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SOCIAL INCLUSION AND HOUSING: A CENTRAL

VICTORIAN PCP PRIORITY

Homelessness and risk of homelessness can profoundly affect a person’s mental and physical health,
their education and employment opportunities, and their ability to fully participate in society.
 
Housing affordability has far-reaching impacts on Australia’s economy and the wellbeing of the
population. The dramatic increase in house prices experienced in Australia in recent years has not been
accompanied by a similar level of wage growth. Consequently, home purchase and renting is now
significantly more difficult than before. [4]
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A socially inclusive rural community is one where all people, regardless of diversity, are able to feel
welcome in their communities and to fully participate in all aspects of rural community life. 
 
Rural communities disproportionately experience barriers to social inclusion including poorer
access to housing, transport and support services. Their residents generally have lower incomes
and higher unemployment [1]. The smaller size of rural populations and their geographical isolation
are physical characteristics that differentiate rural communities from their urban counterparts.
These characteristics interact to impact upon the privacy, distribution of power and acceptance of
diversity within communities, ultimately impacting on social inclusion and cohesion [2].
 

"There is increasing recognition of the role of home and place
in contributing to social inclusion... A home is the base for the
routines of daily life, from shopping and socialising to
schooling and working. A home is connected to place through
a physical dwelling, and place may be important for self-
identity, attachment and a sense of belonging. More
practically, place shapes access to transport, facilities, jobs and
services. Home and place thus provide a foundation for
participation in social, economic, cultural and political life." [3]

IMPACT OF THE HOUSING CRISIS

Over 24,000 Victorians and 116,000
Australians are homeless on any given
night (ABS, 2018). 
 

They include; families with children, young people, older people, single

adults, people with disabilities, people in regional and rural Victoria and

people in urban neighbourhoods.



With more and more people struggling to afford the private
rental market, the demand for affordable or social housing is
outstripping supply. And a chronic shortage of social and
affordable housing is forcing record levels of homelessness.
[5]
 
In 2019 it was revealed the number of low-income
households struggling to pay their rent had doubled in the
past two decades, with 170,000 Australian homes with less
than $35 a day after covering their rent. The productivity
commission’s report on housing and homelessness also said
the proportion of people finding social housing was
dropping due to years of underinvestment in social housing
by numerous governments.   This is particularly an issue in
Victoria, which allocates the least of all Australian states and
territories on social housing per person, spending just over
half of the national average. [6]
 
Governments across Australia fund a range of specialist
services to support people who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness. One in 56 people in Victoria received housing
assistance, higher than the national rate (1 in 84). On
average, 99 requests for assistance went unmet each day
due to a lack of housing and resources. [7]
 
The rise of Airbnb as a form of income for some residents
has the potential to have an impact on the supply of long-
term rentals in communities. By limiting the number of
long-term rental housing units, Airbnb increases the cost of
rents overall. This impacts on those that can least afford it
and increases demand for social housing in areas most
affected. [8] Communities in Mount Alexander and Macedon
Ranges Shires have both noticed the potential impact from
Airbnb's as tourism is increasingly important to these areas.
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Living in rural and remote locations can be
restrictive for young people. There are often
limited options for education and
employment, as well as available transport
and access to services. This can force young
people to either leave and “make their own
way” or stay and have limited earnings. This
places them at risk of homelessness.[12]
 
Older persons' homelessness is growing
dramatically in Australia. From 2006 -2016,
homelessness in people over the age of 55
rose by 40%. Since 2011, there has been a
31% increase in the number of women aged
55+ experiencing homelessness. Women are
more likely to be in casual or low-paid
employment and to have spent time out of
the workforce caring for children. This
means that older women, particularly
singles, often have lower savings and are
therefore more vulnerable to housing stress
in retirement.[13]1
 
Across the CVPCP catchment our
populations are significantly older than the
state average, with this set to rise over the
next 10-20 years. We also generally have
higher proportions of over 55's living alone.
[10]
 
In rural areas, older people who own their
own homes often find themselves with
housing issues as they look to downsize and
move closer to townships and
amenities. These smaller towns have a lack
of options for ageing place, with lack of
affordable homes, appropriate sized homes
or social/aged care options within their own
communities. Many have to move to larger
cities and lose their social connections and
quality of life as a result.
 
