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1 Relevant background

The NSW Ageing and Disability Commission (ADC) was established on 1 July 2019 with the
objectives of protecting older people and adults with disability from abuse, neglect, and
exploitation, and protecting and promoting their rights.

A key role of the ADC is to respond to reports about older people (65 years and over or, if
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander, 50 years and over) and adults with disability (18
years and over) in NSW who are subject to, or at risk of, abuse, neglect and exploitation in
their family, home and community.! Many of these reports highlight the direct link between
abuse and housing instability, with a high risk of homelessness associated with domestic
and family violence and other forms of abuse, coercion, or neglect.

The ADC also has an oversight and coordination role in relation to the Official Community
Visitor (OCV) scheme in NSW. OCVs are independent Ministerial appointees who visit
accommodation services where an adult with disability, older person, or child in care is in
the full-time care of the service provider; and assisted boarding houses.

Given the role and functions of the ADC, our submission is primarily focused on housing
and homelessness in relation to adults with disability and older people; and children and
young people in or leaving residential out-of-home care (OOHC).

Relevant ADC information

Joint paper on housing issues for people with disability, older people and carers in NSW?

In June 2023, we released a paper on Housing issues for people with disability, older people
and carers in NSW, in partnership with the NSW Ageing and Disability Advisory Board and
the Ministerial Advisory Councils on disability, ageing and carers. The paper highlights the
longstanding and continuing housing issues that adversely affect older people, people
with disability and carers in NSW, and was prepared in light of the serious concerns we
share about the disproportionate and increasing impact of the housing crisis on the
cohorts and communities we represent.

The paper draws together public information on the housing and homelessness issues
affecting our cohorts and was developed to inform the considerations of the NSW
Government to progress actions to address the issues. Among other things, the paper
emphasises:

e The importance of housing - not limited to social housing - being built to the
National Construction Code standard to enable people with disability or mobility
limitations access to appropriate and timely housing options.

e The need for specific and targeted strategies to resolve the housing and
homelessness issues for older people, people with disability and carers as they will
not adequately benefit from actions to address the issues in the broader population.
The needs of these cohorts require explicit consideration and a targeted approach.

" More information on the ADC, including data on reports about abuse, neglect and exploitation of adults with
disability and older people, can be found on our website: www.ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au.

2 The paper is available on the ADC website at:
https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/documents/submissions/Joint_paper_on_housing_issues_for_p
eople_with_disability,_older_people_and_carers_in_NSW_June_2023.pdf.
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¢ While there are references to older people and people with disability in existing
housing and homelessness initiatives and policies, and references to housing in
ageing and disability strategies, a clear and coordinated approach is needed.

¢ Increasingly, the inability to access safe, accessible and affordable housing
significantly constrains NSW’s ability to respond to abuse and neglect of older
people and people with disability where alternative accommodation is urgently
needed.

Submission to the inquiry into homelessness amongst older people aged over 55 in NSW?3

Our submission to the above NSW Legislative Council Inquiry in June 2022 provides useful
information on the significant and ongoing factors contributing to homelessness of older
people in NSW - particularly older women - that should be actively considered in the
development of the final Homelessness Strategy. In addition to the contributory factors
particular to older people that need to be addressed, the submission outlines:

e the barriers to accessing housing support, and emergency and crisis
accommodation

e continuing unsuitable conditions and risk of eviction in social housing
e important prevention and early intervention options.

In light of the information already detailed in the above publications that is directly
relevant to this consultation and the input being sought, we have opted not to reproduce
the information here and have kept our feedback on the draft Homeless Strategy (‘the
draft Strategy’) brief. If not already incorporated, we request that development of the final
Strategy is informed by the above joint paper and submission.

