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About ACTCOSS 
ACTCOSS acknowledges Canberra has been built on the land of the Ngunnawal people. We 
pay respects to their Elders and recognise the strength and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. 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’ vision is to live in a fair and equitable community that respects and values diversity 
and actively encourages collaborations that promote justice, equity and social inclusion. 

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 advises that this document may be publicly distributed, including by placing a copy 
on our website. 
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Introduction 
The ACT Council of Social Service, peak representative body for not-for-profit 
community organisations, and disadvantaged and low-income citizens of the 
Australian Capital Territory, is calling on candidates for the ACT election to 
show vision in key areas of poverty, homelessness, corrections, health, 
transport, climate change, and community sector reform.  

During election time we hear a lot of promises but what we want is vision. There 
are significant issues facing many Canberra families, as they grapple with trying 
to make ends meet, keep a roof over their head and remain connected with 
their community. 

While the ACT boasts the highest average weekly earnings of all Australian 
states and territories, high incomes in the ACT mean it can be a costly place to 
live for households whose incomes are below the average. The plight of 
Canberrans on low incomes is often overshadowed by the higher-than-average 
incomes in the area, yet cost of living remains a pertinent issue for far too many 
ACT residents.  

ACTCOSS is calling on all candidates to recognise that as a community, 
Canberra should be striving for greater equality within the ACT, not only to 
benefit the marginalised members of our society, but to increase our community 
wellbeing as a whole. 
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The ACTCOSS call 
ACTCOSS calls on the political parties and individual candidates of the 2012 
ACT election to: 

 commit to a more equal Canberra;  

 set and report on a minimum public transport service standard for all new 
suburban developments in the ACT;  

 ensure a speedy and full implementation of the recommendations in the 
Targeted Assistance Strategy. 

 expand the development of affordable private rental housing; 

 ensure funding of homelessness programs so support services are not 
reduced; 

 increase housing options for frail aged Canberrans and people with 
disabilities and increase public housing stock to at least 10 per cent of 
total housing stock; 

 develop initiatives which target the causes of homelessness, and 
prevention and early intervention approaches that work to prevent people 
becoming homeless or losing their accommodation security in the first 
instance; and 

 consider gender-specific issues before mainstreaming housing and 
homelessness services; 

 undertake a trial of a Justice Reinvestment model which encompasses an 
integrated and collaborative approach between community services and 
government agencies; 

 ensure that any policy/service development work on JR and other crime 
prevention measures includes consultation with Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
Islander communities; 

 ensure the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Justice Agreement 
developed in 2010, to be renewed in 2012, continues to be reviewed 
annually, in consultation with the relevant stakeholders;  

 commit to ensuring that both men and women detained at AMC have 
access to adequate services and supports that meet their health/mental 
health and wellbeing needs; 

 adopt a ‘health in all policies’ approach; 

 ensure equitable access to health programs and community services; 

 focus funding on early intervention and preventative health;  

 provide appropriate funding and support for mental health consumers and 
raise awareness in the area of mental health; 
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 ensure the proposed community transport review focuses on expanding 
services, increasing flexibility, and meeting demand, and ensure 
community transport providers are properly consulted with for the review; 

 where there is demonstrated need, provide a broad range of community 
transport options (other than 22-seater buses) for people unable to access 
public transport, to assist people to more active engage in their 
community; 

 ensure concession fares remain at a maximum of 50 per cent of the 
equivalent adult fare, and do not rise faster than inflation;  

 introduce demand-responsive transport with flexible routes and public 
transport available outside of peak times; 

 legislate minimum standards for private rental properties, and put in place 
a system to monitor this; 

 expand the current Outreach program which provides assistance to low-
income households in reducing energy bills; 

 expand current programs on energy retrofitting to actively engage private 
tenancies, through concessions to landlords for tenants deemed to be low 
income; 

 actively engage low income home owners to retrofit their houses, 
particularly older citizens, who may be asset rich and capital poor; 

 ensure the energy concession keeps pace with the actual increases in 
costs of energy;  

 ensure community voices are able to contribute to national energy reform; 

 increase funding by 15 per cent to all ACT Government funded community 
sector contracts, to meet current demand for services; 

 undertake consultation with the sector regarding ongoing growth in 
demand and strategies to ensure services are available when needed;  

 ensure all community organisations based in the ACT benefit from the 
outcomes of the Equal Remuneration Order; and 

 work with community organisations to ensure regulatory reform doesn’t 
increase red-tape and administrative burdens. 
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Poverty and the Cost of Living 
While the ACT boasts the highest average weekly earnings of all Australian 
states and territories, families in Canberra can struggle financially. Fairly high 
incomes in the ACT mean it can be a costly place to live for households whose 
incomes are not high, as a ‘buoyant local economy creates high living costs’.1 
The plight of Canberrans on low incomes is often overshadowed by the higher-
than-average incomes in the area, yet cost of living remains a pertinent issue 
for far too many ACT residents. 

