Impact of COVID-19 on the
WA community
22 May 2020

High-level impacts
While there may be a focus on the shift from health-related impacts of COVID-19 to its
economic impacts, the COVID-19 response will also have dramatic social impacts.
Isolation and restrictions
• While some restrictions are being eased, there will be an ongoing need for some form of social
distancing, and restricted business and services models will continue to impact the community.
These strategies particularly affect vulnerable cohorts, especially in regional and remote areas
(many of which are dependent on tourism).

Socioeconomic
• Economic impacts will be acute for the next 12 months, but impacts are likely to continue for
several years. Economic impacts drive and exacerbate social impacts, and are typically most
severe for vulnerable and disadvantaged groups.

Health
• COVID-19’s immediate health impacts are well understood. However, secondary health impacts
(e.g. mental health concerns from isolation, undertreatment of chronic conditions, health service
demand from increased homelessness and family and domestic violence) are less well understood.
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Summary
• We are already seeing areas of concern across the State, particularly in:
‒ family and domestic violence
‒ homelessness
‒ child protection

‒ rental and public housing supply
‒ youth
• Likely to be increased demand on a range of services, as well as pressure on accommodation
(including homelessness and social housing).

• Financial impact on agencies will be significant if they are to meet increased demand.
• Difficult economic and housing market conditions will reduce usual State revenue sources.
• Economic recovery may be compromised by a failure to also appropriately address social recovery.
• Many of the social impacts are likely to continue for some time (potentially, several years). Some of
those impacts will be permanent (e.g. impact of children going into care can last a lifetime).
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Family and Domestic Violence
• WA Police are reporting a small increase in FDV of between 5 and 7%. They have also highlighted the fact
that between 2018 and 2019 there was a 10% increase in FDV offences.
• COVID-19 related increases in FDV prevalence and severity during lockdown has been difficult to measure
because of the challenges women currently face in safely reporting violence or accessing help while they are
isolated with the perpetrator.
• An increase in demand for FDV support is expected to occur when movement restrictions are eased and
women are able to leave their homes to safely access services.
• The long term financial and hardship impacts of COVID-19, such as rising unemployment and mental health
issues, are also likely to compound or exacerbate FDV throughout the post-COVID recovery period.
• Nationally face-to-face services have tended to report no change or decreased demand, while online
opportunities for engagement such as web-chat services have seen significant increases.
• Some WA hospital emergency departments have seen increased FDV presentations, particularly in April. We
are liaising with Health to obtain data on this.
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Housing for FDV applicants
•
•
•

The number of new FDV applicants to the public housing priority waitlist is lower than at the same time last
year.
However, due to the availability of stock, the number of FDV applicants waiting for a public house is
increasing over time.
For FDV priority applicants housed during 2019, the wait time to be placed into a public house was 24
weeks (almost six months). This is likely to increase as the exit rate of public housing tenants slows.
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Homelessness
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

COVID-19 health impacts disproportionally affect people experiencing homelessness – particularly those
with underlying health issues.
Entrypoint Perth is a free assessment and referral service assisting people who are homeless or at risk of
homelessness. Calls increased considerably across February and March but fell in April.
Bed vacancies for youth crisis accommodation remain low in the metropolitan area, this means there is
limited capacity to respond to any increase in demand.
For regional WA, bed vacancies for youth crisis accommodation have increased since the low point seen in
early April, but are still low in comparison to historical levels. The South West, Great Southern and
Wheatbelt have all been close to zero available youth crisis beds for close to a year.
Isolation and distancing requirements mean fewer homelessness services and less access to services.
Travel restrictions mean some people are displaced away from accommodation and support.
Economic impacts will likely see more people fall into homelessness. This will be a lagged, long-term impact
if people have lost rentals or their own homes. Demand for support, services and accommodation will
continue to increase for some time.
Mental health and alcohol or other drugs issues contribute to a person becoming homeless. Increases in
unemployment and the prevalence of mental health and AOD issues will in turn increase homelessness.
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Child protection (demand)
•

