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Homelessness is increasing around Australia 
and, in the absence of other support, 
communities are turning to their local 
councils, who have no mandate to act and 
little money to spend, to ‘do something’ 
about it. A new national housing and 
homelessness plan provides an opportunity 
to fund place-based local government 
homelessness prevention and early 
intervention activities.

Homelessness in Australia – in public places, 
cars, couch surfing, in places of insecure 
tenure and overcrowded facilities1 – is 
getting worse. The 2021 Census2 and other 
sources3 show that it’s no longer just capital 
cities experiencing the problem.4 Outer ring 
suburbs and regional areas5 are also feeling 
the pressure, and many local councils don’t 
know what to do.6 

The causes and manifestations of 
homelessness are complex. Individual and 
community experiences can be vastly 
different, and homelessness can’t be ‘fixed’ 
in a simple way or solved by the actions of 
one group.7

Collaboration is key 

While the Commonwealth, states and 
territories hold legislated responsibilities 
and contribute significant funds, local 
government response has been mixed. 
Australia’s 537 councils are diverse in 
size, budgets and focus, with two-thirds 
in regional and rural areas. While many 
understand the role local government can 
play in influencing housing supply, fewer 
have experienced or know how to respond 
to homelessness in their local communities.8 
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In these circumstances, councils may turn 
to one of the only tools at their disposal to 
manage public space – compliance.9 

Constituted by state and territory 
governments and managed under 
respective local government acts, roles and 
responsibilities differ across jurisdictions. 
With funding from federal, state and territory 
governments, local governments play a 
crucial role in communities, managing 
infrastructure, services and public spaces.10 

It is within shared locations – on streets 
and parks, in libraries and family services – 
where homelessness and its associated risks 
become evident. Despite this, councils have 
a limited legislative mandate and funds to 
address homelessness comprehensively.

As the closest level of government to the 
community, local governments possess 
untapped expertise, resources and levers11 
to address homelessness proactively. Still, in 
many circumstances, councils’ potential role 
is undervalued and overlooked. 

Through my experience managing 
homelessness responses in local government 
and undertaking a Churchill Fellowship, I 
know first-hand that Australia’s councils 
can have an essential role in ending our 
homelessness crisis. 

Councils have:

• Deep knowledge about the local 
homelessness situation. Councils are 
well placed to gather data and create 
information sources to enable targeted, 
locally focused program design and 
interventions.

• Connections into communities to 
recognise indications and triggers of 
homelessness. Through programs and 
services, frontline council staff, like 
librarians, park rangers and family nurses, 
are well placed to identify triggers and, 
if appropriately trained, can provide 
referral pathways to people at risk of 
homelessness who may not be actively 
seeking assistance.

• Established partnerships that can drive 
coordination between services. Councils 
are trusted local partners,12 able to 
collaborate with multiple stakeholders in 
delivering response efforts.13 

• An ability to lead the narrative. Local 
government is well positioned to build 
community understanding regarding 
homelessness and housing response 
efforts.14 Education can eliminate 
misinformation15 that may lead to 
oppositional stances.16, 17, 18

While councils can make a significant 
contribution, it should be noted that response 
efforts should support, and in no way replace, 
the mandated roles and responsibilities 
held by state and territory governments. 
Additionally, with limited funding available, 
any efforts must be supported through 
dedicated funding streams. 

Policy context and the 
homelessness landscape 
Housing ends homelessness. With over 
170,000 households19 on social housing 
waiting lists, rental affordability dropping 
across the country20 and home ownership 
out of reach for many, the shortage of 
affordable housing remains a significant 
national challenge. While commitments 
like the Housing Australia Future Fund 
(HAFF), the National Housing Accord (NHA) 
and the Social Housing Accelerator21 are 
positive steps, delivery of 40,000 social and 
affordable homes will not meet demand. 

Australian local governments have 
traditionally had a narrow range of 
responsibilities regarding homelessness. 
However, the increasing visibility of 
homelessness has seen communities 
demanding action22 and prompted policy-
level discussions about local councils’ role in 
ending homelessness.23

Australia currently lacks a national plan to 
end homelessness, with responses funded 
through federal, state, and territory budgets. 
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The National Housing and Homelessness 
Agreement (NHHA), the primary funding 
mechanism between governments, 
distributed approximately $1.7 billion in 
2022-23 to states and territories, with 
$146 million for homelessness services. 

