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About Mission Australia
Mission Australia is a national, non-denominational Christian that has been serving Australia for
more than 160 years. Our vision is an Australia where all of us have a safe home and can thrive. In
the 2019-20 financial year, we supported close to 170,000 individuals through almost 500 programs
and services across Australia. i

Summary of people assisted in the year 2019-20

Introduction
In 2019-20, Mission Australia worked with close to 170,000 people to support them with a range of
challenges they are facing. Most of the people we work with are on very low or low incomes; many
are reliant on income support payments, while many others are in low-paid work or are
underemployed. We have observed an increasing trend of people in low-paid, insecure and casual
work who are unable to afford the basic necessities, including housing, and who have sought
support from us and other community service organisations. This trend was significantly
exacerbated in the past year, with the COVID-19 public health and economic crises resulting in
greater numbers experiencing unemployment and financial instability, particularly among those in
low-paid, insecure work. ii
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Stable housing and adequate income are necessary to build opportunities for social and economic
participation, including in education and employment. This is imperative for the long-term future of
individuals and families, and also of the Australian economy, and is reflected in the following Budget
recommendations.
Our submission focuses on Federal Government measures needed to prevent homelessness, to
invest in social and affordable housing to meet demand for people on low and moderate incomes, to
deliver adequate income supports where needed to support stable connections to housing,
education and employment, and to focus on areas of locational disadvantage where people are at
particular risk of poor social and economic outcomes.
Further information on any of these recommendations can be provided on request.

Summary of recommendations
Homelessness
•

Develop a national plan with clear targets to end homelessness by 2030, including a specific
target for youth homelessness and homelessness among older people.

•

Fully fund and expand the Reconnect program to ensure it operates effectively to prevent
young people experiencing prolonged homelessness and to meet rising demand.

•

Fund the construction of new specialist homelessness residential aged care facilities through
the Aged Care Approvals Round, based on an assessment of need.

•

Modify the Aged Care Funding Instrument (ACFI) funding model to more accurately account
for the complex needs of people living in specialist homelessness residential aged care
facilities, particularly with respect to non-physical limitations.

•

Provide short-term grants to resource the additional costs faced by Residential Aged Care
providers that need to comply with both the NDIS Practice Standards and Aged Care Quality
Standards.

Social and affordable housing
•

Invest in 30,000 social housing units over a four-year period under the proposed Social
Housing Acceleration and Renovation Program.

•

Activate the capacity of the National Housing Finance and Investment Corporation (NHFIC)
to provide equity participation in affordable housing developments.

•

Create a capital housing aggregator to leverage government co-investment and attract
private sector investment in social and affordable housing.

Income support
•

Permanently increase the base rate of income support payments to ensure that they are
adequate and keep people out of poverty.
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•

Increase Commonwealth Rent Assistance to better reflect minimum rents paid by people on
low incomes.

Strengthening communities
•

Initiate and fund place-based approaches to entrenched locational disadvantage, targeted to
areas of concentrated inter-generational welfare dependency.

•

Adequately fund Family and Children Services within the Department of Social Services to
cover providers’ cost and time in implementing changes to reporting systems, data security,
outcomes measurement and professional development and training.

Young people’s mental health
•

Expand evidence-based early intervention and prevention mental health programs for young
people, to be delivered in schools and other community settings.

•

Address system gaps where young people seeking support to overcome ice, other drug or
alcohol dependency cannot receive treatment, by funding new youth-specific alcohol and
other drug (AOD) residential services in metro and non-metro hot spots, including tailored
services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.

Equal Remuneration Order and supplementation
•

Prevent erosion of the financial viability of services funded under Commonwealth-State
agreements, including the National Housing and Homelessness Agreement (NHHA), by
incorporating the existing rate of ERO supplementation.

