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VCOSS Objectives

The constitutional objects of VCOSS are:

•	 to work towards the reduction and eventual elimination of social and economic disadvantage in 
Victoria

•	 to promote co-operation between organisations and individuals involved in the field of social 
community service in Victoria

•	 to work towards a united Australia that respects this land of ours, values the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander heritage, and provides justice and equity for all.

VCOSS State Budget 
Submission 2013–14

The Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) is the peak body of the social and community sector in 
Victoria. It raises awareness of the existence, causes and effects of poverty and disadvantage and seeks to 
build a stronger, sustainable community.

We thank our member organisations and others concerned with addressing disadvantage in Victoria for their 
contributions to this State Budget Submission.
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In a state without mineral riches, the people 
of Victoria have long been the source of our 
competitive advantage, economic strength and 
capacity for innovation. Making sure that every 
Victorian can participate in life to the best of 
their ability not only improves the quality of life 
of disadvantaged Victorians, but is essential for a 
productive economy and cohesive community. 

Times are tough for many Victorians. Huge 
economic and demographic shifts mean that new 
groups of vulnerable people now are drawing on 
the many services provided by VCOSS members – 
particularly on the outer fringes of Melbourne and 
in rural and regional Victoria. 

Talk of a ‘two-speed economy’ simplifies the 
challenges of a complex economy where job 
opportunities are vanishing across industries and 
regions and the workforce is ageing. 

Other Victorians find it tough at any time – not for 
lack of trying, but because they don’t have good 
physical or mental health, a stable home life, the 
chance to learn and develop skills.

Many Victorians are also held back by where 
and how they live, cut off from opportunity by 
unaffordable housing, poor public transport and 
lack of access to other services. 

All these trends are threatening to further entrench 
disadvantage in Victoria.

‘Doing more with less’ is a phrase we always hear. Of 
course we should find more efficient ways to spend 
public funds, but this is too often code for cuts to 
long-term social investment.

As a result, the services that seek to address 
disadvantage in Victoria are also doing it tough – 
dealing with greater demand and complexity of 
need, while facing major regulatory change. The 
community sector is as keen as government to find 
ways to improve services, but change must produce 
better outcomes, not be for its own sake. It should 
also be resourced.

Marginalised Victorians are not a ‘problem’ to be fixed.

Rather, identifying people in difficulty 
demonstrates the fault lines in our community 
and points to where solutions for a stronger and 
fairer Victoria should start. The people most at risk 
of exclusion from Victoria’s future represent our 
greatest untapped potential.

When it was elected two years ago, the Victorian 
Government promised to improve the way 
government works and to deliver better outcomes 
for vulnerable Victorians. Since then it has instigated 
a raft of inquiries and consultations to find the best 
way ahead. 

It now needs – in this Budget – to deliver on those 
promises of reform and on the promise of the 
people of Victoria.

Delivering on the promise
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With these core challenges in mind, the focus of the 2013-14 
State Budget should be to:

•	 Give all Victorians a fair and flexible chance to learn

•	 Support children and families before they face crisis

•	 Divert young people away from the justice system

•	 Improve the health and wellbeing of vulnerable Victorians

•	 Manage emergencies beyond emergency services

•	 Give every Victorian access to an affordable, secure home

•	 Make sure every household can afford water and energy

•	 Open up public transport to those who need it most

•	 Create viable community sector organisations to deliver 
critical services

Victorian Council of Social Service 
November 2012
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1. Give all Victorians a fair chance to learn

1.1 Fund kindergartens for national quality standards

1.2 Build and better resource kindergartens for universal access

1.3 Grow equity funding so kindergarten is affordable for all families

1.4 Increase funding and cut waiting times for the Early Childhood Intervention Service (ECIS)

1.5 Increase the number of Kindergarten Inclusion Support Services (KISS) packages

1.6 Reinstate in full the Education Maintenance Allowance and School Start Bonus

1.7 Increase funding to State Schools’ Relief

1.8 Fund close collaboration between schools and community organisations

1.9 Deliver flexible and responsive learning environments in critical areas

1.10 Provide more Vocational Education and Training (VET) opportunities for disadvantaged Victorians

2. Support children and families when they need help

2.1 Expand BestStart statewide, especially for outer metropolitan growth areas and rural and regional 
Victoria

2.2 Provide minimum 20 hours funding per week and longer-term sustainability for Neighbourhood 
Houses and Learning Centres

