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Owners of the land on which we operate. We commit to providing accessible and culturally 

appropriate services to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.  
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1. Executive Summary 

Sacred Heart Mission (SHM) applauds Infrastructure Victoria on the development and 

release of Victoria’s Draft 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy and appreciates the ability to 

provide a submission on the draft prior to it is finalisation.  

We recognise the complexity of developing a long-term strategy, in managing competing 

priorities across the Victorian communities, and the need to shape the strategy, and 

Victoria’s infrastructure priorities around challenges that have arisen from the 2019-2020 

bushfire season, and the COVID-19 pandemic.  

The Draft 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy highlights a wide range of recommendations to 

improve a variety of forms of infrastructure in Victoria and reflects a wide range of 

community needs. The strategy itself prioritises social and community infrastructure and 

recognises the importance of protecting and caring for the natural environment, economic 

and community resilience and investment in key areas that benefit the Victorian community, 

such as public transport, social housing, and digital technologies.  

However, SHM has some concerns that people experiencing chronic disadvantage, 

homelessness, mental illness, and people with disabilities have not been considered and 

prioritised within the draft Infrastructure Strategy. The purpose of this submission is to 

highlight specific challenges for our community, and to provide recommendations to 

Infrastructure Victoria that will seek to include people experiencing poverty, disadvantage, 

and homelessness, prior to the Strategy being finalised.  

We recognise that the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the Australian and 

Victorian communities are not yet completely understood, and there are many ‘unknowns’ 

about our future – particularly with regards to economic recovery, the future of flexible 

working, domestic and international tourism, skilled migration, the COVID-19 vaccination 

program and so on. We also do not know the long-term social impacts on of the pandemic 

on individuals’ physical and mental health and wellbeing and job security, which will have 

significant impacts on infrastructure needs – particularly in regard to social and affordable 

housing and public and private transport use. Though the Infrastructure Strategy is designed 

as a 30-year plan, we hope that it will be regularly reviewed and adjusted as needs require, 

and in direct consultation with the Victorian community.   



2. Key feedback and additional recommendations 

SHM has elected to comment on recommendations within the draft Strategy that directly affect our client cohort and make additional 

recommendations to Infrastructure Victoria about improvements to the Strategy to better support vulnerable Victorians.  

Support  Current Recommendation  Suggested amendments or clarifications Additional recommendations 

Yes 4. Require 7-star energy-rated 

new homes in 2022, increasing 

towards 8 stars by 2025:  

Ensure that 7-star energy rating 

requirement encompasses all new homes, 

including upcoming social and public 

housing developments. 

 

Yes 5. Mandate a home energy 

rating disclosure scheme 

 Continue to provide incentives to landlords to 

upgrade private rental properties with energy 

efficient appliances, to improve structural 

aspects of properties to reduce energy use, 

and to move to greener forms of energy. 

Yes  6. Make Victorian Government 

buildings more energy efficient 

Extend energy efficiency standards and 

retrofitting targets to public housing (owned 

by the Victorian Government) and to 

privately owned community housing, to 

improve energy efficiency.  

 

Yes 73. Set targets to grow social 

housing 

Include a longer-term goal of building at 

least 6,000 social housing units per year to 

meet future demand. 

Set transparent sub-targets for social housing 

for priority cohorts (such as elderly people, 

young people, people with mental illness and 

people with a disability); and consult with 

these communities to ensure that there is 

enough social housing designed for their 

needs. 

Yes 57. Rapidly renew old public 

housing 

  

Yes 35. Support more homes in 

priority established places  
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Yes 36. Deliver very low-income 

housing with inclusionary 

zoning  

  

Yes 44. Plan for public transport 

accessibility, including tram 

stop upgrades 

Seek advice from a variety of diverse 

communities about their accessibility 

requirements for transport and incorporate 

these into accessibility planning. 

Infrastructure Victoria should work with Public 

Transport Victoria to examine how free public 

transport could be provided for people 

experiencing homelessness and chronic 

disadvantage (such as expanding eligibility for 

the Access Pass system). 

Yes 56. Require accessible 

buildings for public services 

Seek advice from a variety of diverse 

communities about their accessibility 

requirements for public buildings and 

incorporate these into accessibility planning. 