2 Gaining meaningful progress

Overall, the ADC supports the draft Strategy. However, this Strategy has much in common
with the previous Homelessness Strategy 2018-2023. We appreciate the information in the
draft Strategy that it has been informed by collective knowledge, including
recommendations from previous audits, reviews and inquiries, and program evaluations.
Yet, from the available information, it is not clear how the draft Strategy recognises and
seeks to address the barriers to progress, experienced with the previous Strategy. It is
important that the barriers to progress are adequately identified and understood, and that
specific strategies and arrangements are put in place in the new Strategy to minimise the
likelihood that these barriers will continue to hamper meaningful progress.

More broadly, we would be keen to see the integration of related policies and strategies
into a cohesive and inclusive framework. Aligning the goals of the Strategy with
discrimination legislation, and NSW and national disability and ageing strategies provides
the opportunity for a unified approach that addresses the needs of people with disability
and older people experiencing or at risk of homelessness®. Without integration, policies
and strategies will remain fragmented and ineffective for these cohorts. Coordinating
resources and ensuring consistent application is crucial for inclusive, impactful, and
equitable housing and homelessness policies and strategies. Ongoing monitoring and

3 Submission located on the ADC website at: https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/reports-and-
submissions.html
4 NSW Ageing and Disability Commission, June 2023, op cit.
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evaluation are also essential to identify shortcomings and improve approaches, ensuring
they remain responsive to the evolving needs of older people and people with disability.

3 Guiding principles of the Homelessness Strategy

The ADC supports the proposed guiding principles of the Strategy. However, within the
principles, we consider that it is vital that housing accessibility is specifically recognised
given the significant and ongoing barriers this issue presents for people with disability and
older people in gaining safe and appropriate housing and reducing the rate and risk of
homelessness.

We appreciate that housing accessibility would reasonably be incorporated in some of the
existing guiding principles, including ‘Housing is a human right’. However, while the
reference to the right to housing that is ‘appropriate’ presumably includes accessibility, in
our view it is important to specifically call out accessibility within this principle to ensure
that there is a proper focus on this critical issue in the Strategy.

We welcome the recognition in the guiding principles of the need to make sure that people
with lived experience of homelessness inform service design. It will be important to ensure
that this cohort includes people with disability, older people, and people who are/ were in
OOHC.

4 Focus Area: Homelessness is rare

Young people in statutory care

We support targeted action at the transition point of people leaving government services,
including hospital, custody, and OOHC. However, in relation to reducing the risk of
homelessness of young people in or leaving OOHC, the work of OCVs and others highlights
the need for:

a) Concerted action to improve and ensure appropriate, timely and comprehensive
leaving care planning.

OCVs repeatedly raise concerns about the adequacy of leaving care planning and its
impact on the young people involved, including those close to turning 18 for whom no plan
has been developed or implemented; young people who have not been involved in their
leaving care planning; and adverse impacts on planning due to delayed decision-making by
agencies such as the National Disability Insurance Agency.®

The harmful impact of poor leaving care planning on outcomes for young people with
disability who were in statutory care is also seen in reports to the ADC about abuse,
neglect and exploitation of adults with disability. The highest proportion of reports to the
ADC about adults with disability is in young adults aged 18-24 years. In a range of cases
involving young adults who had been in OOHC, we have noted the significant and
continuing adverse impact of poor leaving care planning and support, including where the
young adult has:

- not had identification or been connected to any supports or services on leaving care
despite evident need

5 See for example, Official Community Visitors Annual Report 2022-2023, pp35-36,
https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/documents/submissions/Official_Community_Visitor_2022_202
3_Annual_Report.pdf
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- been subject to abuse and exploitation by the family from which they had
previously been removed or the former foster carer

- not had access to appropriate and safe housing on leaving care and continued to
live in highly risky arrangements.

b) Critical actions to better support young people to remain in placement.

OCVs have ongoing significant concerns about the number of young people in residential
OOHC who are not in their accommodation placement, for reasons including that they have
self-placed elsewhere in unapproved accommodation, are unhoused and living in highly
vulnerable circumstances, or are at an unknown location. The reality identified by OCVs is
that many young people who are supposed to be in the intensive therapeutic or other care
of a service provider are in effect homeless®.

