
Edited transcript of the Stories of Home session – the final panel session at the ACT Council of Service 
conference ACT 2020: Citizen Voice, Community Vision held on 5 August 2016 at Rydges Capital Hill in 
Canberra.   

DAVID SHARAZ:   
 
Good afternoon everybody. Hopefully by now you've all had a bit of a ‘carb load’ and we can begin. 

My name is David Sharaz - a political reporter from SBS.  I love IKEA and I have 3 cats.  I figured we 
should get to know each other a little bit before we begin given we’re going to be locked in a room 
together for an hour and a half. 

Welcome back to the final session of the ACT Council of Social Service conference. 

We really have left the best for last.  I'd like to acknowledge as speakers have done throughout this 
conference that we meet on the lands of the Ngunnawal people's and we respect their Elders both 
past and present. 

I know this really was worth the wait before we begin I have a few housekeeping rules if you have a 
mobile phone please switch it off.  If it rings I will answer it. 

Now it is very appropriate that we discuss housing and homelessness issues in Canberra now you've 
been talking over the last few days about how do organisations empower citizens to influence 
decision makers and bring issues to their attention and drive action. 

Housing issues sometimes fly under the radar here in Canberra.   I don't get out much but when I do 
I realise that rents and house prices are on the top of many people’s minds. 

Most of us have also seen signs of homelessness in 11 cities and many of us may be guilty of 
pretending that we don't see it. 

The ACT Council of Social Service and ACT Shelter have combined to raise housing and homelessness 
issues in the lead up to the ACT election due on the 15th of October in case you weren't aware. 

As part of that they have developed a publication called Stories of Home which state or a number of 
individual couples about their experiences of housing and homelessness in our city 

These first-hand accounts were elicited by open invitation from organisations working with people 
who are at risk of housing stress, poverty or homelessness. 

Some stories were shared by people after they heard media commentary about the campaign on 
affordable housing and homelessness and because they wanted the wider community to know that 
housing issues do impact people from all walks of life 

People were asked to tell their story and define what home meant to them and also asking them 
how they would tell people in positions of influence, including candidates on my right in the ACT 
election about housing and homelessness.   

Now it was 12 stories ranging from refugee experiences people struggling with mortgages. These 
were presented to the ACT candidates in April. Now all candidates welcome the opportunity to learn 
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about the issue that often flies under the radar here.  This afternoon as an opportunity for the 
candidates contesting the election to share house stories of home will influence the decisions they 
make if they're lucky to be elected. 

We are tweeting if you do have your phone's on your way out using the hashtag #CBRhousing and 
this session is also being captured by Andrew Hore from Funny works who is a real-time social issues 
cartoonist. 

He will be drawing and put into life how this session goes and also pleased to have Cara Matthews 
here on my right to give a performance from the REBUS theatre company to help to bring the stories 
to life.   

This is a mixed ability theatre company which provides Innovation innovative workplace training 
equity and diversity.  We also have Justin Ray a filmmaker with a disability who is here from the 
team at Roaring Camera pictures who are capturing the event. 

Three candidates from different parties have been invited to nominate a story which resonates with 
them and I am delighted to welcome, in no particular order, Nicole lawder an MLA - she's the 
Shadow Minister for Housing with the Canberra liberals and is a candidate for the seat of 
Brindabella.  Veronica Wensing is the ACT Greens housing spokeswoman and is a candidate for the 
seat of Yerrabi.  Josh Ceramdias is an ACT ALP candidate from Kurrajong and has a direct experience 
of Housing and homelessness. 

In the lead up to today as I mentioned each of the candidates were invited to nominate a single one 
of the twelve stories of home a story will be read out my Cara and then each of the candidates has 
agreed to read back a letter written by them to the author. 

We want to know what resonated, what did they learn to see differently and how will influence the 
decisions they make in the ACT Assembly.   I will be asking my own follow up questions to the 
candidates. 

I want us to put aside our debates and differences and listen to them speak. There are plenty of 
opportunities for us to heckle.  This isn't a comedy club and what we need to do is listen. So today 
we want to hear a human response to difficult life experiences, to show respect and to demonstrate 
how and what constructive roles can be taken in the ACT Assembly 

I would like you all to think of us as 100 of your closest friends - who decide the career prospects 
that you face! [laughter].  Candidates will respond in the order they agreed to participate.   

Nicole Lawder and Veronica Wensing have nominated Penny’s story 

Penny was driven by her own experience of housing affordability to become an advocate on housing 
issues.  As a person with a disability and an older woman she tells a powerful story which highlights 
housing as a finite resource.  I’d like to invite Cara from REBUS to come forward and read Penny’s 
story:   

[CARA MATTHEWS – READING PENNY’S STORY] 



Home is where all other life for me flourishes from.  It’s a stable base from which I can maintain my 
physical mobility, continue my university studies, socially connect with my family and friends, and be 
involved with my community as a Lifeline telephone crisis support volunteer.   

Without these connections my life would be little more than an empty existence.  There is no 
opportunity to value or be valued as a person within my community without a secure place to exist 
from.  Home is the place from which I can enjoy a reasonable quality of life.   

A tragedy of commons has led me to where I am now.  No secure, affordable, appropriate place to 
call home, now or in the foreseeable future.  Housing as far as I am concerned is a basic human right.  

As a person with a disability I am unable to obtain full-time employment.  Part-time employment is 
possible, however this requires willingness on the part of employers to employ me.   

Therefore I rely on part-pensions to financially survive.  In combination with an inequitable financial 
settlement in my mid ’40s I am now relegated me to one of the growing number of OWLs (Older 
Women Lost in Housing).  