 

No – do not 

believe this 

would benefit 

vulnerable 

community 

members.  

47. Abolish the free tram zone Maintain the free tram zone (FTZ) until 

public transport use and patterns can be 

tracked in a COVID-normal environment, to 

ensure that any changes will be beneficial in 

the changed environment, and not 

disadvantage vulnerable community 

members. 

 

Yes – in 

principle, 

SHM not 

based in 

regional 

Victoria.  

80. Continue to address 

regional Victoria's digital 

connectivity gaps 

Infrastructure Victoria should examine the 

issues and provide recommendations to the 

Victorian Government to address gaps in 

digital access and literacy for all vulnerable 

Victorians, particularly older people and 

those experiencing homelessness and 

disadvantage. 

 



3. About Sacred Heart Mission 

Sacred Heart Mission (SHM) has been delivering services and programs for people 

experiencing long-term disadvantage and exclusion for over 37 years. SHM is committed to 

programs that build people’s strengths, capabilities, and confidence to participate fully in 

community life.  

Today we are one of Victoria's leading agencies working with people who are experiencing 

deep, persistent disadvantage and social exclusion, particularly people experiencing long 

term homelessness.  

For details of our programs and services, visit www.sacredheartmission.org.  

4. Energy efficiency challenges 

The first section of the Draft 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy focuses on confronting long-

term challenges in Victoria, particularly the use of energy and natural resources, managing 

climate change, innovative use of technology, globalisation and improving our recycling 

systems. It is extremely positive that Infrastructure Victoria is prioritising the environment and 

our natural resources in its’ Strategy, and SHM is broadly supportive of these aims.  

We note Recommendations 4, 5 and 6 (pages 44 - 46):   

➢ Require 7-star energy-rated new homes in 2022, increasing towards 8 stars by 

2025: Require all new homes to achieve a minimum 7.0 star NatHERS rating (or 

equivalent) by 2022, increasing towards 8.0 stars by 2025, either through the 

National Construction Code or Victorian regulations.  

➢ Mandate a home energy rating disclosure scheme: In the next five years, develop 

an energy efficiency disclosure scheme for the sale or rent of homes, to overcome 

information barriers and encourage energy efficiency improvements to existing 

homes.  

➢ Make Victorian Government buildings more energy efficient: Immediately 

mandate stronger minimum energy efficiency standards in both owned and leased 

Victorian Government buildings and set and report against retrofitting targets. 

SHM is supportive of these recommendations; and would like to see a significant focus on 

ensuring that all homes, particularly upcoming social and affordable housing developments, 

are designed and built with the same energy efficiency standards as other properties.  

Within the private rental market, incentives should continue to be provided to landlords to 

upgrade their properties and improve energy efficiency, such as through heating and cooling 

systems, insulation, tinting of windows and providing high-quality window coverings; and to 

move greener forms of energy provision, such as solar energy.  

SHM has a strong awareness that for many low-income Victorians, especially those who are 

renting, affording their power bills each year is extremely challenging – in both summer and 

winter periods. Inefficient appliances do not adequately cool or heat a property, while 

guzzling power and driving up costs. The population of renters is growing, and particularly 

those who will rent for longer periods of their lives; yet they have no ability to adjust the 

appliances in the homes to be more efficient – in terms of energy use, and of costs. Concern 

for the environment is not solely restricted to homeowners, and many people find 

themselves stuck between a rock and a hard place when it comes to managing their comfort 

levels at home and paying their power bills.  

http://www.sacredheartmission.org/
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Ensuring that energy efficiency is prioritised in social and affordable housing, as well as the 

private rental market will make a significant financial impact on low-income Victorians and 

make significant progress in reducing emissions and the effects of climate change in our 

community.  

 

Suggested clarification to Recommendation 4: Ensure that 7-star energy rating 

requirement encompasses all new homes, including upcoming social and public housing 

developments. 

Additional recommendation: Continue to provide incentives to landlords to upgrade private 

rental properties with energy efficient appliances, to improve structural aspects of 

properties to reduce energy use, and to move to greener forms of energy. 

