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About ACTCOSS 
 
ACTCOSS acknowledges that Canberra has been built on the traditional lands of the 
Ngunnawal people. We pay our respects to their elders and recognise the displacement 
and disadvantage they have suffered as a result of European settlement. We celebrate 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing contribution to the ACT 
community.  
 
The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-
for-profit community organisations, people living with disadvantage and low-income 
citizens of the Territory.  
  
ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state and 
territory Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS). 
 
ACTCOSS’ objectives are a community in which all people have the opportunities and 
resources needed to participate in and benefit from social and economic life and the 
development of a dynamic, collaborative and viable community sector. 
 
The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers 
in the social welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and 
consumer groups and interested individuals. 
 
ACTCOSS receives funding from the Community Services Program (CSP) which is funded 
by the ACT Government. 
 
ACTCOSS advises that this document may be publicly distributed, including by placing a 
copy on our website. 
 
Contact Details 
 
Phone: 02 6202 7200 
Fax: 02 6281 4192 
Mail: PO Box 849, Mawson ACT 2607 
E-mail: actcoss@actcoss.org.au  
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 2/6 Gritten St. 
 Weston ACT 2611 
 
Director: Roslyn Dundas 
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Introduction  
ACTCOSS thanks the Department of Disability, Housing and Community 
Services (DHCS) for the opportunity to provide feedback on the discussion 
paper Modernising youth housing and homelessness services in the ACT.  
 
The Youth Coalition of the ACT has provided a significant response to this 
discussion paper, ACTCOSS supports the comments made in that 
submission. In this response ACTCOSS will provide brief comment 
reiterating and further expanding some positions previously articulated in 
submissions to DHCS. 
 
ACTCOSS thanks the department for seeking to gain input on this issue 
through a variety of mediums, and for holding two consultation forums. It 
is hoped summaries from these two consultations will be circulated to the 
sector, along with a summary of the submissions received. ACTCOSS also 
acknowledges the consultation period was extended, taking into account 
the holiday period and significant number of other consultation and 
procurement processes agencies may have been involved in over 
December and January. 
 
As the reform process progresses, the department is encouraged to 
continue to work closely with the youth homelessness sector, ensuring 
transparent and timely communication about the reform process and 
implications for agencies and the sector as a whole. 

Mix and choice of accommodation and support 
The Road Map has highlighted a future service system with “increased 
periods of non accommodation support”.1 It has also introduced new 
approaches such as Housing First, and highlighted the need to minimise 
the number of transitions homeless people experience. The current 
discussion paper, Modernising Youth Housing and Homelessness services 
in the ACT2, encourages the sector to ‘rethink the paradigm’ and looks to 
move away from refuge models. 
 
Young people experiencing homelessness are a significant group with 
specific needs. There may be some young people with the living skills and 
stability required to succeed in a Housing First approach, however there is 
concern this is unlikely to be a majority of young people experiencing 
homelessness. There are many young people who would continue to 
benefit from a crisis or transitional accommodation service with targeted 
and significant support. The structure and house rules provided by most of 
the current crisis and transitional youth homelessness accommodation 
services can assist many young people in (re)gaining the necessary 
stability to receive the support they need and, when appropriate, engage 

                                       
 
1 DHCS (Nov 2009) The Road Map: A discussion paper on the way forward for 
ACT homelessness services and related services, p.7.   
2 DHCS (Dec 2010) Modernising youth housing and homelessness services in the 
ACT. 
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in education and employment. These services are also specialists in 
developing living skills in young people. Engagement one-on-one in an 
outreach capacity is not as effective for many young people as spending 
time in a staffed and structured congregate living situation with a focus on 
living skills.3 While minimising transitions is a key focus of the broad 
reform agenda of The Road Home4, it must be noted for many young 
people, long term tenancies are more likely to be sustained into the future 
if they have a more staged approach to living independently. The level of 
staff supervision and support provided in crisis and transitional services 
can also have a significant impact on a young person’s stability.  
 
Through this reform process the department is encouraged to retain a 
range of crisis and transitional accommodation options, ensuring young 
people experiencing homelessness have a mix of options to access which 
are able to address their individual needs. Examples of desirable specialist 
services would be gendered services and services for young people 
experiencing homelessness with alcohol and other drug issues who benefit 
from a therapeutic approach. 
 
If significant numbers of crisis and transitional beds are removed from the 
homelessness service system, and other properties are limited, there is 
concern people will not only be unable to be offered Housing First with 
wrap around support, they will simply not be able to access any 
accommodation at all. A safety net of a significant crisis capacity and 
other accommodation based supports must be maintained. 
 