The housing situation here is at crisis point.  I couldn’t afford private rent and real estate agents are 
unwilling to rent to someone on a pension.  High rents and short-term tenancies prohibit my access 
to private rentals.  The lack of public housing is an impediment to my right to secure, affordable, 
appropriate housing.   

So I have rented rooms and moved from a friend’s place to where I am now.  At one point I had 
nowhere to go.  It was overwhelming and embarrassing for me.  I didn’t have the financial ability to 
pay private rent in combination with the lack of places available.  I had applied for affordable 
housing – but didn’t earn enough to be eligible.   

I was shocked to realise that I was actually homeless.  I was almost dazed thinking how did I get to 
this point?  I now rent a room in an acquaintance’s rented house.  The house is not suitable for the 
nature of my disability.  It is a tenuous and precarious living arrangement.  I don’t think of the future 
– without secure housing that is a luxury.  The uncertainty of my housing situation is overwhelming – 
so I don’t think about it.   

I have established OWLs as an advocacy effort to raise awareness of the extent and the issues that 
contribute to older women being lost in housing.  My story is not unique.  I have spoken to many 
women who are in a similar circumstance regarding housing.  These women are hidden and 
underrepresented.  It is my hope that government, community, businesses and organisations 
collaborate in finding housing options that are secure, affordable and appropriate for OWLs.  Home 
is the key to a safe place.   

From where we can as individuals continue to build and strengthen Australian communities with our 
skills, experience, knowledge and connections.   

DAVID:   

Thank you Cara and thank you Penny for sharing that  

You asked if Nicole would respond first and then Veronica I’ll ask you to as well. 



NICOLE LAWDER: 
 
Thank you Penny for sharing your story. I wanted to respond to your story because it resonated so 
strongly with me and I wanted to tell you a few things about myself and share them with you and a 
hundred of my closest friends in this room confidentially because it's not something that I often 
speak about either, but I found myself in a similar position when I split up from my husband.  

 I had nowhere to go.  I had no family in Canberra.  A friend gave me a roof over my head for a few 
weeks and my family in Melbourne sent up money to help me find somewhere to live.  I rang the 
government department about housing I was told it would take years to find me public housing in 
the ACT.  So I had to make a go of it in the private sector in a private rental market.  I was a secretary 
at a small organisation - clerical work I didn't earn a lot of money - and when I split up with my 
husband he took all the money out of our joint bank account, so I had nothing not even any of my 
own money if you like.  

So that's just some of the reasons why your story resonated with me.  Fast forward many years and 
in 2010 I found myself through a lot of hard work and good fortunes become the CEO of 
Homelessness Australia.  And in that same year of 2010 Ludo McFerrin released a report on older 
women and housing and homelessness and we talked back then in 2010 about an upcoming tsunami 
of homelessness amongst older women. 

Being a woman of a certain age myself of the baby boomer generation this is me, this is my sister 
and my aunt.  Could be my mother - it could be my daughter in the future - and that's why we need 
to improve housing in the ACT.  We currently have thousands of people on the public housing 
waiting list - on the priority list you will wait just over 1 year for public housing on average and that's 
at the priority level, the highest priority. 

We do need to do more and there's a number of policy levers that the government can pull so I feel 
very privileged to have heard your story Penny and to be able to respond to it both on a personal 
and a professional level.  Homelessness is something that I am deeply passionate about both 
personally and professionally and I will do whatever I can to improve that here in the ACT.  

VERONICA WENSING:   

If you don't mind I'd like to go and stand up there.  I need my notes because I'm not as practiced a 
politician as Nicole.   

I want to first of all acknowledge that we are gathered on the lands of the traditional custodians the 
Ngunnawall people today and I wanted to thank Katrina because she gave us a little more depth on 
why that is such an important thing.   

And I wanted to thank Susan and her team for organising this conference – I’ve been here for the 
last couple of days and I’ve learnt a lot and had some fantastic conversations.  I know it’s a really 
hard job to pull a conference like this together, I worked at ACTCOSS many years ago and I’ve been 
involved.  I also really want to thank you for bringing attention to housing and homelessness during 
the election.  I think you have done a really solid, good, job.   



I also want to say you gave me a really tough gig because responding just in the form of the letter 
was a little tricky to me and I also wanted to say was a tough gig because as I read through those 12 
stories several of them resonated.  

First of I resonated with Leith’s story, not because my partner had died but because I too had been a 
single mother and I know too well the challenges of trying to convince private landlords that I could 
be a reliable tenant. 

I resonated with Trisha’s story because I too have experienced living in an abusive relationship and I 
had to escape at a minutes notice. 

I resonated with Jacob's story not just because I've been active in advocating for refugees and 
asylum seekers bad because I spent many years working in a youth refuge in a communal setting.    

I resonated with Peter's story because I've spent 6 months living in a tent in my early twenties 
because I didn't have a job.  

And I resonated with Alana’s story because I know what it's like to live with verbal and emotional 
abuse and then rely on your own family for some support. But in the end I chose Penny story. 

Penny's story resonated because, first of all, I too was once a Lifeline volunteer but her story 
resonated more because I spent many years raising awareness of gender inequality about lower 
income levels for all women, let alone women with a disability.  

About the fact that older single women particularly those living without employment and with lower 
education levels or after significant life events such a separation or death of a spouse are likely to 
experience even greater difficulty in meeting housing costs and that many older women even those 
who are non disabled are living in housing stress in this city. 

I spent time at the gender advisor to the ACT NDIS Taskforce where I developed a closer 
understanding of what it means to be a woman with a disability.   

There I learnt that women with disabilities compared to their male counterparts are less likely to 
own a house and are more often institutionalized and report higher levels of unmet need.   

Compared to non-disabled women they’re less likely to receive adequate health services or full 
access to technology and telecommunications and are far more likely to be living in situations where 
their dignity or autonomy is violated.   