•

Communities has 5,523 children in care (CIC). Many of these children are cared for by family members,
including grandparents. COVID-19 has created difficulties for carers and CIC:
o some carer families have limited IT equipment and/or internet for virtual contact and services
o financial pressure for carers who have lost employment
o mental health and behavioural problems due to social isolation and kids not being at school.
Central Intake Team duty calls cover all new child protection concerns in the metropolitan area. Calls
increased somewhat from February to March but then fell back in April.
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Child protection (supply)
• The number of children entering care increased significantly during April, particularly in the metro area. At this
point in time it is unclear what has driven this increase. Data Modelling and Performance Analytics are closely
monitoring May data in order to understand factors of growth during this time.
• The number of children being taken into care has seen a minor increase, 102 during the month ending 15 th
May (compared to 83 in the same period last year).
• Economic downturns can increase the supply of carer households. However, COVID-19 health and response
impacts for carers will need to be monitored, as 430 carers (or 15 per cent of the pool) are over the age of 65.
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Children ageing out of care
•
•
•
•

As at 1 April 2020, there were 202 children in care due to age out of care this year. While most of these
children are currently located in the North Metropolitan region, all will need to have appropriate supports
available to them as they transition out of care.
The highest numbers in the metropolitan area are seen in the Armadale (23 CIC) and Midland districts (21
CIC).
For Regional WA, the South West district has the highest number (15 CIC).
50.5% of children exiting care are Aboriginal.
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Mental health
•

The potential for a significantly increased number of people with untreated mental health/AOD issues that urgently
require medical treatment and therapeutic care in the community is of a growing concern in Western Australia.
Mental health and alcohol and other drug (AOD) help seeking behaviour has decreased since the Western
Australian State of Emergency was declared in response to COVID-19 on 15 March 2020. Some indicators have
recently started to rebound, such as Emergency Department (ED) presentations.
Service contacts declined from the week commencing 15 March 2020 when the State of Emergency was declared
in response to COVID-19 until the week commencing 12 April 2020 and then appears to have started to increase in
the week commencing 19 April 2020.
Mental health and increased risks of suicide are a key concern. Recent modelling done by the Brain & Mind Centre
suggests that the impacts of unemployment, social dislocation and mental health triggered by the COVID-19
pandemic could increase the rate of suicide by up to 25%, and that around 30% of these would be young people.

•

•
•
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Mental health: calls to Lifeline
• Lifeline is the national helpline for people experiencing a personal crisis or thinking about suicide.
• While March 2020 saw an increased number of calls to Lifeline WA it was not significantly different to earlier
months.
• The slightly increasing trend in Lifeline calls is reflected in both the WA and national series.
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Alcohol and other drugs (AOD)
• Compared to the same period last year, AOD ED presentations have declined in March 2020 when the State
of Emergency was declared in response to COVID-19.
• Mental health ED presentations started to rebound in the week commencing 5 April 2020, but are still below
the 2019 level.
• Compared to the same period last year, calls to the Alcohol and Drug support service line in March and April
2020 were 12 percent lower, than in the same period in 2019.
• AOD new treatment episodes have declined in March and April 2020 since the State of Emergency was
declared in response to COVID-19.
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Impact on CSOs (preliminary)
A small survey of 9 Community Service Organisations (CSOs) providing 98 services, showed:
• Increases in demand for parental support; financial counselling (selected regions only); and youth
services (this included Children who have left the care of the CEO, and referrals from high schools at the
beginning of term 2).
• Decreases in demand for child sexual abuse counselling; Family and Domestic Violence (FDV)
counselling; and FDV accommodation (especially in Fitzroy Crossing).
• Over 72% of the services covered by the responding CSOs were accepting referrals - albeit with a
modified form of service. This included a large increase in services being provided online and by
telephone.
• CSOs reported requiring additional staff/skills for outreach; management; online skills; and, data capture.
• The main challenges for the CSOs included:
• Social distancing (face-to-face contact suspended).
• Social distancing (use of vehicles replaced with cab charge or smart riders to protect staff).
• Women being unable to access FDV services while at home.
• Clients not having adequate internet or IT equipment.
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Social housing (demand)
•
•
•
•
•
•