Expenditure is also an indicative measure of living standards. A concept which 
has long been accepted by economists is as household income rises, the 
proportion devoted to necessities, such as food and housing, decrease. 
Moreover, additional income is available for spending on other items such as 
recreation and leisure. Increases in daily living costs such as accommodation 
and transport are likely to put the most significant pressure on low income 
households, often leading them to sacrifice expenses in other non-essential but 
vitally important areas.2 

Housing costs have gradually comprised a more and more substantial 
proportion of household income, and are an immense concern for those on low 
and fixed incomes. Households on low incomes are more likely to be negatively 
affected by rather high housing costs than households with higher incomes.3 A 
household is considered to be in ‘housing stress’ when occupants spend more 
than 30 per cent on their income on housing costs. In 2009 to 2010, 32.2 per 
cent of low income households in the ACT were identified as being in housing 
stress.4 

Energy is also a point of stress for households on low income, as it is a major 
expenditure item - even when government concessions are taken into account. 
Additionally, the price of food directly affects the dietary choices of low and fixed 
income households, which can often have an undesirable and negative impact 
on physical health and overall wellbeing.5 The South Australian Council of 
Social Service (SACOSS) says it well when describing the importance of these 
expenditure items, but notes they will not stand alone to create a fulfilling life, 

Goods and services such as housing, food and energy and transport 
represent items that are necessary for basic survival, but alone and at their 
bare minimum are insufficient to ensure participation in contemporary 
Australian society.6 

                                       
1 A. Payne and Q.N. Vu, NATSEM, Expenditure of Low Income Households in the ACT, Report for the 

ACT Council of Social Service, 2008. 

2 ibid. 

3 Australian Government Productivity Commission, Report on Government Services: Part G (Housing 
and Homelessness): Housing and homelessness services sector summary, 2012, viewed 9 August 
2012, <http://www.pc.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/114972/56-government-services-2012-
partg.pdf>. 

4 ibid. Table GA.5. 

5 South Australia Council of Social Service, Cost of Living Biannual Update, No. 1, 2009. 

6 ibid. 
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There are many other costs to be considered when addressing the critical day-
to-day costs of living, including medical expenses, clothing, school supplies, 
and technological communication items such as mobile phones and internet 
access. 

Recently, through a Targeted Assistance Strategy Panel, the ACT Government 
sought to consider the current programs in place to assist Canberrans on lower 
incomes, and to develop an evidenced-based strategy of assistance. The report 
included many recommendations for short, medium and long term strategies to 
support vulnerable members of the ACT community, as well as identified areas 
which require more research and evidence. In the final document, the Panel 
reported, 

Despite high levels of family and community support in the ACT, 29.5 per 
cent of people in the lowest income quintile have indicated they would be 
unable to raise $2,000 within one week in case of emergency.7  

The report goes on to say raising emergency money is most difficult for one-
parent families in which the adult is unemployed. In fact, nearly 75 per cent of 
low income households are headed by someone who is unemployed.8 Figures 
such as these require action from government and community organisations to 
reduce the amount of financial burden faced by low income residents of the 
ACT.  

Societies that are unequal with regard to the spread of wealth are more likely to 
be dysfunctional and experience overwhelming amounts of health and social 
problems.9 Regardless of the ways in which inequality is diminished, societies 
with greater equality experience a number of benefits, including less health 
problems and decreased prison populations.10 As a community, Canberra 
should be striving for greater equality within the ACT, not only to benefit the 
marginalised members of our society, but to increase our community wellbeing 
as a whole. 

ACTCOSS calls on the political parties and individual candidates of the 2012 
ACT election to: 

 commit to a more equal Canberra;  

 set and report on a minimum public transport service standard for all new 
suburban developments in the ACT; and 

 ensure a speedy and full implementation of the recommendations in the 
Targeted Assistance Strategy. 

