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Our commitment to inclusion
The Salvation Army Australia acknowledges the Traditional Owners of the land on which
we meet and work and pay our respect to Elders, past, present and future.
We value people of all cultures, languages, capacities, sexual orientations, gender identities and/or
expressions. We are committed to providing programs that are fully inclusive. We are committed to
the safety and wellbeing of people of all ages, particularly children.
Our values are:






Integrity
Compassion
Respect
Diversity
Collaboration

Learn more about our commitment to inclusion:
salvationarmy.org.au/about-us
The Salvation Army is an international movement and our mission is to preach the gospel of Jesus
Christ and to meet human needs in his name without discrimination.

.
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Introduction
The Salvation Army thanks the Legislative Council Standing Committee on Social Issues for the
opportunity to share our experience of homelessness amongst older people aged over 55 in
New South Wales (NSW). This response brings together the experience of our highly qualified
and experienced housing, homelessness, family and domestic violence and aged care staff and
managers, and is informed by the voice of the people who use our services.
As one of NSW’s largest community service providers, The Salvation Army works every day with
some of the state’s most disadvantaged and marginalised people. Fundamental to the ethos of
The Salvation Army is the idea that every human being has inherent worth, and every person
should be able to live with dignity. The Salvation Army envisions an Australia where all people
have adequate and stable incomes, can afford and sustain decent housing, and are healthy and
connected to community.
Our feedback responds to the Inquiry’s Terms of Reference under the themes of:


Understanding the prevalence and drivers of homelessness for older people.



Understanding the challenges and impact of homelessness for older people; and



Understanding what works – improving responses to homelessness amongst older
people.

With the NSW Homelessness Strategy 2018-2023 due to expire next year, The Salvation Army
believes there is an opportunity for the NSW Government to renew and accelerate its state-wide
efforts to address the underlying drivers of homelessness and ensure that people who are
experiencing homelessness or who are at risk of homelessness can access quality, safe,
affordable and permanent housing. The issues of homelessness and housing affordability are
not contained to a single demographic. Any future iteration of the NSW Homelessness Strategy
should be comprehensive in its continued, targeted and cross-Departmental approaches to
support those most vulnerable to homelessness, including older people with more complex
needs, and particularly older women.
We hope that the experiences shared in this submission will assist the Inquiry in its
understanding of the factors contributing to homelessness and housing insecurity amongst older
people in NSW and of what needs to be done to halt and reverse these deeply concerning
trends. We would welcome any future opportunity to share learnings from our housing,
homelessness, family and domestic violence support and aged care services to better inform
housing and homelessness responses and funding models going forward and to assist the
Committee to finalise its Inquiry by the end of September 2022.
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Understanding the prevalence and drivers of
homelessness for older people
The prevalence of homelessness and homelessness data
Homelessness is a well-known, persistent and widespread issue with well over 100,000 people
estimated to be homeless in Australia.1 While the causes of homelessness are varied and
complex, evidence tells us that the risk of homelessness is higher for certain groups of people,
including people aged 55 years and older, and particularly women. We also recognise that older
people can be represented in other higher risk groups for homelessness including those who
have experienced family and domestic violence, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people,
LGBTIQA+ people, people from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) communities, people
leaving health, custodial or social care arrangements and people living in already disadvantaged
locations.
In total, 18,622 persons aged 55 years and over were classified as homeless on Census night in
2016, representing 16 per cent of the total homelessness population in 2016.2 The overall rate of
older people (aged 55 and over) experiencing homelessness increased from 25.8 to 29.0 per
10,000 people between 2006 and 2016 (ABS 2018).3
New South Wales has the highest number of people experiencing homelessness of any
Australian state or territory (6,411 at 2016 Census night) or 34 per cent of the total older
homeless population in Australia.4 While older males are understood to experience
homelessness in greater numbers than older females in Australia (11,757 males and 6,866
females), homelessness amongst older women has increased more significantly than it has for
older men. It was reported that between 2013-14 and 2016-17, NSW saw an 88 per cent
increase in the number of women over the age of 55 years accessing homelessness services.5
Older people, like others experiencing homelessness, cope in different ways including by
sleeping rough (outdoors or in cars), finding temporary supported accommodation, living in
boarding or rooming houses, caravan parks, hostels or other temporary lodging, squatting and
living in over-crowded dwellings or staying temporarily in other households, for example ‘couchsurfing’.