Another vulnerable group are those with a
disability. Local studies have shown that
people with intellectual disabilities and
their families have struggled to identify
suitable housing. With ageing parents
unable to continue care, this has required a
number to move away to other regional
centres or Melbourne, or into aged care
facilities. Very few have found suitable
accommodation locally. The social
implications of people with disabilities
being forced to move away from family and
friends is significant. [14]
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VULNERABLE

POPULATIONS

Some population groups are
disproportionately represented among
housing clients. This is particularly the case
for Indigenous Australians. Aboriginal
and/or Torres Strait Islander people are 4%
of people experiencing homelessness,
despite making up less than 1% of the
Victorian population.[9] Across the CVPCP
catchment Indigenous populations make up
to 1.5% of the population which is higher
than the Victorian average. [10]
 
Women are also substantially over-
represented, as Family violence is the single
biggest cause of homelessness in Victoria.
More than one third of women accessing
homelessness services do so because they’re
fleeing family violence. Women
experiencing family violence often have to
get help from homelessness services
because they lack the financial resources
needed to secure housing. [11] Although this
often translates into a greater need for short
term/crisis housing, the critical lack of
longer term public housing options impacts
on this. Incidents of Family violence are
significantly higher than the state rate in
Central Goldfields Shire. (2,395/100,000 vs
1,285)[10].
 
 
 
 



Secure, safe and affordable housing is a
prerequisite for coping with and adapting
to extreme weather and disasters driven by
climate change. People who are sleeping
rough, are particularly at risk of adverse
weather due to their exposure, than the
general population. [19]
 
People living on low-incomes spend a
greater proportion of their total weekly
household budget on energy and water,
compared to wealthier households, and are
therefore less able to adapt to climate
change. People on low incomes are also less
able to reduce their energy consumption by
investing in energy efficiency measures in
their homes, and face increasing prices for
electricity, gas, water, food and insurance.
[19] This is especially so for tenants who
have no control over their housing
maintenance and there are currently no
incentives for landlords to increase
sustainability of rental stock.
 
In addition, housing conditions have direct
impacts on the safety, health, wellbeing and
resilience of their occupants. People on low
incomes living in sub-standard private
rental properties, public or community
housing, and vulnerable people living in
boarding or rooming houses, hostels,
caravan parks, residential parks or camping
grounds, can lack the money, capacity or
choice to cool their homes in periods of hot
weather, or heat their homes in periods of
cold weather. The quality of housing is a
significant risk factor during periods of
extreme heat and cold. [19]
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It is accepted that climate change will result
in higher temperatures overall and more
severe weather patterns[15]. Victorians are
already experiencing the effects of our
damaged climate and rural and regional
communities are disproportionately
affected by the impacts of climate change.
Disadvantaged communities have increased
vulnerability and limited ability to adapt to
the negative impacts of climate change. [16]
 
According to the Dropping off the Edge
report [17] of the ten local government areas
in the Loddon Mallee Region, nine have
areas of most disadvantage. 
 
In Victoria, the two worst heatwaves on
record have occurred in the past 10 years;
January/February 2009 and January 2014.
But the records have continued to tumble
since then [16]. The impact of climate
change is magnified in rural inland areas
where the temperature is higher and the
land is dryer. Extreme heat waves are the
single biggest environmental cause of
death during emergencies in Victoria [18].
Heatwave is a Class 2 emergency under the
Emergency Management Act 2013.
 
As extreme weather events increase this
also means that colder extremes will impact
upon central Victorian populations which
already experience quite cold weather
compared with urban areas.
 