 

                                       
7 ACT Government, Targeted Assistance Strategy, 2012, p.14. 

8 ibid. 

9 R. Wilkinson and K. Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do Better, The 
Penguin Group, London, 2009. 

10 ibid. 
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Housing & Homelessness 
Having an affordable, safe, secure and appropriate place to live is one of the 
most basic necessities in one’s life. Not only does secure housing allow people 
to address an array of other social needs and difficulties; having a home gives 
people a sense of status, comfort and emotional stability. Improved housing has 
documented positive effects on health, crime, education and employment.11 The 
Australian Government has also recognised the positive benefits of housing in a 
number of areas.12 Housing is recognised as a fundamental human right in the 
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), to 
which Australia is a party. 

Homelessness, and the risk of homelessness, is a significant issue in Canberra 
as it is in Australia generally. The homeless population is made up of people of 
all ages who find themselves homeless as a result of a variety of adverse 
circumstances.  

Approximately 3,500 people received support from government-funded 
specialist homelessness services in the ACT from 2010 to 2011. This is 
equivalent to one in 101 people in the ACT accessing such services.13  

There continues to be significant unmet demand in specialist homelessness 
services across the nation.14 In 2010-11, 59 per cent of all people who sought 
immediate accommodation were turned away.15 This is similar to the 2009-10 
results in which 58 per cent of all people who sought immediate accommodation 
were turned away.16 

The Australian Community Sector Survey for 2012 found housing and 
homelessness services are the area of highest need in our community, with 81 
per cent of services reporting they simply cannot meet growing demand.17 A 
total of 20,496 people over the past year nationwide were turned away when 
seeking services, and many services reported the waiting times to access such 
services have increased.18 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are over-represented, relative to 
population size, in those seeking accommodation and those using specialist 
homelessness services. Although Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples 
make up approximately 1 per cent of the ACT population, around 16 per cent of 

                                       
11  AHURI, Housing assistance and non-shelter benefits (Phibbs and Young), 2005. 

12  AIHW, Australia’s Welfare 2007, p.214. 

13 AIHW, Government funded specialist homelessness services: SAAP National Data Collection annual 
report, Australian Capital Territory, December 2011, p. 1. 

14 AIHW, People turned away from government-funded specialist homelessness accommodation 2009-
10, June 2011, p. v. 

15 AIHW, People turned away from government-funded specialist homelessness accommodation 2010-
11, December 2011, p. 4. 

16 AIHW, People turned away from government-funded specialist homelessness accommodation 2009-
10, June 2011, p. v. 

17 ACOSS, Australian Community Sector Survey 2012 National Report, ACOSS Paper 91, ACOSS, New 
South Wales, 2012. 

18 ibid. 
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service users in the ACT identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander.19 
These figures do not include the large estimated numbers of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples who do not access homelessness services, yet 
may still be sleeping rough. 

Housing affordability can have far reaching consequences for individuals - those 
struggling with housing affordability often have to cut back on the necessities of 
life such as food, education and health care, thus putting increased stress on 
well-being and family relationships.  

Assumptions have been made around the continuation of Commonwealth 
funding for social housing and homelessness which is due to be renegotiated in 
2013, however ACTCOSS is apprehensive about the potential impact on the 
provision of homelessness support services in the ACT. This is particularly 
concerning in a climate where the ACT Government is seeking a significant 
improvement in overall outputs and outcomes in this area. With anticipated 
reduction in Commonwealth funding, significant reforms are anticipated across 
the homelessness sector. 

In the 2012-13 ACT Budget, ACTCOSS welcomed the allocation of funds for 
the Expansion of Social Housing to construct additional dwellings to address 
social housing. The lack of overall funding for housing affordability overall was 
disappointing. However, ACTCOSS welcomes the continuation of the 
Affordable Housing Action Plan Phase 3 over the next 2 years, noting there are 
no budgeted initiatives around affordable rental or investment in community 
housing. It should also be noted there is no real investment in increasing public 
housing stock, and enhancement strategies are deferred until 2013. Targets for 
public housing and not-for-profit managed tenancies were not met in 2012-13.  