Recommendations 
• Ensure a range of crisis and transitional accommodation responses 

continue to be available for young people experiencing homelessness 
• Ensure a mix of services is provided including specialised services such 

as gendered services and services for young people experiencing 
homelessness who require a therapeutic approach 

 

Resourcing 
Whilst the restructure of the youth homeless service system is seeking 
how to best meet the needs of homeless young people in Canberra, it 
must be noted significant improvements in outcomes are being sought 
without any additional resourcing (beyond the addition of the Foyer-type 
service). The department must be realistic about the level of improvement 
in outcomes that can be expected without providing additional resourcing. 
Services can not be asked to do more and provide better outcomes, 
without being adequately resourced to do so. 
 

                                       
 
3 ACTCOSS (2010) Submission on the DHCS discussion paper: The Road Map, 
Chapter 1, p.9. 
4 FAHCSIA (2008) The Road Home: A National Approach to Reducing 
Homelessness. 
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Concern has been expressed in the reform process the department will 
favour models of service delivery with lower staffing costs, such as 
outreach services. While there is place for these services in the spectrum 
of support, they should not be the only response. As highlighted earlier 
many young people will have better outcomes and are more likely to 
sustain tenancies in the long term if initially placed in a residential setting 
with significant staffing support. 
 
Additionally, increasing accountability and reporting requirements are 
impacting on many community service agencies. As new standards and 
new processes are implemented, such as outcomes based reporting, this 
will have an impact on services. The department must adequately 
resource services to implement new processes and meet additional 
administrative requirements.  
 
A change in the overall model may result in some economic efficiencies 
being achieved which will allow the reallocation of resources, however this 
may not be sufficient to meet the desired outcomes of the restructure and 
support staff to deliver through the transition.  

Transition 
While the potential outcomes of this review are as yet unclear, what is 
clear is the desire for change. We encourage the Department to support 
agencies and staff to manage that change.  
 
ACTCOSS discussed transitions of the broader homelessness sector in a 
submission in February 2010,5 these positions are equally relevant to the 
specific reform of the youth homelessness sector: 
  

Recognising there needs to be change, and recognising a reduction in 
supported accommodation placements is likely to be one of the upcoming 
changes, a plan needs to be developed so that a crisis refuge is not shut 
down, or those services refocussed, without the other supports and 
additional properties being in place first. The transition from the current to 
the new system needs to be very clearly staged. Each step should not 
progress until the prior stage is dealt with clearly so people in the current 
system know where they’re going and people who might be looking to 
enter the system are identified and directed to the new systems being put 
in place. 
 
There have been many questions relating to how the delivery of the 
reduced crisis beds will be determined. Will all services have to tender for 
new or adjusted programs after the transition, or will DHCS approach 
individual services to discuss their potential role in the new service 
system? For the homelessness sector to move into this new system in a 
spirit of partnership and cooperation, DHCS must communicate effectively 
and transparently during all stages of the transition. 

 
 

                                       
 
5 ACTCOSS (2010) Submission on the DHCS discussion paper: The Road Map, 
Chapter 1, p.11. 
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Recommendations 
• Ensure transition happens in a staged way so service users are aware 

of the changing supports available and don’t fall through gaps  
• Communicate effectively and transparently with the homelessness 

sector and individual agencies throughout all stages of the transition 
 
 
As part of change management the department is encouraged to address 
workforce development needs. Staff may require robust training as 
services may be required to significantly alter their service provision. 
Additionally with the introduction of outcomes based reporting there will 
be further training requirements. It should be noted the youth sector 
workforce is highly transient and therefore workforce development issues 
are particularly significant in this sector. The Youth Coalition of the ACT 
has recently reported: 
 

Nearly 60% of workers had worked in their current positions for 1 year or 
less, and over 40% of respondents had been employed by their current 
employer for 1 year or less; supporting anecdotal evidence that the youth 
sector workforce is highly transient, both within and between agencies.6

 
With the implementation of reforms significant change is likely, agencies 
may be required to change the focus of their service delivery. Staff need 
to be supported to negotiate these changes and develop new skills which 
may be required. 
 
Recommendation 
• Provide resourcing for workforce development and training 
 
 

                                       
 
6 Youth Coalition of the ACT (2010) Motivation, Money, Making a difference: A 
Profile of the ACT Youth Sector Workforce, p.8. 
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