Homelessness
The costs of homelessness are significant, with an estimated average annual figure of $32,254 in
health, justice and welfare costs for each person experiencing homelessness. iii
Homelessness was already a major issue in Australia prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, with over
116,400 people homeless on Census night 2016. A further 97,000 people were at risk of
homelessness living in marginal housing such as crowded dwellings. 1,iv In 2019-20, over 290,400
people sought support from Specialist Homelessness Services. v
Several known drivers of homelessness have increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, including
mental health issues vi and domestic and family violence. vii Unemployment has been uneven across
the labour market, much more deeply affecting those in low-paid, insecure work. viii Rising
unemployment and the removal of the Coronavirus Supplement from income support payments are
forecast to lead to a 9%increase in homelessness and a 24%increase in housing stress by June 2021. ix
A national plan is needed to guide and drive action to prevent homelessness, with specific targets for
particular at-risk cohorts. An adequate supply of social and affordable housing is a critical response

Marginal housing is housing that does not meet the statistical definition of homelessness but is considered by
the Australian Bureau of Statistics to place them at risk of homelessness – for example, crowded dwellings or
living long-term in caravan parks.
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to homelessness due to the significant shortfall between the number of houses needed and those
available.

Recommendation:
• Develop a national plan with clear targets to end homelessness by 2030, including a
specific target for youth homelessness and homelessness among older people.
Young people
It is an avoidable tragedy and cost imposition on Australian taxpayers that over 27, 600 children and
young people were homeless on Census night in 2016. Some 58,200 teenagers and young people
sought help from Specialist Homelessness Services in 2019-20, x including over 42,300 who presented
alone. xi The total costs of health services and the justice system due to young people experiencing
homelessness is an average of $17,868 per person per year, not including the additional lifetime
impact of early school leaving and low engagement with employment. xii
For children and young people, homelessness can be particularly devastating to their development
and its effects are often long-lasting. Stable, affordable and suitable housing is essential for every
young person’s economic, mental, physical and social wellbeing. It is also connected to a positive
sense of self, good health, social cohesion and educational completion. xiii
Early intervention services that prevent young people becoming homeless before they reach crisis
point are critical, both to avoid adverse life outcomes and to limit costs of homelessness to
taxpayers. The Reconnect program, currently funded through the Department of Social Services,
assists young people aged 12 to 18 years who are experiencing homelessness or at risk of
homelessness. It has been positively evaluated and found to promote housing permanency,
relationships within families and with the community and improved engagement with employment,
education and training. xiv
The Government has only committed to fund Reconnect until 2023, which jeopardises the stability
of this well-established program. The Federal Government should commit to funding the Reconnect
program over the next five years and at an adequate level, to ensure it effectively caters for the
needs of young people with complex issues, and to expanding its reach to meet rising demand.

Recommendation:
•

Fully fund and expand the Reconnect program to ensure it operates effectively to prevent
young people experiencing prolonged homelessness and to meet rising demand.

Older people (aged 55+)
Older people are the fastest growing subpopulation of people experiencing homelessness and of
people using homelessness services in Australia. xv There was a 28% increase in the number of people
aged 55 years and above experiencing homelessness between the last two Censuses. xvi In 2019–20,
about 24,400 older people sought help from homelessness services. xvii
Many older people who become homeless have conventional housing histories and lose their
housing through a combination of low income, high housing costs and a life shock such as illness or
separation. Affordable housing is a needed response for this group.
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We acknowledge the Federal Government’s substantial investment in aged care in the 2020-21
Budget, including $1.6 billion for 23,000 additional home care packages designed to assist older
people to live in their own home for longer.
However, older people with long histories of homelessness often have complex mental and physical
health care needs that mean they are unable to live independently. This group generally requires
specialist homelessness residential aged care facilities that provide permanent accommodation and
24-hour medical care. Mission Australia runs three Residential Aged Care Facilities (RACFs) in NSW
specifically dealing with a population who: experience homelessness; have a mental health issue, a
drug and alcohol issue, a cognitive impairment or a mixed morbidity; and are socially isolated.
However, there are insufficient facilities across Australia to meet the high demand for these very
vulnerable individuals.
Care for residents in specialist homelessness residential aged care facilities is subsidised through the
Aged Care Funding Instrument (ACFI). xviii The current ACFI model does take into account the physical
limitations of such residents, but inadequately accounts for the non-physical limitations experienced
by this cohort, in particular mental illness and alcohol and other drug addiction.
In addition, there is a pressing requirement to provide extra short-term funds to RACFs that support
NDIS participants, to enable them to meet the extra accreditation costs created by the recentlyintroduced requirement to comply with both the Aged Care Quality Standards and the NDIS Practice
Standards. xix Meeting the new NDIS requirements draws additional resources from all Aged Care
providers, especially those supporting vulnerable groups; a third of the residents of Mission
Australia’s RACFs are NDIS participants.
The recent introduction of these changes at the same time as the sector is managing through the
COVID-19 pandemic is causing significant challenges, including further cost pressures on an alreadylow funding base.