ACTCOSS calls on the individual candidates and political parties of the 2012 
ACT election to: 

 expand the development of affordable private rental housing; 

 ensure funding of homelessness programs so support services are not 
reduced; 

 increase housing options for frail aged Canberrans and people with 
disabilities and increase public housing stock to at least 10 per cent of 
total housing stock; 

 develop initiatives which target the causes of homelessness, and 
prevention and early intervention approaches that work to prevent people 
becoming homeless or losing their accommodation security in the first 
instance; and 

 consider gender-specific issues before mainstreaming housing and 
homelessness services. 

 

                                       
19 AIHW, Government funded specialist homelessness services: SAAP National Data Collection annual 

report, Australian Capital Territory, 2011, p. 3. 
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Justice and Corrections 
With the average annual cost of an ACT prisoner in 2010-11 estimated at over 
$100 000 per year,20 there is a real incentive for a cost effective early 
intervention model. In addition, ACT-specific statistics reveal an ongoing need 
to consider alternative approaches to reducing crime and lowering recidivism 
rates: 

 Between 2010 and 2011, the second highest proportional increases in 
prisoner numbers was in the Australian Capital Territory, at 8 per cent;21  

 The youngest mean prisoner population for Australia was in the ACT (30.1 
years); 

 72 per cent of male prisoners in the ACT had experienced prior 
imprisonment (much higher than the national average of 54 per cent). 
More tellingly, the ACT had the highest proportion of female prisoners with 
a prior imprisonment at the same rate of 72 per cent.22  

ACTCOSS welcomed resourcing of the new throughcare pilot program in the 
2012-13 ACT Budget, and is pleased the often complex needs of prisoners 
exiting from detention have been recognised through the funding of such a 
program.23 
 
However, an awareness of the socio-economic factors which bring people into 
contact with the justice system, and an understanding of the lack of impact 
prison has on recidivism suggests early intervention models should be the focus 
of justice and corrections policy. ACTCOSS has previously called on the ACT 
Government to consider a Justice Reinvestment (JR) approach as an early 
intervention model for Canberra.24  
 
With growing success as a public policy response to high incarceration rates in 
the both the US and the UK, a JR approach sees a shift in attitude towards 
addressing and preventing the socio-economic factors which can lead to people 
entering the criminal justice system. In a JR model, funding is diverted from the 
systems which deal with the consequences of crime, namely prisons, and then 
reinvested into organisations and services in the community which support 
people considered ‘at risk’ of entering the criminal justice system. Such services 
are varied and include support in matters including health, legal, employment, 
education, mental health and alcohol and other drugs.  
 
Diverting money back into the community through a JR approach does not 
mean there should be a complete closure of the prison in the ACT, nor does it 

                                       
20 ‘Chapter 8: Corrective Services’, Report on Government Services, Part C, 2012, accessed 10 August 

2012, <http://www.pc.gov.au/gsp/rogs/2012>.  

21 ABS, 4517.0 – Prisoners in Australia, 2011, accessed 7 August 2012, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/FA600B557EA78A58CA25795F000DB3A4?open
document>. 

22 ibid. 

23 ACTCOSS, ACT 2012-13 Budget Snapshot, 2012, p.17 

24 ACTCOSS, Canberra 2013: Fair and Equitable, ACT Budget Submission 2012-13, 2012. 
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mean that services for detainees should be cut. While Justice Reinvestment 
advocates for a focus on preventing people from entering the criminal justice 
system, this should not be at the expense of the health and well-being of 
individuals who are, or will be, still detained. ACTCOSS continues to 
recommend appropriate and adequate services and programs are provided for 
detainees in the Alexander Machonochie Centre and Bimberi Youth Justice 
Detention Centre. In particular, given that detainees are highly likely to have 
poor health and mental health and wellbeing outcomes, and the relationship this 
has with recidivism, it is vital detainees are given access to mental health 
services, alcohol and other drug programs, and proper healthcare while they 
are incarcerated. 

Across Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are still over-
represented in the criminal justice system.25  

 As at 30 June 2011, 26 per cent of the total prisoner population in 
Australia identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. This figure is 
appalling when considering that Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
peoples only make up 2 per cent of the entire population.26 

 The rate of imprisonment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
prisoners was 14 times higher than the rate for non-Indigenous prisoners 
at 30 June 2011, no change from the rate in 2010, although between 2010 
and 2011 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander prisoner numbers 
increased by 1 per cent. 

