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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, 
human rights and sustainability and promotes justice, equity, reconciliation 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 receives funding from 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 
Address:  Weston Community Hub, 1/6 Gritten St, Weston ACT 2611 
Email:   actcoss@actcoss.org.au   
Web:    www.actcoss.org.au   

Director:  Susan Helyar 
Deputy Director: Wendy Prowse    
 

 

mailto:actcoss@actcoss.org.au
http://www.actcoss.org.au/
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ACT Anti-Poverty Week Headline event:  
Safe and Well – Redefining the Affordable 
Housing Crisis 

Let me start with some statistics: 

Household spending compromises are most prevalent among renting 
households. Of all renting households, 15% compromised a lot on groceries, 
14% compromised a lot on health and 36% compromised a lot on family and 
leisure activities in the last 12 months due to financial pressures. These 
compromises are not about missing a dinner out, these are largely single parent 
households being unable to provide their children with any outside school 
activities, so children have no ability to participate in extra curricula activities 
with their peers, which has a significant impact on their wellbeing and inclusion. 

In 2009-2010, 67 per cent of capital city renters in the bottom two income 
quintiles paid more than 30 per cent of their gross income in rent, and 31 per 
cent paid more than half their gross income in rent. 

Rent prices are outstripping the generic inflation rate for Canberra (ACT), with 
rent prices, on average, having increased at a rate 66% higher than that for the 
generic CPI for the ACT. This is despite the fact that the last six quarters have 
seen no increase in rent prices. 

First Point data from June 2015 shows around 11% of people seeking a roof 
over their head could be offered a housing option. They were able to access 
other supports, but not a roof. 

Compared with five years ago the Specialist Housing Support system has 
experienced greater demand from service users with higher needs accessing 
the system in less stable housing situations. The SHS sector has provided more 
services, particularly non-accommodation supports, and has achieved better 
non-housing related outcomes for service users, especially in employment. But 
more people are in worse housing circumstance both before entering support 
services and after leaving them. 

The Canberra community like to think of themselves as open minded and open 
hearted, and in large part we are. But when it comes to our issues around 
housing and homelessness we are actually hopefully complacent. These 
statistics show we are not doing enough about affordable housing. We need to 
shake up complacency in our community because as we have heard today, 
people unable to find affordable housing do not feel hopeful - they talk about 
feeling terror, exclusion, shame and contemplating suicide 

We need to shift our focus away from being a funky city, to dealing with the first 
order issue of being an affordable, inclusive city where everyone can live with 
dignity. And remember that a funky, creative city comes out of being socially 
diverse. 

The ACT Government slogan for our city is for it to be Confident, Bold and 
Ready. When I first heard those words I wondered whether we wouldn't rather 
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be a city of compassion, belonging and resilience. But perhaps those values 
could underpin being confident, bold and ready. 

What we are looking for is for all residents to be able to confident that they can 
access housing that is accessible, affordable and safe. That low income 
households can enjoy the same confidence that is being sought for business.  

We want the government and the property industry to be bold, in their 
aspirations and in the options they are willing to consider. To move beyond 
complacency to bold initiatives that genuinely improve and extend housing 
options for people on low incomes. 

And we need to be ready for when people need support, and have the courage 
to ask for help or approach a service, we have the capacity to respond. It is not 
OK that only in June this year 11% of people who asked for help with their 
housing got a roof over their headset the time of asking. 

ACTCOSS and ACT Shelter, with the support of the community sector, have 
three asks to reduce homelessness and increase affordable housing: 

 Adequate services for people who are homeless or need support to keep 
their housing 

 Whole of Government responsibility, not just the Community Services 
Directorate 

 Increase supply of affordable housing, especially of affordable rental 

I will conclude by saying thank you to all the people and organisations who have 
made this event a success: 

 The authors that contributed essays to the Green Paper - it was great to 
have two industry authors alongside fictive community sector authors with 
a share agenda for change. 

 Panel members 

 AntiPoverty Week Chairs 

 AntiPoverty Week organizing committee 

 Oz Harvest  

 Smith Family 

 Canberra College 

Thank you to Minister Berry and Shadow Minister Nicole Lawder - two inspiring 
women who have led positive social change prior to their time in the ACT 
Assembly and have brought their lived experience as leaders in the union 
movement and the community sector to their work in the Assembly. 

We look forward to supporting you to share the vision and priorities outlined in 
the green paper with your colleagues in the Assembly and seeing the 
recommendations from the Green Paper reflected in the Election commitments 
of all candidates in the 2016 ACT Election. 
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ACT Education and Training Directorate Term 4 
Leadership Forum  

Thank you for the opportunity to present during Anti-Poverty Week. It is good to 
hear that our advocacy links to the growing focus in the Education and Training 
Directorate beyond high quality to a high equity school system. 