I also learnt that the labour force participation rate for women with disabilities in the ACT was 65% 
compared to a rate of 80% for men.  I learnt nationally that over half of them were employed part-
time compared to less than a quarter of men with disabilities and that the unemployment rate for 
women with disabilities has remained unchanged over a decade despite advancements for men.   

I learned that when people then when women with disabilities are employed they typically earn less 
their non-disabled counterparts but also less than men with disabilities.   

I learnt that despite there being more females than males in the ACT with a disability that they 
access less supports are less dependent on the Disability Support Pension and are less likely to be in 



any form of employment than men with disabilities and that women with disability experience 
higher levels of poverty as a result.   

But most of all I resonated with Penny’s story because, even though her story isn't mine, I learnt that 
with the tragedy of commons, a bit of bad luck and some change in life circumstances it could easily 
have been me or my sister or my mother or my daughter so finally here is my response to Penny  

Dear Penny, thank you for your letter.  

I appreciate the time you’ve taken to draw my attention to the serious issues you're facing by 
outlining your housing challenges and letting me know what you were doing to raise awareness for 
other women in your situation.   

 I agree with you completely that housing is a basic human right and that we need to do more to 
ensure that all members of our community can access an affordable and safe place to live, to build a 
home and build a life.  

Housing affordability is a key issue affecting many Canberrans for new home owners and vulnerable 
communities alike we do have a major problem in Canberra having the second highest rate of 
homelessness in Australia.   

We need an affordable housing package that: supports vulnerable people in our community; creases 
cooperative housing models; helps people wanting to downsize and removes and reduces the 
financial reliance on government of delivering these services.   

A package that also helps first home owners enter the market or helps low income earners rent.  

Housing affordability is a priority for the ACT Greens and will be a key focus in the coming years.  As a 
Greens Member of the Assembly - I'm making some assumptions here - I can assure you that we can 
see that all members about community deserve to have somewhere affordable safe and secure to 
live.  We need different thinking and innovation from government, from the private sector and from 
the community.  It's one that we’ve given a lot of thought to and here are a range of things that 
we’re doing to create a more appropriate and affordable housing for all members of our community. 

The Greens want to foster new housing procurement models, such as the Nightingale housing model 
which comes from Victoria.  This model brings together government, business and citizens as 
discussed by Professor Paul Smyth yesterday morning in the opening plenary engaging all three of 
those.   

It also embraces co design principles and encourages citizen voice.  It reduces the cost of 
development and ensures that people can afford to live near employment, near transport 
connections, near family and social groups without sacrificing financial, social and ecological 
sustainability.   

It's a financial model that provides high quality and affordable apartment housing to owner 
occupiers. With Nightingale apartment projects there is no developer and there is a group of ethical 
investors who agree to a maximum profit a 15% unlike the usual about 30% for private developers 
but I realise that only meets one kind of area of the market.  



We are working to improve housing designs that respond to changing needs including aging 
population and a growing number of people with different abilities.  This includes improving physical 
access for all members of the community by ensuring the public buildings and a great of a portion of 
Housing meets universal design standards.   

We're going to be pushing the ACT government to take a leadership role at a national level to ensure 
that we commit to agreed universal design standards as referred to in the National Disability 
Strategy. We also believe that renters have the right to feel comfortable in their own home without 
needing to spend thousands of dollars on heating and cooling in badly designed houses.  Tenants 
rights should be upheld and just because you rent it doesn't mean you should have to live in a 
freezing house over winter and a hot box over summer.   

The Greens believe that landlords should be providing rental properties that are at least meeting a 
minimum standard of energy efficiency and will be promoting a minimum set of standards that 
means at the very, very least houses have roof insulation and draught sealing and will introduce 
incentives for landlords and homeowners to make those types of energy efficiency improvements.   

We’re also exploring ways to increase funding to specialist homelessness and housing support 
providers so that demand can be met and to ensure that key groups such as older women are able to 
get the supports they need. 

 I would like to lastly touch on the issue that you're investing your own time and talents to improve 
the issue of responding to the needs of older women in Canberra. We're currently exploring 
opportunities for the development of women's housing cooperative model which aims to address 
some of the issues that you've touched on.   

We would highly value your expertise, knowledge and lived experience to inform this process and to 
that end I'm inviting you and other members of OWLS to come and talk to me about your ideas. We 
would really value your input in assisting us to determine the best way forward. Please contact my 
office manager - I had to throw that one in because I'm hoping that I'll have one - in the meantime I'd 
like to thank you for your contribution in the local community, it's a gift to translate your challenging 
circumstances into energy that makes things better for others and shows us once again that it's the 
individuals that make up our community that make it so special. It's because of your work and that of 
others that makes this city the one that it is – vibrant, inclusive and benefits from its diversity. 

Yours Sincerely  

Veronica Wensing MLA  

[Applause]  

DAVID SHARAZ:  

Josh Ceramidas (ALP) has nominated Trish’s story.   

Trish’s story speaks to many social issues including trying to find a landlord who will take young 
children and the link between housing issues and family abuse. 

I’d like to once again invite Cara from REBUS to come forward and read Trish’s story. 



CARA:  [Reading Trish’s Story] 

Home to me is a place that’s safe, a place that’s mine, a place where I am comfortable.  A place 
where I feel like I should be.  

Five years ago with my ex we’d just had a child and we were looking for rentals in Canberra and we 
went to quite a few that were around the $350-a-week mark in the outer Tuggeranong area and 
when we went to the open houses, we’d fill in the forms and the real estate agents would tell us you 
actually need to put in a bid higher than the stated rent price.  I thought that was a bit strange.  A 
few real estate agents told us not to bother because we just wouldn’t get it because there were 
other people looking who didn’t have children.   