Recommendations
•

Fund the construction of new specialist homelessness residential aged care facilities through
the Aged Care Approvals Round, based on an assessment of need.

•

Modify the ACFI funding model to more accurately account for the complex needs of people
living in specialist homelessness residential aged care facilities, particularly with respect to
non-physical limitations.

•

Provide short-term grants to resource the additional costs faced by Residential Aged Care
providers that need to comply with both the NDIS Practice Standards and Aged Care Quality
Standards.
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Social and affordable housing
There is a chronic shortage of housing for people on low and moderate incomes. There are currently
150,000 people on waiting lists for social housing xx and 900,000 households in housing stress and
therefore at risk of homelessness. 2,xxi
Investment in building, upgrading and improving social and affordable housing will support the
economic recovery, reduce homelessness and improve social and economic outcomes for people on
low incomes. The Federal Government must play a role in direct investment in social and affordable
housing, as well as supporting private and institutional investment.
Direct investment in social and affordable housing
The Social Housing Acceleration and Renovation Program (SHARP) proposal has been designed as an
immediate stimulus to the economy given the recession associated with the COVID-19 pandemic. It
outlines how 30,000 social housing units can be built over a four-year period, as well as acceleration
of the maintenance and renovation of existing social housing stock. xxii
The SHARP proposal calls for total government investment of $7.7 billion, including $7.2 billion for
new build/acquisitions and $500 million for the renovation of existing homes. Federal Government
contributions should be complemented by state and territory governments in the form of land
and/or capital.
SHARP could be rolled out quickly due to land and workforce availability, pent up demand for social
housing and a backlog of maintenance work required on existing social housing. On average over the
four-year period, SHARP would support between 15,500 and 18,000 full-time equivalent (FTE) jobs.
It is estimated that SHARP would raise output in Australia by $15.7 billion to $18.2 billion in total
over the four years of construction and increase GDP by between $5.8 billion to $6.7 billion, largely
offsetting the initial government investment.
Supporting private and institutional investment
As a complement to direct investment in social and affordable housing, further incentives should be
provided to enable private and institutional investment in such housing. The National Housing
Finance and Investment Corporation (NHFIC) is making a useful contribution in providing
concessional funding to Community Housing Providers. However, current NHFIC activity is
insufficient to generate the investment required to address the existing shortfall in social and
affordable housing.
Private and institutional investors, including superannuation funds, have considerable appetite and
capital available to leverage government contributions through investing in below-market residential
property in Australia, but require the right incentives to do so.
There is an opportunity for NHFIC to activate its capacity to provide equity participation in affordable
housing developments, helping to improve and incentivise financial returns to investors. This could
significantly increase the capacity of Community Housing Providers to borrow for, and invest in,
affordable housing and thereby increase housing stock across the country.