While OCVs have identified substantial variations in the extent and adequacy of the
actions of residential OOHC providers to support young people who are out of placement
to be safe and to return to the placement, of critical concern is the need to address the
factors that are contributing to these young people opting for homelessness or other
unsafe housing arrangements over their residential placement.

We recognise that a current program of reform work is underway aimed at the child
protection and OOHC systems. However, it will be important to ensure that actions to
prevent and reduce the entry of children in statutory care into homelessness are included
in the final Strategy.

Older people and people with disability

In reports to the ADC, financial difficulties, the housing crisis, lack of support, and
domestic and family violence (DFV) are key drivers of homelessness for older people and
adults with disability.

People with disability and older people face significant housing barriers and are at higher
risk of homelessness due to system navigation challenges and a paucity of available,
affordable and accessible housing options. Accessing and maintaining safe housing relies
on supply of appropriate housing and support that is person-centred to meet diverse
needs, including ensuring accessibility to maintain independence and age in place’, and
offering housing that supports and fosters connections to community and critical services
to facilitate stable tenancy.

We agree with the need to ensure that mainstream government and community services
have the capacity and capability to identify people at risk of homelessness at an early
point and to connect them to appropriate services. There is also a need for better
coordination between mainstream and specialist services, such as housing, disability, aged
care and health services, to create clear pathways for people with disability and older
people to access homelessness support, particularly for those experiencing trauma, to

6 We note that the NSW Ombudsman’s May 2023 special report to Parliament, More than shelter, identified that
children in OOHC comprised more than 10% of the total number of children who were presenting as homeless
or at risk of homelessness to specialist homelessness services. Accessed at:
https://www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/reports/report-to-parliament/more-than-shelter-special-report

7 Physical Disability Council of NSW, August 2020, Proposal to Include Minimum Standards for Housing in the
National Construction Code: Submission in Response to the Consultation Regulation Impact Statement prepared
for the Australian Building Codes Board, https://www.pdcnsw.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/RIS-
Mandatory-Accessible-Housing-NCC.docx
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prevent disengagement. Streamlining intake processes and enhancing outreach efforts
will be important.

5 Focus Area: Homelessness is brief

The homelessness service system can be complex, particularly for older people and
people with disability, and repeated inquiries and reports® have highlighted the continuing
barriers for these cohorts, and people with complex needs, in gaining and maintaining
access to specialist homelessness and crisis accommodation services. In our experience,
there is a need for more effective and integrated pathways that can offer flexibility and
quick access to safe crisis accommodation and support that is inclusive of people with
disability and older people.

In addition to significant accessibility barriers associated with physical premises and
support, there are substantial ongoing barriers to access for people with disability and
older people on temporary visas, including those leaving domestic and family violence,
which need to be addressed®.

We agree that tailored and flexible support is essential, both to assist people out of
homelessness into longer-term housing, and to help individuals to retain housing and age
in place, avoiding reliance on crisis accommodation or inappropriate residential care.

Case study™

Hanna, an older woman, left her home after being physically assaulted by her husband.
She secured temporary housing, but financial insecurity remained a significant barrier.
Her husband controlled their shared finances, leaving her anxious and uncertain about
her ongoing financial situation and ability to find housing.

Hanna’s case highlights the intersection of domestic violence, financial insecurity, and
housing instability, emphasising the need for:

e targeted interventions to support older women facing homelessness
e greater financial safeguards to support individuals escaping abusive situations
e accessible housing support to ensure stability beyond temporary accommodation.

A more responsive system could provide integrated housing and financial assistance,
preventing at-risk older women like Hanna from falling through the cracks.

