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HOMELESSNESS

Homelessness is when people do not have a place to call home.

Homelessness is often thought of as rough sleeping on the street 
or in a car, however the Census measures homelessness across 
six categories: improvised dwellings, tents or sleeping out (rough 
sleeping); supported accommodation for the homeless; staying 
temporarily with other households; boarding houses; other 
temporary lodgings; and severely overcrowded dwellings.

It may only take a couple of unexpected life events for someone to 
fall into homelessness.

Housing and health are inextricably linked - people need a place to 
call home to stay healthy and maintain their wellbeing.

The top three reasons people sought assistance from WA Specialist 
Homelessness Services were:

1. Domestic violence 39%

2. Financial difficulties 32%

3. Lack of family and/or community support 25%.  Australian Institute of Health 

and Welfare (AIHW) 2020-2021. Specialist Homelessness Services WA

Homelessness is a multidimensional issue that occurs when 
individual and structural/economic factors collide.

Individual factors include trauma, mental health challenges, alcohol 
and other drug dependence, chronic health conditions, family and 
domestic violence, family breakdown, incarceration, disability.

Structural determinants include housing supply and affordability, 
employment opportunities, economic inequality, discrimination, 
loss of cultural identity, power and control.

WHAT & WHY
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9,000+ West Australians experience homelessness every 
night; 1,083 sleeping rough and 1,208 under the age of 12.   
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2016. Census 2016: Estimating Homelessness

791 people in Perth, Fremantle and surrounds experiencing 
homelessness, including 317 people sleeping rough.  Approximate figures 

from May 2022. By-Name List   

Specialist Homelessness Services support over 4,600 people 
every day across WA.  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2021. Specialist Homelessness 

Services Annual Report

52.5% of rough sleepers reported they had been a victim of 
assault since becoming homeless.  AIHW 2019. Specialist Homelessness Services Annual 

Report

On any given day in WA, 65 requests for assistance from 
Specialist Homelessness Services are not met.  AIHW 2021 

While Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people represented 
3.3% of the WA population in 2021*, they made up 64% of met 
demand for accommodation services in 2020-21, and 50.5% 
of Specialist Homelessness Services clients. * Census Data 2021. Productivity 

Commission, 2022, Report on Government Services

With a current unmet need of 39,200 social and 19,300 affordable 
homes across WA, it is estimated that by 2036 Western Australia 
will have a shortage of 86,400 social and 32,000 affordable 
homes.  UNSW City Futures Research Centre (2019) 

WA Specialist Homelessness Services funding levels are below 
that required to meet demand, with only 27% of services able 
to meet 90% or more of client demand and less than 50% able 
to meet 76% of demand or greater.  Flatau, Lester Callis and Kyron (2022), Centre for Social 

Impact at the University of Western Australia (CSI UWA) 

HOMELESSNESS
STATISTICS
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People who have experienced homelessness are more likely to 
have a long-term health condition, mental health challenges 
or other type of disability. 

Research shows a $16 million annual saving to WA’s health system 
by providing stable public housing for people experiencing, or 
at risk of, homelessness.  Flatau, P., Zaretzky, K., Brady, M., Haigh, Y., Martin, R. (2008). Australian 

Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI) Final report No. 119

At least 56 people who were experiencing homelessness in the 
metropolitan area lost their lives in 2020.  Wood and Vallesi 2021 

152 mental health inpatients were unable to be discharged due 
to a lack of suitable community-based accommodation and/or 
mental health support services.  Mental Health Commission 2021

People who experience deteriorating mental health, with 
symptoms of anxiety, depression and mental distress, and do 
not access health services, are more than twice as likely to be 
forced to move from their home within two years. More than 
one in three are likely to experience financial hardship within 
one year.  Brackertz et al. 2020

International evidence suggests housing instability, due to 
short or insecure housing tenure, forced eviction or difficulty 
obtaining a secure place of residence, is associated with 
poor mental health, particularly among women and children.   
Suglia et al. 2011. AIHW Indigenous mental health and homelessness, 2022

People experiencing homelessness are more susceptible 
to influenza and respiratory conditions, due to frequenting 
communal spaces, exposure to the elements and the challenges 
of staying warm and dry.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has shone a harsh spotlight on the 
extreme vulnerability of people experiencing homelessness to 
infectious diseases. 