While states and territories are required 
to match Commonwealth funding for 
homelessness services and have housing 
and homelessness strategies, local 
governments operate under state/territory 
regulation, are not included in the NHHA 
and are not always included in the relevant 
national government forums.24

Two significant reviews, the 2021 Australian 
Government’s parliamentary inquiry into 
homelessness25 and the Productivity 
Commission’s 2022 NHAA review,26 
recognised a role for local government but 
failed to articulate what councils could do to 
prevent and end homelessness. 

Principal options for Australian 
policymakers 
In 2022, Australia’s Homelessness 
Monitor27 noted that when responding to 
homelessness the role of local government 
remains ‘unrecognised and undefined.’  
The authors said that ‘to contribute towards 

national efforts to end homelessness, the 
role and opportunities for LGAs need to 
be explicit and more coherently integrated 
within national and jurisdiction-specific 
strategies’.

As Australia develops a National Housing 
and Homelessness Plan,28 the time to 
articulate and support local government’s 
role is now. Drawing on local knowledge, 
deep connections into community and a 
proven ability to drive collaboration, councils 
are well placed to initiate prevention and 
upstream interventions – and engage in crisis 
response when absolutely necessary. 

Initiatives in the UK and US (case studies 1 
and 2) demonstrate how local government 
can play a specialised role in prevention, 
collaboration and frontline efforts to end 
homelessness, which could be replicated in 
an Australian context. 

A model developed by the UK voluntary 
sector offers a holistic view of prevention 
and early intervention that would extend 
thinking and benefit Australian efforts 
(Figure 1). Based on a five-stage typology,29 
it guides integrated responses at multiple 
points – from all of population efforts 
(like welfare) to prevention for people 
at immediate risk of losing housing or 
experiencing recurrent homelessness. 

Figure 1. Prevention and early intervention framework

Source: Fitzgerald, et al ., Advancing a Five-Stage Typology of Homelessness Prevention, 2021 .

UNIVERSAL: Preventing or minimising 
homelessness risks  across the population at large.

UPSTREAM: Early-stage prevention focussed on 
high-risk groups, such as  vulnerable young people 
and risky transitions, such as leaving  local authority 
care, prison, or mental health in-patient treatment.

CRISIS: Preventing homelessness likely to occur 
within  a foreseeable period.

EMERGENCY: Support for those at immediate risk 
of homelessness,  especially rough sleeping.

REPEAT: Prevention of recurrent homelessness, 
 especially rough sleeping.
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Case Study 1
Community connections prevent homelessness 

Councils in the UK demonstrate the unique role local government can play in 
homelessness prevention and early intervention. 

Newcastle City Council has adopted a broad approach to homelessness prevention 
and, through its Active Inclusion30 program, demonstrates how locally led efforts to 
connect communities, utilise existing service systems and involve council staff can 
bring results. 

Drawing on local knowledge and data, the response involves local partners to focus 
on the main causes of homelessness within the community – poverty and economic 
exclusion. The approach includes training council staff who are not homelessness or 
housing specialists to identify and connect individuals at risk into the right support 
services. Between 2014 and 2020, these efforts prevented more than 24,000 
households from becoming homeless.31

Also in the UK, Manchester City Council has formed deep connections with its 
community, listening, learning and inviting local partners to work collaboratively. A 
homelessness charter unites the council and the local community, setting a joint vision, 
values and actions.32

A Partnership Board brings together key decision-makers and influencers from 
businesses, government, charities, volunteer organisations, alongside people with a 
lived experience of homelessness to connect frontline actions to strategic decision-
making. The board works on systems change and removing barriers across the city. 
A number of action groups, formed around specific needs (including employment, 
mental health, prevention), and open to any member of the community, inform and 
work with the Partnership Board.33

In reviewing its last homelessness strategy (2018–23), Manchester recorded the highest 
number of homelessness applications in England but also a decrease in the number of 
people sleeping rough – from 123 in 2018 to 58 in 2022.34

These examples demonstrate that wicked problems, like homelessness, need 
multifaceted, collaborative responses. In Australia, the Commonwealth’s Stronger 
Places Stronger People35 program, is a collaborative place-based approach ‘to disrupt 
disadvantage and create better futures for children and their families through locally 
tailored and evidence-driven solutions to local problems, in partnership with local 
people’.36 It offers an established model to trial a multi-stakeholder, locally based 
homelessness prevention initiative, where local government can play an active role.