There is a real prejudice against children which makes no sense.  That’s what the bond is for right?  If 
they make a mess it’s up to us to fix it.  But we were asked to pay $400 – above the listed $350.  
That’s discrimination.   

We ended up buying a house way out in the middle of nowhere because we could actually afford to 
live there.  And then that town went down the drain – the servo closed, they condemned the bridge 
– it was a nightmare.  I hated living so far out of town.   

I didn’t have my licence, it was awful.   

My partner drove but then that turned out to be an abusive relationship.  He stopped me from 
getting my licence so that I couldn’t come into town and I was stranded out in the middle of 
nowhere.  Also it was my money that was put as a deposit on the house but my name wasn’t on the 
lease because my bank would not agree to give us money because I was considered a dependent 
and so was my child.   

I still haven’t got the deposit back.  By law it’s not my house – not that I would ever want to live out 
there again.   

Then I had to move back in with my Mum so my son and I lived in their house.  I never thought I 
would struggle further.  It was fine living there except for the breaches of privacy but then my sibling 
moved back home and things went to hell there.  He was abusive as well.  One night I knew he had 
made up his mind to really hurt me.  So I put all the clothes in the back of my car.  I didn’t have my 
license yet but drove to my friend’s house and crashed on the floor.  I called DVSC and First Point.  
DVSC found me a refuge in Queanbeyan and I went there.  I’ve never been so stressed in my life – I 
didn’t eat for two weeks.   

The refuge was good but temporary so I had to look at all my housing options and went on the 
public housing list for high needs housing.  That’s about a two-and-a-half year wait so there was 
nothing immediate there. Their longer term temporary housing was all full and they didn’t have any 
available.  It was very difficult to talk to ACT Housing because I was staying at the refuge in 
Queanbeyan and they considered me an ACT resident.   

I was applying for rentals in Canberra constantly and it was a nightmare.  As a single mum on single 
parent pension there was nothing.  Nothing.   



Some of these houses I went to were so tiny and awful.  You walk out the back door and there was 
an alleyway – with needles on the ground.  That’s not ok for my young son to live in that place.  
Other places just clearly stated – “no children”.   

The cheapest rentals I could get were $300 a week.  And that’s what I’m in now.  It’s an absolute 
crap shack.  It was built in the ’70s and hasn’t changed since.  There’s no heating, no air-
conditioning, no clothesline.  Two doors down we have a person with substance abuse.  There are 
many people with problems there.  There is no soundproofing and the windows have cut outs at the 
top of them.   

In winter you can’t stop the cold air from coming in.  I don’t know what to do to keep the cold out.  
The shower has a window in it to the outside and I’ve had to cover it.  The hot water runs out after 
two minutes.  The house was designed incorrectly with a toilet too small so they had to cut the wall 
just to get inside it.  There’s no outdoor area for my son to play – as soon as you step out the door 
it’s a parking lot.   

It’s expensive just to keep the house warmed.  Sometimes I have to live off two minute noodles just 
to pay rent, bills and expenses.  We have shared care with my ex-partner so I always try and make 
sure my son has good food on his week and then on my week I skimp on food.    

I’m studying but it’s tricky because I have no private place to work.  Often I’m cramped with my 
laptop.  It means lots of back pain.   

Because I’m aware of this issue now I’m seeing a lot more homelessness in Canberra.  People sitting 
on the streets with signs.  Nobody I know talks about homelessness – they are in that Canberra state 
of mind where you have to pretend things are OK, or they are dual income, no kids.  Being a public 
service town people are worried about being judged for not being successful.  People talk about 
their holidays and try to outdo each other and I’m sitting there thinking “I wish I could afford air-
conditioning”.     

There are people who are well off but there are not enough paying jobs for everybody.  We’re not all 
affluent and we can’t all get in. 

If I could speak to a politician I’d say “wake up, you probably have never experienced problems with 
housing but a lot of us have and it’s just getting worse.  Something needs to get started”. 

JOSH:  

My name is Josh Ceramidas and I’d also like to acknowledge the Ngunnawal people the traditional 
custodians of land we meet on and respect to elders past and present.  

I'd like to begin -- this is a really challenging task to do because when you read these stories it strikes 
you so deeply - its such a devastating thing to read -- so if I was responding to Trish I'd say that I'm 
very grateful for her raising her story with me. I'm grateful for her going through the process of 
reliving what she's been through to bring her experience and her concerns to me because I'm struck 
by how so many factors in her life worked against her to take from her something that every person 
in our communities entitled to.  

 



I'm struck by the fact that as she says home, housing they should be places that are safe when you 
feel like you should be, where you feel comfortable but instead in our society and communities we 
see them more as an investment or something other than what they really are - a basic need and the 
shelter that we need to survive.   

So I'd say to Trish that there was so many things in her story that stood out and that caused me to 
reflect on my experience because although her experience is quite unique like every persons 
experiences the things that are quite similar to the experience and the time I spend without a home.  

When I was growing up my parents who were average middle class Canberrans they separated and 
from about 17 till I was 21 when I got married - on and off - I didn't have a place to stay over so for 
those years of my life um I spent a few weeks here, a few months there, house sitting and staying 
with friends. Most of the time I wasn't without a place to sleep but there were occasions where I just 
couldn't find somewhere to stay.  I was in between places and as a result of that I remember the 
experience as Trish mentioned of putting my things in the back of my car.  

I remember one winters night - I still remember where it was in Tuggeranong in the car park there 
near the market. Over winter starting the car every hour or so for 15 minutes to warm up the heater 
so the car would stay warm and then I go back to sleep. That experience has stayed with me and 
reading Trish's story reminded me of it.  