2.3 Increase early intervention family support services 

2.4 Fund the workforce development of Aboriginal Controlled Organisations

2.5 Properly fund and staff the Aboriginal Child Specialist Advice and Support Service (ACSASS)

2.6 Fund additional Aboriginal Child FIRST workers

2.7 Extend cultural competence training to all services that support Aboriginal children, young people 
and their families

2.8 Increase residential care baseline funding

2.9 Expand therapeutic models of out-of-home care, including foster care

2.10 Extend out-of-home care support for young people to 25 years of age

2.11 Establish specialist lists in the Family Division of the Children’s Court

2.12 Properly fund the new Children and Young People’s Commission 

3. Improve the health and wellbeing of vulnerable Victorians

3.1 Fund priorities in the forthcoming Koolin Balit Statewide Action Plan and the Victorian Aboriginal 
Health Workforce Plan

3.2 Fund training programs to build Aboriginal cultural competence 

3.3 Extend funding for regional Close the Gap Partnerships

3.4 Expand local community-based mental health services

3.5 Provide targeted mental health services for young people

3.6 Expand alcohol and other drugs (AOD) services in rural, regional and outer metropolitan growth areas 

3.7 Deliver youth-specific residential detox and rehabilitation services

3.8 Fund more prevention and early intervention through community health services

3.9 Launch population health planning pilots

3.10 Resource adult health services to support the whole family 

Summary of budget priorities

Summary of budget priorities
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4. Divert young people from the justice system 

4.1 Extend the Intensive Bail Supervision Program, particularly in rural and regional Victoria

4.2 Extend and expand the Youth Referral and Independent Person Program (YRIPP)

4.3 Fund and expand the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service’s Police Cautioning and Youth Diversion 
program

5. Manage emergencies with the whole community

5.1 Provide resources to community sector organisations to plan with local government for emergencies

5.2 Link the Statewide Heatwave Plan to emergency management planning

5.3 Make homes safe for vulnerable people in heatwaves

6. Provide affordable, secure housing

6.1 Convene an Affordable Housing Task Force with community organisations and industry

6.2 Provide sustainable funding for sustainable public housing

6.3 Develop financial models that can attract private investment for affordable housing

6.4 Establish a fund to introduce minimum standards for private rental housing

6.5 Expand the availability of early intervention programs to reduce homelessness

7. Make sure everyone can afford energy and water

7.1 Deliver a 17.5 per cent energy concession discount

7.2 Introduce an uncapped 30 per cent water concession

7.3 Re-establish the Water Wise program

7.4 Expand utilties relief to cover new problems

7.5 Improve thermal efficiency for low-income households

7.6 Renew programs for low-income households to improve appliance efficiency

8. Provide transport to jobs, education and services

8.1 Expand bus coverage and frequency to the most neglected areas 

8.2 Meet the state’s legal requirements on public transport accessibility

8.3 Implement the recommendations of the Victorian Taxi Industry Inquiry

8.4 Expand and improve use of alternatives to public transport

9. Create viable community sector organisations to deliver efficient services

9.1 Develop a sector-led workforce strategy

9.2 Fund professional development of the community sector

9.3 Provide full funding for community services

9.4 Explore the efficiency of a community sector shared services scheme

9.5 Support provision of high quality industrial advice

Summary of budget priorities
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To lift Victoria’s education and development 
outcomes, we need make sure that all Victorians 
can participate in the economy and contribute to 
our society.

That requires better access to quality learning 
opportunities throughout life – from early 
childhood to school and through to further 
education.

Vulnerable children and young people gain 
the greatest benefit if learning and education 
begins early in life and is sustained.1 Reducing 
educational disadvantage means better jobs, 
higher incomes and better life chances, including 
better health. 2

The Government recognises that ‘nothing is 
more important for the future prosperity of 
families than a good education, starting in early 
childhood’. 3 It has promised to improve ‘the 
engagement and support of vulnerable students 
and families in schools and provide better access 
to learning opportunities for vulnerable young 
people and vulnerable parents’.4

Education and learning are critical 
to an individual’s life chances, and 
education is a pathway out of poverty 
and intergenerational disadvantage.

