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HOMELESSNESS 
Motion 

HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [10.16 am]: I move without notice — 

That this house expresses its strong concern at the alarming increase in the number of homeless people in 
Western Australia during the term of the Labor government. 

I am going to read to the house Melissa’s story. Melissa’s story comes from Rebecca’s Community, which is a 
shelter for homeless people. It states — 

Rape fades to normality 
Melissa has been treated like a toilet all her life, as a child, as a teenage girl and now as a woman she 
has been raped sometimes daily by whatever male wants to use her. 

She is thirty, with a slight figure and a quiet presence. She spoke of a male and female boarding house 
where she is residing. “Its getting a bit much,” she says “there is always a guy wanting something 
sexual, night after night.” 

Melissa left home because of sexual abuse at the age of 15. On the streets, she would pair up with a guy 
for protection. I guess, at least she got to chose which guy it would be and have some influence over 
what happened sexually and when, as they were ‘in a relationship.’ 

But she is off the streets, there is no boyfriend at the moment and the boarding house is taking its toll. 

To me, that is just one story. There are thousands of other stories like Melissa’s. Homelessness starts because 
people do not feel safe in their own home, and a lot of youth homelessness comes about because people do not 
feel safe in their own home; in other words, they are being sexually abused. Homelessness is not really an issue 
that engenders normal interest in the community. It is something that people do not really like to think of. They 
have their nice houses; they have their views on life, and homeless people do not figure very much in their day-
to-day lives. The common perception of homelessness is that it involves just a few individuals, and probably 
individuals like Melissa, whom I have described. People would think that homeless people are like Melissa, 
especially homeless women. It is thought that these people roam the streets and sleep on park benches or similar 
places. The reality, of course, is rather different. 

Homelessness affects thousands of people, both directly and indirectly. It involves children, couples, singles, the 
aged, refugees, migrants, the disabled, those addicted to various substances, people with mental illnesses and 
those escaping domestic violence. It is also a huge problem in the Aboriginal community. Homelessness is about 
more than not having a house. It involves people who do not have a place they can call home. It includes those 
living in emergency shelters, refuges or makeshift, temporary or insecure accommodation. Potentially, each one 
of us can experience homelessness, depending on what is going on in our lives at a particular time. It can be the 
result of a natural disaster, personal tragedy, ill health, long-term unemployment or similar significant life 
situations. People who are homeless have experienced difficulties in their lives. Homelessness can result from 
conflict; mental illness; interruptions to stability; imprisonment; long-term institutional care; family violence; 
problematic alcohol and other drug use; managing on limited incomes, where debt management can be 
problematic; and cognitive difficulties, such as acquired brain illnesses. We think of people with mental illnesses 
but we do not think of people with brain injuries trying to cope from day to day, especially if they do not have 
families to support and protect them. 

There are three different types of homelessness. It does not just mean sleeping rough on the streets. Primary 
homelessness includes all people without roofs over their heads—those sleeping in derelict buildings, on park 
benches, under trees or anywhere they can lie down. Secondary homelessness includes people who frequently 
move from one type of shelter to another—that is, people in supported assistance program accommodation and 
hostels; people staying with other family members because they have no homes of their own; and people staying 
in boarding houses for 12 weeks or less. Tertiary homelessness refers to people who live in boarding houses on 
medium to long-term bases—more than 13 weeks—those who live in accommodation that does not have self-
contained facilities, such as bathrooms and kitchens, and those who do not have security provided by leases. 
They are homeless because their accommodation does not have characteristics identified in the minimum 
community standard for housing. 

I will just touch on youth homelessness because next week is youth homelessness week. Young people identified 
the main reasons for becoming homeless as family breakdown, lack of affordable accommodation, and 
unemployment. I have children myself, and I have probably paid out many hundreds of dollars in rental bonds 
for each of my children. Those bonds obviously come back to them when they leave a rental property, but not to 
me—my children consider the bonds theirs, and it does not matter to them where the money came from! 
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However, my children are lucky because they have parents who can afford to give them bond money. Rental 
bonds are typically around $1 000, which is a lot of money for someone without a job, someone with mental 
illness, or someone trying to cope with abuse in the home by living on the streets. Those are big enough 
problems for people to cope with anyway, but where are people facing these other issues supposed to get rental 
bonds from? Rental properties in Western Australia are at a premium. Property owners can pick and choose who 
they want to live in their properties, and that certainly does not include young people. Landlords want people 
who are responsible and mature and can take care of their houses. Young people, unfortunately, are at the bottom 
of the list for rental accommodation. 

I picked up some statistics from New South Wales, where more than 11 000 children and young people are 
homeless. Every night, across Australia, more than 36 000 children and young people are homeless. Western 
Australia has a population of about two million, and the census of 2001 showed that the state had about 11 700 
homeless people. Even though we cannot say conclusively that the situation is worse now, when we consider the 
work of organisations such as Shelter WA, the Salvation Army and the food banks, and see the number of 
children who are going to school hungry, we know that there is a real problem in Western Australia. The welfare 
agencies are saying that they are seeing more people than in the past, and different kinds of people from those 
they usually see. Western Australia is experiencing a huge boom, with something like $269 billion worth of 
projects in the pipeline, yet the state has about 12 000 or 14 000 homeless people. We do not know the true 
number, but more than 11 000 people are sleeping rough on the streets. Up to 90 per cent of people are being 
turned away from refuges. That means women and children; it does not usually include men, because mainly 
women seek refuge in shelters because of domestic violence or family breakdown. If children are being turned 
away from these refuges, where are they going? Children and their mothers are sleeping rough. A large number 
of people in Australia and Western Australia are living rough. 

In New South Wales, one in 70 of the total population between the ages of 16 and 17 years accessed homeless 
services in 2004-05; 43 per cent of the total homeless population are young people under the age of 24; 23 per 
cent are aged between 12 and 18 years; and 36 per cent of the total homeless population of Australia is aged 
between 12 and 24. That is a very frightening figure. If 36 per cent of the total homeless population of Australia 
is aged between 12 and 24, and 26 per cent are young people aged between 12 and 18 years, something dreadful 
is happening in the lives of those children that is not being picked up by agencies or services, and these kids are 
falling through the cracks. In Western Australia, state wards cannot even get counselling from clinical 
psychologists. I do not mean counselling from social workers who are pretending to be clinical psychologists. 
Because of the trauma they face, these children need clinical psychologists, and many children fall through the 
cracks in Western Australia. Young people have a one in two chance of accessing supported accommodation and 
a bed for the night in New South Wales, and I do not believe it is much different here. There were 11 697 
homeless people in Western Australia in 2001. I asked a question the other day about how many there are now, 
and the answer I was given was that the figure would not be known until some time in June. That figure will be 
subjective, because people who are homeless do not sit and fill out forms; they have more to worry about than 
filling out forms to provide the government with statistics. 

I also asked a question yesterday about how many people were losing their homes because of mortgage stress. 
The answer I was given was that the government does not have access to those statistics. Fortunately, I have 
been able to get hold of some statistics; unfortunately, I do not have them with me. I will briefly refer to an 
article published in The West Australian yesterday. It states — 

The number of home repossessions in WA has soared almost 70 per cent as families with hefty 
mortgages lose the battle against a succession of interest rate rises.  

Fresh figures from the Supreme Court reveal 311 property seizure applications in the six months to 
March, up substantially from 184 in the same period in 2006-07. 

This article was written by Dawn Gibson and Peter Kerr. A total of 311 people have lost their homes. However, 
more than 311 people have been affected because, in all probability, these people also have families. The article 
continues — 

. . . Federal Treasury figures showing barely half of people aged 55 to 64 have paid off their homes and 
even retirees have mortgages.  

Treasury modelling chief Phil Gallagher told a Senate inquiry into housing affordability yesterday that 
the proportion of people aged 55 to 64 who owned their homes had shrunk in a decade from 72 per cent 
to 54 per cent while those still paying off mortgages doubled from 13 per cent to 27 per cent.  