Suggested amendment to Recommendation 6: Extend energy efficiency standards and 

retrofitting targets to public housing (owned by the Victorian Government) and to privately 

owned community housing, to improve energy efficiency. 

 

5. Social and affordable housing 
It will take many months or years to understand the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 

on Australian and global society, from a health, social and economic perspective. The 

second section of the Draft 30-Year Infrastructure Strategy discusses how best to create 

thriving urban environments, and manage the changing urban environment of Melbourne, as 

well as regional areas within Victoria.  

Housing affordability in Victoria has been challenging for many years, with people on lower 

incomes finding it increasingly difficult to find housing that they can afford. Prior to COVID-

19, the housing market was becoming increasingly unaffordable, with increasing proportions 

of over-indebted households; as well as slow wage growth (ABS 2019; Department of 

Treasury 2017).  

Social and affordable housing are essential for preventing homelessness, and Victoria 

currently has a severe shortage, and has done for some time. Victoria has the lowest 

proportion of social housing in Australia - 3% compared to the national average of 4.2%.  

The Victorian Government indicates that there are over 48,000 households registered on the 

Victorian Housing Register, and 25,800 of those are considered as requiring urgent 

assistance (Homes Victoria, 2021). In the 2020 Victorian State Budget, $5.3 billion was 

allocated to the Big Housing Build, which includes the build more than 9,300 social housing 

dwellings, a mammoth investment that should be applauded. 

However, this investment will not meet the needs of the current social housing waitlist, let 

alone future needs. Therefore, SHM supports Recommendation 73: 

➢ Set targets to grow social housing: Immediately set a transparent social housing 

growth target to reach at least the national average of 4.5 social housing dwellings 

for every 100 households by 2031. 

The target proposed by Infrastructure Victoria would require approximately an additional 

4,900 properties each year, a reasonable minimum standard would bring Victoria up to the 

national average; and is achievable.  
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Ideally, SHM would hope to see an investment of 6,000 additional social housing units per 

year over the next ten years, in line with the recommendations of the Make Social Housing 

Work report (Victorian Housing Peaks Alliance, 2020). A higher target is preferable, as it will 

prevent people who are becoming increasingly vulnerable experiencing homelessness due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

It is anticipated that the COVID-19 pandemic will have long-term and widespread impacts on 

the Australian economy to rival that of the Great Depression. We don’t yet know if that grim 

prospect will be realised, or how the Victorian and Australian economies will fare in 

comparison. Estimates from April 2020 suggested that 14 - 26% of Australian workers (1.9 – 

3.4 million people) could lose their jobs as a direct result of the need to physically distance 

from others, and the unemployment rate could rise to 10 – 15% (the Grattan Institute, 2020).  

Fortunately, so far that has not happened, according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS), with the national unemployment rate at 5.2% in March 2020, peaking at 7.5% in July 

2020, as Melbourne re-entered Stage 3 restrictions and dropping again to 6.6% in December 

(ABS 2020). However, the ABS considered people in receipt of the Federal Government’s 

JobKeeper payment to be employed for the purposes of collecting data on the Labour Force, 

even if the person has been stood down. The JobKeeper subsidy will end in March 2021, 

and not all businesses will be able to resume their normal activity levels – especially if ‘snap 

lockdowns’ continue, and some employees will lose their jobs as a result, and some 

businesses may close completely. Despite the efforts made by the Victorian and 

Commonwealth governments to assist people to prevent financial difficulties due to COVID-

19, there will inevitably be those for whom that assistance is unable to prevent a financial 

crisis.  

We believe it likely that many Victorians will be more at risk of unemployment, housing 

stress and homelessness and find it increasingly difficult to re-enter the workforce, 

particularly if the jobs they held before no longer exist. For older people nearing retirement 

age, their superannuation may not hold as much value and they may struggle to afford their 

living costs. It is simply not possible for people to get back on their feet without housing. The 

solution is long-term and significant investment in a supply of accessible and appropriate 

social housing for those who need it.   