Victorian Government,  
Victoria’s Vulnerable Children: Our Shared 

Responsibility, Melbourne, 2012, p.11

1. Give all Victorians a fair 
chance to learn
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Improving student outcomes is 
about equipping our children and 
young people so that they can thrive 
throughout their lives.

Victorian Government, 2011 
Victoria as a Learning Community, p.11

Key Budget priorities: education, early development and skills

1.1 Fund kindergartens for national quality standards

1.2 Build and better resource kindergartens for universal access

1.3 Grow equity funding so kindergarten is affordable for all families

1.4 Increase funding and cut waiting times for the Early Childhood Intervention Service (ECIS)

1.5 Increase the number of Kindergarten Inclusion Support Services (KISS) packages

1.6 Reinstate in full the Education Maintenance Allowance and the School Start Bonus

1.7 Increase funding to State Schools’ Relief

1.8 Fund close collaboration between schools and community organisations

1.9 Deliver flexible and responsive learning environments in critical areas

1.10 Provide more Vocational Education and Training (VET) opportunities for disadvantaged Victorians
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4-5 year old children who are 
attending pre-school or a pre-
Year One program [Grade Prep] 
have, on average, higher overall 
development, learning and 
cognitive and social-emotional 
outcomes than those who do not.

C Gong, J McNamara & R Cassells, AMP.
NATSEM Income and Wealth Report 

Issue 28: Little Australians, Sydney, AMP.
NATSEM, 2011, p.8

1.1 Fund kindergartens for national quality standards 

The new National Quality Framework for Early Childhood 
Education and Care (the Framework) will improve early 
childhood education and care services. However the 
introduction of the Framework at the same time as the 
universal access policy in 2013 will create additional 
costs for the early childhood sector.

Passing these costs on to families through fee increases 
is likely to further lock out vulnerable children from the 
system, and discourage some parents from getting a 
job.5 The cost increases should be paid by government, 
as recommended by the Productivity Commission.6

Kindergartens will also require more resources for 
increased administration and workload, and for 
professional support and expert advice to implement 
the quality changes, including to:

•	 teach staff about new laws and standards

•	 undertake self assessment against the National 
Quality Standards

•	 develop a Quality Improvement Plan

•	 undertake the national assessment process and 
make any recommended changes. 

DELIVERING ON THE PROMISE
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1.2 Build and better resource kindergartens for universal access 

The new universal access policy increases program hours for 4-year-old children, from 10.75 to 15 hours 
a week from mid 2013. Programs must be delivered by a university trained early childhood teacher, with 
one staff member for every eleven children.

This cannot be delivered on existing funding levels, as kindergartens will need to increase their program 
hours and employ more qualified staff.

Pilot programs trialling 15 hours of kindergarten for 4-year-old children have been funded for the extra 
hours of program time. This increase should be applied to all services. 

Achieving universal access also will increase pressure on existing kindergartens – which are already 
struggling to meet the demands of a booming population, particularly in growth corridors. 

The Municipal Association of Victoria (MAV) estimates $602 million is required for more buildings for 
kindergarten programs to help deliver universal access.7 This Budget should allocate capital expenditure 
to meet current and growing demand. New children’s centres are required in rural, regional and outer 
metropolitan areas where stand-alone kindergartens may not be viable. 

1.3 Grow equity funding so kindergarten is  
affordable for all families

According to the Victorian Auditor-General,8 many of the children who would most benefit from 
kindergarten do not attend. Cost is often a big barrier.9 

The Government should establish an equity fund that reimburses or subsidises kindergarten fees and 
additional costs for families experiencing disadvantage. It could help families meet costs by increasing 
resources for the Early Childhood Education Foundation. The Foundation pays attendance fees for families 
experiencing financial hardship so their children can attend at least one year of preschool.  

VCOSS STATE BUDGET SUBMISSION 2013–14
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Children with developmental 
delays or disabilities need the 
same opportunities to actively 
participate in universal early 
childhood programs to meet early 
childhood outcomes.

DEEWR for the Council of Australian 
Governments, 2009.  