If this state is so prosperous, why is this happening? It continues — 

. . . the gap between the supply of new houses, now about 150,000 a year, and demand, which Treasury 
put at 180,000 to 190,000. 
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Rising house prices is probably one of the reasons. The article refers to the Western Australian Council of Social 
Service as saying — 

. . . the rise in home repossessions was in line with a 30 per cent increase this financial year in people 
seeking help from welfare agencies to manage household bills.  

That is a 30 per cent increase from last year. That is a large increase in the number of people who need help to 
pay bills or buy food. I looked at a report on food prices the other day and discovered that in the past four years, 
food prices have skyrocketed. The article, which referred to the WA Council of Social Service, also stated — 

The demand for services was so great that those in dire straits faced a wait of up to two months, during 
which they could face repossession.  

On Geoff Hutchison’s ABC radio show the other morning a woman was talking about credit. She said that 
legislation needs to be introduced to stop people’s houses from being repossessed. I have not done enough work 
on this issue; I am just commenting off the top of my head. Hardship provisions are already in place when a bank 
or a finance company is about to repossess a person’s house. The woman on the radio wanted a review panel 
established so that if a bank did start a procedure to foreclose, the case could go to an independent panel or a 
government panel to determine whether these affected people could be tided over so that their houses were not 
repossessed and foreclosed on. That is a really good idea. During the next recess I will try to do a bit of work on 
that.  

As I said, there have been 311 property seizures in the past six months. If such a review panel had been in place, 
those 311 property seizures might not have occurred. People panic. People know that they are having financial 
difficulties. Some people stick their head in a bucket and let things go on because they do not have the education 
or the wherewithal to go to the bank to see if something can be done. By the time they get to the bank, things 
may have progressed down the track a little. Even if they do go to the bank, sometimes the banks are not 
particularly sympathetic. Some people who come into my office have been extremely concerned about the way 
the banks are handling their mortgages. Something else needs to be set up so that people can be tided over in 
some way. When we are dealing with an institution, we are told to see this or that person, and sometimes we can 
be put through to seven or eight different people. That has happened to me. I have had a problem at the bank—
certainly not with finance but with credit cards being stolen—and I had to talk to a lot of different people. That is 
very hard for people who are stressed. If a review panel was set up, a person could talk to somebody. Bank 
managers used to be available but they do not seem to be accessible any more. I presume that a review panel 
could be set up by the federal government.  

The article that appeared in The West Australian went on to state — 

Little relief appears on the horizon with the Housing Industry Association warning on Monday that the 
number of new homes built this financial year was expected to be at an eight-year low, — 

I wondered why there would be an eight-year low in new homes being built — 

exacerbating the shortage of investment homes and driving up rents further.  

I referred to rentals earlier. First Start—it is a really good program—has helped only 3 000 applicants buy their 
first home in partnership with the government. In a state such as Western Australia—I am going to give the 
government a bit of a serve—more than 3 000 people should be accessing First Start. That figure seems very, 
very low when 17 000 people are waiting for Homeswest homes, with a three-year minimum wait period. It is 
not good enough.  

Shelter WA put out a paper in December 2003. It conducted surveys. The paper I have before me refers to 
research undertaken by two social work students from Curtin University, Sarah Durell and Chelsie Lowery. I 
think Sarah grew up in my home town of Bridgetown. The paper states — 

It is evident that there is a growing shortage of affordable, safe and secure housing within the 
metropolitan and rural areas in WA. 

They could be saying this in 2008, but this survey was conducted in 2003 — 

Rising house prices mean that home purchase is becoming more and more difficult for households 
earning below the median, the stock of affordable private rental housing is falling, and the waiting list 
for Homeswest housing is in excess of three years for some household types.  

The waiting list is still three years — 

In addition, there are non-financial factors that further restrict access to appropriate housing in all three 
tenures, such as age, condition, cost, availability and location. 
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Homeswest provides housing for low income earners, however the demand greatly exceeds the 
availability.  

As I have just said, there are 17 000 people on the waiting list. The paper continues — 

This can result in individuals or families residing in unsuitable and unstable accommodation whilst 
waiting for a Homeswest house to become available. 

Some rents in Perth are currently $500 a week. Last year in Sydney some rents were $500 a week. In Perth, one 
of my daughters looked at a home in Kensington for which the rent was $520 a week. How on earth are 
homeless people and people living from day-to-day on Centrelink payments who are unable to get a bond 
together able to pay $550 a week rent? That is just absolutely unobtainable for many people. As I said, 
homeowners can find premium, more mature tenants who will look after their properties. As I said, it is age and 
income discrimination. The paper continues — 

Within the metropolitan area, there is a growing lack of affordable private rental housing stock. The 
private rental housing that does exist is expensive and difficult to obtain for low income earners and 
young people.  

This was in 2003. The paper continues — 

. . . there is a lack of transitional housing services. An increase in the amount of transitional housing is 
needed to give individuals options, time and support whilst finding safe and appropriate housing. For 
example, a woman escaping domestic violence who is not in need of crisis accommodation but needs a 
safe place to live, could benefit from the services that . . . transitional housing . . . could provide.  

It would mean that many women would not need to return to an abusive household. About 90 per cent of refuges 
are turning people away. That is an anecdotal report and I have not picked up the phone to ring around, but if it is 
true, it means that 90 per cent of people are being turned away and that there is nowhere for them to go except 
back to their abusive situation, if indeed they have a house in the first place to go back to. The paper 
continues — 

For many public and private tenants, there are limited external support services available to assist with 
personal issues or problems. It was mentioned that there is a need for external support services in both 
the metropolitan and rural areas to address areas such as parenting, child development, relationships, 
household management, counselling and social networking. These areas need to be addressed in order 
to maintain a sense of self development, assistance and security. 

I go back to the fact that children are slipping through the net and not getting the help they need from the 
Department for Child Protection, formerly the Department for Community Development. These children go from 
experiencing many different homes to the trauma of rape in their own homes and then onto the streets. What do 
members think is the self-worth of these children when they go onto the streets? The younger homeless ones 
then become older homeless ones. Melissa, the woman in the story I read out at the start of my speech, is 30 
years old. Homelessness, therefore, transgresses across all ages, and that is very sad. 

I will refer to the recommendations of the State Homelessness Taskforce that reported in May 2002. Members 
may recall that the government did a similar thing with residential care and announced with fanfare a big task 
force that made recommendations. The only trouble is that in August 2006 the Ombudsman reported on the 
horrific treatment and psychological damage inflicted on young people in residential care and said that the 
recommendations in the main had never been followed up. I will refer to a few recommendations on 
homelessness that were made to this government in 2002, as I do not believe that anything has changed. The 
Ombudsman’s report into the treatment of young people in care was the result of having a minister who did not 
care. I will also refer to the government’s response to the homelessness task force recommendations. The first 
recommendation listed in the response reads — 

1.1.1 Ensure the State Housing Strategy includes proposals for increasing the supply of 
affordable housing. 

Did I not just say that more than 17 000 people are on the waiting list for housing? Given that the task force was 
concluded in 2002, I do not believe the government has increased the supply of affordable housing. It has been 
done in bits and pieces, but if it had been done properly, a lot more government housing would be available in 
not just the Kimberley area but all areas. The next recommendation reads — 

1.1.2 Ensure the State Housing Strategy includes a continuum of housing types in all locations to 
promote community sustainability.  
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It was not that long ago that the media was in Halls Creek and blew the lid on the plight of homelessness among 
Aboriginal people. There was a big flurry of activity, but that was in 2007, not in 2002. The government is not 
doing things particularly fast, if at all. The government said in its response — 

The Government is developing a State Housing Strategy. 

Here is another strategy. The response continues — 

The draft strategy, Housing Strategy WA, will be put out to community consultation by October 2002.  