SHM has seen first-hand a lack of investment in social housing (public and community 

housing) for many decades, and complex pathways for people to navigate between various 

systems – such as mental health, justice, hospitals and income support - mean that people 

are falling through the gaps into homelessness. Adequate social housing is not only ensuring 

there is enough properties – Victorians who require social housing have diverse needs, and 

the Government has a responsibility to ensure that the supply meets the needs of the 

community, including singles, couples, families with children, older people and people with 

complex needs. This is essential in reducing homelessness and inequality.  

Homes Victoria highlights that the profile of need for Victorians who require social housing 

has changed considerably over the last 40 years – there are more elderly people and single 

people who are tenants of social housing; as well as a higher number of residents who have 

complex needs – such as disability, mental health or drug and alcohol issues, or have 

experienced family violence (Homes Victoria 2021).  

As such, targets are also required to ensure that social housing properties are designed and 

built to be accessible for people with different needs. Within the $5.3 billion Big Housing 

Build, announced November 2020, 2000 social housing properties were allocated for people 
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experiencing mental illness. This is a positive example of targeting social housing to priority 

cohorts and designing and building that housing to suit their needs. Ongoing examination of 

how social housing can be developed for a variety of community needs is important, as is 

consultation with social housing tenants and people currently on the waitlist about their 

needs.  

 

 

A further challenge is that much of Victoria’s public housing stock is poorly maintained and in 

disrepair, poorly ventilated and insulated, often unsafe and no longer fit for purpose. Older 

properties are often poorly insulated, and many are inaccessible for older people or those 

with a disability and can only be reached via stairs. As such, SHM supports 

Recommendation 57: 

➢ Rapidly renew old public housing: Rapidly renew dilapidated public housing 

properties, with a priority to renew at least half of all older low-rise apartments and 

older three-bedroom detached dwellings by 2031. 

Relocating tenants while renewal is undertaken is challenging, however, alongside 

significant investment in new social housing, tenants can be supported to move into more 

suitable accommodation that better suits their needs. 

Within Melbourne, affordable housing has been increasingly located in outer suburban 

areas, which do not yet have sufficient social and community infrastructure to provide 

employment, education, social and community activities, health care and so on for those 

who live there.  

This then means that residents find themselves travelling long distances to access supports 

and services they need. Poorer public transport infrastructure in outer Melbourne, as well as 

regional Victoria, increases car and road use, adding to congestion and long travel times. 

This also has significant impacts on people experiencing disadvantage, young people, older 

people, and people with disabilities, who may find themselves increasingly isolated or 

spending more money or time to access services. SHM is therefore supportive of 

Recommendations 35 and 36 (page 114 - 116): 

➢ Support more homes in priority established places: In the next year, identify new 

priority locations in established suburbs for residential intensification to better use 

existing infrastructure. Following this, review planning settings in partnership with 

local government to allow increased housing density and establish design panel 

reviews for development applications.  

➢ Deliver very low-income housing with inclusionary zoning: Immediately change 

and actively apply planning rules to provide affordable rental housing for Victorians 

on very low incomes in places re-zoned for more intensive residential use.  

Suggested amendment to Recommendation 73: Include a longer-term goal of building at 

least 6,000 social housing units per year to meet future demand. 

Additional recommendation: Set transparent sub-targets for social housing for priority 

cohorts (such as elderly people, young people, people with mental illness and people with 

a disability); and consult with these communities to ensure that there is enough social 

housing designed for their needs. 
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Provision of affordable and social housing in established suburbs is essential for ensuring 

that people on lower incomes can access the services and supports they need.  

6. Accessible public transport and public services 
Alongside the provision of safe and affordable housing, public transport and public services 

must meet the needs of communities, be accessible, affordable and be bolstered by strong 

pedestrian infrastructure to ensure that people feel safe to travel on foot when required.  

As such, SHM fully supports Recommendation 44 (page 124):  

Plan for public transport accessibility, including tram stop upgrades: Release a 

new Accessible Public Transport Action Plan within one year and fund public 

transport accessibility upgrades, including priority tram stops, to achieve the 

legislated 2032 accessibility targets. 

It is vital that Victoria’s public transport is accessible, particularly for people with a disability; 

and that Public Transport Victoria recognises the wide range of accessibility needs within our 

population and designs its’ public transport accordingly. This also applies to public buildings, 

that provide essential services, and SHM supports Recommendation 56 (page 149):  

Require accessible buildings for public services: Immediately establish an 

accessibility upgrade fund to contribute towards priority building upgrades to meet 

contemporary accessibility standards. By 2032, require all Victorian Government 

provided and funded services to be delivered from premises meeting contemporary 

accessibility standards. 