 

CLIMATE CHANGE, HOUSING AND

VULNERABILITY
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MOUNT ALEXANDER SHIRE
Mount Alexander Shire is located just 120 kilometers north-west of
Melbourne. More than 18,000 people call Mount Alexander home
with most residents living in the townships of Castlemaine,
Harcourt, Newstead and Maldon. The median age of population is
substantially older in Mount Alexander (49), compared to Victoria
(37). Mount Alexander has a higher than state average level of
unemployment (5.7% vs 4%) and a larger proportion of first nation
residents. The ABS data indicates there were approximately 64
homeless persons recorded in Mount Alexander in 2016. [20]
 
Adequate affordable housing is an ongoing issue for Mount
Alexander, with a high percentage of residents experiencing rental
stress, second highest in Victoria [21], with median household
income also being much lower than the state. This compels people
to accept less secure and poorly insulated housing, which
compounds the effect of heat waves. In Mount Alexander Shire in
Sept quarter 2019 only 16.7% of those on low incomes were living in
affordable rentals (defined as where no more than 30% of gross
income is spent on rent). [22]
 
Castlemaine Housing Service, auspiced by CHIRP Community
Health report that at the end of 2018, they had assisted 180
households (families and individuals) over the year despite only
receiving funding to support 72 households for three month
support periods. There is also a case management wait list of 62.
 
It is important to note that in most instances the demand for crisis
accommodation (including Tiny Houses) is exacerbated by the lack
of supply of social housing. If there was an adequate supply of
social housing, then people would have greater opportunity to
transition from “street to home”.
 
An as yet unpublished report the Draft social and affordable
housing issues paper commissioned by Mount Alexander Shire
Council suggests that currently about 775 social housing dwellings
are required to address the social housing need in the Shire. They
predict that this will rise to close to 1000 dwellings by 2036.
 
Recent community forums highlighted the difficult housing
circumstances of various groups in the community including
ageing, disability and those fleeing family violence. The forums
brought together 65 interested community members including a
number of community organisations or groups who are keen to
advocate for what they see as the key issue, a dire lack of
affordable and social housing provision. The network is also looking
to explore more creative ways that the community can address this
challenge including different models such as tiny homes, co-
housing, community land trusts amongst others. In addition to this
the network highlighted a lack of collaboration across sectors, the
need for integrated social housing across the community and for a
long term plan to address the housing crisis. 
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CENTRAL GOLDFIELDS SHIRE
 
Central Goldfields Shire is located in central Victoria, about 178km
north-west of Melbourne CBD. The population is 12,995 with 61%
situated in the town of Maryborough [20].  There are nearly 4 times
more people in Central Goldfields whose residence is a caravan, cabin,
improvised home eg tent or attached to a shop/office in proportion to
population, compared to Victoria [20]. Sub-standard housing is poor
protection against the effects of extreme heat periods.
 
There is high vulnerability in Central Goldfields with an ageing
population, high disability and unemployment. Central Goldfields
Shire remains the most socioeconomically disadvantaged
municipality in Victoria and one of the most disadvantaged in
Australia (ABS 2016 Census). Incidents of family violence are also well
above the Victorian rate. 
 
In Central Goldfields Shire in the Sept quarter 2019 84.6 % of those
receiving Centrelink benefits were living in affordable rentals (defined
as where no more than 30% of gross income is spent on rent).
However data still shows that many people on low incomes are
experiencing rental stress, in fact 36.1% of the population are classified
as under rental stress. [22]
 
Much of the housing available for rent both public and private is
generally older stock and not well maintained. It is recognised that in
Central Goldfields housing needs are not able to be met by the public
market. [waiting on social housing demand data]
 
Central Goldfields Shire Council are currently preparing a Population,
Housing and Settlement Strategy due for adoption in April 2020. This
strategy will broadly identify that the local government is poorly
resourced to build or maintain properties themselves, however there
opportunities to look at land provision, which will add to the
affordability of any housing projects. 
 
Another housing project being advocated for by the local community
is to build Independent Living Units in the shires second largest town,
Dunolly. Needs analysis has identified that there are a lot of older
people living alone, however not much stock of appropriate housing
to allow for ageing in place. This is an issue across the catchment.
 