I have just mentioned three strategies. In one strategy the Ombudsman found that the main recommendations 
were not looked at. Then there was the Housing Strategy WA. It is obvious that most of the recommendations of 
that strategy were not looked at either. The response continues — 

The Strategy will establish the policy, legislative and funding changes necessary to deliver affordable, 
appropriate and sustainable housing in Western Australia in the medium to long-term. 

The recognition given by the Taskforce to the need for a greater supply of affordable housing to meet 
the housing needs of households on low incomes is welcomed by the Government. The housing needs 
of groups identified by the Taskforce as being especially at risk of becoming homeless, including 
Indigenous people, people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, young people and 
people with disabilities, will be given a high priority in Housing Strategy WA. 

These are all very good words and very good rhetoric. I know that there has been some movement to improve the 
housing situation, but it has not been enough and it has not been fast enough as there are 11 600 homeless people 
in WA. The response continues — 

The Strategy will also address the housing needs of Western Australians living in rural and remote areas 
of the State, particularly for Indigenous people where homelessness translates into severe 
overcrowding. 

The only reason this government got off its bum in the first place was that the media was making it look 
ridiculous. The next recommendation reads— 

1.1.3 On State owned land sold for redevelopment for housing a minimum of 10% to be allocated 
to either increase additional affordable housing on the existing site or set aside for 
affordable housing in alternative locations. 

Was that done? Does any minister in the chamber or any member of the government know whether that was 
done?  

Hon Kim Chance: I think so, but I will get advice on that. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I thank the Leader of the House. I did not know whether it had been done. The 
response continues — 

The Taskforce considers that a key underlying principle of the Commonwealth State Housing 
Agreement . . . is to have a mandate to address homelessness. 

There will always be that Yin and Yang between the commonwealth and the state. Now that the Rudd 
government is in power, it will be very interesting for me to watch what happens. It is all very nice and polite at 
the moment, but nothing much will change.  

Hon Kim Chance: The Rudd government does have a housing minister, which the Howard government did not 
have. That is a really good start. In fact, I think we’ve got two housing ministers.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: We will just have to wait and see. The state government is going to squeal, 
because the proportion of the GST coming here has been cut. Quite rightly, the state government should keep 
squealing. However, I believe that there will be other issues. Even though there are wall-to-wall Labor 
governments in Australia, it will not be as easy for state governments to access commonwealth money as they 
think it will be. There will still be that Yin and Yang.  

Hon Kim Chance: I am sure that is the case.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I am sure that will be the case. The next recommendation of the task force to 
which the government responded in its report was — 

1.2.5 The State to negotiate with the commonwealth for an increase in funding for Aboriginal 
housing.  

As I said, that is always going to be on the go. I noticed that a great deal of these recommendations were linked 
to the commonwealth. Another recommendation was — 
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1.2.6 Local government to be involved in a three-way partnership with the state and 
commonwealth governments in negotiating CSHA.  

The state government said in response — 

The Government recognises the importance of local government in housing. Housing markets vary 
between locations and local knowledge is extremely important in determining needs and solutions. Any 
across-government solutions must involve local government. 

When I was the shadow Minister for Local Government, local governments were always squealing because the 
state government never recognised or consulted them. Hon Bruce Donaldson could give members a rundown on 
how much local governments are taken into account when the state government brings out its policies. They are 
not taken into account at all. The government also said — 

Local government can also be an important catalyst for increasing the amount of affordable housing in 
their area by making suitable adjustments to local town planning schemes and entering joint venture 
partnerships with the Department of Housing and Works. 

We all know that the biggest problem in regional areas is that not enough land is being released. The 142 local 
government authorities around the state are absolutely squealing because not enough land is being released. This 
report was tabled back in 2002. The government knew it had a problem back then. Is it Hon Alannah 
MacTiernan?  

Hon Simon O’Brien: She is one of the problems, yes  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: She is one of the problems. There is a problem in that there is no strategic plan.  

Hon Peter Collier: What about the Department of Education and Training?  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: It is the same thing: there is no strategic plan. It is just working from day to day. 
That gets governments into trouble. These reports sit on the shelf and nobody ever bothers to read them until the 
opposition comes along and reads them. The opposition can really embarrass the government when it gets hold 
of these reports, because they show that the government has known all along about the problems. Local 
governments would love to be an important catalyst for increasing the amount of affordable housing in their 
areas. In fact, some of them have been. Some local governments have bought land in Hon Bruce Donaldson’s 
electorate. Was it in Southern Cross?  

Hon Bruce Donaldson: Bruce Rock.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: The local government bought farmland in Bruce Rock and developed it into 
housing lots. It has been quite proactive, but that was not done with the help of the state government. It was done 
off the shire’s own back.  

Hon Bruce Donaldson: Wyalkatchem as well.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: And Wyalkatchem. Good on them. Another aspect of the report involved 
broadening opportunities for increasing the amount, durability and type of affordable housing. The task force 
recommended that the government — 

1.3.1 Increase the use of durable building materials and fittings in social housing. 

1.3.2 Increase the quality of housing in Indigenous Communities to eliminate ‘homelessness in 
homelands’. 

We shudder when television cameras run their lenses over Dinner Creek and beam their images into all 
households in Western Australia. I was talking to a young fellow the other day who, with his father, has a 
contract to build a number of houses for Newman. I am not sure whether this is government housing or housing 
that is being supplied by Mt Newman Mining Co Pty Ltd. They are putting together prefabricated houses that 
will be transported to Newman and will probably be lived in within six or 12 months. What is wrong with the 
government doing that for Aboriginal people or anyone else? In my hometown of Bridgetown, instead of 
building brick houses—although some of them are brick—Homeswest has built prefabricated houses. They are 
easy to build and transport. There is absolutely no need in this day and age and in these boom times for people to 
not have somewhere to live. I do not know whether the government has increased the use of durable materials 
and fittings in social housing. That was done in Collie years ago, when metal sinks and metal beds were used. 
That worked very well.  

Further task force recommendations outlined in the government’s response were — 

1.3.3 Increasing Aboriginal management to 18% of urban community housing stock. 

1.3.4 Community Housing reaches a target of 18% of Aboriginal occupancy 
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I do not think that has been done either. Another recommendation concerned optimising access and use of 
existing housing for people on low incomes. The task force recommended that the government — 

1.4.1 Develop a system to enable data matching of tenants on waiting lists for long term 
community housing and public housing. One off project. 

I know that there are priority waiting lists, but it takes three years for someone on a priority waiting list to get 
accommodation. That project might have been developed and it might have been a one-off, but it certainly did 
not work, because 17 000 people are waiting for housing and 11 000-plus are homeless. Another 
recommendation was — 

1.4.2 Review and implement changes to transitional accommodation provided through the Crisis 
Accommodation Program to enable the tenant to take the lease and a replacement property 
provided. 

I do not think that has been done. A further recommendation was for the government to — 

1.4.3 Increase the amount of bond assistance currently provided by Housing and Works for 
people to access private rental to the full cost of the bond and two weeks rent in advance. 

I know there have been some changes in that direction, but I do not think the recommendation has been met in 
full. Another recommendation was — 

1.4.4 Examine options for incentives for private landlords to accommodate people on low incomes 
It was not long ago that a scheme was introduced offering private landlords $6 000 if they would rent their 
houses up to the value of $240 a week. I think that is right, but I stand corrected. If I owned a rental property, 
why would I do that when I could get $500 a week in rent? The $6 000 that the government offered would not be 
enough of an incentive for me to take it. The government needs to do a bit more work on that. I am pretty sure 
that it was a WA government scheme, but nobody is coming back with a response.  

Hon Wendy Duncan: It was a federal scheme.  

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: It was a federal scheme, was it? Another task force recommendation reads — 

1.4.6 Abolish the letting fee currently charged by real estate agents. 
That has been done, but it took five years to progress. However, this recommendation has not been met — 

1.4.7 Ensure security of tenure for long term tenants in caravan parks and boarding/lodging 
houses by investigating the merits of legislating to protect the tenure of long term residents 
in caravan parks, lodging and boarding houses. 