Her story about facing the rental market in Canberra struck me as well because although its first my 
experience related to in part my income I was a baker's apprentice on about I think it was $5.70 was 
the base wage at that time.  Later on I got a good job with the public service and threw a later part 
of my life I wasn't taken seriously by agents.  I remember the experience as Trish outlined of having 
to come every day sit and fill out forms attempt to provide a non-existent rental history so that I 
could provide references for housing I'd never had.  And I remember being looked down upon 
because I was a young male or young person it's equally as bad for young women as well and the 
idea that you would be discriminated against.   

I really reflected on that and related to Trish's some story about how hard it was trying to find rental 
with a child.  It really struck me how much of what she experienced could have been different.  It 
struck me that it's not necessary in our society, in our wealthy city for people to experience this and 
how we need to do better by people. The role of government and the role of politicians is to be 
there as vehicles for the community to make sure that we looking out for one another. That through 
our lives we working together to build up a society where nobody goes without because it's not 
necessary for that to occur, but it does happen.  

I was also struck by the fact that for Trish so many opportunities where a protective factor could 
have made all the difference was absent.  And for me I was quite fortunate I had a good strong 
network of people around me who would give me places to house-sit.  I had people around me who 
would give me items like the car that I owned was a gift from someone.   

It wasn't a great car but it was a car and it was something that I could take around with me.  I was 
struck how that was absent for Trish but I was also struck about the fact that she did in fact 
experience some of the fabulous services from great organisations and many of those organisations 
are in this room right now. Struck by the fact that she connected with the DVCS and the great work 



that they do.  I was struck by how important is that we as a community and government make sure 
those bodies who are the first point for so many people experiencing difficulty are well-funded and 
able to do there by their vital work.   

Because we know about the homelessness problem in Canberra because of the fact that those 
organisations exist.  So I like to say the Trish that as someone who is not a politician by profession 
but is looking to go into politics - I have experienced that problem that you faced just like many 
Canberrans have and you're absolutely right we need to get started and do something about it. 
That's what I'd like to bring if I'm elected thanks  

DAVID 

One of the great things about an election campaign apart from that the sausage sizzle at the end is 
the fact that politicians have to take time to listen to you. They schedule it in.  So I'm going to ask 
you questions but I’d also like you here to ask questions yourself 

My first question really is that in this Assembly at the end of October we're going to have 25 
members we’re likely to see a balance of power by perhaps the Greens, I'd like to ask how you 
would work together and whether homelessness is a bipartisan issue and in particular what you 
liked about each other's answers that you would take on. I might start first with Nicole and then 
work away anticlockwise.  

NICOLE:  

I guess I'd like to suggest the Greens won't have the balance of power.  It will depend on what is 
being requested by particular parties such as the Greens example at present you are you would 
know that the Liberals are very much against a particular large infrastructure project which we won't 
kind of talk about so potentially that could be a breaking point. Having said that unless you form 
government you can't make those changes that you stand for Assembly to try to achieve.  

So for all of us forming government is the Holy Grail because it's really hard in Opposition to bring 
about a systemic change that I wanted to do when I stood for the ACT assembly so there are some 
things I guess that will absolutely be on the table and there will be a few others that will be 
completely off the table certainly from our perspective. Does that answer your question?  

VERONICA: 

Personally I just want to say I acknowledge Nicole’s history of working with Homelessness Australia.   

I know that she's got really solid understanding of issues of housing and homelessness and I really 
like your response because it was completely natural and directly to Penny so thank you for that. 
And I think that your experiences would mean that you would come to the table as well to be able to 
work out a kind of bipartisan agreement about how we would proceed around the issue with 
affordable housing and homelessness in Canberra. The Greens are busy – we’ve been working on a 
policy so you know our affordable housing and homelessness and you've got a bit of an idea about 
where we were coming from when we are in a position of power and have to negotiate.  

 



JOSH:  

I absolutely agree that as an issue this is something that should be treated on a bipartisan basis. I 
think the natural tension of politics provides a process through which the best ideas can be worked 
through that you can refine and develop ideas. 

I think the cut and thrust of politics sometimes is not seen for what it really is - which is the gestation 
of great ideas and great outcomes for people, but yes I would absolutely as an MLA be committed to 
working across the Chamber with everyone there to work through it 

I'm reminded of a book that I was on the CEO of some Vincent de Paul a road called The voices of 
the Unheard and what I love so much about this publication was it was giving a voice to the unheard 
because if you're in secondary or tertiary homelessness you're not really thought of was homeless. 
Whereas these stories so many of them are of people who aren’t so much street living but are in 
some form of accommodation but it isn't home.  

So I would like to see us work together with the community with the affected people in our 
community to extend that they are comfortable through groups like some those are in the room to 
find the right solution and bring it about.  What I would say though we disagree on some big 
infrastructure projects - those kind of infrastructure project actually support our local economy 
provide jobs and provide services that people require because I know that someone who lived in 
Lanyon for example catching up in a 2 hour bus ride to work everyday is pretty tedious 

TRAVIS:   

Hi Travis Gilbert ACT Shelter.  I'll just preface my question firstly by acknowledging that standing for 
election is a tough gig. I made a half serious attempt at it a decade ago and you really do meet a lot 
of people that hate politics and politicians so I really do in all sincerity - having high regard for all of 
you and having met you and worked with Nicole in the past - wish you the best of luck. 

We know that elections and budget cycles however are about funding priorities and I may 
passionately believe in housing advocacy and the importance of peak bodies and my own 
organisation.  Our outcomes are not always tangible and probably not always salient for Treasury - 
what advice would you have for myself and other advocates in the room in terms of being able to 
demonstrate our value proposition to you as MLA’s and to Treasury and to demonstrate that we are 
in fact a sound investment and how do we see the argument about housing from one of cost to a 
narrative of investment? 