Social housing tenants are somewhat sheltered from COVID-19 economic impacts. They have secure
housing and are likely to have received increased support from the Commonwealth Government.
Even so there has been a 5.9 per cent decrease in the number of public housing tenancies with wages
and salary income (since February 2020).
There has already been a related increase in the amount of public housing tenancy debt (which is
effectively a reduction in State revenue).
There are early indications of an increase in demand for social housing, with public housing waitlist
numbers up 182 over the past three months. Priority waitlist numbers up more than 3 per cent over the
past 3 months
Again, these indicators lag, with further demand expected from newly unemployed households and
those now marginalised by a tight, competitive rental market (see next slide).
It is unclear if economic stimulus measures will include an increase in public housing supply.
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Social Housing (Supply)
•
•

•
•

As well as an increase in demand, there is expected to be constraints in the supply of public housing.
The rate of exit from public housing is expected to slow, due to:
•
A competitive private sector rental market (2.2% vacancy rate).
•
The moratorium on evictions.
•
Current tenants less likely to secure employment or increase their wages/salaries.
For the month ending May 15th 2020, the number of vacations from public housing was 212, down from 343
for the same time period in 2019.
This may lead to increases in the waitlist, and an increase to the average wait time for public housing
applicants.
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Low-to-moderate income households
•
•
•
•
•

JobKeeper and JobSeeker payments are significantly lower than average incomes – leaving many
households at risk of financial and housing stress.
Some current income support recipients will be receiving more than previously, but for a limited time.
This is also the case for some part-time staff receiving JobKeeper. However, there is likely to be some
difficulty when these payments end (and potentially, demands for State assistance).
Likely to be an increased demand for financial counselling in medium-term – from those who are having
difficulty adjusting to lower incomes.
Many already struggling to access affordable housing and likely to be impacted by tight rental market –
rental vacancy rate remains very low (at near peak mining boom levels) and in the short-term is not
showing signs of changing.
Anecdotal evidence that banks are no longer extending home loans to people employed in high risk
industries. This may result in increased demand for Keystart home loans.

Annualised rate

JobSeeker with Coronavirus Supplement
$29,008

JobSeeker normal rate JobKeeper
$14,708
$39,000

Average full time earnings WA Average earnings WA (FT and PT)
$96,907
$69,602

Sources: Services Australia and ABS 6302
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Unemployment benefits
• The number of people on JobSeeker (formerly Newstart Allowance) jumped from fewer than 800,000 on
March 20 to 1.2 million on April 24.
• The number of young Australians on Youth Allowance also surged, reaching 121,600 in late April, compared
to 85,000 a month earlier.
• There are another 300,000 claims to be processed, taking the total number of Australians on some sort of
unemployment support to more than 1.6 million by late April.
• The additional coronavirus supplement, as well as suspension of asset tests, waiting periods and household
income limits are set to cease in October 2020. Mutual obligation requirements have been suspended until
June 2020. This could see a reduction in Jobseeker recipients, but it is unclear whether there will be
appropriate employment opportunities for those who become ineligible.
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Employment support and training
• Jobs and Skills Centres (JSCs) provide free and independent training information and career guidance to
assist individuals.
• The number of individuals and organisational clients serviced by the State’s JSCs has risen steadily since
December 2019.
• The number of total clients serviced fell to 1,435 in April to be 5% lower than the same time last year, after
peaking in March.
• Client services such as career guidance, action plans and application support continue to be the most sought
after service.
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Mortgages
•
•

