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Paying 
price of 
housing 

stress
$2.5bn homeless cost

LACHLAN LEEMING

THE number of homeless peo-
ple in NSW has surged by 10 
per cent in just two years – 
with an economic cost that 
could hit $2.5 billion in the 
next six years, according to a 
landmark new report. 

Since the onset of the Covid 
pandemic in 2020 an extra 
3700 NSW residents are with-
out a home, the analysis found. 

The chief executive of  the 
NSW Council of Social Servi-
ces, which commissioned the 
study, said the findings were a 
“disgrace”. 

“The past two years of 
major disruptions brought by 
fires, floods and the pandemic 
have exposed the underlying 
failures of housing policy in 
NSW and across Australia,”  

Joanna Quilty  said.
“It is a disgrace that in Aus-

tralia, a place that was once 
considered the ‘Lucky Coun-
try’, we have soaring rates of 
housing stress and homeless-
ness while cost of living pres-
sures continue to mount.”

The  number of low-income 
households in regional NSW in 
extreme housing stress – paying 
more than half of their income 
in rent – has also increased by 
2 202052 per cent since 2020. 

Central West 
NSW experienced 
the largest rental 
price increase in 
NSW, rising 30 per 
cent since March 
2020, while the 
amount of vacant 
rentals fell most 
steeply in Coffs 
Harbour, down 72 
per cent. 
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The cost of  additional 
homeless residents  could cost 
NSW up to $2.5b in six years, 
based off lost productivity and 
extra strain on social services, 
the study found.  

A special report by The 
Daily Telegraph earlier this 
month found rising costs of liv-
ing, low wages and a rental cri-
sis were leading to 
“unprecedented levels” of 
homelessness across the state. 

With soaring rents and a 
housing shortage striking par-
ticularly hard in the regions, 
homelessness has ballooned 
into a key issue ahead of next 
year’s state election, according 
to Labor’s housing spokes-
woman Rose Jackson. 

“A 10 per cent growth in 
homelessness in two years is 
shocking and desperately sad. 
This isn’t just a statistic, it’s 
thousands and thousands of 
people living in tents, cars, 
couch surfing and sleeping 
rough,” she said.
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Among the report’s recom-
mendations was that NSW 
should build 5000 more social 
housing units each year. 

A Department of Communi-
ties spokesman said the NSW 
government was investing 
$1.2bn  this financial year to tack-
le housing and homelessness. 
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SYDNEY is experiencing a 
spike in homelessness as soar-
ing cost-of-living pressures 
and skyrocketing rents push 
more and more people onto 
the streets. 

Peak bodies and support 
services have reported a glut 
in newly homeless people 
needing their help, with the 
number of those in crisis 
across the state  at “unpre-
cedented levels”. 

“More than 70,000 people 
who did not have proper shel-
ter were assisted last year and 
we believe that underesti-
mates the true scale of the 
problem,” Trina Jones, chief 
executive of Homelessness 
NSW, said. 

“The impact of the rising 
cost of living, low wages, rising 
interest rates and the spectre 
of economic recession are put-
ting more pressure on families 
and individuals, many of who 
are holding down jobs and 
sending kids to school while 
they seek out a safe and af-
fordable home.”

Patrick Crawford, team 
leader of Missionbeat which 
provides on-the-street support 
to people experiencing home-
lessness, said the number of 

new homeless was growing 
“each month”. 

“We are experiencing peo-
ple presenting sleeping in cars 
and also coming from … 
couch-surfing arrangements,” 
he said. 

Mr Crawford said cost-of- 
living pressures were com-
monly cited as an issue, while 
support services were 
crammed with clients. 

“Every one of those steps in 
the (support services) chain is 
crowded. There’s no steps left 
to process people in a speedy 
and appropriate time frame,” 
he said. 

According to the state gov-
ernment’s annual street count 
in February, the number of 

homeless in the City of Sydney 
had dropped to 225 from 269.