JOSH: 

Thanks Travis. I’ve got an accounting degree, so I’m well and truly in tune with the notion of 
counting widgets to work out how funding is used but I think the fact of the matter is Governments 
don’t deliver widgets – they deliver change to communities so it is very challenging to count the 
individual outputs of the things that are down.   

So I am very interested in ways of looking to outcomes through approaches like case study stories 
and I’ve seen that used through the ACT’s audit process quite successfully to consider the outcomes 



of social programs and I think we need to look at how we can build those methods of counting 
intangible things you provide to communities.   

VERONICA 

The Greens have already decided that housing and housing affordability is one of the key issues in 
the election platform. So if we're in the position where we have to negotiate, where we have to talk 
to Treasury we're going to be pushing pretty hard for some of the ideas that we've already flagged. 
That said we're open to Dialogue and to talking to people in the community about good ideas .   

I think it comes down in some ways to a bit of a philosophical challenge you know whether money is 
more important than people and I can assure you again the Greens will put people first that’s the 
basis on which we’ll negotiate and which we’ll talk to Treasury. I think it's a challenge to put a dollar 
figure on the longer term benefits that you get from providing safe secure and affordable housing 
but it needs to be housing first because without a house you can't get a job, without a house you 
can’t get Centrelink benefits you know so it's pretty important and I would like to think the Treasury 
would be somewhat a winner of the longer term economic benefits of providing safe and affordable 
housing.  

NICOLE:  

Thanks Travis for your question.  You know, democracy is pretty much decided by those people who 
turn up.   

So its people that make submissions to the government, that appear before committees you know - 
that knock on the door of the Opposition as well as the government who get a hearing and who are 
able to influence policy.  

So I guess that's my first point and then I'd like to tell a little story which influence to me when I first 
joined the community sector and I work first in the disability sector and then I moved to the 
homelessness sector as you know and when I was in the disability sector.  

Again just between me and you - my 100 closest friends - you know what goes on at the ACTCOSS 
conference. After the 2007 election John Howard had been Prime Minister and lost his seat.  He had 
been deaf since he was about 10 years old and worn hearing aids so I wrote to him in my position as 
CEO of the Deafness Forum of Australia and I said basically, listen I know you're going to have a bit of 
spare time on your hands at the moment so maybe you'd like to become an ambassador for the 
Deafness Forum and raise awareness of hearing loss.  

And he said yeah I'm a bit interested come and meet with me so myself and a few of my board 
members went off to Sydney to meet him in his very lovely office.  And he told a story that I have 
kept with me since then - that was probably back in about 2006 - he said that when he was in 
opposition a mother and father came to visit him whose son has committed suicide and they sat in 
his office and told him the story of all the places they gone for help, all the things I tried to do and 
then their son still committed suicide. And they sat and cried in his office - he was their local 
member and he said he kept that with him from then on and when he became prime minister he 
actually invested quite a bit into suicide prevention because that story has really struck him.  



So for Treasury it’s important to provide the facts and figures to back up your argument,  it’s 
important to come to the government and the office with proposed solutions not just a problem but 
yeah I often hear people say it's “well known that it cost more to service someone in homelessness 
than it does to house them”, well it’s probably well known to people in the homelessness sector but 
not as well known to a whole lot of politicians.   

So you have to bring some evidence based policy - so bring your evidence - but also don't forget to 
bring personal stories. Not just success stories. But if we invest in that person they’ll got a job, they’ll 
invest their money in the community – we love that.  But also if we don’t invest in that person – 
what’s the effect then, both personally, but also economically?  So I think it's a balance between the 
facts and figures and the personal stories. The other advantage as a politician is politicians love 
having their photo taken with that person has come to visit them so you're appealing to a politicians 
ego as well - so don't tell anyone else I said that (laughter) 

QUESTIONER:   

I'm not 100% convinced.  What I like to see is that the Greens said they were going to consult they 
were going to put people first.  I’d like to see all of you do that. Also not only looking at funding but 
then consulting with people.  What I want to see is that not only do we put people first but don't tick 
the box with 1 people only because I am working with health care consumers directly and in 
partnership with ACT Health all the time and we don't want to have been taken box only with one 
person being consulted so I’d like to see in your work do you going to do if you want to get elected 
to be able to consult with one person with the whole community? 

DAVID:  

That’s more a bit of advice really, but Nicole you said about people showing up and turning up.  
There are about 100 people in this room but outside Canberra is still going on.  How do we educate 
people that this does happen in our city and that more needs to be done?   

NICOLE 
 
I know. In answer to your question but also your kind of statement. I hold four mobile offices in a 
week in various shopping centres around Canberra around Tuggeranong specifically and when I do I 
letter box or suburb and I'm going to be at your local shops between this time on Friday or Saturday 
or Sunday.  

Come down and tell me your issues and that's an opportunity for people. And you know a lot of the 
people who come and talk to me say “I'm a Liberal voter” and I love to hear that, that's great but as 
an elected representative I represent everyone in my electorate whether they voted for me or not 

And it's important to hear from the people who didn't vote for you as well what their views are.   

Otherwise you think everyone thinks the same as you so I urge all of you if you have one of your 
local politicians or candidates at your local shop stop and have a chat.  Because they need to know 
they need to know what your views are whether they're the same as theirs or not so that's one way 
to do it and you'll find it all of the candidates are out door knocking or I hope you're all doing it 
present as well so prepare yourself on your door and says I'm here to ask what you want to see in 



Tuggeranong or Yerrabi.  This is your opportunity to take part in the democratic process and let your 
would be representatives know exactly what you want.  What is it that will influence your votes?  Is 
it investment in affordable housing?  We need to know that because we’ll take that back to our 
parties “hey I’ve doorknocked 5000 people in the past 3 months and 60% of them have talked about 
affordable housing - that's the largest single issue”. 