Belonging, Being & Becoming: The early 
years learning framework for Australia

1.4 Increase funding and cut waiting times for the  
Early Childhood Intervention Service (ECIS)

The early childhood years are vital for children with 
disabilities and developmental delays and lay the 
foundations for their future development. They are 
also important for the child’s family, when they can 
best start learning to support and nurture their child. 
Without support, families are at higher risk of:

•	 mental health problems 

•	 poorer physical health 

•	 lower rates of participation in the workforce

•	 greater financial hardship 

•	 social isolation.10

One in 40 Victorian children and their families require 
the support of Early Childhood Intervention Services 
(ECIS) for a range of needs, including special education, 
therapy, and counselling. Currently there are over 1500 
children on the ECIS waiting list.

Eligible children should not have to wait longer than 3 months from referral, or they can miss critical stages 
of learning and development. 

The ECIS is also underfunded: its current unit price cannot sustain flexible and high quality support. 
Matching the escalating costs of properly meeting children’s needs will pay off over time by reducing the 
demand on more specialist supports in the future. 

1.5 Increase the number of Kindergarten Inclusion  
Support Services (KISS) packages

All children should have access to high quality universal early childhood education and care and programs. 

Kindergarten Inclusion Support Services (KISS) funding needs to be increased and the eligibility criteria 
widened so that all children with a disability or developmental delay are able to attend and make the most 
of their kindergarten experience.

DELIVERING ON THE PROMISE
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The Government has committed 
to ‘continue working to improve 
the engagement and support of 
vulnerable students and families 
in schools.’

Victorian Government, 2012.  
Victoria’s Vulnerable Children: Our Shared 

Responsibility, p.11

1.6 Reinstate in full the Education Maintenance  
Allowance and School Start Bonus

Too many vulnerable families struggle to meet the 
costs of education. Children and young people should 
not feel isolated or ashamed at school because of 
their family background, or miss out on learning 
opportunities because their parents cannot afford it. 

The Victorian Government’s decision to restructure 
the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) and 
cut the School Start Bonus will affect many families.
The marginal increase in the direct EMA payment 
to parents does not compensate for the loss of the 
component paid to schools and the School Start 
Bonus. Before the changes, the EMA and School Start 
bonus were tightly targeted to those families who 
needed it most. 

Some equity funds will be given to disadvantaged schools – those with higher proportions of students 
from low socio-economic backgrounds. Schools with students from disadvantaged backgrounds who do 
not fit these criteria will not receive this additional funding. 

VCOSS members expect increases in the number of families seeking assistance with school costs when the 
combined impact of changes hit in the new school year. 

While some schools offer support such as payment plans, families on low incomes may not have a 
sufficiently stable income to meet them11 or have enough savings for unexpected costs.12

The evidence for vulnerable families struggling to meet the costs of education is manifold:

•	 36 per cent of people receiving emergency relief from the Salvation Army could not afford their 
children’s participation in school outings and activities and 43 per cent go without up-to-date 
school books and new school clothes13

•	 requests for clothing and footwear requests from State Schools’ Relief have risen 32 per cent over 
the last 4 years

•	 about 20 per cent of children living in households relying mainly on Parenting Payment or Newstart 
Allowance lack up-to-date schoolbooks and uniforms 

•	 16 per cent of children in families relying on Parenting Payment miss out on school activities and 
outings because their parents cannot afford them.14

The Government’s 2011 Victorian Families Statement highlights that the rising costs of education 
continue to outstrip growth in average weekly earnings.15 

VCOSS STATE BUDGET SUBMISSION 2013–14
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1.7 Increase funding to State Schools’ Relief 

Requests for support with new school clothing and footwear from the State Schools’ Relief (SSR) program 
have risen 32 per cent over the past four years – from 7,378 applications to 10,756 – while donations are 
falling, forcing SSR to use its cash reserves to fund assistance.

The Department of Education and Early Childhood Development funds the administrative, 
accommodation and salary costs of SSR, while the items themselves are paid for by donations from 
schools, individuals, businesses and foundations. 

SSR supports students who cannot afford school clothing and footwear. This includes young people from 
low-income families, those affected by domestic violence and people recovering from emergencies.

Schools cannot fix all the 
problems of society … Through 
integration with … community 
organisations, schools can lift 
outcomes for their students.

Victorian Government,  
Victoria as a Learning Community, p.11

1.8 Fund close collaboration between schools 
and community organisations
Schools are an important place to address 
disadvantage, because they are often where the 
issues children and young people experience become 
visible. But we cannot expect schools to do the work of 
community sector organisations. 

