
11 February 2021 

 

Ms Clare O’Connor 

Director General 

Department of Communities, Housing and the Digital Economy 

GPO Box 806 

Brisbane Qld 4001 

 

Dear Ms O’Connor 

Housing older women in Queensland 

Background to the Housing Older Women group 

This letter emerges from work by the Housing Older Women Group (HOW) which has been meeting under the 
auspices of Q Shelter. The group emerged because of a number of approaches to Q Shelter to support an action-
focussed group to identify and progress solutions. 
 

HOW consists of representation from over 100 participants from 52 organisations and inclusive of 30 unaffiliated 
individuals of whom 20 have lived experience of homelessness and/or housing need. Organisations involved 
span the community services sector, private sector, peak bodies, local government and academic institutions. 
 
The need 
It is estimated that 100,000 women in Queensland over the age of 45 are vulnerable to housing related distress1.  
This situation has been the subject of considerable research.  Single older women aged 55 and over, are over-
represented among people in Australia who are asset-poor (McFerran 2010). They are also one of the fastest 
growing groups of homeless people nationally (Homelessness NSW 2016).2    
 

Civil society organisations such as the Mercy Foundation, the Council on the Ageing and Mission Australia have 
released specific reports on older women and homelessness (Councils on the Ageing Federation, 2018; National 
Older Women’s Housing and Homelessness Working Group, 2018). The Older Women's Network commissioned 
a study, "It Could Be You", which was published in 2010. The Australian Human Rights Commission noted the 
rising number of older homeless women since 2017 in their Age Discrimination program initiative and in a 
Background Paper released in 2019 (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2019b).3 
 
Despite the increasing focus on this demographic, there are serious gaps in the service system response.  There 
are few if any gender and age-specific specialist services to assist women address their housing needs, and no 
specific strategy to increase a range of housing supply options that are geared to different cohorts and that 
guarantee access, affordability and appropriateness. 
 
Not all women require fully subsidised housing through the social housing system. The HOW group has identified 
that a range of solutions are needed across diverse tenures. The primary stakeholders in HOW demonstrate 
resilience and enthusiasm for contributing socially and economically to viable solutions. There is a high capability 
to participate in partnership building and co-design of specific housing developments. 
 

 
1 Policy Snapshot: At Risk: 405,000 older women risk homelessness without urgent policy reform  
Aug 2020 Housing for the Aged Action Group and Social Ventures Australia 
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/at_risk_policy_snapshot_and_key_findings_web.pdf  
 
2 Power, Emma R.  2020 Older Women in the Private Rental Sector: Unaffordable, Substandard and Insecure Housing.  Published by 
Western Sydney University.  From https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:56836 
  
3 A publication of the Older Women's Network NSW 8-10 Victoria Street, Newtown, New South Wales 2148 www.ownnsw.org.au Liang 
Yin Li & Yumi Lee ISBN 978-0-6489149-0-7 

https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/at_risk_policy_snapshot_and_key_findings_web.pdf
https://researchdirect.westernsydney.edu.au/islandora/object/uws:56836
http://www.ownnsw.org.au/
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Not all participants require ongoing support either but rather a focussed, intentional level of assistance to secure 
appropriate housing and where possible leverage their own resources to do so. 
 
Summary of solutions 
 
This document sets out solutions across the following key elements: 
 

1. Increasing supply that is affordable and appropriate to older women through three pilot projects 
2. Resources to implement a specialist support service to assist women achieve person-centred solutions 

based on their specific needs 
3. Capacity support for stakeholders working together across community, private and public sectors to 

pioneer innovative models that address housing need for this group 
4. Specific measures to address the needs of older women in the forthcoming Queensland Housing 

Action Plan. 
 

1. Increasing housing supply options for older women through three pilot projects 
 
Some older women need subsidised social housing while others require affordable housing solutions 
along a spectrum of housing options in social and private housing systems. 
 
It is suggested that three funded pilot projects in varied and contrasting regions are considered. The 
models for these project might span a selection of the following: 
 

• A mixed-tenure development inclusive of shared-equity products supporting women to 
contribute resources to their own housing solution 

• Co-housing model with some shared amenities also with consideration for shared equity 
options 

• Community land trusts  

• Facilitated share-housing models inclusive of capital grants to achieve design solutions 
including dual key living and supported/facilitated matching 

• Build-to-rent projects with some tenancies targeted to the needs of older women 

• New and clearly identified finance and investment products that allow women to purchase their 
own housing solution  

• Strategic policy framework for secondary dwellings that provides access for diverse population 
groups as well as a consistent approach across local government areas 

• Strategic land banking and facilitated access to land options for partnership projects involving 
the private sector, community sector and older women seeking housing solutions. 

 
Queensland’s Housing Strategy includes policy frameworks such as Partnering for Growth and funding 
programs such as the Housing Construction Jobs Program which could all be leveraged to contribute 
to solutions. Funding options through NHFIC and other low cost financial products could also be 
facilitated and leveraged to support partnership projects.  
 