Given these statistics, it is vital that if a Justice Reinvestment approach is to be 
considered as an early intervention model of addressing recidivism and the 
causes of crime, then the Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander communities 
in the ACT are properly engaged and consulted with. While the 2010 Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Justice Agreement has helped provide a higher level 
of mutual commitment to addressing the needs of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples in the ACT law and justice system, the need to keep an open 
line of communication with the Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
community remains. Where young people are involved, there is also a need to 
appropriately engaged families using individual centre, family focused planning 
and implementation.  
 
ACTCOSS calls on individual candidates and political parties in the ACT 2012 
Election to: 
 
 Undertake a trial of a Justice Reinvestment model which encompasses an 

integrated and collaborative approach between community services and 
government agencies; 

                                       
25 Caution should be exercised when interpreting movements in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

prisoner numbers as data movements may be impacted by the willingness of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people to self identify. 

26 ABS, 4517.0 – Prisoners in Australia, 2011, accessed 7 August 2012, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/FA600B557EA78A58CA25795F000DB3A4?open
document>. 
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 Ensure that any policy/service development work on JR and other crime 
prevention measures includes consultation with Aboriginal & Torres Strait 
Islander communities; 

 Ensure the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Justice Agreement 
developed in 2010, to be renewed in 2012, continues to be reviewed 
annually, in consultation with the relevant stakeholders; and  

 Commit to ensuring that both men and women detained at AMC have 
access to adequate services and supports that meet their health/mental 
health and wellbeing needs. 
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Health 
Good health begins with strong communities. The Social Determinants of 
Health (SDoH) are the conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work and 
age.27 These circumstances are shaped by broader social, political, cultural, 
environmental and economic factors including the distribution of power and 
resources at local, national and global levels. The SDoH approach recognises 
improved health depends on understanding health is socially determined, and 
acknowledging social, community based responses are essential for improving 
health outcomes. ACTCOSS advocates a SDoH approach to all policy areas, as 
this would improve the lives of many Canberrans facing disadvantage and 
poverty.  

According to a recent report from the National Centre for Social and Economic 
Modelling (NATSEM), health inequity in relation to the SDoH costs the 
government a significant amount of money.28 Currently health expenditure totals 
nearly one third of the entire ACT Budget,29 with a large portion of this 
expenditure focused on acute needs. A SDoH approach can develop early 
intervention and health promotion approaches to minimise need for such acute 
services which would in turn reduce pressure on the Budget overall. In this 
regard, ACTCOSS is advocating for health policy which will have the biggest 
impact on health through the utilisation of current resources as better health 
outcomes can be achieved by spending allocated money in other ways.  

There are significant needs from the community with regard to health services, 
as government services alone have a hard time meeting increased need. 
Governments need to consider SDoH, moving towards a holistic and consumer-
focused approach to health and incorporating areas which impact upon a 
person’s wellbeing such as education, transport and employment into program 
and service structures.  

The SDoH advocacy approach should be one which focuses on policy and 
programs as well as equitable access to these programs. Consultations with the 
community sector have identified transport, education, and access to services 
to build community inclusion as priorities in the promotion of the SDoH. 

In addressing the SDoH, health equity is of the utmost importance. To address 
health inequities, program and policy development need to ensure people living 
with the most disadvantage are assisted in a holistic manner. People 
experiencing disadvantage require services which span various ACT and 
Commonwealth Government departments. An SDoH approach to health would 
incorporate areas outside of the ACT Health Directorate which impact upon a 
person’s well-being including housing and employment.  

                                       
27 WHO, Social determinants of health, viewed 9 August 2012, 

<http://www.who.int/social_determinants/en/>. 

28 NATSEM, The Cost of Inaction on the Social Determinants of Health, CHA-NATSEM Second Report 
on Health Inequalities, prepared for Catholic Health Australia, viewed 8 August 2012, 
<http://apo.org.au/research/cost-inaction-social-determinants-health>. 

29  ACT Government, ACT Budget 2012-13. 
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People experiencing mental health difficulties are among the most 
disadvantaged in our community. Acknowledging these inequities and 
improving opportunities for engaging with health and community services is vital 
for mental health consumers in the ACT. Funding in the area of mental health 
should include providing better access to services and supports, as well as 
early intervention and preventative health. It is important to strengthen health 
promotion programs, particularly in schools and workplaces, as well as through 
the most disadvantaged population groups. 