Instead, we need to link schools with local 
organisations which may already be working with 
particular children and are experienced in social issues 
like homelessness, mental health, drug and alcohol 
issues, family violence or other issues that affect a 
young person’s ability to learn.

The Youth Partnerships currently underway in seven demonstration sites across Victoria do exactly that 
and are making a difference for students at the local level, by:

•	 better identifying vulnerable children and young people and supporting their engagement with school

•	 assisting schools and other providers to develop learning programs that cater to individual students

•	 finding and introducing the best educational options for individual students, including community 
based education, learning and mentoring programs. 

The Youth Partnerships initiative needs to be extended for a further 12 months to build on the momentum 
that it has created, and to support the transition towards system-wide reform. 

School Focused Youth Services (SFYSs) have also built strong partnerships between schools and 
community sector organisations in 41 areas across Victoria. The lessons from the SFYSs should inform 
systemic changes and other program initiatives in this Budget, particularly in maintaining strong links 
between schools and community sector organisations and an emphasis on early intervention.

DELIVERING ON THE PROMISE
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1.9 Deliver flexible and responsive learning  
environments in critical areas

Too many young Victorians disengage early from schools and leave with low levels of literacy and 
numeracy. Victoria needs a school system that responds to the evidence that children and young people 
learn at different rates, in different ways and at different times – particularly when they have had to deal 
with difficult issues in their lives.16

The Government has made some positive steps to improve the flexibility of the school system, including 
the recently released Disengagement Guidelines, moves for funding to follow the student, and in 
piloting effective models for re-engaging disengaged students.

These need to be extended in this Budget. 

A range of effective flexible learning practices, such as the Bendigo Senior Secondary College’s 
NETSchool17, exist in pockets across the school system. However the support a child or young person 
receives should not be tied to where they live. 

This Budget should prioritise funding for greater flexibility in the curriculum and in models of teaching 
to address the lower education outcomes in rural and regional Victoria, for those on lower incomes, for 
Aboriginal children and young people, and those in out-of-home care.

Victorians who fail to complete school tend to be more disadvantaged in later life with an increased 
likelihood of experiencing: 

•	 unemployment

•	 poorer health

•	 greater risk of offending behaviour

•	 higher risk of alcohol and drug misuse

•	 higher risk of homelessness 

•	 lower lifelong income.18 
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1.10 Provide more Vocational Education and Training (VET) 
opportunities for disadvantaged Victorians 

The Victorian Government has recognised the significant 
role of education and training in helping Victorians find 
employment.19 Importantly, Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) is not only about school leavers – the latest 
figures show there are more adults aged 25-44 in VET 
than 15-19 year olds.20

VET provides an opportunity for all Victorians to:

•	 boost their literacy and numeracy skills

•	 develop foundational skills that can ultimately lead to 
higher qualifications

•	 re-train to increase their employment opportunities 
in areas of skill shortage

•	 pursue an alternative education pathway. 

Strategies need to be developed and funded to assist 
those Victorians who find it difficult to access VET, and 
should address: 

•	 Geographic access – the current loss of infrastructure 
through TAFEs, particularly in regional and rural 
areas, is further disadvantaging students who are 
geographically isolated. 

•	 Affordability – changes to the concession structure, 
now set at 20 per cent of the course fee rather than the 
previous fixed fee, will discourage vulnerable people. 

•	 Outcomes - the current Victorian Training Guarantee 
allows for a government subsidised place only if 
students are undertaking a higher level qualification 
than any that they currently hold. This rules out 
many from returning to study or the workforce 
(such as parents), those from newly arrived 
communities and culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds, as well as those experiencing 
significant learning difficulties. 

A number of groups experience 
disadvantage within the VET 
system, including: 

• people with low levels of 
literacy and numeracy

• Indigenous people

• women 

• people who live in rural, 
regional or remote areas

• communities with high 
concentration of socio-
economic disadvantage

• people living on low incomes 

• people living with a disability 
or mental illness

• people in the criminal justice 
system

• people from non-English-
speaking backgrounds, 
especially recently arrived 
refugees.21 
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Strong and supportive families provide the 
foundation for children to live happy, healthy 
lives. However, many families struggle with 
mental and physical health issues, drug 
and alcohol problems, unemployment, 
disability, financial stress, family violence and 
homelessness or are simply overwhelmed by the 
pressures of parenting, all of which can affect the 
health and wellbeing of their children. 