•
•
•

Before COVID-19, WA had the highest rates of mortgage arrears and loans in negative equity in the nation
due to the prolonged downturn in housing prices over the last four years.
Almost all commercial banks have agreed to allow mortgage deferrals for six months to customers impacted
by COVID-19 job losses and wage cuts. These deferrals will not be recorded as arrears. The RBA notes
that major banks have reported that around 9 per cent of borrowers have applied to defer their loan
payments for up to six months, with effect from April.
Mortgage deferrals mean that interest during the period is capitalised, so borrowers will end up paying more
in interest over the life of the loan.
The previous high levels of stress may cause issues once mortgages become due again, especially if this
coincides with the end of income support payments from the Federal government.
Low rental vacancy rates may mean there are limited options for households that fall out of home
ownership. This could put pressure on social housing or other state government housing support.
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Housing construction
• The Housing Industry Forecasting Group is expecting 12,500 dwelling commencements in 2019-20, a
reduction from the previous forecast of 15,500. This would be the lowest number of commencements since
1982-83 and by far the lowest on record when adjusting for population.
• With low stock levels, low rates of building and low rental vacancy rates any future increases in demand will
lead to increases in price. This could cause considerable housing affordability issues in the future, and place
pressure on social housing and other responses from state government.
• In addition, low levels of building activity for a number of years will lead to builders leaving the industry and
limiting the number of apprentices and trainees being trained. It will take some time for the industry to regain
capacity – likely to exacerbate housing affordability issues.
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People with a disability
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ability to maintain access to services is key.
Social isolation and loneliness are likely to be a major issues for this vulnerable cohort.
Demand for mental health support is likely to increase (including online delivery of services).
People with a disability are disproportionately affected in economic downturns by lack of employment
opportunities, this will have ongoing wellbeing and mental health impacts, as well as potential increased
need for support from agencies.
Very limited data available in this area; some disability-specific helpline data will be available soon.
Almost 30% of public housing tenancies have one or more persons in receipt of Disability Support Pension.

“Reduced work capacity can make a
person less competitive as a jobseeker
in a marketplace that may have fewer
appropriate work opportunities.”
http://www.oecd.org/employment/emp/42699911.pdf
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Aboriginal people
•
•
•

•
•
•

Aboriginal people are over-represented in all of the previously discussed cohorts (people experiencing
family and domestic violence, homelessness, mental health issues or alcohol and other drug issues;
children in care; public housing tenants; people with disability).
In Western Australia, Aboriginal people are also far more likely than non-Aboriginal people to live in regional,
remote and very remote areas, meaning higher vulnerability and less access to services.
On average, Aboriginal people are more likely to have co-morbidities that significantly increase the health
risk from COVID-19, and live in overcrowded housing, which further increases that risk.
There has been no immediate increase in the number of Aboriginal children in care as a consequence of
COVID-19 (while noting that that number is up 3.2 per cent over the past 12 months).
Referrals to the Aboriginal In-home Support Service that works with family units at risk of child protection
intervention had increased in April 2020, but has settled during May.
As at the end of March, there were 690 Aboriginal carer households with placed children, with almost 250 of
these carers (or more than 35 per cent) in an age cohort considered vulnerable to COVID-19.
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Children and Youth – education
• On-site school attendance for 2020 mirrored that of 2019 until week 6 of term 1 (the week ending Friday
March 13th).
• A State of Emergency was declared for WA on Sunday March 15 th.
• The next few weeks of term 1 (2020) showed a dramatic decline in the proportion of compulsory students
attending on-site:
• Week 7 – 80.2%
• Week 8 – 43.8%
• Week 9 – 10.6%
• Week 10 – Declared a non-learning week
• Week 4 of term 2 (2020) marked the commencement of compulsory on-site school attendance (unless
students have a valid medical reason to learn at home). On-site school attendance for week 4 (based on
Monday to Wednesday only) was 90.2% (compared to 86.9% in the same week of 2019).
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Children and youth – education (cont).
•
•