To achieve this aim, it is essential for Infrastructure Victoria to consult with communities on 

how to improve the accessibility of the transport network, and Victoria’s public buildings. The 

drafted Strategy refers to ‘contemporary accessibility standards’ but does not specify what 

these standards are, what types of accessibility are being referred to or how communities 

should be consulted about potential improvements. It is essential that a variety of diverse 

communities are consulted about they accessibility requirements, such as people from 

culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities, people with disabilities, people with mental illness, LGBTIQA+ communities, 

seniors, young people, and people experiencing homelessness and disadvantage. 

 

Suggested amendment to Recommendation 44: Seek advice from a variety of diverse 

communities about their accessibility requirements for transport incorporate these into 

accessibility planning. 

Suggested amendment to Recommendation 56: Seek advice from a variety of diverse 

communities about their accessibility requirements for public buildings and incorporate 

these into accessibility planning. 

 

In addition to accessibility, the cost of public transport in Melbourne is significant, particularly 

for those experiencing homelessness and disadvantage, and those on very low incomes. 

SHM is supportive of measures to reduce the costs of public transport for low-income 

Victorians, and to encourage better use of the network, such as mode-based fares 

(Recommendation 46, pages 132 – 133). SHM provides pre-paid Myki cards to members of 

its’ community who need to access appointments and basic services and are unable to 

afford the cost of fares. However, we are unable to assist everyone who needs help, and 
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often need to intervene, alongside community legal services, to support clients who have 

accumulated significant fines that they are unable to pay.  

At present, Public Transport Victoria offers a free Access Pass to Victorians with a medical 

condition or mental illness that prevents them from using the myki system. However, 

application for an Access Pass is challenging - proof of address is required, as well as 

evidence from a medical professional indicating that the person is unable to use the myki 

system, and a recent photograph, all of which are significant barriers for our clients and for 

people experiencing homelessness, even if they have a medical condition that would make 

them eligible. As it currently operates, many vulnerable Victorians are not eligible for an 

Access Pass or would find the barriers to access this service are too high.  

 

Additional recommendation: Infrastructure Victoria should work with Public Transport 

Victoria to examine how free public transport could be provided for people experiencing 

homelessness and chronic disadvantage (such as expanding eligibility for the Access 

Pass system). 

 

The draft Strategy highlights the challenges with Melbourne’s free tram zone (FTZ) in peak 

periods – that it is highly congested and slow, to the detriment of people with a disability and 

older people who are unable to get onto trams when they need them. The Strategy also 

argues that people are less likely to walk or cycle for shorter trips, simply because the tram 

is free.  

Though these problems are not insignificant, SHM does not support Recommendation 47 

(page 134): 

➢ Abolish the free tram zone: Immediately abolish the free tram zone to improve 

safety and access for those who need it most. 

We do not believe abolishing the free tram zone (FTZ) would benefit vulnerable community 

members cited as being the most negatively impacted under the status quo.  

Rather, we think it more likely that vulnerable people and those experiencing homelessness 

would accumulate fines, given that we are already aware of affordability issues within the 

transport network. Abolishing the FTZ may also have negative impacts on lower-income 

regional Victorians coming to Melbourne for medical appointments, who then need to pay for 

both a VLine service and a tram fare to reach their destination.  

It seems unlikely that returning to a paid system within what is viewed as a ‘free’ service will 

be well received, even by those who rarely use it. Any changes would need to be supported 

by a large and resource intensive campaign to change the community’s behaviour around 

their use of trams and remind people to touch on and off.  

Instead of removing the FTZ, we believe it would be more beneficial to add additional tram 

services on busy routes in peak periods (including shuttle trams from one end of the FTZ to 

the other) and improve the walkability of Melbourne’s streets. This would be more beneficial 

for the community and allow for social distancing on our tram services.  