We published with the Youth Coalition of the ACT our report on improving 
education equity in the ACT because: 

 We wanted to pull together the data on poorer attainment 

 We can’t ignore individuals missing out because our averages are high 

 We have good data to back this advocacy agenda up 

 We wanted to outline the rationale behind the need for an individual focus, 
a place based focus and a cohort focus to reduce the education 
attainment gap 

  In a knowledge economy student who don't meet education attainment 
standards face a lifetime risk of poverty and exclusion from work 

 Schools can't fix this problem on their own 

 The ACT Budget process provides an opportunity for us to come to a 
shared view on what could be done differently 

Our concerns about changing education trajectories for students we are 
concerned about are: 

 Schools can't solve this problem on their own, but schools have resources 
that are and could be deployed to focus more on these students needs 

 Community organisations do not always see a willingness to make use of 
the expertise of community workers, and partnerships are fragile because 
they are based on individuals and are not systematic.  

On the other hand partnerships and bespoke solutions are possible because 
individual staff and Principals can lead a change process  

We have a policy framework in the ACT that mandates a focus on this problem: 

 Social Inclusion and Equality Agenda 

 The Human Services Blueprint agreed across ACT Government asks us to 
focus reform and investment on How to apply right support, right time, right 
duration to reduce vulnerability and disadvantage 

 The ACT government have a mandate around the 8-12yo cohort and 
significant cross portfolio investment (Sport and Rec, schools, out of home 
care, family support, health, broader Children Young People and Family 
Services) 
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 The ACT has a significant knowledge economy, students who don't attain 
basic education levels can't participate in this, and this is one part of the 
economy the ACT Government is seeking to grow 

We have a political environment that supports action: 

 The Shaddock Review 

 The appetite for impact measures and better outcomes 

 Business sector looking for better education outcomes 

 An ACT Government Election in 2016 

What can we offer schools: 

 Expertise eg consultation and training 

 Outside education system service navigation and advocacy re access 

 Support to develop service models and funding arrangements that work in 
getting right support at right time for right duration in right setting in context 
of school based resource decision making (eg opportunities and models 
for pooled funding across schools, service models for place based, across 
school approaches and partnered with community settings) 

 A partnership to advocate for resources 

 Targeted data analysis 

We want to be provocative partners in our shared social change agenda - to 
fight the tyranny of low expectations for children and young people in 
circumstances that challenge their ability to reach education attainment goals - 
being in out of home care, in a family in financial hardship, who struggle to form 
and sustain positive relationships, being aboriginal or Torres Strait islander, 
having parents who do not have strong literacy and numeracy, living with 
significant physical, emotional and/or disability issues. 
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ActewAGL Distribution Business Energy 
Customers Reference Council  

We have clear evidence of a growing gap between the rich and the poor in 
Australia: 

 top 20 per cent have five times more income than bottom 20 per cent 

 top 20 per cent have 71 times the wealth of bottom 20 per cent 

 social mobility possible through education attainment and improved health 
status, both of which are increasingly dependent on access to funds and 
other resources 

Access to income, wealth and social capital are all distributed unequally across 
and within the current generation - and this unequal distribution gets 
exacerbated every generation it is passed on to. 

Access to utilities is essential to health and social connectedness. But utilities 
are not affordable to many households. On average households spend around 
4 percent of their income on utilities. The highest income households spend 
around 2 per cent and low income households spend around 8 per cent. In 
Canberra some people living on low incomes seeking assistance from financial 
counsellors spend up to 20 per cent of their income on utilities. This is unfair 
and unsustainable. 

Access to utilities is essential for economic engagement (finding a job, 
accessing information and services) and those who can engage online often 
can access lower cost services and goods.  

We have a huge problem with unaffordable housing in the ACT. Households in 
the bottom 40 per cent income groups that spend more than 30 per cent on 
housing costs are considered to be in housing stress. Research indicates 
around 20,000 households in the ACT are dealing with housing stress. Some 
households are spending up to 60 per cent of their income on their housing. 
Add utilities bills to that budget and that does not leave enough money to keep 
a car on the road or food on the table. 

Canberra electricity prices are the lowest but usage is high and we have the 
highest rate of utility hardship. We need the focus to be on demand reduction to 
significantly shift hardship. 

Need a shared responsibility to dealing with this significant driver of deprivation 
and hardship in our city, including an efficient cost of energy supply, good 
hardship recognition and responses, energy efficiency and access to 
technology to reduce demand, concessions and retrofitting. 
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