Stakeholder consultation 
I consulted a mix of experts in homelessness 
and local government, working in the public 
sector, peak bodies and associations. 

There was strong agreement that local 
government has a role to play within national 
homelessness response efforts, particularly 
in prevention – a role which, to date, has not 
been articulated or formally explored. 

All agreed that the new National Housing 
and Homelessness Plan offers an opportunity 
to change the way all levels of government 
work together. How this role is defined is key. 

Local government stakeholders noted that 
most councils are wary of taking on more work 
and responsibility and are highly concerned 
about cost shifting by state and territory 
governments. As such, they would support 
recognition of the role local government might 
play but not want it to be mandated. Further, 
any programs or initiatives would need to be 
backed up by direct funding. 

Stakeholders familiar with the Stronger 
Places, Stronger People program agreed that 
a place-based approach was a possibility 
and an extension or adaptation of this could 
provide the base for a feasible pilot. 
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Case Study 2 
Establishing community connection points in libraries

Public libraries are often one of the only 
free, welcoming locations left in our modern 
communities. Social work programs in libraries, 
placing trained professionals to assist staff 
and customers at these service points, are 
proving to be extremely effective approaches 
to prevent and address homelessness. 

Leah Esguerra has been San Francisco 
Library’s in-house social worker since 2008.37 
She has mentored and trained people with a 
lived experience of homelessness to be  
in-house peer educators, connecting with visitors and offering assistance and referrals 
to support services.38 The library backs this up with a number of programs and 
initiatives to build technical and life skills, including computer and job-ready courses. 

Since the City of Melbourne established the country’s first formal library social 
work program in 2019, similar efforts are gaining traction across Australia. Program 
evaluations indicate that homelessness outreach is often more successful in libraries 
than it is on the streets.39 

Recognising the potential, a growing number of Australian councils in cities 
and regional areas are adopting this approach, with social workers, community 
development workers and social work students embedded in public libraries. A new 
Australian community of practice is now in place to improve skills and drive this work.40 

Stakeholders consulted: 

•  Australian Local Government Association
•  Brimbank City Council
•  Council of Capital City Lord Mayors
•  Department of Social Services, 

Government of Australia
•  Homelessness Australia 
•  Homes Victoria, Department of Families, 

Fairness and Housing
•  Local Government Association of 

Tasmania
•  Municipal Association of Victoria 
•  National Shelter
• The University of Queensland
•  Treasury, Government of Australia. 

Policy recommendations 
The Australian Government can include local 
government by articulating its role in the 
National Housing and Homelessness Plan 
and establishing direct funding mechanisms.

1. Within a national homelessness and 
housing plan:

a. Recognise local government as a key 
response partner, acknowledging 
the cumulative impact of three levels 
of government collaborating to end 
homelessness. 

b. Articulate local governments’ role 
in place-based prevention and early 
intervention – noting the close 
connections between councils 
and local communities to help 
identify, inform and educate before 
homelessness hits crisis point, in 
addition to their ability to influence 
public perceptions.

c. Identify ways to support local 
government in crises, including 
responding to rough sleeping in 
natural disaster response.41

‘As the closest level of 
government to the community, 
local governments possess 
untapped expertise, resources 
and levers to address 
homelessness proactively.’
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2. In partnership with Australian councils 
(through ALGA and/or state-based 
municipal associations) initiate direct 
funding mechanisms to support local 
government responses to homelessness:

a. In the short term: recognise and fund 
local government through existing 
channels, including the National 
Housing and Homelessness Agreement.

b. In the medium term: pilot direct 
funding streams through a local 
government-specific grants program. 
This could be connected to housing 
funding advocated by ALGA.42

c. In the longer term: include and 
fund local government in any future 
Commonwealth-funded homelessness 
prevention initiatives (such as a 
Prevention Transformation Fund, as 
recommended through the Productivity 
Commission43 and advocated by 
Homelessness Australia44).

This funding will help councils’ efforts to 
prevent and end homelessness, including:
• establishing nationally consistent data 

collection methodologies
•  communication and education initiatives 
•  staffing and training to grow knowledge 

and build preventative capacity 
(including social work in libraries)

•  service coordination activities to ensure 
a joined-up prevention and homelessness 
response

•  assertive outreach. 

3. Working with councils (through 
ALGA and/or state-based municipal 
associations), fund a pilot program 
testing place-based homelessness 
prevention initiatives, modelled off the 
Australian Government’s Stronger Places, 
Stronger People program. 
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