There has been a great deal in the news recently about people who thought they had tenure in caravan parks but 
who were being kicked out because developers were coming in. Those people had put their hearts and souls into 
developing their little areas in the caravan parks and had made them very nice with gardens. They are now 
finding that they have to get out. I am really worried about where these people will go. They thought they were 
safe and secure; now they have to take their possessions and belongings and find somewhere else to live. 
Unfortunately, not enough aged accommodation places are available, and people might not want to live in aged 
accommodation but they might not have the $450 000 needed to buy a house either. That is why they were in the 
caravan park in the first place. Therefore, recommendation 1.4.7 was not dealt with properly. 

Recommendation 1.5, “Addressing income support issues”, includes — 

1.5.1 The State to negotiate with the Commonwealth to increase income support for all people to 
eliminate the discrepancies between pensions and allowances. 

1.5.2 The State to negotiate with the Commonwealth to have the level of income support paid to a 
young person living independently raised to the adult level.  

There is still discrimination in the issues raised by those recommendations. There is a new underclass of aged 
people—people who are struggling on the pension. I know this is a federal issue, but people on pensions live in 
the state of Western Australia and they find it very difficult. The state government can do things with rebates for 
pensioners, and although there are some rebates, obviously they are not enough because pensioner groups are 
now coming out saying that pensioners are doing it tough. Another point raised with me the other day was that a 
single pensioner has to live on a couple of hundred dollars less than a married couple. Perhaps the single 
person’s pension could be increased a little because a single person must still pay the same household bills as a 
couple. As I said, I understand this is a federal issue but these people live in this state; therefore, the state 
government has a duty of care to look after its aged people. As some of us in this place are approaching that age, 
we need to take note of what is happening in aged care. 
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Another recommendation states — 

1.5.3 The State to ask the Commonwealth to urgently address the negative impact of the practice 
of ‘breaching’ on creating homelessness.  

I was going to look up the definition of the term “breaching” but I will ask the minister later whether 
recommendation 1.5.3 is being looked at. 

Recommendation 2.1, “Support and advocacy to prevent homelessness”, is where I believe the government falls 
down a great deal; it reads — 

2.1.1 All existing services providing support and advocacy to continue including the Supported 
Housing Assistance Program, Tenants Advice Services, Financial counselling.  

There is never enough funding for assistance — 

2.1.2 Implement new Support and Advocacy Services for people in social and private rental.  

2.1.3 Develop practical in home support services to assist people in gaining the skills to manage in 
a home. These services to be developed with the Aboriginal communities and migrant 
communities where appropriate.  

That recommendation is sensible. Members have heard me talk in this place many times about the homemaker 
scheme that was carried out under the old welfare department. The scheme worked; ordinary people would go 
into people’s homes and teach them about what food to have, what was good, what was bad, what was cheap, 
what was expensive, the best way, the easiest way—yet, that program was cut many years ago. I think the 
Gordon report of 2001 had a recommendation to bring homemakers back into the system. Alastair Hope in his 
report of the coronial findings into the 22 deaths in the Kimberley recommended that homemakers be 
reintroduced. Another report in 2001 said that this should be done. It is only now that the government is starting 
to realise that we really need some practical support. These things that do not cost millions of dollars could give 
the most benefit, yet people think that throwing money at the problem is the best way to solve it. It is not; good, 
practical, on-the-ground support is the best way to solve the problem. That practical support is happening but it 
is not happening to a great degree and it is not being rolled out across Western Australia; it is confined to a 
certain area.  
The next recommendation states — 

2.1.4 Develop a garden maintenance program available to people in public housing, payment 
through rental payments.  

The government supported that recommendation and said — 
The Government supports this recommendation. The Department of Justice and the Department of 
Housing and Works will investigate the feasibility of developing a service provided by people on 
community based offender orders to people in public housing.  

The department keeps issuing the community-based offender orders, but nobody is available to supervise the 
offenders. If this state had a program that was working properly, then perhaps the offenders could perform that 
service. However, without anyone to supervise the offenders, I do not think that half of them turn up to where 
they are meant to be anyway. There are hundreds of these offenders, so I think the government response to that 
recommendation is simply rhetoric. 
The next recommendation states — 

2.1.5 Increase the Community Drug Teams ability to provide immediate support to people in 
supported accommodation services, in lodging/boarding houses and where the people are 
staying.  

That is a really good recommendation; however, the only trouble is that those workers are really under the pump 
and there are not enough of them to carry out that recommendation. Although it is a holistic approach, it is 
certainly not working at the present time. Hon Donna Faragher can talk in this chamber very sensibly at length 
on the topic of drugs. Therefore, I will leave discussion of that subject to Hon Donna Faragher. 
The next task force recommendation reads — 

2.1.6 Increase the level of immediate clinical support for people with mental illness in all areas by 
increasing the capacity of the local Mental Health Teams to meet the demand of people in 
need.  

This recommendation was not enacted and Hon Helen Morton can speak at length on how the government has 
not met its targets. That is another task force recommendation from 2002 that can, will, and does embarrass the 
government greatly because the government recognised the pressing problems of housing people with mental 
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health problems. The government wanted to provide intensive case management and therapeutic services. It 
wanted to, it had the will to do it, but I do not think the government provided enough of those services.  
Another recommendation states — 

2.1.8 Develop a system to monitor evictions due to anti social behaviour to identify where they 
have been racially motivated.  

The government said it developed an anti-racism strategy, and it probably did. However, we all know that we get 
cases in Pinjarra and Balga, and that a few really bad cases pop up now and again. I note we had a Minister for 
Housing and Works who was extremely good in that respect. If people in Homeswest homes were being 
antisocial, then they were evicted, which is how it should be. With 17 000 people on a waiting list, if people do 
not carry out the responsibilities they have for looking after Homeswest homes and they do not fit in with that 
neighbourhood because they are antisocial, then, certainly, somebody else is always waiting to have that house, 
and that is how it should be. The next recommendation was — 

2.1.9 Develop living skills as part of the course for students at risk. The Curriculum Council in 
consultation with the Youth Affairs Council of WA, develop an appropriate curriculum on 
living skills for students at risk. 

Hon Donna Faragher is probably able to talk more about that than I can.  
Recommendation 2.2 covers leaving institutional and long-term care. The task force recommended — 

2.2.1 The Department for Community Development develops leaving care strategies for young 
people which include the development of independent living options and the development of 
living skills to manage.  

The former Department for Community Development was so badly under pressure, underfunded and 
understaffed that it could not possibly have implemented that recommendation. It has been only in the past few 
years that the department has felt that it has an obligation to children leaving care, and to homeless people in 
Western Australia. As for the recommendation regarding “the development of living skills to manage”, if 
members visit any of the hostels today, they will see how living skills are being managed. If I were to rate that 
on a scale of one to 10, I would say that it is probably a one. As a result of the lack of staff and resources and as 
a result of the structure of those hostels, the children who live in them are not getting the help and support they 
need, which is very sad. These kids deserve a better system. 

The “Western Australian State Homelessness Strategy Monitoring Committee Report to the Cabinet Standing 
Committee on Social Policy Against Performance Indicators as at 30 June 2003” states — 

. . . the Government recognised that young people who have been in the care of the Department for 
Community Development face multiple jeopardies in their transition from childhood to independence. 
They experience a greater risk of homelessness, unemployment, drug and alcohol abuse, mental health 
problems, early parenting, loneliness, poverty and involvement with the justice system. 

Not so long ago there was the story of the Garvey baby. The mum was a lifelong ward of the state. She had a 
baby when she was 18, and the little bubby died when she was four months old in absolutely horrific 
circumstances. Nothing in the changed procedures makes me think that that will not happen again, and we must 
be very aware of that. Why have 254 babies who were known to the former Department for Community 
Development in this state died?  