Housing stress is defined as: households in the bottom 40% of income, paying more than 30% of their income
on housing-related costs.
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In addition, the Federal Government should establish a housing aggregator to enable large scale
private investment in affordable housing. This proposal, developed by the Constellation Project xxiii - a
joint initiative of the corporate, academic and community sectors – demonstrates how private
institutional investment can be pooled into construction capital for affordable housing, which can be
unlocked by future recurrent government co-investment. xxiv

Recommendations
•

Invest in 30,000 social housing units over a four-year period under the proposed Social
Housing Acceleration and Renovation Program.

•

Activate the capacity of NHFIC to provide equity participation in affordable housing
developments.

•

Create a capital housing aggregator to leverage government co-investment and attract
private sector investment into social and affordable housing.

Income support
Current income support levels are inadequate for keeping Australians out of poverty. While the
original rates of the Coronavirus Supplement and JobKeeper payment were responsible for reducing
poverty in Australia by 32%, the decrease in payment amounts are projected to lead to a rise of
those living in poverty. 3,xxv
The payments at the enhanced level made a tangible difference in the lives of many of the people
that Mission Australia serves and millions of others living around Australia. These measures
acknowledged that the old rate of $40/day was inadequate and introduced a response that enabled
people to make significant strides towards gaining control of their finances and paying for housing,
education, healthcare and other essentials. As the payment rates have decreased, we have seen a
significant increase in the number of people returning to seek financial assistance from our services.
As Australia transitions from crisis responses to recovery, the Government has a unique opportunity
to build on the gains initially seen and redesign the income support system to ensure that it assists
people to remain out of poverty and supports them to look for work and be job ready. Economic
modelling has found that increasing income support payments will not act as a disincentive to work,
and did not do so even during the time the highest level of Coronavirus Supplement was applied. On
the contrary, higher income support levels facilitate job seeking as they provide resources for people
to pay associated costs including transport and clothing for interviews. xxvi
Commonwealth Rent Assistance is available to eligible people who rent in the private rental market
or community housing. At its current level it does not meet the needs of people on low incomes
facing the highest rents, particularly in capital cities. xxvii It should be increased to better reflect
minimum rents paid by people on low incomes. xxviii

3

By 740,000, compared to the original payment rates
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Recommendations
•

Permanently increase the base rate of income support payments to ensure that they are
adequate and keep people out of poverty.

•

Increase Commonwealth Rent Assistance to better reflect minimum rents paid by people on
low incomes.

Strengthening communities
Entrenched disadvantage is present in a small but persistent number of locations in each state and
territory across Australia. xxix This disadvantage includes high levels of unemployment, low levels of
income and education, housing stress, a high level of criminal offending and inter-generational
welfare dependency. This limits opportunities for individuals living in these communities, and
imposes high avoidable costs for taxpayers.
Locational disadvantage is a complex problem that is best addressed by a coordinated, collaborative
place-based approach, led by communities but enabled by support from the Federal Government in
conjunction with state/territory and local governments, as well as local service providers. This
approach requires long term funding, with a minimum of ten years’ commitment plus upfront
funding to address the complex and intergenerational issues.
In respect of reforms currently being undertaken by the Department of Social Services to Family and
Children Services, we welcome the commitment to five-year grant agreements which will provide
greater certainty for service delivery. Nevertheless, as noted above, 10-year contracts are important
for place-based programs under this stream operating in areas of entrenched disadvantage such as
Communities for Children. We welcome the proposed shift in focus to “encourage and champion
evidence, outcomes measurement and reporting, evaluation and better targeting services to families
experiencing vulnerability, or with multiple and/or complex needs.” However, so that
implementation of this does not divert providers’ resources away from delivering frontline services,
program budgets must be enhanced to adequately to cover providers’ cost and time to:
1. implement reporting systems and manage data security;
2. implement and manage outcomes measurement specifications; and
3. regularly provide or promote professional development and training in new methodologies,
and in system and reporting changes.