1
The Salvation Army Australia. (2022, April). Social Justice Stocktake - Taking Stock of our Communities. Social Justice Stocktake.
https://www.salvationarmy.org.au/socia justicestocktake/.
2
Homeless NSW. (2022). Older People Experiencing Homelessness in Australia. NSW Census Data and HNSW Factsheets.
https://homelessnessnsw.org.au/resource/nsw-census-data-and-hnsw-factsheets/.
3
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2021, 30 November). Older Australians. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/older-people/olderaustralians/contents/housing-and-living-arrangements.
4
Homeless NSW. (2022). Older People Experiencing Homelessness in Australia. NSW Census Data and HNSW Factsheets.
https://homelessnessnsw.org.au/resource/nsw-census-data-and-hnsw-factsheets/.
5
NSW Government. (2018). NSW Homelessness Strategy 2018-2023. https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/reforms/homelessness.
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“We get a lot of people presenting to Salvos Stores…And they’ll just mention
in passing that they’re struggling with their rent or they’re about to be
homeless. They kind of interact or engage with the worker there, either
expecting us to be able to help at that level or not necessarily understanding
the distinction between the different departments in Salvos and what we can
do…all they can do is refer them on somewhere.”
- Salvation Army, State Manager, NSW/ACT, Salvos Housing

Within our family and domestic violence and homelessness services, it can be difficult to identify
and collect data about older people in need as many people do not present to our services until
they are in crisis and have very often exhausted all other options. Our family and domestic
violence teams, in particular, report that client data on housing and specalised homelessness
services for older women does not reflect the true demand for these services. Older women
facing homelessness due to family and domestic violence will more often sleep in their cars,
move between family members and friends’ homes, or may not even identify themselves as
homeless.
Our family and domestic violence services report the significant lack of transitional
accommodation for single women across all age groups. There is particular concern about older,
single women who are not counted in our service data as they are turned away due to the
necessity to triage client need within the context of chronic shortages of crisis, transitional and
other affordable housing and support services.

“We provide congregate care, we preference families over single women
because there are kids at risk…We don’t have information about who they
are, we just can’t take them.”
- Salvation Army, Family & Domestic Violence Program Manager

Factors affecting the incidence of homelessness among older
people
Homelessness is a result of multiple systemic and structural issues, such as poverty, low income
and a lack of safe, affordable housing. Insecure housing and homelessness has a detrimental
impact on peoples’ physical and mental health and wellbeing and is related to more frequent use
of health, justice and welfare services.14

14

NSW Government. (2018). NSW Homelessness Strategy 2018-2023. https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/reforms/homelessness.
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Older people who are on low incomes can be particularly vulnerable to homelessness in later life
as they become more likely to experience a combination of sudden illness, poorer health and
disability, social isolation and the ending of long-term relationships. Addressing homelessness
amongst people over 55 years must therefore include a commitment to addressing the
underlying factors affecting the incidence of homelessness through policy settings and adequate
funding that tackle persistent issues such as housing supply and affordability (social and private
rental dwellings) poverty and family and domestic violence. These issues are discussed in
greater detail below.
Housing Supply and Affordability
Access to appropriate, affordable and secure housing is the single most critical exit point from
homelessness services. Housing affordability in Australia has broadly declined since the early
1980s. The OECD’s price to income ratio index shows a 78 per cent increase between 1980 and
2015, and rising house prices are a factor behind the declining levels of home ownership in
Australia.15
The identification and articulation of issues concerning housing affordability and how these
interface with poverty, homelessness and a just society are extremely well known. They are
matters that remain substantially unaddressed or under-addressed by governments at all levels
across Australia.
In NSW, there is estimated to be a social housing shortfall of some 69,700 social housing
properties.16 While the NSW Budget 2020-21 committed $812 million to support new and
upgraded social housing, this reportedly included only around 1,300 new dwellings, falling well
short of accommodating the approximately 50,000 people who are already waiting for social
housing, with wait times of up to ten years.17 This includes almost 5,000 women over the age of
55 years on the waiting list for social housing in the state.18
The Salvation Army believes that the development of any state-based or national housing or
homeless strategy in Australia should address the shortfall of affordable housing and social
housing as the single greatest challenge for housing across Australia. For many people who
come to The Salvation Army for support, social housing provides a vital role in an increasingly
unaffordable and insecure housing market. It often represents the only path out of
homelessness.