The HOW group includes private and community sector developers and housing providers willing to 
work on specific projects however a focussed level of project facilitation is needed combined with grant 
funding to address gaps in project feasibility. The current challenge includes how the various elements 
might be assembled and facilitated to take advantage of different variables in relation to opportunistic 
and place-based projects. Point three in this list suggests capacity building support for partnership 
development as a companion to capital funds for housing growth projects. 
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2.  Provision of Specialist Housing Support for Older Queenslanders  
There are examples of support services which aim to provide specialised assistance to older people. 
The people involved in HOW with lived experience of homelessness or housing stress, lack access to 
specialised support to assess their individual circumstances and be assisted to facilitate an  
 
individualised solution. 
 
It is proposed that funding is provided for a pilot specialist housing support services in Queensland  
targeting older women. This service would assist with identifying housing options, facilitating access, 
overcoming barriers, link with and embed other supports, and assistance to consolidate the housing 
solution and sustain the outcome as required. 
 

The Home at Last service in Victoria demonstrates that better housing outcomes can be achieved for 
financially disadvantaged older people. 
 
Through Home at Last, older people in housing crisis are provided with one-on-one support to access 
appropriate and affordable housing.  Older people are also helped to access support earlier and plan 
for their future before reaching crisis point. Evaluation of the service by KPMG found it to be a cost-
effective way to help older people secure housing and divert demand from specialist homelessness 
services.  
 

A funded program to replicate this model would encompass prevention, early interventions and crisis  
 
response if and when required. 
 

Home at last delivers: 
 

•  One-on-one engagement with clients experiencing a housing crisis, including assistance with 
housing applications, support during the move and to set up a new home, and referrals into 
aged care and other supports as needed. 
•  Targeted engagement, tailored support, and engagement with different groups such as 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander, Culturally and Linguistically Diverse, and LGBTI 
communities, to help people plan for their future and avoid a housing crisis.    
•  Flexible responses, including duration and type of support, and including a continuum of 
service options to meet individual needs.    
•  Embedding the voice of people with lived experience to deliver a relevant and empowering 
program.  For example, using peer educators to deliver community information and 
development sessions    
•  Specialist expertise on the housing and aged care systems to navigate these complex systems  
 

The rationale for a specialised support service includes: 
 

• Many older people at risk of, or experiencing, homelessness have not previously engaged with 
the social service system.  Many have traditional housing histories and are experiencing 
homelessness for the first time.  

 

• Older people speak of a combination of shame and fear in approaching homelessness services.  
In their contact with service providers, they have experienced a lack of understanding of their 
situation and their housing options.  In many cases, they are referred on, or told that they are 
not eligible for help.  

https://www.oldertenants.org.au/home_at_last
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• Many older people have limited access to the internet.  For those that do use technology, the 
available information is overwhelming.  Eligibility criteria for access and support is often 
unclear.  

 

• There are specialised homelessness services for other groups of people and older people at risk 
would similarly benefit from a service designed to specifically address the needs of older 
women and early, direct support. Options for face-to-face support are needed and would be 
geared towards preventing a housing crisis and facilitating individualised outcomes utilising a 
range of inputs and resources. For those already in a housing crisis, information and direct 
support is needed to gain appropriate long-term housing, from workers with strong knowledge 
of the housing and aged care systems who can walk alongside the person until a sustainable 
resolution is created.4    

 
3. Regional capacity building support 
 
The HOW group is growing and there is regionalised interest in working on place-based solutions and 
opportunities. It is proposed that coordination support to HOW under the auspices of Q Shelter is 
provided to enable: 

• Active facilitation of region-specific partnerships to achieve a range of housing supply options 

• Identification and engagement of additional partners with contributions such as land, equity, 
and development capability/capacity. This engagement would be regionalised and link to the 
facilitation of specific partnerships to achieve housing projects that potentially involve public, 
private, community sectors along in a co-design process with older women who need a housing 
solutions. 

• Active assessment and identification of financial products that assist women to address their 
own housing needs. 

 
 4. Measures in Queensland’s forthcoming Housing Action Plan 
 
Q Shelter is aware that the next iteration of the Queensland Housing Action Plan is forthcoming. It is 
suggested that the Action Plan seek to include a range of measures to address the needs of older 
women including housing supply elements, support and sector capacity for future partnerships. 
 
Contact and next steps 
 
Q Shelter suggests some structured engagement with the Department of Communities and Housing 
to explore the future of responses to housing needs among older women in Queensland based on the 
proposals in this document.  Further contact is welcomed through Emma Greenhalgh, Manager of 
Strategic Projects (emma.greenhalgh@qshelter.asn.au or 0402 927 243. 
 
Thank you in advance for considering our proposed ideas. We hope they can help shape a strategic 
and productive discussion with Government about a way forward. 
 
Yours sincerely 
Fiona Caniglia 
Executive Director 

 
 

mailto:emma.greenhalgh@qshelter.asn.au
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