Understanding the SDoH can assist decision makers to develop policies and 
programs that are more equitable and socially just. A study of nine of the 
‘Knowledge Networks’ established by the World Health Organization to support 
the Commission on the SDoH, suggested that governments can use the SDoH 
to reduce health inequity in three ways: 

 By distributing resources in a more equitable way to ensure the 
provision of basic services, the protection of human rights and the 
right to a decent standard of living; 

 By establishing and maintaining legislative and regulatory frameworks 
with the goal of health equity; and 

 By monitoring the health outcomes of different groups of consumers 
and evaluating programs that are targeted to reduce inequities to 
inform further interventions.30  

By adopting a SDoH approach to policy development and service provision, we 
are acknowledging people require a range of supports and services to improve 
well-being and health outcomes. The investment in such an approach to 
planning can contribute to increased health outcomes for the people within our 
communities who are experiencing disadvantage and require the most 
assistance.  

ACTCOSS calls on the individual candidates and political parties of the 2012 
ACT Election to: 

 adopt a ‘health in all policies’ approach; 

 ensure equitable access to health programs and community services; 

 focus funding on early intervention and preventative health; and 

 provide appropriate funding and support for mental health consumers and 
raise awareness in the area of mental health. 

 

                                       
30  E. Blas et.al, ‘Addressing Social determinants of Health Inequities: What can the State and Civil 

Society do?’, The Lancet, Vol 372, 2008, pp.1684-1689.  
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Transport 
Transport is an important factor in addressing the Social Determinants of 
Health, and plays a vital role in supporting social inclusion. Without access to 
adequate and affordable transport, individuals can be prevented from accessing 
key services, education and employment, and attending social activities. This 
can have a negative impact on their wellbeing, and lead to social exclusion and 
isolation.31 

ACTCOSS welcomed the announcement in the 2012-13 Budget of funding to 
support transport initiatives for people with disabilities, including school 
transport; the replacement of ACTION buses to ensure compliance with the 
requirements of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992; and the upgrade of bus 
stops to comply with the same Act.32  

However, there continues to be people in the community experiencing transport 
disadvantage and social exclusion, and the approach to addressing this needs 
to be broadened further than public transport buses. 

The ACT presents unique geographical challenges, compounded by an 
increasing population and the expansion of satellite suburbs. The ACT has the 
second highest rate of passenger vehicle registrations, indicating a high need 
for a car when living in the territory.33 People who are unable to access or drive 
a vehicle and who do not live close to local services are more reliant on public 
transport as their means of getting around. For some people, this can be 
problematic for a number of reasons: bus routes are too far from their houses; 
bus timetables are not at suitable times; or it takes too long to take a bus to 
where they need to go. 

In addition, the 2012-13 ACT Budget included an increase in public transport 
fares by 2.5 per cent for students and 2.6 per cent for adults. This increase may 
place a significant burden on low income citizens who are reliant on public 
transport as their only means of travel and are most affected by increased 
changes to transport fares.34 

For transport systems to operate in a socially inclusive manner, they must 
consider the life circumstances and needs of a range of people. Addressing 
transport needs may include: an investment in community transport including 
community minibuses; an expansion of taxi subsidy schemes; and encouraging 
public transport services to run outside of peak times and to outer suburbs or 
lower density areas.  

Community transport in particular can address transport disadvantage, and fill 
the ‘gaps’ left by public transport problems. At this point, the majority of 
community transport is available in the form of six 22-seater buses run by the 

                                       
31 ACTCOSS, The Path Less Travelled – Transport and Social Inclusion in the ACT, 2009. 

32 ACTCOSS, ACT 2012-13 Budget Snapshot, 2012, p.11 

33 ABS, State and Territory Differences, 1370.0, 2010, accessed 8 August 2012, 
<http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/1370.0~2010~Chapter~State%20an
d%20territory%20differences%20%284.9.3.1%29>. 

34  ACTCOSS, ACT 2012-13 Budget Snapshot, 2012. 
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six regional community service providers, and community transport provided to 
older people and those living with a disability through the Home and Community 
Care Program. More flexible than regular buses, this community transport plays 
a pivotal role in supporting individuals in their transport needs. These buses are 
operating at capacity, most with a waiting list, and the providers often have to 
prioritise medical appointments over social events for clients, reinforcing social 
exclusion for some people. The HACC community transport service is primarily 
used to transport people to and from medical appointments and hospital based 
treatment. 