The Victorian Government undertook a Parliamentary Inquiry in 2019 on expanding the FTZ 

(not removing it). It was determined that the existing FTZ had many benefits for the Victorian 

community and concluded that the FTZ should be expanded slightly to include the Arts 

Precinct/St Kilda Road stop and the Casino/Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre 
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stop, as this would provide economic benefits to Melbourne and assist with event planning 

and tourism to these locations (Parliament of Victoria 2020). However, these 

recommendations are inevitably compromised by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Victoria is currently in a State of Emergency to manage the COVID-19 pandemic. Many 

businesses and the public service (at the time of writing) are still subject to 50% capacity 

limits for their premises. It seems highly likely that many CBD commuters will continue to 

work from home, at least part-time, throughout 2021, and perhaps on a permanent basis; 

and that large quantities of domestic and international travellers will not return to Melbourne 

for some time.  

At present, the public transport network is being under-utilised, and PTV have undertaken 

campaigns to encourage people to resume their use of public transport, rather than driving (if 

that option is available). It is possible that many Victorians are still anxious about contracting 

COVID-19, and believe they are more likely to contract the virus on public transport and are 

choosing other methods when they need to travel.  

Victoria’s ‘snap lockdown’ (12 – 17 February 2021) in the middle of the 2021 Australian 

Open, which already had low levels of attendance prior to the lockdown, is indicative of the 

ever-changing nature of the COVID-19 pandemic environment. This will likely add to the 

community’s anxiety about being in crowded environments like public transport where social 

distancing is difficult, regardless of campaigns undertaken to highlight the COVID-Safe 

measures being undertaken on the network, such as increased cleaning and enforcement of 

mask wearing.  

We do not yet know the long-term impacts of the pandemic on the Victorian community’s 

transport usage, particularly that of vulnerable populations. Until the pandemic situation 

improves, and usage is back to pre-COVID levels, it is not practical to consider making this 

significant change to Melbourne’s public transport system.  

 

Revised recommendation: That the free tram zone (FTZ) is maintained until public 

transport use and patterns can be tracked in a COVID-normal environment, to ensure that 

any changes will be beneficial in the changed environment, and not disadvantage 

vulnerable community members. 

 

7. Improving digital connectivity  
Section 4 of the draft Strategy focuses on the infrastructure needs of Victoria’s regional 

communities, that face a variety of challenges, as well as opportunities; and the 

infrastructure needs of our regional communities are different to those of Melbourne. As a 

metropolitan-based organisation, SHM is not well placed to comment on most of the 

recommendations in Section 4, but the discussion about digital connectivity is important and 

significant to our community.  

In principle, we support Recommendation 80: 

➢ Continue to address regional Victoria's digital connectivity gaps: In the next five 

years, continue delivering regional digital connectivity improvements, and review the 

need for further government investment following the roll-out of the Digital Future 

Now initiative. 
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Digital access was already important within Australia, and the COVID-19 pandemic has 

highlighted the essential nature of reliable and accessible internet services for everyone. The 

use of digital technologies to deliver essential services, enable work and education to 

continue, and to maintain social interaction accelerated rapidly, almost overnight, to facilitate 

physical distancing and prevent the spread of COVID-19.  

Those with limited access to technology are unable to participate in social interaction and 

access essential services in the new environment and will continue to miss out into the 

future. Infrastructure Victoria has highlighted that the Victorian Government must continue to 

invest in digital connectivity within regional Victoria to reduce the digital divide between parts 

of the state. This is extremely important, as it will ensure equity across Victoria and address 

technological disadvantage in regional areas, and SHM supports this.  

However, it is not only regional Victorians who experience technological disadvantage – 

there are significant challenges for people experiencing homelessness, poverty, and 

disadvantage within Melbourne  

Access to the internet is considered essential by most of the population, and by the way 

government services are delivered – increasingly online, with minimal alternatives. The 

assumption that a face-to-face service is not necessary, because it can be replicated online 

is not appropriate for all consumers – particularly elderly people, and people experiencing 

disadvantage and homelessness.  