2. Support children and 
families when they need help

Estimated incidence costs of child abuse and neglect, Victoria, 2009–10

 
Incidence

Units Lower bound Best estimate

Number of children 5,390 32,850

Health system ($’000) 29,781 187,660

Additional education ($’000) 6,372 38,693

Productivity losses – lower employment ($’000) 11,015 67,150

Productivity losses – premature death ($’000) 37,084 37,084

Child protection, out-of-home care, 

intensive family support and Child 

Safety Commissioner

($’000) 1,032,141 1,032,141

Public housing ($’000) 25,300 25,300

Supported Accommodation Assistance 

Program

($’000) 11,978 11,978

Crime, courts and victim support ($’000) 74,443 74,443

Second-generation crime ($’000) 260 1,585

Deadweight losses ($’000) 351,245 411,392

Total financial costs ($’000) 1,579,619 1,887,428

Source: Deloitte Access Economics, The economic and social cost of child abuse in Victoria, 2009–10, September 2011.

Abuse and neglect in childhood is linked with 
poorer physical and mental health and poorer 
outcomes for education and employment in later 
life. 22 A snapshot of young people in custody in 
Victoria in 2011 indicates that:

•	 38 per cent had previous child protection 
involvement

•	 18 per cent had a current child protection order

•	 65 per cent were victims of abuse, trauma or 
neglect prior to incarceration.23 
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Key Budget priorities: children and families 

2.1 Expand BestStart statewide, especially for outer metropolitan growth areas and rural and regional 
Victoria

2.2 Provide minimum 20 hours funding per week and longer-term sustainability for Neighbourhood 
Houses and Learning Centres

2.3 Increase early intervention family support services 

2.4 Fund the workforce development and capacity of Aboriginal Controlled Organisations

2.5 Properly fund and staff the Aboriginal Child Specialist Advice and Support Service (ACSASS)

2.6 Fund additional Aboriginal Child FIRST workers

2.7 Extend cultural competence training to all services that support Aboriginal children, young people 
and their families

2.8 Increase residential care baseline funding

2.9 Expand therapeutic models of out-of-home care, including foster care

2.10 Extend out-of-home care support for young people to 25 years of age

2.11 Establish specialist lists in the Family Division of the Children’s Court

2.12 Properly fund the new Children and Young People’s Commission

The Victorian Government has recognised 
the weaknesses of the current system and 
committed to improving lives – particularly 
through the findings of the Protecting Victoria’s 
Vulnerable Children inquiry and its response Our 
Shared Responsibility. 24 

Our members and the wider community look to 
this Budget to reinforce that commitment. The 
value our society places on the care of children 
is justification enough. But continued neglect 
and abuse also results in huge, ongoing costs for 
the state. The total lifetime financial cost of child 
abuse and neglect in Victoria is between $1.6 and 
$1.9 billion.25 

We… know that we need to focus more 
effort on early intervention and support 
for vulnerable families. We need to do 
everything we can to help families avoid 
the critical breakdowns that result in 
children being subjected to abuse and 
neglect and requiring the intervention 
of the statutory child protection system.

Victoria’s Vulnerable Children, Our Shared 
Responsibility Directions Paper, May 2012

DELIVERING ON THE PROMISE
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2.1 Expand BestStart statewide, especially for outer 
metropolitan growth areas and rural and regional Victoria

We need to intervene in the lives of vulnerable children and families before they escalate into crises such 
as hospitalisation, arrest, dropping out of school, and homelessness. 

The BestStart early years program provides an early warning mechanism for many families in need, 
identifying health, development, learning and wellbeing issues for children 0-8 years. 

Despite evaluation confirming its value to disadvantaged communities,26 BestStart is generally unavailable 
in new growth suburbs, and in many areas of rural and regional Victoria – all locations with a large number 
of vulnerable children. It should be expanded urgently to those areas.

2.2 Provide minimum 20 hours funding per week and longer-term 
sustainability for Neighbourhood Houses and Learning Centres

All children do better when their families are connected to their community. 