At present a coronial inquest is taking place into the death of Andrew Anstey. That is another very sad case. It is 
very sad for his foster parents and his parents. No findings have yet been made, but it has been revealed that the 
boy was not getting the counselling he needed, which should have been provided by the department. I can give 
many examples now of children who do not get the counselling they need. If they do not get the counselling and 
help they need, they are going to be homeless and have all these issues. Yes, the Department for Child Protection 
is doing a better job, but certainly there are many systems that can still be put in place. The department is 
certainly not up to par. 

Another recommendation states — 

2.2.3 Department of Health promotes and implements responsible discharge planning where 
people leave hospital care to long term stable accommodation, not being referred into 
immediate access crisis accommodation. 

Hon Helen Morton has stood in this place and spoken about this issue. This issue was current in 2001, and it still 
is in 2008. It is still not being done properly. 

The next recommendations read — 
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2.2.4 The Department of Justice develops strategies to enhance release planning for people 
leaving prison with longer sentences. 

2.2.5 The Department of Justice provide more supported accommodation for prisoners leaving 
gaol and detention. This would require additional resources to provide to community 
organisations providing such services. 

The Liberal government built a prison in Victoria Park. Does Hon Kate Doust know its name? 
Hon Kate Doust: Boronia Pre-release Centre for Women. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: That is an excellent facility. 
Hon Kate Doust: It’s a real shame some of your colleagues were so opposed to it being built. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Perhaps they had not been out there. I was not in this place then, but I made it 
my business to go and be shown around the prison. 
Hon Kate Doust: It’s a very positive place for those women, isn’t it?  
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: It is, and people could not even tell it was a prison. The inmates have little 
houses and they are there with their babies, and there are education units. I recommend that every member in this 
place go and look, because I walked away thinking that it provided an excellent service to the community in the 
long run, because when those women get out of prison, they will not be simply walking out the gates and to be 
left to fend for themselves. Some of them are placed there 12 months before they are released. It could even be 
longer, it just depended — 
Hon Kate Doust interjected. 
Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: I am pleased that it is still in service. I do not think enough is being done for 
people who leave these places. 

Another task force recommendation reads — 

2.3.1  The Disability Services Commission provides more support for people in long term 
supported accommodation. 

I will not go through all these recommendations—members can give a sigh of relief now! The point I want to 
convey is that this report must be embarrassing for the government. Western Australia is in a worse situation 
now than when this task force reported in May 2002.  

Steve Pennells wrote an article entitled “Boom & Bust” that was published in The West Australian “Weekend” 
supplement a few weeks ago. The article states — 

There is a sad, silent epidemic of poverty sweeping through Perth and it is happening on a frightening 
scale. Across the city, in pockets in Armadale and up through Gosnells, Balga, Mirrabooka and north to 
Clarkson and Merriwa (where low-income families settled because they believed it was more 
affordable), unwitting victims of the State’s booming economy are being priced out of their homes.  

Interest rate rises are crippling homeowners. 

I have been through that. Interestingly, Steve Pennells states — 

Renters are being forced out by properties progressively being inflated beyond their reach—more than 
22 per cent in the past 12 months, higher than anywhere else in Australia.  

Bronwyn Kitching of Shelter WA is quoted in the article as stating — 

“It’s . . . the worst that I’ve seen in 10 years,” . . .  

. . .  

“It is no longer people on pensions and Centrelink benefits who are experiencing housing stress. It is 
now creeping into middle Australia. We are talking about people who are in good jobs, on medium 
incomes who just aren’t able to afford their housing costs and are therefore falling into debt under risk 
and threat of having their homes repossessed.  

“And this is not people who have any other problems. These are average workers in average families 
who have bought into properties when property prices were very high. With interest rates going up, they 
are mortgaged to their absolute limit and any increase in the interest rate has a big impact on people 
who have budgeted down to their last dollar. Now we’re seeing all these mortgage defaults — 

As I said, the figure in WA is 331 — 
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and those people are then joining the queues of people who are homeless. The reality is we could 
double the number of crisis accommodation beds now and possibly still not meet the need.” 

The silent epidemic of poverty is reaching the middle Australian class. I find that very frightening.  

Steve Pennells also says in his article that a Salvation Army worker had reported that a woman in a business suit 
had come to them to get a bag of food to eat, I presume for breakfast or lunch. I cannot believe that people would 
be doing that just because the food is free. People must be doing that because they need to do that. Why do 
people need to do that? What is happening in this state that is causing people who are working and have an 
income to visit soup kitchens? That is a question that we all need to find the answer to. The Leader of the House 
is looking at me in a funny way. 
Hon Kim Chance: Not at all. I just find that an extraordinary thing for people to do. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: Yes. Why are people dressed in business attire visiting soup kitchens? 
Hon Kim Chance: Perhaps they are just very frugal. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: No, they are not very frugal. That is a rude comment, minister. They are doing it 
because the electricity bills in Western Australia are too high. They are doing it because this government is the 
highest taxing government in Australia. 
Hon Kim Chance: It is actually the lowest taxing government in Australia. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: It is not the lowest taxing government.  
Hon Kim Chance: As a proportion of our GDP, we are the lowest taxing government in Australia. 

Hon ROBYN McSWEENEY: The Leader of the House should tell that to the people who need to pay 
electricity and insurance bills that are too high, and who need to pay food bills that are going through the roof.  
Accurate statistics on this matter are hard to come by, as I have said, because the figures from the last Australian 
Census in 2006 are still being collated. However, as a matter of interest, in the period for which statistics are 
available, there were 1 349 homeless people in Fremantle and Rockingham, 1 112 in Victoria Park and 
Armadale, and 1 092 in the central business district. I think the Leader of the House will find that that number 
has gone up. When welfare organisations such as the Salvation Army food distribution centre are telling 
heartbreaking stories about how parents are getting food parcels for their children, because every cent of their 
income is being used to cover the rent, and about how the demand for food from Foodbank—the non-profit 
agency that distributes food to more than 200 schools—has increased by 48 per cent on last year’s figures, that is 
shocking.  

The article also refers to men’s hostels, which I will mention also because I do not want to be seen to be sexist. 
The article states —  

Northbridge’s Lentara men’s hostel looks like a prison and smells like a hospital. Two floors of single 
rooms wrap around a central dining area with communal showers and toilets on each side.  

The article goes on to say how that hostel is overcrowded. That is very sad. The article quotes one of the 
residents of that home as saying — 

I’ve got a mate with kids down in Fremantle who is homeless. He’s not too concerned with himself. It’s 
more his kids. One’s just a baby, the other is about two. He takes them down to the beach and puts a 
blanket under a tree and that’s where they spend their day. Poor bugger. You think you’re bad off, but 
there are people a lot worse.  

In this state there are 12 000 poor souls who are homeless. We need to do more to deal with this problem. It is 
appalling that at a time when this state is experiencing great economic prosperity, with $169 billion worth of 
infrastructure projects in the pipeline, people are sleeping under trees or in their cars because they cannot find 
accommodation. The government has a duty of care for these people. The opposition has a duty of care for these 
people. We all need to work together to deal with this problem. There was a 2002 task force on homelessness. 
There needs to be a 2008 task force on homelessness. That is why I intend at a later stage to move a motion for 
the establishment of a select committee to look into homelessness and the crisis that is facing homeless people in 
Western Australia. 

HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural — Leader of the House) [11.24 am]: I thank Hon Robyn McSweeney for 
raising this issue. This is a very serious issue, because it is certainly challenging the capacity of the state to house 
everyone who needs housing. My friend Hon John Ford told me just a moment ago that the inflow of people into 
Western Australia is currently averaging 800 new citizens a week. That is in part because of the boom. The 
correlation that was drawn by Hon Robyn McSweeney between the booming economic conditions that this state 
is enjoying and the social cost of that boom is a legitimate comment. We have learnt just today or yesterday that 
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our economic growth rate is now running at just below 10 per cent—that is, at full-on Chinese growth rate 
numbers. I think the precise number was 9.7 per cent. That is running alongside an unemployment rate of two 
point something—an extraordinarily low number. Those two factors are drawing people into Western Australia 
from not only other parts of Australia, but also overseas. On top of that, the state is also meeting its commitment 
to house refugees. That is a commitment that we should be proud to undertake. However, it does place a huge 
amount of stress on the capacity of both the public and private sectors to provide housing for people.  