ACTCOSS calls on individual candidates and parties of the 2012 ACT Election 
to: 

 Ensure the proposed community transport review focuses on expanding 
services, increasing flexibility, and meeting demand, and ensure 
community transport providers are properly consulted with for the review; 

 Where there is demonstrated need, provide a broad range of community 
transport options (other than 22-seater buses) for people unable to access 
public transport, to assist people to more active engage in their 
community; 

 Ensure concession fares remain at a maximum of 50 per cent of the 
equivalent adult fare, and do not rise faster than inflation; and  

 Introduce demand-responsive transport with flexible routes and public 
transport available outside of peak times. 
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Climate Change 
Climate change remains a serious issue with current research predicting an 
increase in severe weather patterns over the coming decades, including 
flooding, cyclones, heatwaves and droughts. Australia is not immune to the 
effects of climate change. The ACT in particular is a unique jurisdiction which 
experiences extremes at both ends of the weather spectrum, with very cold 
winters and hot summers, and climate change is likely to exacerbate these 
weather patterns. 

It is vital climate change and its impact continues to be addressed through 
government policy, at both a federal and a state/territory level. The ACT 
remains a leader in reducing greenhouse gas emissions, stemming from energy 
consumption, with its commitment to reduce ACT carbon emissions by 40 per 
cent.35  

ACTCOSS welcomed several new initiatives in the 2012-13 ACT Budget 
relating to energy and climate change, including resourcing for contributions to 
National Energy Bodies; $2million in 2015-16 to continue the expansion of the 
program to improve the energy efficiency of public housing; $800,000 
committed to the Energy Efficiency (Cost of Living) Scheme; and the utility 
concession increase.36 

However there is still a need for the social impacts of climate change to remain 
on the agenda. While reducing carbon emissions is important for the 
sustainability of the environment, it is vital measures to do so do not fall 
disproportionately upon people already experiencing financial hardship.  

The term ‘fuel poverty’ refers to people’s inability to meet basic needs due to the 
cost of energy, which can result in a decrease in a reasonable standard of 
living; prioritisation of utility payments over other essential such as food or 
medical bills; and accumulation of debt.37 Low-income households are 
particularly vulnerable to changes in utility costs, especially those with limited 
capacity to significantly adjust the energy efficiency of their household.38 

 The 2008 study by the National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling 
(NATSEM) Expenditure of High Low-Income Households in the ACT, 
found on average people on low-incomes already spend 64 per cent more 
of their proportionate income on electricity that other households.39 

 In 2010-11, out of the top 10 financial issues which people presented with 
for support at Care Financial Counselling Service (Care), 21 per cent was 
because of difficulties in paying utilities.40 

                                       
35 ACT Government, Weathering the Change: Draft Action Plan 2, Canberra, 2011. 

36  ACTCOSS, ACT 2012-13 Budget Snapshot, 2012, 

37 ACTCOSS, Submission on the Draft Sustainable Energy Policy 2010-2020, 2010. 

38 ACT Government, Targeted Assistance Strategy, 2012, p.41. 

39 NATSEM, Expenditure of Low Income Households in the ACT, 2008, p. 5.  

40  Care Financial Counselling Service, Annual Report 2010-11, accessed 7 August 2012, 
<http://www.carefcs.org/srcfiles/2011-Annual-Report.pdf >. 
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 For the period January to June 2012, 37 per cent of contacts at Care 
noted utility stress as a reason for seeking assistance from the service, an 
increase of 18 per cent from the previous reporting period.41 

In April 2012 ACTCOSS submitted a letter to the Independent Competition and 
Regulatory Commission, voicing concern over the 17 per cent increase in 
electricity prices for ACT residents which came into effect 1 July 2012.42 
Although the utility concession increase is meant to mitigate the effect this rise 
will have on low-income households, ACTCOSS is concerned such households 
will still bear the brunt of the increase in electricity prices.  

ACTCOSS has previously and consistently raised the need to rectify energy 
inefficient and inadequate housing stock, as an important means to reduce 
energy consumption. ACTCOSS continues to remain concerned about low 
income households who are privately renting. With no minimum standards in 
place for private rental tenancies, such households are particularly vulnerable to 
higher energy bills as they lack the right to request their landlord ensure the 
house is energy efficient, for example through retrofitting of heaters.  