HOMELESSNESS
HEALTH
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Almost 19,000 WA households on the social housing waitlist, 
with an average wait time of 113.5 weeks.  As at 31 May 2022 and 30 April 2022 

respectively. Extract from Hansard (18 May 2022)

Only 1,144 crisis and transitional beds available in WA.  Australian Institute 

of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2019. Specialist Homelessness Services Annual Report

There is an unmet need of 39,200 social and 19,300 affordable 
homes across Western Australia. It is estimated that by 2036 
WA will have a shortage of 86,400 social and 32,000 affordable 
homes.  UNSW City Futures Research Centre (2019) 

There are no affordable rental properties available for a single 
person on Jobseeker in WA.  Anglicare WA 2022. Rental Affordability Snapshot 

28.3% of WA renters pay more than 30% of their household 
income on housing costs, which is an indicator of housing 
stress.  Census data 2021. Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2022

54% of low-income households in WA’s private rental market 
pay more than 30% of income on housing costs.  Data 2019-20. ABS 2022

44.5% of Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) recipients 
spend more than 30% of their income on rent.  Data WA 2021. Productivity 

Commission (2022) Report on Government Services 

Rental prices in Perth increased by 26.2% over the last two 
years, with a 30% increase since March 2020 when the COVID-19 
pandemic first hit.  SQM Research, July 2022 

Rental vacancy rate in Perth remains at 0.6%. REIWA describes 
a balanced market somewhere between 2.5-3.5%.  SQM Research, July 

2022 

HOUSING
SUPPLY & AFFORDABILITY
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Ending homelessness is not only the right thing to do; it makes 
economic sense. It’s more cost effective to provide safe and 
secure homes and support services than it is to manage the 
cost of homelessness. 

Reductions in health service use after entering a public housing 
tenancy was calculated as $16,394,449 in one year or $4,846 
per person per year.  Wood, Flatau et al. 2016, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute (AHURI)

For National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness (NPAH) 
clients, the health system cost savings were $13,273 per person 
per year. For NPAH clients receiving support upon exiting a 
mental health unit, cost savings are $84,135 per person per 
year.  Wood, Flatau et al. 2016, AHURI 

The estimated cost of homelessness, taking into account 
health and justice expenditure, is up to $44,137 per person per 
year. Providing accommodation would mean an annual saving 
of $25,615 per person per year.  Zaretsky, K. and Flatau, AHURI 

Western Australia could save $6.6 billion by investing in 
social and affordable housing commensurate with need.  
The benefit-cost ratio for Australia in providing adequate 
social and affordable housing infrastructure is calculated 
at 2:1. In other words, for every $1 invested by taxpayers 
to induce delivery of social and affordable housing, 
the Australian community gets back $2 in benefits.   
SGS Economics and Planning 2022. Housing All Australians 

HOUSING
ECONOMICS
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Aboriginal culture conceptualises ‘home’ not just in the physical 
sense but also culturally, spiritually and emotionally. 

Many Aboriginal people may not consider themselves homeless 
because they are staying on country, or with friends or family, 
and this may result in an undercount in the census. 

A loss of culture, and positive self-identity and displacement 
due to historic injustices and the socio-economic and cultural 
disadvantages faced by Aboriginal Australians, can intensify 
social exclusion in all areas of life, including housing. 

Aboriginal people continue to experience higher levels of 
housing disadvantage than other Australians, including 
homelessness, overcrowding, home ownership and housing 
stress. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples often experience 
racial discrimination in the housing market, making it difficult 
to access private rentals. 

Aboriginal households in WA face significant systemic 
challenges in exercising their rights to appropriate and 
affordable housing. Poverty, lack of economic opportunities, 
language, education, cultural practices and discrimination all 
contribute to insufficient housing options for Aboriginal people 
in WA. 

Most housing design does not meet the cultural or practical 
needs of many Aboriginal families leading to overcrowding and 
homelessness. 