Differences were seen across socio-educational areas (based on the Index of Community Socioeducational Advantage (ICSEA)). High socio-educational schools (advantaged) had an on-site attendance
rate of 95.0%, while low socio-educational schools (disadvantaged) had a rate of 80.1% (May 20 th, 2020).
The highest on-site attendance rate (May 20th, 2020) was in the North Metropolitan region (92.3%), the
lowest was in the Kimberley region (67.5%)
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Children and youth – residential
education
•
•

Prior to the COVID-19 closure, there were 496 students attending residential facilities, and 512 students
attending agricultural residential facilities.
As at the 21st May, there were 326 students attending residential facilities, and 423 students attending
agricultural residential facilities.
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Children and youth
•
•
•
•

Youth are disproportionately affected by economic consequences of COVID-19. This is a long-term, ongoing
impact. Youth unemployment was already at very high levels.
Social isolation, long-term unemployment and homelessness are particular issues for youth, and contribute
to and compound mental health issues and increase suicide risk. Access to mental health services is an
immediate priority. Likely to be increased demand on services (and funding) for some time.
National Kids Helpline has registered a 40% increase in calls in March 2020.
Kids Helpline has noted an increase in WA contacts across the top 8 concern types in March quarter 2020
compared to March quarter 2019.
Change in employee jobs
between 14 March and 2 May
Aged under 20
-14.6%
All ages
-7.3%
Source: ABS 6160.0.55.001
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Seniors
•
•
•
•

•

The elder abuse hotline has not yet seen an increase in calls, but is expecting to in the next few weeks.
Increasing financial stress in families is highly likely to put pressure on seniors to provide financial support,
but many seniors do not feel confident to report abuse until a few weeks has passed.
Less impacted by economic outlook than other groups due to low levels of workforce participation, but may
see increase in aged pension demand due to large drops in sharemarket. Could increase demand for social
housing (likely to be lagged). Seniors are already a large cohort of public housing tenants.
ABS data suggests that older Australians were less likely than younger Australians to have felt emotional
and mental wellbeing impacts from COVID-19.
Social isolation has an established and significant impact on both physical and mental health. Prior to
COVID-19 it was estimated that one in five older Australians were socially isolated, and this is likely to have
arisen, given many seniors are not digitally connected. It is estimated that nearly 60% of those aged over 70
have low to no digital literacy. Older people in aged care homes may be particularly at risk, and in past
research have reported being lonelier than those living in the community.
Visits from friends and family to those living in aged care provide important social interaction as well as an
oversight role. Advocare and Legal Aid WA report calls from family members concerned about relatives in
aged care facilities, especially those who had been providing care to family members. Despite government
advice allowing some visitation, anecdotally many aged care have discouraged or not allowed visitors.
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Women
•
•
•

•
•

Women have been more affected by unemployment and economic consequences of COVID-19 (especially
in WA as the mining sector remains strong). This may be tempered in future by increased demand for health
and social services employment.
Anecdotal evidence that women are bearing the burden of increased caring responsibilities (both formal and
informal). This is not restricted to only caring for children by likely other family members as well. Initiatives to
reduce the load on carers will increase their capacity to participate both socially and economically.
An increasing number of women are likely to begin experiencing increased anxiety and trauma associated
with FDV. Gendered drivers of violence against women likely to be exacerbated by COVID-19 impacts e.g.
condoning violence against women; men’s control of decision making and limiting women’s independence;
gendered stereotypes especially when it comes to division of labour/responsibilities in families; male peer
relations emphasising aggression.
Need for continuing gendered lens on indicators of recovery and a gendered analysis of recovery measures
to ensure no unintended consequences for women or men.
Early data from the ABS suggests women are feeling more impacts on emotional wellbeing than men.