15

Thomas, M. and Hall, A. (Retrieved 2022, 23 May). Housing Affordability in Australia. Parliament of Australia.
https://www.aph.gov.au/about_parliament/parliamentary_departments/parliamentary_l brary/pubs/briefingbook45p/housingaffordability.
16
The Salvation Army Australia. (2022, April). Social Justice Stocktake – NSW Report.
https://www.salvationarmy.org.au/socia justicestocktake/#territory-map.
17
New South Wales Council of Social Services (NCOSS). (2022). NSW Budget 2020-21 Analysis: Housing and Homelessness.
https://www.ncoss.org.au/nsw-budget-2020-21-analysis-housing-andhomelessness/#:~:text=What's%20in%20the%202020%2D21,NSW%20Land%20and%20Housing%20Corporation.
18
McGowan, M. (2021, 3 December). ‘Woefully Inadequate’: Calls for NSW Government to help growing number of homeless older
women. The Guardian Australia. https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2021/dec/03/woefully-inadequate-calls-for-nsw-governmentto-help-growing-number-of-homeless-older-women.
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Family and Domestic Violence
One of the leading causes of homelessness among women is family and domestic violence. In
2018-2019, it was reported that 40 per cent of people needing accommodation through specialist
homelessness services were victims of domestic and family violence.23 While there has been a
necessary focus by family and domestic violence services on younger women and their
dependent children, violence against women does not stop at age 55. Indeed, older women
experiencing homelessness can come from a long-term background of violence but can find also
themselves ‘falling through the gaps’ in family and domestic violence services.
The financial barriers for older women in financial stress wanting to leave a violent relationship
can be overwhelming given that greater numbers of older women than men struggle to live on
the single Age Pension.24 As age of eligibility to access the Age Pension is undergoing
incremental increases (from age 65.5 in 2017 to 67 in 2023), women over 55 years but under the
qualifying Age Pension age are stuck on lower income support payments, such as JobSeeker.
Women reaching their sixties can also find themselves with either little or no superannuation or
far less than their partners. Indeed, the retirement savings gap between men and women has
remained substantial over decades and men’s superannuation savings continue to sit above that
of women by around 23 per cent.25
From The Salvation Army’s experience in managing state and federally funded family and
domestic violence services, we believe further action is required around early intervention and
prevention of violence to prevent homelessness among older women. At the national level,
ongoing support of the ‘Keeping Women Safe in their Homes’ program, funded by the Australian
Government needs to remain a priority to not only prevent homelessness but maintain
employment, community connection and the physical and emotional health and safety for
women and their families experiencing family violence. At the state level, the NSW Government
funded ‘Staying Home, Leaving Violence’ program, which also supports victim-survivors to stay
in their family home, is an effective but under-resourced program.
The Salvation Army’s experience of managing both the above programs is that more resources
need to be directed to cater for victim-survivors across all age groups and locations, including
older women living outside the city or inner metro areas. Our family and domestic violence
teams report that both programs are at capacity and cannot keep up with the demand we see in
the community, including in south-west Sydney, and in regional and rural areas. In regional and
rural areas, we are informed that women are unable to even place their names on waitlists under
the ‘Staying Home, Leaving Violence’ program.

23
Mission Australia. (2016). What is Homelessness? https://www.missionaustralia.com.au/what-we-do/homelessness-social-housing/whatis-homelessness.
24
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. (2021, 16 September). Aged Pension. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-welfare/agepension.
25
The Association of Superannuation Funds of Australia (ASFA). (2022, February). AFSA pre-budget submission for the 2022-23 Budget.
https://www.superannuation.asn.au/policy/submissions/2022.
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Wrap-around support, including brokerage services for older people
Despite over well over 1,500 Specialist Homelessness Services (SHS) providing support and
accommodation services to people who are experiencing or at risk of homelessness in
Australia26, demand for these services is only increasing and continues to outpace service
capacity.
The critical shortages across the housing spectrum are well known, from immediate short-term
crisis supported accommodation, to long-term social housing and affordable private rental
options for those experiencing, and at risk of homelessness.
Yet for all service systems to be effective in ending homelessness beyond housing supply and
affordability, they must also incorporate wrap-around, coordinated support services and
programs that are delivered in safe (including culturally safe) and appropriate ways.