That's when everyone sits up and takes notice. If it's health care, if it's infrastructure projects - 
whatever it is - that's an information gathering process about what matters to people and therefore 
we are what we need to get out there. The past few months isn't the only important period. We've 
all been out there for quite a long time gathering that information but it's your election, it's your ACT 
Assembly it's your views that will get reflected in his phone it in Josh  

DAVID:  

Josh, a question for you.  The Labor Party is in Government in the ACT. Have you spoken to Andrew 
Barr about this and lobbied him for change?  

JOSH:   

Well that’s actually why I joined the Labor Party.  My parents are actually quite conservative.  I 
joined the Labor Party  5 or 6 years ago and at my very first conference of the Labor Party I put a 
resolution to the party about how homelessness services needed to change reflecting on the 2006 
Census.  On the night of the 2006 census the night I came home and the house I was staying in the 
deadlock was on and I could get into the house. 

 I don't even know if I was counted that year in the census and it was couple of years later that I can 
join the party and as I was getting older and more mature in my perspective and realising that 
actually that's not ok so it's been part of the thing I've been lobbying inside the party for change on 
for the entire time I've been involve. 

Yes I have spoken to Andrew about it and Andrew receives ideas from the candidate team around 
him really well and I think we were asking about consultation by government and I think that ACT 
Labor governments work very hard to continue to improve the way it engages with the community 
and we tried new methods like online and social media dedicated websites are and Community 
Cabinet, Twitter Cabinet there is a whole range areas where we are doing work to try and improve 
as people's modes of Engagement change and I think that's only going to continue.   

Andrew is committed to that and I think that the expanded Assembly with even extra members will 
only support that.   I think what Nicole was saying about the value of the local representation and 
role of a public office holder here in Canberra is absolutely vital.   

With 17 members we were the least represented in the country, with 25 we’re still down at the 
bottom, but I think will definitely see a greater opportunity for backbenchers in the party of 
government and also opposition members to be involved with their community, involved with 
community groups and providing the feedback to ministers that ministers require because I worked 
as a public servant in ministerial offices from time to time and I can tell you they are very very busy 
dedicated people. 



I remember Katy Gallagher saying she was doing essentially 16 hour days as Chief Minister - for 
anybody that's going to be tough and it's going to be tough to be available to people in that 
environment so there's some things that will improve our ability to listen.   

DAVID. I might ask one final question. You all had a long time to look at these letters and to process 
your thoughts into how you can respond. What’s your promise to actually take the time to listen?   

VERONICA: 

I suppose my first response to that suggestion is that I’ve already been listening.  I’ve been out 
talking to members of the community for months.  And one of the things that I was really struck by is 
the immense privilege that that is.  I found it really energizing and invigorating. It's not tiring. It 
actually feeds me so that's good because I'm not going to wear out quickly but to talk to people in 
the community about what matters most of them is an amazing thing to be able to do . 

So as I said it's an absolute privilege but also it's giving me and my team great insight into what's 
going on in peoples lives, what’s motivating them, what they're concerned about ultimately what 
will motivate them to decide how you're going to vote. 

I think once you're in the Assembly that changes a little bit and it's probably a little bit more the 
other way where people want to come and talk to you. That said I think it's equally important even if 
you are in the Assembly to get out as Nicole also said to get out to shopping centres and places 
where you know people are gathering.   

NICOLE:   

Firstly can I say - those events. That’s work too. It’s not a social event and you can bet your boots 
that every person you talk to is a constituent who’s telling you their views.   

You’re not there with 100 of your closest friends to have a lovely time, you’re actually there to work.   

So it's not the fun and games you might think but I'll tell you another little story that just happened 
this week on I think was Tuesday.  I was having one of those kind of snarcky days where you feel a 
bit grumpy and it was a sitting day on Tuesday so I was down in the Chamber and everything is 
happening and I had to give a 20 minute speech on Tuesday afternoon as I was preparing for that 
and I had a media interview with some TV station at lunch time that I was trying to sort of prepare 
for and I popped back up to my office out of the chamber and one of my staff said you know this 
lady - let’s call her Rose rang - she lives here you helped once before she sounded really upset and 
she wanted to talk to you.   

SO I rang her up and she launched into a bit of a story – they’re in their 80’s, they live alone, they 
don’t have family in Canberra and they live not far from where I live and I’d helped her once before 
and her husband was taken to hospital last week.   

He was so sick and she cried for days because they haven't been apart very much and he's back 
home now. There's no food in the house, he can't drive and she doesn't drive and what are they 
going to do and they were feeling really depressed.  So she thought she ring me up because she 
thought I could cheer her up and I thought I had a split second of thinking “what a lovely thing to say 
-  that of all people that she might have rung she chose to ring me”.  It's actually quite an honour and 



I chatted with her for about 15 minutes about the movie she was watching on TV.  I offered to send 
my husband around with some milk and some tea bags and then we talked about Woolworth's 
online shopping and I thought this is actually what being in MLA is about.  It's about connecting with 
your constituents so we had a chat she was going to try Woolworths online.   

She rang me back on Wednesday morning to tell me that she ordered some food online and 
everything was ok and my husband didn't need to go around and I think I made her feel better but 
she actually made me feel really good about the fact that I'd obviously engaged enough with her in 
the past that she wanted to call me back when she needed cheering up that's what we should all be 
doing I think. 

JOSH CERAMIDAS:  

Look I think you’re right it’s the job of an elected representative to represent your community and 
I’ve got a couple of my colleagues in the room and they are Rachel Stephen-Smith in Kurrajong and 
Karl in Brindabella.  