Recent media has highlighted non-compliance issues at a caravan
park in Central Goldfields Shire that may affect 11 permanent residents
of the park unless significant money is spent on upgrading facilities
which have had limited maintenance. The caravan park is owned by
the local football netball club who have limited capacity to carry out
required improvements This highlights the insecure situation that
many low income residents face. [23]
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MACEDON RANGES SHIRE
Macedon Ranges Shire is located in central Victoria, about 60
kilometres north-west of Melbourne. Covering an area of
approximately 1,747 square kilometres, the Macedon Ranges is
a semi-rural municipality known for its beautiful natural
landscapes. 
 
In 2016 the estimated resident population of the shire was
47,5121. There are nine main towns and a number of smaller
settlements spread throughout the shire, with the largest
towns being Gisborne, Kyneton, Romsey and Woodend. About
35% of people in Macedon Ranges live outside a town
boundary in a rural setting. [20]
 
Despite the overall socio-economic profile of the shire being
high, there are pockets of entrenched disadvantage which
often get overlooked when looking at the shire as a whole. In
Macedon Ranges Shire in the Sept quarter 2019 only 5.1 % of
those on Centrelink benefits were living in affordable rentals
(defined as where no more than 30% of gross income is spent
on rent).[22]
 
The price of housing is high due to the fact that the main
towns are centered around a transport corridor to Melbourne
which has increased the tree change population. This has
pushed lower income people into living in poor quality
housing. Macedon Ranges Shire has a high proportion of older
housing stock that is not being maintained or replaced to
keep up with demand. This housing will not be habitable as
climate change and the impacts of extreme weather events
require more appropriate energy efficiency. There is strong
advocacy by local organisations to improve or retrofit existing
housing stock to prepare for the impacts of climate change.
 
There is a low number of social housing compared with the
rest of the state (1.9% of total housing stock is public housing
vs 3.9 for Victoria). In 2019 Cobaw Community Health assisted
175 households requiring housing intervention and an
additional 40 Young people at risk of or homelessness. The
major factors contributing were low income, family violence
and mental health issues.
 
 
 
 



Social housing remains a scarce resource in Victoria, with the volume of

housing applicants exceeding the number of available dwellings. Once

housed, tenants are staying longer in social housing, resulting in fewer

opportunities to house the more than 30,000 new applicants,

 

Based on these growth rates, a key finding of a report into Victoria's

social housing supply requirements is that over 30,000 additional

dwellings need to be added in the next 20 years if Victoria is to maintain

long-term social housing at the current rate of 3.5 per cent [21]

 

Locally these figures have not been calculated across the CVPCP

catchment, however a report for Mount Alexander Shire Council (only

23% of the catchments population) has shown that approximately 1000

more social housing dwellings will be needed to meet demand over the

next 20 years.

 

In Central Victoria local communities have come together to look at

local solutions to this problem, ranging from tiny homes, co-housing

models, community land trusts and to advocate for Airbnb regulations

amongst other things. However, all agree that the key infrastructure

requirement to avert the housing crisis is new social housing stock

geared to meet the demands of vulnerable populations and future

proofed to withstand the impacts of climate change, particularly in rural

and regional areas. In addition to this affordable housing needs to be

prioritised.

 

Currently the Infrastructure Victoria 30 year plan [24] highlights there is

a need to provide better access to housing for the most vulnerable

Victorians. This should consider the needs of rural and regional areas

with high levels of disadvantage and risk of homelessness. These areas

have low affordability and poor quality of current social and affordable

housing stock. 

 

Investment in social housing, planning code changes to facilitate social

purpose housing as part of subdivision developments and incentives or

subsidies for sustainability upgrades would all work towards alleviating

the housing crisis. 

 

Local governments do not have the resources to build or maintain these

properties, however do have limited access to land that could be used,

minimising costs for developers. All levels of government can work to

facilitate the release of government land for this purpose. This includes

looking at the cost of releasing state government owned land for local

government use, with market value costings currently prohibitive.

 

With appropriate social and affordable housing and local community

involvement to support place-based solutions and support, rural

communities can continue to support disadvantage populations and

increase their ability to fully participate in rural community life.

 

infrastructure related solution
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