HOMELESSNESS
FIRST NATIONS PEOPLE
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9.5% of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in Western 
Australia live in overcrowded housing.  Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2022, 

Census of Population and Housing: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people data summary 2021 

More than half of all Specialist Homelessness Services clients 
in WA were Aboriginal.  Data from 2020-2021, Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2021 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people represent 3.3% of 
the WA population, and make up 64% of unmet demand for 
accommodation services and 50.5% of Specialist Homelessness 
Services clients.  Data 2020-21, 2021 Census, Productivity Commission (2022) Report on Government Services

Aboriginal-specific services received $2.073 million in 
2020-2021, representing just 1% of the total budget for 
homelessness services, despite 51% of people experiencing 
homelessness in Perth being from the Aboriginal community, 
and the number of Aboriginal clients seeking homelessness 
services rising by 10% in the five years to 2020-21.   
Flatau, Lester Callis and Kyron (2022), Centre for Social Impact at the University of Western Australia (CSI UWA)

In the Registry Week Perth Metropolitan data collections, 
73.8% of homeless Aboriginal interviewees reported lifetime 
experiences of imprisonment, compared with 52.4% of  
non-Aboriginal interviewees.  Kaleveld et al (2018), CSI UWA 

Aboriginal people are 10 times more likely to live in social 
housing than non-Aboriginal people. Aboriginal households are 
consistently more likely to be renting in private housing (32% 
private compared with 25% social housing at Census) over the 
period.  AIHW (2021) Indigenous Housing (data from 2018-2019) 

HOMELESSNESS
FIRST NATIONS PEOPLE
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The Housing First approach is one of the primary solutions 
towards ending homelessness. 

Housing First prescribes safe and permanent housing - without 
any qualifying requirements - as the first priority for people 
experiencing chronic homelessness, including those rough 
sleeping. 

Once a home is secured, a multidisciplinary team of support 
workers work in partnership with the person to address 
their specific needs through services like drug and alcohol 
counselling, mental health treatment or employment services. 

Housing First is based on the principle that you don’t need to 
face all your challenges before you get a home. Instead, a home 
should be the secure, safe foundation from which it is easier to 
start working through those challenges. 

HOMELESSNESS
HOUSING FIRST
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62% male, average age 40 years.

Women on the whole were younger than their male  
counterparts and experienced more significant mental health 
and general health issues as well as violence on the streets. 

One in six people experiencing homelessness were under the 
age of 24 years.

52% were rough sleeping (streets, parks, cars) and 24% were in 
temporary accommodation (couch surfing).

For individuals, the mean time spent homeless was 64.1 months 
(over 5 years); for families, mean time spent homeless was 68.2 
months (over 5.5 years). Looking at 2020-2022 data only, the 
mean time spent homeless has increased to 76.3 months for 
individuals.

Many people who are homeless have experienced  
dangerous events while homeless: 56% have been a victim of 
attack; 50% have threatened to harm themselves or others; 
35% have engaged in risky behaviour involving sex and/or 
drugs; and 33% have had a person coercing them to do things 
they don’t want to do.

63.6% reported that they had interacted with police in the 
previous six months.

55.6% of respondents had been imprisoned at some point in 
their life.

HOMELESSNESS
ADVANCE TO ZERO KEY FINDINGS
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Key findings data set from 3,183 surveys from 2012 to 30 June 2022. P. Flatau, L. Lester, M. Kyron, C. Lai, M. Li (2022), 
Centre for Social Impact at the University of Western Australia (CSI UWA)
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58.4% report dental problems, 30% dehydration, 19.9% foot or 
skin infections.

34.1% report asthma, 27% heat stroke, 18.8% hepatitis C, 19.7% 
heart disease, 13.5% liver disease, 12.8% diabetes.

69,5% suffer from depression, 63.2% anxiety, 39.3% PTSD, 
24.3% psychosis.

72% problematic drug or alcohol use, 39.1% consuming alcohol 
and/or drugs daily.

35% report a serious brain injury or head trauma.

51.6% had been hospitalised in the previous six months, 66.1% 
reported they had used Accident and Emergency, 55.6% had 
been taken to hospital by ambulance.

The mean cost of use of selected healthcare services in the  
six months prior to survey among Western Australian 
respondents in the Advance to Zero database was $14,449.  
Rough sleepers reported higher utilisation of healthcare 
services than those who were not sleeping rough, thus their 
costs are slightly higher at $15,891 overall.

HOMELESSNESS
ADVANCE TO ZERO KEY FINDINGS
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Key findings data set from 3,183 surveys from 2012 to 30 June 2022. P. Flatau, L. Lester, M. Kyron, C. Lai, M. Li (2022), 
Centre for Social Impact at the University of Western Australia (CSI UWA)