“It’s around understanding what specialised homeless services can actually
do. A lot of people think they can’t actually help you until you’re homeless.
They don’t understand that they’re there to provide advocacy or links to other
services to stop you from being homeless ”
- Salvation Army, State Manager NSW/ACT, Salvos Housing

Many people experiencing homelessness have multiple and complex needs, and it is common
for them to need a range of supports beyond housing.27 The additional service needs by those
accessing SHS in NSW is reflected in the NSW Homelessness Strategy figures which highlight
that of the more than 74,000 people accessed for SHS in NSW in 2016-17, ‘more than 40 per
cent reported a health condition, 35 per cent had experienced family and domestic violence and
33 per recent reported having a mental health condition.’28
These multiple and complex needs contribute to further financial and mental stress among those
seeking housing and homelessness support. Brokerage funds are an effective way to help
combat this stress as brokerage funds can be used immediately to purchase goods and services
associated with health, transport, medical and dental or household costs, as well as education
and training. They are also frequently used to purchase short-term accommodation (such as in
motels) when no beds are available in crisis facilities.

26

Flatau, P., Lester, L., Seivwright, A., Teal, R., Dobrovic, J., Vallesi, S., Hartley, C. and Callis, Z. (2021, November). Ending
homelessness in Australia: An evidence and policy deep dive. The Centre for Social Impact, The University of Western Australia and the
University of New South Wales.
27
NSW Government. (2018). NSW Homelessness Strategy 2018-2023. https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/reforms/homelessness.
28
Ibid.
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It is also not known what consideration has been given to refuges targeting the needs of older
Indigenous women and their families as part of this initiative.
The Salvation Army reiterates the importance of consulting with Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander victim-survivors and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander-led organisations to ensure
that any structural change recognises the particular cultural and geographical needs, and the
differing nature and prevalence of violence in those communities. It is essential that grassroots
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities have the ability to lead and develop projects
and that other projects which are led by non-Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities are only supported when they can
demonstrate deep consultation and co-design processes that do not further marginalise or
‘other’ these voices.

Challenges for older people navigating homelessness services
Ageism & Elder Abuse
Ageism remains the most common form of prejudice in Australia.30 Ageism also encroaches on
older people’s experience of navigating homelessness services. Older people can face
discrimination based on assumptions about their needs and preferences and bias regarding the
ability to manage their wellbeing and personal affairs. Some of our services tell us that older
clients who have been pushed out of rental accommodation have unreasonable expectations
made of them such as to ‘just look for share accommodation’. Other anecdotal feedback
suggests that some landlords are disinclined to rent to older tenants who may be reliant on
social support payments, or who are unable to demonstrate a history of steady and secure
employment.
Related to ageism, our front-line services also report elder abuse as a growing issue contributing
to older people either becoming homelessness or being put at greater risk of homelessness.
Elder abuse has a range of physical, psychological and financial consequences. It is associated
with higher levels of stress and depression and an increased risk of nursing home placement
and hospitalisation.31 We have heard stories of older family members being ‘pushed out’ of their
homes due to familial over-crowding (especially during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic)
and an expectation or sense of entitlement that younger family members, predominately adult
children, may have to an older person's property or possessions.

30
The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC). (2021, September). What’s Age Got To Do With It? A snapshot of ageism across
the Australian lifespan. https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/age-discrimination/publications/whats-age-got-do-it-2021.
31
Kaspiew, R., Carson, R., and Rhoades, H. Elder Abuse. (2016, November). The Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS).
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/family-matters/issue-98/elder-abuse.
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Understanding what works – improving
responses to homelessness amongst older
people
Prevention & Early Intervention
“These [older] women are stoic, they won’t seek help until they are in crisis,
so they are less likely to be identified for early intervention and prevention
services.”
- Salvation Army, Family & Domestic Violence Program Manager