The issue of homelessness is multidimensional and multifaceted. I think that is very evident from the comments 
made by Hon Robyn McSweeney. Hon Robyn McSweeney talked about the homelessness—housing stress 
might be a more accurate description, but it can certainly lead to homelessness—that is related to high interest 
rates and high construction and land costs. That is certainly one aspect of homelessness. Although high interest 
rates and high construction and land costs are distressing, we should be less concerned about that as a cause of 
homelessness, because clearly people who are able to obtain a mortgage have a job and an income, and probably 
their first option if they were to lose their home as a result of not being able to keep up the mortgage payments 
would be to go into rental accommodation rather than be homeless.  

It is difficult to analyse exactly who the homeless are, because we have only the 2001 data, although we hope to 
have the 2006 data soon. Hon Robyn McSweeney spent a considerable time talking about homeless youth. 
Homeless youth is a major concern. It may be related to a range of other causes, such as mental illness, and also 
substance abuse, particularly alcohol and drugs. People who are suffering from mental illness or substance abuse 
may experience difficultly in finding a landlord who has sufficient faith in them to rent them a property.  

What often makes the issue of homelessness difficult to understand is the way in which the statistics are 
expressed. Homeless school students are classified as homeless if they have left the family home and are not 
living either at home or with relatives. That means that young people who are in state care, for example, are 
classified by the commonwealth department as homeless. However, that is not because they do not have a place 
to live. Therefore, we need to be very careful about how we separate out these numbers, because people who are 
in state care do have a safe place in which to live—or we hope it is safe. They are certainly not out on the streets. 
However, these people are included in the statistics as homeless. That is a weakness in methodology. It is not to 
say, however, that the numbers are not comparable, because that methodology has been constant over the years. 
The numbers are comparable, but we must understand what they mean. People who are in that classification may 
not be domiciled at the family home or with close relatives, but they do have a safe place to live.  

Hon Robyn McSweeney: There are about 670 of those.  

Hon KIM CHANCE: That is in the homeless school student classification; I think that is about right. That is the 
reporting methodology that is used by the commonwealth Department of Families, Housing, Community 
Services and Indigenous Affairs. Using those school-age numbers and sitting alongside the 2006 Australian 
Bureau of Statistics census and the supported accommodation assistance program, and I will go into what that is 
later, is the national census of homeless school students. The methodology of calculating that number does seem 
to have a flaw, although it has been, at least, a consistent flaw. The department estimates the total number of all 
homeless youth in the 12-year to 18-year age group just by a simple extrapolation of those fairly doubtful 
school-age homeless figures. Any flaw that is in the estimation process is carried forward and possibly even 
exaggerated.  

The school census process is interesting in that its base includes all government and Catholic secondary schools, 
but it does not include the non-Catholic secondary schools. I do not know what that does to the statistical base 
error margins in compiling the numbers. However, it seems to be an unusual process to go through. There may 
be no better process. I am not being unduly critical of the way in which the commonwealth department calculates 
those figures; however, it leaves a nagging doubt in my mind about whether those classified as homeless actually 
are people who do not have a place to live, because people do have places to live even though it might not be in 
the family home. There may be a range of reasons that people choose not to be in the family home. Hon Robyn 
McSweeney made it clear that that might be because they have been abused at home or in the homes of close 
relatives.  

Homelessness is an issue. It is an issue that has been exacerbated rather than fixed by the current economic 
conditions. We are not far away from Hon Robyn McSweeney’s point and it is an important and serious point to 
make and challenge government on.  

We made homelessness one of our priorities from the beginning of our term in office. In July 2001 the 
government established the State Homelessness Taskforce and in May 2002 the government launched the state 
homelessness strategy, to which it allocated $32 million over four years for a range of initiatives aimed at 
addressing homelessness and its causes. As I have indicated, those causes are multidimensional and, indeed, 
work their way through the whole society strata—from the most disadvantaged right through to the people whom 
we now call the working poor.  
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The issue of the working poor is a serious issue. Without being overly political about it, I acknowledge the role 
that unions in Australia have played in making sure that the issue of the working poor is not a critical issue in 
Australia, or that it is modified, at least, by its presence. The working poor is a relatively new term in Australia. 
It really only emerged as a term in debate on the WorkChoices legislation. The working poor in the United States 
is a very important component of US labour demographics, where families who have one or even two members 
in full-time employment still battle. That is a function of the relatively high prices in parts of the US, particularly 
housing prices, and extraordinarily low wages. Sometimes we forget the contribution by the trade union 
movement in this country in setting a working culture and the expectation that people will be properly rewarded 
for the work that they do.  

Hon Robyn McSweeney: I thought that was AWAs.  

Hon KIM CHANCE: AWAs and WorkChoices. I am the first to concede that some workers benefit from 
AWAs and more flexible labour arrangements. The problem is that they tend to be only the people at the very 
top end of the workforce. For a diesel fitter working at Telfer, for example —  

Hon Norman Moore: That is not right. I do not know who you talk to.  

Hon KIM CHANCE: I am sorry, but it is right. When we look at the effect of the real take-home wage, or those 
so-called more flexible labour arrangements on the least privileged members of our workforce, it is very clear 
that disabled people, women and a group of —  

Hon Norman Moore: You are making generalisations. There are many people in hospitality who love it.  

Hon KIM CHANCE: I was making that point when the Leader of the Opposition interrupted me; that is, that 
some people at the top end of the workforce have done extremely well.  

Hon Norman Moore: I am not talking about the top end. There are some people at the bottom end who like it 
too. That is the point you forget.  

Hon KIM CHANCE: Let us try to agree on one thing. The more flexible labour arrangements that were 
favoured by the Liberal Party, in particular, assisted in increasing the stratification of earnings, because award-
based or collectively negotiated wage structures tend to level out.  