Both of them and myself as well have spent countless hours on the phone or on the doors or on 
street stalls talking to people I think events by their nature harder because you only have 7 nights a 
week to attend an event and often clash and your family.  

My wife and I are building our family, have a little dog and maybe we'll have kids on the way and you 
know you have to invest in your home life as well so that you can do a good job as a representative.  
So I think the challenge is you’ve only got so much time and there’s got to be some understanding by 
community groups about that. By the same token you also got to have the right attitude as a 
member and as a representative of the community that that is your job and you need to make time 
to be available to the community  

DAVID:   

Could we please thanks Nicole Veronica and Josh for taking part.  I’d also like to thank Andre Hore 
from Funnyworks – I notice he has been putting funny things on the wall if you want to check them 
out before you leave and Cara thank you for reading those stories in such a personal way.  I’m going 
to hand over now to Susan and Camila who are going to close the conference.   

CAMILA ROWLAND:   

Thank you David and thank you to the panel because this has been really invaluable.  It provides a 
really good example of how our politicians want to hear citizen voice and our whole theme has been 
around listening to citizen voices over two days and thinking outside the square.  

So I wanted to give you a quick two minute story to give you some hope.  I’m quite theatrical so I’m 
going to embellish it a little bit. Many of you know that when I was CEO of Karralika Programs we 
were at risk of losing the Karralika Family Program and it was funded by health and also by social 
services. And this is one of only six boutique family programs in Australia so if it was gone it meant 
we lost it for the whole of the southern half of NSW and for the whole of the ACT.    

And so we found out on the day before Christmas Eve that it was going to be defunded under 
Minister Morrison as the new Minister – it was part of their whole funding change. So I got on the 



phone.  I rang the Director General and I got her mobile number and rang her on Christmas Eve and 
said something along the lines of “holy crap” – I’m exaggerating a bit – “this is not ok, what can we 
do, we've got two months notice, we have 20 families in here, we’ve got 30 children. Most of them 
will be homeless because they have come to live in the program and go to rehabilitation restoration 
for about a year” and she said “let me see what I can do.   I have to talk to Health” so she got on the 
phone and then of course Christmas happened and I thought I wonder how I can find the number of 
an Executive in DSS so I found a number and through the “blackmarket” – I call it the black market of 
numbers – I found his number and he had that diverted to his home number.  And I thought 
fantastic.  Because as you know in the ACT between Christmas and New Year everything shuts down 
as if no one needs any help.  Which Is really unique – I’ve worked in four other jurisdictions and no 
other state works that way.  Every State delivers their social services 52 weeks a year. 

So I managed to find him at home. Got a message on his home phone which said “we’re all out at 
the beach at the moment, ring me back” – and he said “sorry it’s a done deal.  It’s over.  We’ve made 
these decisions.  We’re now refunding in these new streams”.   

And we said. No it’s not over.  This is so important. This is not just cutting back this is cutting out a 
critical frontline service and in 27 years I’ve worked in social services and community services and 
lots of NGO’s I’ve seen lots of cut backs but never a govt that’s actually cut out critical frontline 
services completely and this is what was starting to happen.  

So David Sharaz interviewed me.  ABC interviewed me.  We got lots of media.  I got onto Zed 
Sezelja’s office. I got onto Gai Brodtmann, I got onto Andrew Leigh.  I spoke to Nicole. And we 
actually had a plan of attack.  So we did all the numbers.  This is how many people are going to be 
effected, this is the only program in this region and we did the whole – this is what the outcomes 
are.  Change.  We did all the stats, sent the letters.  

Right ok where do we go next?  Ok so there are some other critical frontline services missing so 
where was the mapping process? Write letter off to Morrisons office and advisors phone call every 
week. Have you done the mapping process you know what's missing? 

So then an Inquiry happens ok.  Let’s go and present at the inquiry. Nothing changed for Karralika.  

Then an Assistant Minister came out to visit the program - and this is about citizen voice - she's 
booked in half an hour to come and see the program she left two and a half hours later in tears 
because she spoke for two and a half hours to the families who have been going through the 
program who have seen transformational change and someone said I don't believe in 
transformation.  Well I've seen transformation.    

We got the funding back.  We were refunded.  The full amount for the next few years.  Nothing more 
than a few cycles but I have great hope for them.  

So the message is don't give up.  Think from different angles.  Nicole had some really great ideas and 
Veronica and have your facts, have your figures but also have your personal stories.  Keep going, 
keep plugging away because citizens voice is through advocacy agencies, its through service 
providers, its through people like me who believe in strong and community development.  



Individuals who have stories and carers who have stories so this is what this has been about this 
whole two days has been about. Think outside the square. Think of different ways that we can raise 
our voice and have politicians others hear the voice.   

We’re in a time of globalisation, marketization, privatization and competition but we still need to 
have that voice.   

We still need to advocate for the rights of people and for change. So on that note we can do it and I 
have no doubt about that other jurisdictions do it national peaks do it we can continue keep 
plugging away but do it in different ways. So I want to thank very much David Sharaz and Craig 
Wallace for putting together the panel.   

I want to thank all of you who participated in the conference.  I particularly want to thank the 
ACTCOSS team who’ve pulled together an awesome conference.  [applause]  

Our major sponsors RSM, our gold sponsor Arthur J Gallagher. Our Award sponsors CIT and Yellow 
Edge; pro bono professional sponsors Design Managers who changed their place around the room 
over the last few days to get a couple of perspectives;  Andrew Hore for doing some amazing 
cartoons.   

So I know I want you all to join us if you've got time for a quick drink as recovery after the 
conference otherwise I wish you a safe journey home and I thank you for attending. 

(Authorised by Susan Helyar) 


