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Australia’s compliance with the ICCPR:
Homelessness in Australia
Homelessness and the Right to Life
At least 105,000 people across Australia are homeless every night.
  The incidence of homelessness has increased over the last decade, despite a sustained period of economic growth and prosperity.  People experiencing homelessness are subject to multiple and intersectional human rights violations that significantly curtail the ability of a person to live with dignity.  

The causes of homelessness in Australia are complex and varied.  However, they are generally acknowledged to include poverty, severe financial hardship and lack of access to adequate income support, unemployment, lack of affordable housing, domestic and family violence, mental illness, lack of access to health care, drug and alcohol disorders, lack of access to drug treatment services, problem gambling, discrimination, disability and evictions.
  In many cases of homelessness, these causes are intersectional and inter-related.  

In December 2008, the Australian Government released a White Paper on homelessness.  The paper, The Road Home, sets out an action plan to halve homelessness by 2020 and improve housing affordability for vulnerable Australians.  The White Paper commits the Australian Government to provide $800 million over five years to fund a range of initiatives, including new housing for homeless individuals and families.  
Despite these significant commitments, the White Paper fails to explicitly recognise homelessness as a human rights issue.  In particular, it does not commit Australia to ensure the core minimum necessities for a dignified life, such as guaranteed access to emergency accommodation or the payment of social security or income support above the poverty line.  
Homelessness and Discrimination

Discrimination against people who are homelessness is widespread in all Australian jurisdictions.
  Discrimination is a major causal factor of homelessness and can systematically exclude people from access to goods, services, the justice system, health care, housing and employment.  Despite this, it remains lawful to discriminate against people on the basis of their housing status in all Australian jurisdictions.  

In 2006, the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing recommended that Australian governments take proactive measures, including changing legislation, to address discrimination on the basis of inadequate housing and other forms of social status.
  
Indigenous people are over-represented in all sections of the homeless population.

Homelessness and the Rights of Children and Families

Women who leave their homes often struggle to find adequate accommodation.  The ‘Supported Accommodation Assistance Program’ only addresses emergency accommodation rather than long-term housing solutions for women escaping domestic violence.  More than 350 people a day are turned away from homelessness services across Australia because of a lack of capacity and resources, with women and children the most likely to be rejected.
  There is no systemic program to meet the needs of children who enter refuges with their mothers or who have experienced domestic violence, raising concerns in relation to the right to protection of the family and protection of children.  
Homelessness and the Right to Privacy
The right to privacy encompasses a right not to be summarily evicted into a state of homelessness or inadequate housing.  However, in a number of Australian jurisdictions, landlords may summarily evict tenants, including public housing tenants, without providing any reason for the eviction or attempting to assist the tenant in finding alternative accommodation.
  
Homelessness and the Right to Vote
Recent amendments to the Electoral Act regarding proof of identity requirements and the closing of the electoral roll significantly impair the ability of people experiencing homelessness to participate in the electoral process.  
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Endnotes

� Australian Bureau of Statistics, Counting the Homeless, 2006 (2008)


� See generally Australian Bureau of Statistics, Counting the Homeless, 2006, ABS Catalogue No 2050.0 (2008); Senate Community Affairs References Committee, Parliament of Australia, A Hand Up Not a Hand Out: Renewing the Fight against Poverty (2004).  


� See, eg, research conducted by the Homeless Persons’ Legal Clinic, Public Interest Clearing House, Submission to the Human Rights Committee, Homelessness and Human Rights in Victoria (2005); Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission, Homelessness is a Human Rights Issue (2008) 3, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.hreoc.gov.au/human_rights/housing/homelessness_2008.html" ��http://www.hreoc.gov.au/human_rights/housing/homelessness_2008.html�


� Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing, Report of the Special Rapporteur on the Right to Adequate Housing as a Component of the Right to an Adequate Standard of Living: Mission to Australia, 4th sess, Prov Agenda Item 2, UN Doc A/HRC/4/18/Add.2 (2007) Recommendation 130.


� Overall, 2.4 per cent of people identified as Indigenous at the 2006 Census, but 9 per cent of the homeless were Indigenous.  


� Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Australian Government, Demand for SAAP Accommodation by Homeless People 2005–06: A Report from the SAAP National Data Collection  (2007) 6, 56-7, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.aihw.gov.au/publications/index.cfm/title/10491" ��http://www.aihw.gov.au/publications/index.cfm/title/10491�.  


� Residential Tenancies Act 1987 (NSW) s 50; Residential Tenancies Act 1997 (Vic) s 263.
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