Hon Norman Moore: And give some people who work for the union movement something to do with their 
time.  
Hon KIM CHANCE: As a former unionist I am sorry that the Leader of the Opposition cannot see his way 
clear to understanding the important role that unions have played in reducing the kind of stratification, similar to 
that in the United States, that would exist were it not for the influence of unions.  
Hon Ed Dermer: The Australian voters understood that last November.  
Hon KIM CHANCE: Yes. Even the union movement in the United States has exacerbated the problem and, 
clearly, the US has a cultural problem because a unionised worker in that country belongs to an elite group. 
Other than in industries that have broad union coverage, such as the auto workers and the teamsters, for which 
there is pretty effective coverage throughout the workforce, there is a massive stratification.  
In my industry of agriculture, a unionised worker is actually a very highly paid person, as they are, for example, 
in the coalmining industry. However, the non-unionised workforce falls down to the US minimum wage which, a 
few years ago in agriculture, was $US2.15 an hour. People say that is to accommodate illegal workers. It is a 
strange thing to actually structure labour arrangements to accommodate illegal workers. That has been an issue 
in US agriculture, particularly in the Californian horticultural industry, for many years. That industry actually 
relies on having illegal workers and sets a minimum rate of pay at $US2.15 an hour. Even with two people in a 
family in California earning $US2.15 an hour, a family would not live very well.  
We sometimes forget the role that unions have played in Australia. This issue and the emergence of the issue of 
the working poor bothers me, because to me it challenges the very fabric of Australian society; that fabric of 
Australian society that means I can walk out anywhere in Perth at midnight and not fear that I would be mugged. 
I am not likely to do that in any city in the United States, and I think that is a very clear demonstration of one of 
the roles, firstly, that our unions have played and, secondly, that our Parliaments have played, and I refer to 
parliamentarians on both sides because we have had very strong support for a fair go for people who are battling 
a bit. That is why I think the discussion of this motion is very important. 
I referred to the task force and to the state homelessness strategy. The allocation of the $32 million over four 
years included $10.5 million for new public housing; $7 million to assist private and public sector tenants to 
keep their housing if they were under stress; $3.8 million to provide services and accommodation for people with 
mental illness, and that, I think, is an important recognition of the issue of mental illness as a factor in 
homelessness; $3.5 million to help homeless children; $2 million for non-government organisations to provide 
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financial counselling services; $2.4 million to help young people leaving long-term care; $1.4 million to support 
people exiting the justice system, and again that is a very serious issue, particularly when those people have been 
long-term prisoners; and $1 million to assist people directly into stable accommodation by bypassing crisis 
accommodation. 
The evaluation of the state homelessness strategy was undertaken in 2005 and completed in January 2006. It is 
important to note that the evaluation reflects the environment of 2005, which was in fact prior to the full impact 
of the booming economy that we have now. It was also before the growth in the state’s population and skills 
shortages had had their full effect on the housing market. The evaluation, I believe, is generally positive. The 
majority of the strategy initiatives are considered to be successfully implemented or at least underway. 
Hon Robyn McSweeney: I don’t think they are. 
Hon KIM CHANCE: Our responses to the recommendations that were contained in the evaluation report, and 
which were in the 2006-07 budget, included the continuation of the state homelessness strategy recurrent 
initiatives, which are worth more than $3.3 million a year to what is now the Department for Child Protection—
just that department alone; an additional $13.3 million over four years to the commonwealth-state supported 
accommodation assistance program—SAAP; and an allocation of $52 million in 2006-07 for the mental health 
strategy, including the provision of additional community supported accommodation. As much as there is 
housing stress, I think it is very clear that the government is responding to that stress. 
I want to touch briefly on the issue of food prices, because they were raised by Hon Robyn McSweeney also. It 
is clear that there has been a very significant increase in food prices. Hon Robyn McSweeney said that that 
increase has been most marked over the past four years, and that sounds about right to me. I would have thought 
that perhaps over the past three years it has been more acute, but, fundamentally, it has been since the drought 
started to take effect, and more recently we have seen very substantial increases in grain prices, which have now 
fed into the system. Regrettably, I think we are entering a period in which food prices will be a driving 
component of the consumer price index, probably for another six months at least. I am cheered up somewhat by 
the very good rains in the eastern states, which hopefully, if they continue, will enliven the Murray-Darling 
system. Australia’s food prices are heavily reliant on what comes out of that huge food bowl of the Murray-
Darling. I think three-quarters of Australia’s food comes out of the Murray-Darling. I know it sounds a bit 
strange to people that — 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: They’re coming from up north. 
Hon KIM CHANCE: Yes. Much of the food and the food commodities that are produced in the rest of 
Australia are export designated. In Western Australia, for example, 90 per cent of our grain is exported. That 
huge food bowl that is the Murray-Darling system has obviously had a severe impact on our local prices, and 
globally changes are happening, unrelated to the Australian drought, that have exacerbated those prices. Some of 
those changes are overdue, I have to say. As a former grain grower, I do not think that grain prices, while they 
are high by historical standards, are high at all. I think they have just corrected. 
Hon Robyn McSweeney: They have doubled, though. 
Hon KIM CHANCE: They have doubled, but they have come off an extraordinarily low base. I think what we 
are seeing now with grain prices is what the world needs to get used to, because they are the future grain prices. 
Hon Bruce Donaldson: It’s the same with fertiliser prices. They’ve doubled too. 
Hon KIM CHANCE: I made the point the other day that farmers are paying $1 000 a tonne for the most 
commonly used fertiliser, di-ammonium phosphate—DAP—and I was very quickly corrected by a farmer in the 
audience who said, “If you can get it for a thousand dollars a tonne, I’ll take all you can supply.” Clearly, it is 
above a thousand dollars a tonne somewhere. I was talking about landed price as well, not at port. However, that 
is an extraordinary price. It is something like three times the price that it was in 2005. 
The PRESIDENT: Order, members! I think that these observations are very interesting, and members seem to 
find them very interesting. I must be in a minority here, because I just cannot work out what they have to do with 
the motion we are discussing. I cannot see what the price of fertiliser has to do with homeless people, but I am 
sure the Leader of the House will explain that to me. 
A member interjected. 
The PRESIDENT: We are dealing with homeless people. 

Hon KIM CHANCE: Mr President, thank you for bringing me back on track. Indeed, there is a very firm 
connection between the two — 

The PRESIDENT: I am pleased to hear that. 
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Hon KIM CHANCE: — because high food prices do contribute if not to homelessness itself, certainly to the 
stress of homelessness. However, I am happy that you have brought me back to the real world, Mr President. 
The state provides a considerable range of services and accommodation to those who are homeless or at risk of 
homelessness. This occurs predominantly through the supported accommodation assistance program, which is a 
jointly funded commonwealth-state program. It is based on a series of five-year agreements, and I think we are 
now in the fifth of those five-year agreements. This agreement commenced in 2005 and it will cease in June 
2010. It funds some 137 different services, including amongst those some 36 women’s refuges in Western 
Australia. 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: That are full. 

Hon KIM CHANCE: That are full, yes. That is at a cost of approximately $34 million a year. Of the current 
SAAP services, 10 are dedicated youth accommodation services in the country and 18 are youth services in the 
metropolitan area. Further to this, SAAP funds another four youth support services in the country which are non-
accommodation services but which are targeted at homeless youth or youth at risk of homelessness, and a further 
five of those in the city. There are 20 rural domestic violence accommodation services, and 16 domestic violence 
accommodation services in the metropolitan area. There are seven outreach services and eight refuges for single 
men. There are 12 family accommodation services and a range of other services that target a range of different 
groups. They provide general outreach and support services and, of course, meals services.  
In addition to that main supported accommodation assistance program, there are currently 10 SAAP innovation 
and investment pilots that focus on giving intensive support to the following target groups: street-present people 
in Perth and Fremantle and homeless single adults with high and complex needs in the Perth metropolitan area, 
which I think would include people with mental health or substance abuse issues. The pilots involve fast-tracking 
homeless families to more permanent housing and offering post-crisis support to homeless youth. In the 2006-07 
state budget, the government increased this state’s component of funding to SAAP services by 10 per cent. It 
also increased indexation provided to SAAP services and allocated money for a new refuge in the northern 
suburbs. As the Minister for Child Protection very clearly pointed out in question time yesterday, that increase 
was not matched by a federal government component, which is a tragedy. The Howard government provided no 
real increase — 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: You’ll have some fun down the track with Mr Rudd.  