Change in employee jobs
between 14 March and 2 May
Males
-6.9%
Females
-7.1%
All
-7.3%
Source: ABS 6160.0.55.001
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Corrective Services
• The number of adults in prison has dropped from 7,151 in February 2020, to 6,962 in May 2020. This
reduction has resulted in the population being at a similar level to the numbers in May 2019 (6,946 prisoners).
• Face-to-face social visits were suspended on 23 March 2020.
• This has not resulted in any increase in complaints received (8.6 avg per day since 23 March,
compared to 10.4 avg per day between 1 January 2020 and 22 March 2020).
• Nor any increase in referrals for psychological support (1,882 in March/April 2020, compared to 1,923
at the same time last year).
• These positive results may have been impacted by a number of measures put in place during the
lockdown, including: proactive communications to staff and prisoners, free phone calls; e-visits; and,
increased youth activities.
• Restraining order applications were on trend until the week commencing 16 March 2020 when lodgements
started to decline.
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Regional and remote communities
•
•
•
•
•

Increased health risk in many areas; social isolation and access to services critical for this cohort.
Regional travel restrictions particularly affect remote communities.
Approximately 1,000 people have been assisted to return to community due to COVID-19. Due to varying
existing populations of different communities this has placed more pressure on some communities than
others. Communities that were over-crowded have experienced increased pressure.
There is a greater prevalence of alcohol and other drugs misuse and higher levels of unemployment in
regional and remote areas, both of which contribute to mental health issues becoming more prevalent
and/or more acute.
Some regional areas are likely to be disproportionally affected by job losses. The Shires of Derby-West
Kimberley and Halls Creek already have the highest unemployment rates in WA (30.2% and 36.9%).
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Regional impacts
•
•
•

•

Current provisional estimates of regional job losses: 30,000 to 45,000 (based on RCCIWA, REMPLAN business surveys
and the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre). This figure will be updated once REMPLAN and Treasury CGE modelling is
completed (DPIRD situational report 6th May 2020)
In addition to the identified job losses, it is estimated that an additional 40,000 regional workers are or will soon be on
JobKeeper. A significant proportion of these JobKeeper workers are underemployed (DPIRD situational report 6 th May
2020)
Industries significantly impacted::
•
Tourism, hospitality and services sectors are experiencing significant contraction in activity representing $77.2
million per week in revenue.
•
The regional tourism workforce is estimated to have declined by 16,230 FTE jobs. This includes:
•
Up to 5,000 across tourism and tourism-related sectors in the South West
•
1,700 job losses in the Kimberley
•
Remote communities have been heavily impacted by the border closures. The lack of tourism activity has led to
the closure of a number of Aboriginal Art centres. These centres are often the only viable business in the
community and act as a community hub and service centre.
•
Regional SMEs are facing acute pressures which vary across regions. (Source: WA Regional Development Alliance
and DPIRD)

The significant downturn in economic activity and job losses across the regions may lead to an increased need for mental
health, drug and alcohol, and child protection services

Department of Communities
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Non-residents: students
•
•
•
•

•

Some student and temporary visa holders have been unable to return to their home countries and are
unlikely to do so in the short-to-medium term.
This group has limited access to Commonwealth support (not generally eligible for JobSeeker or
JobKeeper) and limited employment opportunities.
Timely and accurate data for temporary visa holders is difficult to obtain from Department of Home Affairs.
Some visa holders may have departed or changed visa types.
There are over 34,500 international student visa holders in Western Australia. This includes primary
(student) and secondary (dependent) visa holders who may require support (during COVID-19) from the
State. Recent growth in onshore student visa numbers was primarily driven by the higher education sector
and students from India.
There is anecdotal evidence of students needing accommodation and financial support. Although the
Commonwealth Government has relaxed work limitations and allowed students to access their Australian
superannuation fund, this is expected to provide little relief.
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Non-residents: temporary visas etc
•
•
•

The number of temporary resident (skilled) visa holders in Western Australia grew in the March quarter 2020
to 15,179.
Industries which predominantly use this visa program to satisfy their labour requirements are those most
impacted by COVID-19. Based on the latest data, there may be around 2,670 primary visa holders (and
their families) requiring support from the State.
Agencies are attempting to ascertain the numbers and location of the holders of various visa types, known
to be present in the State. This includes people on 417 visas who were undertaking regional employment as
well as potentially a small number of international tourists.
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