In SHM’s experience, people experiencing disadvantage and homelessness often have low 

levels of digital literacy, and minimal access to, and the ability to pay for a basic mobile 

phone, a smartphone, or have a stable internet connection (if they are housed but on a low 

income, including Centrelink payments). Many of our clients present with complex issues, 

including mental health, illiteracy, physical illness, Acquired Brain Injury (ABI), family 

violence, Domestic Violence (DV), Family Violence (FV), substance misuse, incarceration, 

and complex trauma. Any of these issues may act as a barrier to a client’s ability to use 

technology.  

For SHM clients, the sudden move to online services and the closure of service hubs due to 

COVID-19 lockdowns caused significant challenges throughout 2020, and during 

Melbourne’s February 2021 ‘snap circuit-breaker’ lockdown. It is particularly problematic for 

clients who need to access entry points into housing services, such as Launch Housing, 

where clients must have access to a phone to receive calls regarding potential emergency 

accommodation. Prior to COVID-19, clients would attend SHM’s Engagement Hub on Grey 

Street, St Kilda and use our telephones to make calls, but it is not practical, as the housing 

agency could return a call at any time. During COVID-19 lockdowns, we have been unable 

to offer these services. We are also aware that a lack of access to a phone means that 

clients have difficulty contacting emergency and family violence services if they are not safe, 

which is deeply concerning.  

Similarly, clients who had the ability would often access the computers internet via the 

nearby Crisis Centre on Grey Street to apply for Centrelink, Medicare or apply for or engage 

in employment or education. During the COVID-19 lockdowns, these services were 

suspended, as well as other community services including public libraries and community 

centres.  

SHM staff are aware of clients who have been unable to engage with Telehealth for physical 

and mental health services, due to suspension of in-person service delivery, and outreach 
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mental health supports, alongside a lack of access to phones and the internet. This then 

means that clients are unlikely to maintain their medication program, and experience 

elevated symptoms of their conditions and be unable to make and keep appointments. It 

also means that clients are not always aware of the COVID-19 restrictions, as much of the 

information provided to the public has been online or through other digital means that our 

clients do not have access to.  

Ultimately, SHM clients and other disadvantaged community members are missing out on 

essential services, health care and knowledge, and undoubtedly experience greater 

isolation, due to a lack of access to technology. During the first COVID-19 lockdown in 

March 2020, SHM was able to provide mobile phones to some clients to reduce the 

likelihood that we would lose contact with them and they would disengage from our services. 

Mobile phones also provided clients with the means to contact the COVID-hotline if required. 

However, this is not a long-term solution and does not address the real problem of low digital 

literacy and access in people experiencing disadvantage. It also poses challenges for 

contact-tracing – unless the client has a smartphone, use of QR codes that are becoming 

commonplace is not possible and many people feel unsafe writing their phone number down 

(if they have one), due to safety and privacy concerns.  

An associated concern is the rise in cashless payments to prevent the spread of COVID-19, 

where many businesses are now actively encouraging contactless transactions (such as 

debit or credit card ‘tap and go’ payments, or mobile phone payments) when purchasing 

goods and services, or refusing to accept cash at all during the pandemic. The Reserve 

Bank of Australia’s 2019 Consumer Payments Survey indicated that the use of cash 

payments has declined from 69% in 2007 to 27% in 2019 (Caddy et al., 2020). However, 

they have recognised that lower-income households are more likely to use cash, as well as 

older Australians, and some consumers are still heavily reliant on cash to make payments; 

and moves towards a cashless society risks leaving vulnerable people who have minimal 

access to both technology and funds behind. This has occurred in Sweden, where only 2% 

of payments are made with cash, but the government halted removal of cash as it was 

having significant negative impacts on vulnerable people (Commonwealth Bank of Australia, 

2019).  

These issues are challenging in regional Victoria, as well as Melbourne, particularly in the 

wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Strategies to resolve the ‘digital divide’ – both in 

Melbourne and in regional Victoria need to be examined long-term, particularly for 

disadvantaged communities to ensure that the technological disadvantage does not 

escalate. It is evident that different strategies will be required to address these concerns in 

regional areas, and in Melbourne; but both must be considered.  

 

Additional recommendation: Infrastructure Victoria should examine the issues and provide 

recommendations to the Victorian Government to address gaps in digital access and 

literacy for all vulnerable Victorians, particularly older people and those experiencing 

homelessness and disadvantage. 
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