ACTCOSS calls on individual candidates and parties of the 2012 ACT Election 
to: 

 Legislate minimum standards for private rental properties, and put in place 
a system to monitor this; 

 Expand the current Outreach program which provides assistance to low-
income households in reducing energy bills; 

 Expand current programs on energy retrofitting to actively engage private 
tenancies, through concessions to landlords for tenants deemed to be low 
income; 

 Actively engage low income home owners to retrofit their houses, 
particularly older citizens, who may be asset rich and capital poor; 

 Ensure the energy concession keeps pace with the actual increases in 
costs of energy; and 

 Ensure community voices are able to contribute to national energy reform.  

 

                                       
41  Care Financial Counselling Service, 6 monthly statistical report, 2012. 

42  ACTCOSS, Letter to the Independent Competition and Regulatory Commission, 2012. 
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Community Sector Viability 
The Productivity Commission study into the not-for profit sector showed the 
sector is worth about $43 billion a year to the national economy, contributing as 
much as 4.1 per cent to gross domestic product, and employing about 8 per 
cent of the workforce. The community sector is an essential component in the 
development of an equitable and socially inclusive community in the ACT. And 
as more and more in our society seek more than reassurance from the 
community sector, the sector itself must be recognised and valued. 

The community sector has been underfunded by governments for the services 
they are contracted to deliver, for many years. The Productivity Commission 
found governments have routinely paid only 70 per cent of the cost of services 
they have contracted to community organisations.43 In the ACT the vast majority 
of respondents to the ACOSS Australian Community Sector Survey44 stated the 
level of funding they received was insufficient to cover the true costs of 
delivering contracted services. 

The Australian Community Sector Survey showed in 2009-10 ACT community 
organisations increased their workload by 10 per cent, but it was not enough to 
match the rising demand for services, as turn-away rates rose by 17 per cent.45 
An Australia Institute Survey undertaken in April 2011 found 85 per cent of 
Canberrans believe the ACT Government should increase funding to the 
community sector so services can be maintained.46 

As demand is projected to increase further for many years to come, the ACT 
Assembly must consider ongoing funding strategically and plan, as they have in 
health services, to increase resourcing to the sector. It remains disappointing 
the opportunity provided by the 2012 Budget to deliver the growth funding 
required to meet the existing demands across community services was not 
taken up. Demand continues to outstrip sector capacity, and is projected to 
increase further, particularly in the light of the growing and ageing population.  

There have been significant national and local legislative and policy reforms 
implemented in recent years and forecast in the near future impacting on not-
for-profit organisations. The implementation of these reforms have had, and will 
continue to have, significant impact on the ACT community sector which is 
facing a significantly increased compliance burden, and increased 
administrational and oversight costs. Reform measures which add to the 
professionalisation of the sector and enhance quality service delivery are 
certainly welcome, however they have meant the cost of providing a quality 
community service is increasing. Additional resourcing and support should be 
allocated to community organisations to ensure the process of implementing 

                                       
43  Productivity Commission, Contribution of the Not-for-Profit Sector, 2010.  

44  ACOSS paper 173, Australian Community Sector Survey, Volume 2 – Australian Capital Territory, 
2011, p.25. 

45  ACOSS paper 173, Australian Community Sector Survey, Volume 2 – Australian Capital Territory, 
2011. p.7. 

46 ACTCOSS, ‘ACT Community says ‘support our community sector’, media release, 15 April 2011. 
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these reforms does not leave them stretched beyond capacity, with resulting 
reductions in service delivery. 

ACTCOSS has heard significant and varied feedback on the recent 
announcements made by the ACT Government regarding community sector 
reform. The ACT Government has sought a co-contribution from the community 
sector for the establishment of the Community Sector Transition and Investment 
Fund which will progress the implementation of the equal remuneration case 
outcomes and related community sector reforms. While we are looking for a 
significant increase in funding to the sector to meet the needs of vulnerable 
Canberrans, ACTCOSS acknowledges reform is difficult to progress if left 
unfunded. The sector, through the fund, will look for meaningful and responsive 
reform to ensure value for the contribution being made. 

ACTCOSS calls on individual candidates and parties of the 2012 ACT Election 
to: 

 Increase funding by 15 per cent to all ACT Government funded community 
sector contracts, to meet current demand for services; 

 Undertake consultation with the sector regarding ongoing growth in 
demand and strategies to ensure services are available when needed;  

 Ensure all community organisations based in the ACT benefit from the 
outcomes of the Equal Remuneration Order; and 

 Work with community organisations to ensure regulatory reform doesn’t 
increase red-tape and administrative burdens. 

 

 