6 Focus Area: Homelessness is not repeated

People with disability and older people with complex needs require long-term, tailored
support and better coordination across housing, mental health, disability, and aged care

8 This includes multiple reports by the NSW Ombudsman, including Specialist homelessness services: helping
people with high or complex needs, August 2022, https://www.ombo.nsw.gov.au/reports/report-to-
parliament/specialist-homelessness-services-helping-people-with-high-or-complex-needs

9 NSW Ageing and Disability Commission, June 2022, Submission to the NSW Legislative Council Inquiry into
homelessness amongst older people aged over 55 in New South Wales,
https://ageingdisabilitycommission.nsw.gov.au/documents/reports-and-submissions/Homelessness-amongst-
older-people-aged-over-55-in-NSW-submission.docx

10 All case studies in this submission have been de-identified to protect the identity of the adults.
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services to prevent repeated homelessness. In some cases, there are additional challenges
that can hinder the ability to secure and maintain housing, including hoarding behaviour.
The Strategy should include targeted and tailored approaches for older people and people
with disability and raise sector awareness on effective service delivery.

In addition to the provision of accessible, affordable and secure housing for older people
and people with disability who are homeless or at risk of homelessness, we consider that
there is a need for stronger oversight and accountability in the delivery and maintenance
of housing options. As identified in our previous joint paper and submission to the NSW
Parliamentary Inquiry into homelessness amongst people aged over 55, our work has
highlighted adults with disability and older people subject to, or at risk of, abuse, neglect
and exploitation living in poor social or private housing conditions, with properties in
disrepair and inadequate or delayed maintenance, including of critical amenities.
Addressing the existing maintenance and modification delays and barriers will be
important in preventing repeated homelessness.

We consider that the Strategy should include monitoring mechanisms such as accessibility
audits, resident feedback, and satisfaction surveys, while also promoting housing
modifications to improve accessibility".

Multi-agency approach

The ADC supports a multi-agency approach being taken in the Strategy to support
complex needs to prevent repeated homelessness. A joined-up and integrated approach
across vital services, including housing, mental health, disability, aged care, legal,
domestic and family violence and community services, provides better opportunities for
holistic care.

Case study

Rita, aged in her 80’s, became homeless after losing her rental home to severe flooding.
With no family support and limited finances, she had to sleep in her car and rely on
emergency services like Link2ZHome. However, the support was inconsistent, leaving her
moving between temporary shelters, motels, and her car.

Her situation worsened due to a cancer diagnosis, making regular medical care difficult
without a stable address. Lack of secure housing disrupted her treatment, medication
storage, and access to healthcare.

Rita’'s case highlights the need for stronger frontline services that integrate housing and
healthcare, with:

e ecarly intervention to prevent long-term homelessness
e coordinated health and housing support for at-risk individuals
e aged-specific and accessible housing solutions with stability

e sustained wraparound services to help transition into permanent housing.

"NSW Ministerial Advisory Council on Ageing, July 2024, Homelessness and Housing Stress: A Position Paper,
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/community-inclusion/advisory-
councils/maca/Position_Paper_from_MACA_Homelessness_and_Housing_Stress_final.pdf
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An adequately resourced, responsive system could have prevented Rita’s prolonged
homelessness and ensured her ongoing care.

A potential risk in the draft Strategy is an over-reliance on frontline services, which are
currently stretched and under-resourced. To combat this, the Strategy should consider:

Strengthening frontline capacity: Building frontline workers’ skills and knowledge
can support them to assist individuals more effectively with broader challenges such
as financial insecurity and housing instability, enabling them to provide appropriate
support or refer individuals to specialised services.

Sustainable funding models: Consistent and longer-term funding for homelessness
services better enables reliable support for those at-risk and job security for
frontline workers. This stability can foster trust, continuity of care, and stronger
outcomes for individuals facing homelessness.

Interagency collaboration: Many individuals experiencing homelessness face
multiple, interconnected challenges that cannot be solved in isolation. Cross-sector
collaboration better enables joined-up service provision and reduces service
fragmentation, without overburdening those providing support.
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