Recommendations
•

Initiate and fund place-based approaches to entrenched locational disadvantage, targeted to
areas of concentrated inter-generational welfare dependency.

•

Adequately fund Family and Children Services within the Department of Social Services to
cover providers’ cost and time in implementing changes to reporting systems, data security,
outcomes measurement and professional development and training.
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Young people’s mental health and AOD
Mental health issues can impact children and young people at a personal, social and economic level,
as well as reduce their life expectancy. xxx When experienced early in life, mental illness can seriously
derail pathways into adulthood through poor academic performance, higher levels of school dropout and absenteeism, unemployment, interpersonal problems, increased risk of substance
dependence and an increased likelihood of self-harm. xxxi
Even before COVID-19, the prevalence of mental health issues among young Australians was deeply
concerning. Nearly one in seven (14.4%) adolescents aged 12-17 years had experienced a mental
disorder in the previous year and, of those, 23.1% had a severe disorder. xxxii COVID-19 has added
multiple stressors for young people, including uncertainty about their future, social isolation,
increasing rates of unemployment and financial distress. This is increasing psychological distress
among young people, making them more vulnerable to mental ill health, with a concurrent rise in
suicide rates predicted. xxxiii
Mission Australia’s annual Youth Survey, the largest survey of its kind in Australia, has continued to
highlight the ongoing prominence of mental health issues as a concern for young Australians. In
2020, the top three issues of concern for young people were coping with stress, mental health and
body image. One in four young people told us that they felt stressed either all or most of the time,
and one-third identified mental health as the most important issue in Australia.
Although a significant amount of funding has been devoted to mental health in response to COVID19, ongoing need is anticipated and funding must keep up with demand. The estimated investment
needed to address the immediate impacts of COVID-19 on Australia’s mental health and contribute
to the longer-term task of ongoing national mental health reform is $3.7 billion over four years. xxxiv
The Productivity Commission has identified mental health prevention and early intervention for
children and young people as a priority reform area, with a particular focus on promoting wellbeing
through schools. xxxv In our service experience, some young people may not reach out for support due
to stigma or lack of awareness about services and we are therefore particularly advocating for online
and outreach mental health services that more help to meet young people ‘where they are at’.
Alcohol and other drugs are a key mental health issue for young people. There is high unmet need
for AOD treatment services for young people, particularly residential rehabilitation and
detoxification services, but inadequate funding from all levels of government. In particular, there is a
lack of:
•

youth-specific AOD treatment facilities, meaning that some young people are treated in
adult centres;

•

treatment options in rural and regional areas; and

•

treatment options for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people. xxxvi

Recommendations
•

Expand evidence-based early intervention and prevention mental health programs for young
people, to be delivered in schools and other community settings.

10

•

Address system gaps where young people seeking support to overcome ice, other drug or
alcohol dependency cannot receive treatment, by funding new youth-specific AOD
residential services in metro and non-metro hot spots, including tailored services for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people.

Equal Remuneration Order and Supplementation
In 2012 the Fair Work Commission made a landmark decision that addresses the gendered
undervaluation of work performed in much of the community services sector. Most governments
across Australia, including the Federal Government, provided additional funding to ensure that
community sector organisations could pay the resulting increased wages and maintain essential
services to our communities. However, this funding is due to cease in June 2021.
Welcome provisions were made within the 2020-21 Federal Budget to ensure the base rate of some
applicable grants would be permanently increased so as to incorporate the existing rate of ERO
supplementation. However, in other areas, the Government has not made this commitment,
including extending it to Commonwealth-State agreements such as the National Housing and
Homelessness Agreement (NHHA).
The Federal Government must act to ensure that services funded under Commonwealth-State
agreements incorporate the existing rate of ERO supplementation, so that service delivery to
vulnerable people is not affected.

Recommendations
•

Prevent erosion of the financial viability of services funded under Commonwealth-State
agreements, including the NHHA, by incorporating the existing rate of ERO supplementation.
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