Across NSW however, the 
figure had climbed to 1207 from 
1141 –  although Mr Crawford 
said the figures may not paint 
an accurate picture as “home-
lessness was multi-faceted (and) 
not just the rough sleeper”. 

Labor’s housing spokes-
woman Rose Jackson said the 
figures showed efforts to curb 
homelessness were “going 
backwards”. 

“We’re not on track to meet 
our targets … the reason I think 
that is happening is our hous-
ing market and rental market is 
forcing people into homeless-
ness. It’s horrible … people at 
the very bottom end of the pri-

vate rental market are falling 
out of (homes) because rents 
are increasing.”

Families and Communi-
ties Minister Natasha Ma-
claren-Jones, however, said 
she had not seen evidence of 
recent increases in homeless-
ness, saying there had been a 
48 per cent drop in people 
sleeping rough in the Sydney 
area since 2017. 

She said current govern-
ment initiatives like the $23m 
Supported Transition En-
gagement Program (STEP) 
had helped cut numbers on 
the streets by providing 
“wraparound support … 
where we work with provid-
ers to provide that accommo-

dation rental assistance, but 
again, background support”. 

Those already on the 
streets say there has been a 
distinct rise in those sleeping 
rough around the city. 

Gene Phillips, 48,  seeks ref-
uge outside a Westpac branch 
on Park St in the CBD and 
said struggling to pay for her  
cancer treatment forced her 
onto the streets. 

“My husband walked out 
on me while I was suffering 
from breast cancer,” she said.

 Ronny Ng has been living 
on a Pitt St bench since 1997. 

“I have a joke with people 
that they should name this 
bench after me,” he laughed. 

“I spent my first Christmas 

here in 1997 and have been 
here since.” 

Mr Ng said coronavirus 
had driven more people onto 
the streets. 

“Since Covid there is more 
(homelessness). During Covid 
we all had a good run, people 

were provided with the essen-
tials and meals,” he said. 

“But now there is more 
homelessness around the city 
... it’s scary. You see young 
people at that age already 
homeless.”

Among the youngsters 

doing it tough is 24-year-old 
Kyle, who said he had been 
living vagrantly “on and off” 
between Sydney and Brisbane. 

“I was a victim of domestic 
violence from my stepdad,” he 
said by his temporary street-
side home on Pitt St. “I moved 
out at the age of 12 and have 
been (homeless) on and off .” 

It is a problem stretching 
across the city, including just 
minutes away from the iconic 
Bondi Beach, where The 
Order of Malta Community 
Care Kitchen, supported by St 
Patrick’s Catholic Church, 
provides free meals. 

“We see the people who are 
out for assistance in the streets 
of Bondi Junction but some 

others would never do that out 
of embarrassment,” Father 
Anthony Robbie said. 

“In normal times, you’ll 
have (about) 50 people sleep-
ing in Bondi Pavillion every 
night, it’s pretty bad.”

Mark Woodbridge and 
Todd Devaney are two of the 
regulars who enjoy the weekly 
Wednesday night feed at the 
soup kitchen, saying it not only 
provided them with a meal, but 
also a sense of community. 

“I live in a housing commis-
sion around the corner and by 
the time the weekend hits 
we’re already looking forward 
to Wednesday night because 
we all get such a great meal,” 
Mr Woodbridge said. 
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Twenty-four-
year-old Kyle 
(below) is 
among a 
growing number 
of people 
sleeping rough 
on Sydney 
streets and 
across NSW. 
Kyle says he has 
been homeless 
‘on and off’ since 
the age of 12 
due to domestic 
violence. 

Mark Woodbridge 
has a weekly meal 
at Order of 
Malta’s soup 
kitchen, founded 
by Father 
Anthony Robbie 
(inset). Pictures: 
Richard Dobson

Our housing market  
... is forcing people 
into homelessness

LABOR MP ROSE JACKSON
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Gene Phillips says medical bills forced her onto the streets.  

Ronny Ng has been on 
the same bench on Pitt St 
since 1997. Pictures: John 
Grainger
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