Early intervention initiatives represent the most effective and cost-efficient approach to
addressing homelessness, however because of overwhelming need, too often our services
continue to provide crisis-driven assistance to people on the brink of, or already experiencing
homelessness, limiting our ability to focus on identifying and supporting early intervention and
prevention responses that address the contributing causes of homelessness.
Key to preventing homelessness among older people is early and well-timed interventions,
advocacy efforts and resources that target the early identification of factors and circumstances
that are known to place people at greater risk of homelessness.
We recognise that many of the factors that lead to disadvantage, including homelessness, also
have a gendered dimension. For example, our Doorways emergency relief data reveals that
women made up 63 per cent of the people who approached The Salvation Army for emergency
relief during the 2019-20 financial year. Of these 78 per cent were receiving a social security
payment and 29 per cent were JobSeeker Payment recipients.33 The 2016 Household, Income
and Labour Dynamic in Australia (HILDA) survey found that women typically have lower levels of
financial literacy, which has implications for wealth accumulation, retirement planning,
superannuation savings, women’s economic empowerment and domestic violence. 34 Women
are also more likely than men to feel stressed and overwhelmed about dealing with money.35

33

The Salvation Army Australia. (2021, August). Submission into the Victorian Independent Inquiry into Economic Equity for Victorian
Women. (unpublished).
34
Preston, A. (2020). Financial Literacy in Australia: Insights from HILDA Data. https://www.financialcapability.gov.au/files/financialliteracy-in-australia-insights-from-hilda-data.pdf.
35
Australian Securities and Investments Commission. (2018). Australian Financial Attitudes and Behaviour Tracker: Key findings report:
Wave 6 – Sep 2017-Feb 2018. https://www.financialcapability.gov.au/files/afab-tracker_wave-6-key-findings.pdf.
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Conclusion
The Salvation Army again thanks the Committee for the opportunity to provide feedback on its
Inquiry into homelessness amongst older people aged over 55 years in New South Wales.
We believe that the expiration of the current NSW Homelessness Strategy in 2023 provides a
critical opportunity for the NSW Government to renew and accelerate its state-wide efforts to
address the underlying drivers of homelessness and ensure that older people who are
experiencing homelessness or who are at risk of homelessness can access quality housing that
is safe, permanent and affordable whether this be in the private market, social or community
housing or in aged care settings.
We encourage the NSW Government to pursue a successor NSW Homelessness Strategy that
is more comprehensive in scope that its predecessor, including greater attention to the particular
needs and preferences of older people who are already experiencing, or who are at risk of
experiencing, homelessness. It should include an ongoing commitment to targeted and
cross- Departmental approaches that are consistent with the ambitions of the NSW
Government’s ten-year Social Housing – ‘Future Directions’ Strategy, the 20-year ‘Housing
2041’ Housing Strategy, as well as the NSW Aboriginal Housing Strategy. Any successor
Homelessness Strategy should also be informed by the gains made under the NSW Domestic
and Family Violence Blueprint for Reform 2016-2021 and related family and domestic violence
early intervention and prevention strategies.
Finally, The Salvation Army reiterates its priority advocacy efforts in calling for a National
Housing and Homelessness Strategy which seeks to address shortcomings in the affordable,
social and private housing markets that cannot be overcome by state governments alone. To
this end, The Salvation Army also calls upon the NSW Government to lend its support to this
important call on the Australian Government, as we continue to work together to end
homelessness and the housing affordability crisis in Australia.
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About The Salvation Army
The Salvation Army is an international Christian movement with a presence in over 130
countries. Operating in Australia since 1880, The Salvation Army is one of the largest providers
of social services and programs for people experiencing hardship, injustice and social exclusion.
The Salvation Army Australia provides more than 1,000 social programs and activities through
networks of social support services, community centres and churches across the country.
Programs include:










Financial inclusion, including emergency relief
Homelessness services
Youth services
Family and domestic violence services
Alcohol, drugs and other addictions
Chaplaincy
Emergency and disaster response
Aged care
Employment services

As a mission-driven organisation, The Salvation Army seeks to reduce social disadvantage and
create a fair and harmonious society through holistic and person-centred approaches that reflect
our mission to share the love of Jesus by:





Caring for people
Creating faith pathways
Building healthy communities
Working for justice

We commit ourselves in prayer and practice to this land of Australia and its people, seeking
reconciliation, unity and equity.

Further Information
The Salvation Army would welcome the opportunity to discuss the content of this submission
should any further information be of assistance. Further information can be sought from
Major Paul Hateley, National Head of Government Relations, at
government.relations@salvationarmy.org.au
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