a
pathway out of homelessness. Based in Leederville in Western Australia,
Foyer Oxford is the largest single-site youth accommodation service in the
country, with 98 self-contained apartments over four purpose-built floors.
Operating on the site since February 2014, young people have the flexibility
over the duration of their stay, with the average stay about 14 months. John
Thompson, Anglicare WA, told the Commission:
Foyer Oxford is slightly different from other foyer projects that you may
be familiar with over in the east coast, and we don’t operate on an
education first model. We’re very much part of the homelessness sector
here and operate essentially as the exit point from crisis accommodation

RECOMMENDATION
That all state and territory governments funding youth foyers require
that foyers funded with homelessness funding strictly intake young
people exiting the Specialist Homelessness Services system, but with
a requirement that residents do commit to education/training and
employment programs.
That the Australian Government fund a national evaluation project
to assess the impact of the Australian foyer sector and advise on its
prospects for further expansion including the strengths of the model,
possible areas for improvement and advise on a cost-benefit model that
would support a sustainable expansion.
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PRIVATE RENTAL
Research by Anglicare Australia found that of the more than 74,000
residential rental listings across Australia only three rentals, all share-houses,
were affordable for a person on JobSeeker Payment and there were no rentals
affordable for a person on Youth Allowance.12
Unemployed young people on Youth Allowance or Jobseeker payments
may be eligible for Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA), a supplement to
Centrelink payments. Like other Centrelink payments, rent assistance has not
increased in line with the market rents. The result is that Centrelink recipients
are paying a greater proportion of their income in rent leading many to live in
housing stress. Increasing rent assistance will assist in reducing housing stress.
State and territory governments can provide additional assistance to support
young people in the private rental market to alleviate housing stress. The
NSW Government’s Rent Choice Youth model subsides private rental housing
for young people aged 16 to 24 years. The model requires young people to
pay 25 per cent of their income in rent plus any CRA they receive, and the
NSW Government pays the remaining rent. A support worker is also provided,
and the young person must be motivated to work or complete education
or training. The aim is for the young person to gain employment and afford
private rent without assistance.13

RECOMMENDATION
That the Australian Government increase Commonwealth Rent
Assistance (CRA) to ensure that young people are not in housing stress.
This could be achieved by adopting the Youth Income Guarantee.
That the Australian Government and states and territories co-develop
a supplementary support package to the CRA modelled on the NSW
Government’s Rent Choice Youth model.
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CONCLUSION
Over the past 15 years, successive governments have failed homeless
young people. There has been no significant in the number of
homeless young people in over period. It is difficult to know what
the impact of COVID-19 has had on the number of homeless young
people. What we do know is that crisis services have had to shoulder
a great load over the past two years.
Reducing the flow of young people into homelessness is
fundamental for any strategy to end youth homelessness. Also,
supported housing for young people who need to live independently
prior to finishing their education and gaining employment and
sufficient income to live independently is a policy imperative and a
co-priority. Re-orienting to a place- based approach in which early
interventions are aligned with post-homelessness supported housing
and post-school employment support would provide a fine-grained
measure of the community-level social and educational outcomes
across a range of inter-related youth issues, including homelessness
The Commission’s Inquiry into Youth Employment and Transitions
found that homelessness amongst young people and their need
for access to safe and affordable housing is a critical issue, not a new
issue, but one that has been neglected and derailed from achieving
an effective policy response.
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