Hon KIM CHANCE: I will get to that in a moment. The Howard government provided no increase in SAAP 
funding or its share of funding towards the commonwealth-state public housing scheme during its entire period 
in office. This problem did not occur yesterday; it has certainly been exacerbated by recent conditions, and we 
acknowledge that. This problem has been building for quite a while. The previous Howard government did not 
even have a minister for housing. 
Hon George Cash: You shouldn’t concentrate on the problems; you should start looking at the solutions. 
You’ve got a great opportunity through Mr Rudd to start providing solutions. 
Hon KIM CHANCE: Indeed, and I am just about to start talking about that. 
Hon George Cash: Looking in the rear-vision mirror as you drive along is a very dangerous practice, as you 
well know. 
Hon KIM CHANCE: Unless one knows where one has been, one does not know where one is going. In May 
last year the government contributed $447 million in funding to help make housing more affordable in Western 
Australia. In September the government announced a further $238 million housing package with a major focus 
on accommodation for lower income earners. I will check that 10 per cent issue because I want to know the 
answer to that as well. 
Hon Robyn McSweeney: And why are there 17 000, or supposedly, I have been told, on the Homeswest waiting 
list if it’s coming down? 
Hon KIM CHANCE: I do not know. That major focus on accommodation for lower income earners included a 
real growth in public and social housing. It is possible that that growth has not been fast enough to accommodate 
800 new people requiring accommodation every week, although the housing package will add around 1 000 
dwellings as well as a further 300 new lodging house and crisis accommodation rooms. That is from the 
government side alone. Obviously, the private sector is doing far more than that.  
The low rental vacancy rate and a dramatic increase in rents are certainly contributing to the pressure on 
emergency accommodation services. The government recognises that. It has introduced a number of measures to 
respond to the crisis in rental accommodation. Those measures include broadened access to, and increased, bond 
assistance because bonds are a major issue for people on low incomes who are trying to get into private rental 
accommodation. The government will also reform the tenancy laws to prohibit the levying of letting fees. Again, 
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letting fees is an issue that challenges people on low incomes. The government funds the Tenants Advice 
Service, which gives free legal advice to people about their tenancy rights. That service is particularly important 
to young people who do not have a lot of life experience and are less aware of their legal rights as tenants. We 
have provided $2.4 million to UnitingCare West to run HomeConnect, a service to help disadvantaged tenants 
secure rental housing in the private market.  
We look forward to a new partnership with the commonwealth. It is very important that we achieve that. The 
issue of homelessness has been clearly branded as a priority by the new federal government. We certainly 
welcome its plans to introduce the national rental affordability scheme, which will provide tax incentives to 
increase the supply of affordable rental properties and invest $150 million over five years to the “A Place to Call 
Home” initiative to build 600 new houses for the homeless. We certainly also welcome the announcement that 
the federal government’s first commissioned white paper will be on homelessness. It has also very clearly placed 
that issue at the forefront of its agenda. I understand that that white paper is scheduled for release around August 
this year. We will all be looking to that paper with great interest.  
The Department for Child Protection collects weeknight bed count information on SAAP crisis accommodation 
services to identify where bed vacancies are available. That information is then made available publicly via 
Crisis Care, a free-call 24-hour service. This service enables people to look for the opportunities that exist. Crisis 
Care identifies available vacancies and makes referrals to people who call this service in the event that crisis 
accommodation cannot be located and there is no possibility of staying with family or friends, even on a 
temporary basis. If the person is 16 years or younger, SAAP is provided only in exceptional circumstances 
because SAAP is not intended for minors. For those under 16, accommodation is normally offered through care 
with relatives, the foster care system or, as a last resort, in departmental institutional care. If the person is a 
woman with or without accompanying children who is experiencing domestic violence and if there are no SAAP 
vacancies and there is no possibility of safe accommodation with family or friends, the department provides 
vouchers for hotel or motel accommodation. 
As I said, the government welcomes the motion. We are grateful that Hon Robyn McSweeney has raised this 
serious question and has called the government to account on the issue. It is a very important area in which it is 
fair to say that our performance is challenged. We do not want a single person on the streets. Preferably, we do 
not want a single person in institutional accommodation if that can possibly be avoided because that in itself 
involves a range of separate challenges and is undignified, frankly. What is undignified for an individual in our 
view is undignified for the whole of society. We do not want to be lacking in positively addressing this issue. We 
are concerned, anecdotally at least, that it seems to be a growing issue. It is exacerbated by the inflow of new 
people to this state. Not all the new people who come to this state are people with significant means. In fact, 
some come out of desperation, seeking opportunities that they could not find elsewhere. Clearly, they will have 
some difficulties adjusting to what is a very high-cost environment. On the plus side, we have seen significant 
releases of land and a certain amount of cooling in the market, although that has not expressed itself in rental 
values yet. However, there seems to be some cooling to the extent that our median housing prices are now below 
those of both Sydney and Melbourne. The main challenge we are facing now is in the construction industry, 
which is competing for labour. The absolute shortage of labour is presenting some real problems for our property 
developers who are trying to get all that land into circulation and available to people. However, there will always 
be challenges in this area. 
The issue of homelessness in a country in which home ownership is probably amongst the highest in the world 
sits uncomfortably with all of us. I am very much hopeful that the work that we have put in place can address the 
issues that currently challenge us. I certainly hope that as a result of the strength of the economy there will be 
greater opportunities for people to access housing that they can afford. However, in the short term, it is a 
problem that we have, and we will have to deal with it. It is a problem that gives me no joy to say may get a little 
worse before it gets better. For that reason we need to look for solutions that are perhaps just outside the 
envelope. That is why I appreciated reading about some of the initiatives that are being developed, particularly 
initiatives that relate to the way in which people seeking housing are able to access the private sector market—
that is, initiatives around tenancies, legal support and bonds. The answers will always be found in the private 
sector. The public sector can do only so much. Enabling better relations between tenants and landlords, for 
example, is important. Many potential landlords are quite resistant to the idea of going into the rental market, 
particularly those at the lower-rental end of the market. There are therefore challenges. I believe they are 
challenges that we do need to make and that can be met, and I certainly appreciate the opportunity of having this 
discussion in the Legislative Council. 
HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [12.01 pm]: I also rise to thank Hon Robyn McSweeney for 
moving this motion today. The Greens (WA) absolutely share the strong concern about the increasing rate of 
homelessness in Western Australia. It is an issue that I have raised before in this place, but it is timely to say a 
few words about it today, particularly in light of the focus on youth homelessness that will occur next week. 
There is some information on youth homelessness which is very alarming and which has enormous 
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consequences for young people in Western Australia. I will start by talking about homelessness as an issue, 
which is actually about human rights, and will consider the principles that we are dealing with when we talk 
about homelessness. All of us in this chamber, I am sure, live in comfortable houses and have never experienced 
the stress of uncertainty about where we might live. I am one who has experienced that, not in Australia but 
when I lived in London. Indeed, I even broke into a house to find somewhere to stay. I have therefore some 
direct experience of the stresses that are involved — 
Hon Barry House interjected. 
Hon GIZ WATSON: No; actually it was all totally illegal, but I will tell Hon Barry House later how I did that. 
Hon Kim Chance: It’s when your building skills came in useful! 
Hon GIZ WATSON: Yes, it is called direct action. 
I will refer to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s comments on homelessness, which are 
actually about human rights. I will quote from a document on homelessness dated this year, 2008. It states — 

People experiencing homelessness face violations of a wide range of human rights. 
Access to safe and secure housing is one of the most basic human rights. However, homelessness is not 
just about housing. Fundamentally, homelessness is about lack of connectedness with family, friends 
and the community and lack of control over one’s environment. 
A person who is homeless may face violations of the right to an adequate standard of living, the right to 
education, the right to liberty and security of the person, the right to privacy, the right to social security, 
the right to freedom from discrimination, the right to vote, and many more. 

It is fair to say—other commentators have made the same point—that of all the human rights issues, the right to 
adequate, secure housing is one human rights issue that underpins very many others. If people do not have that 
fundamental security, it is almost impossible to achieve the other human rights that everybody should be 
afforded. The document continues — 

Homelessness is defined under Australian federal law as ‘inadequate access to safe and secure housing’. 
This exists where the only housing to which a person has access: 

•  is likely to damage the person’s health 
•  threatens the person’s safety 
•  marginalises the person by failing to provide access to adequate personal amenities or the 

normal economic and social support of a home, or 
•  places the person in circumstances that threaten or adversely affect the adequacy, safety, 

security and affordability of that housing. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics . . . has identified several categories of homelessness in our society. 
These categories define homelessness in relation to minimum community standards regarding housing. 
They highlight that homelessness affects people in different ways, depending on their personal situation 
and needs. 

For some people, being homeless means being ‘roofless’ — living on the streets, in parks or in deserted 
buildings. This is known as primary homelessness and is the most visible kind of homelessness. For 
other people, being homeless means moving between various types of temporary shelters, such as the 
homes of friends and relatives, refuges and hostels; or living in boarding houses on a long-term basis, 
with shared amenities and without security of tenure. The ABS categorises this as secondary or tertiary 
homelessness.  

The ABS also identifies a category of people who are ‘marginally housed’. 

Debate interrupted, pursuant to temporary orders. 
 