Neighbourhood Houses and Learning Centres play a vital role for families and children by providing 
social, educational and recreational activities for 147,000 Victorians in 396 locations – almost every town 
and suburb – each week. Activities are generally run at low or no cost to participants so these centres can 
strategically engage with vulnerable families.27 

However, recent funding changes, especially for occasional child care, are affecting that ability, with 
significant drops in participation by:

•	 women aged 26-44 years

•	 people at risk of social isolation

•	 children below school age 

•	 people with a disability.28 

Fewer connections by families of children with a disability are a particular concern, given that a disability 
increases a child’s risk of abuse and neglect and contact with the statutory children protection system.

This Budget should introduce a minimum threshold of 20 hours funding per week. It should also 
develop a transparent needs-based formula for future funding allocations so Neighbourhood Houses 
and Learning Centres can deliver more services in areas of high population growth and for particularly 
vulnerable communities. 

VCOSS STATE BUDGET SUBMISSION 2013–14
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2.3 Increase early intervention family support services 

Instead of waiting for problems to reach crisis point before acting, the Victorian Government’s investments 
in preventing child abuse and neglect should focus on supporting families to provide caring environments 
for their children.

Child protection notifications continue to escalate and are expected to rise from 62,800 in 2011–12 to 
70,800 in 2012–13, yet the number of family services is targeted to rise only minimally, from 26,137 to 
26,364 over the same period.29

Family support services provide invaluable assistance to parents, helping to reduce parental stress, 
improve parenting skills and confidence, and strengthen parent-child relationships. A strong and 
coordinated family services sector, supported by universal and specialist services, needs to be at the core 
of this support system.

While Child FIRST is an invaluable service in linking vulnerable families to other supports, the Child FIRST 
Alliances are swamped with families in crisis, leaving little space to work with families before problems 
escalate. Services need to be able to meet demand but also have the capacity and time to deal with the 
complex issues that many families experience.

2.4 Fund the workforce development of  
Aboriginal Controlled Organisations

Child protection substantiations for Aboriginal children are nine times higher than that of non-Aboriginal 
children.30 Yet only 6 per cent of those using family services are Aboriginal families.31 

Section 18 of the Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 allows the Secretary of the Department of Human 
Services to authorise the principal officer of an Aboriginal Agency to exercise specified powers in relation 
to a protection order for a child. This allows more Aboriginal children to remain in their communities. 

The Government has yet to implement Section 18. Resources should be provided in this Budget for 
the first stage of implementation, including a unit to train staff delivering Aboriginal guardianship 
services. Services also need enough staff with the requisite expertise across casework, team leader and 
management support. 
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2.5 Properly fund and staff the Aboriginal Child Specialist  
Advice and Support Service (ACSASS) 

The Aboriginal Child Specialist Advice and Support Service (ACSASS) provides state-wide advice on 
culturally relevant ways of working with vulnerable Aboriginal families.

In particular, ACSASS responds to reports from the Department of Human Services Child Protection 
Services about Aboriginal children and young people and provides cultural advice on all significant 
decisions, including assessing risk and deciding service responses.

Funding levels for the program have not kept pace with population growth and demand – in fact, they 
were found to be grossly underestimated when the program was developed.32 Workers currently carry 
an unsustainable caseload: for example, the North Western Metropolitan Team has an average of 80-
100 children per caseworker, far greater than the benchmark 35 cases suggested in a review of VACCA’s 
Service, Lakidjeka.33

This Budget should provide adequate funding for ACSASS to provide:

•	 at a minimum, a unit price based on new Family Services unit pricing

•	 sufficient staff in each region to keep up with the increase in reports

•	 improving the recruitment and retention of skilled staff for the service

•	 after hours services in each region, and 

•	 a new service in the eastern region.

2.6 Fund additional Aboriginal Child FIRST workers

The Child FIRST program provides a first contact with support for many vulnerable families. There are 
few funded Aboriginal Child FIRST workers across Victoria who can provide intervention in culturally 
appropriate ways for Aboriginal families so their problems can be resolved before they escalate to a child 
protection response.

An Aboriginal worker should be based in each sub-regional Child FIRST team, beginning with high priority 
regions, with positions to be introduced over a two year period. 

VCOSS STATE BUDGET SUBMISSION 2013–14

21



2.7 Extend cultural competence training to all services that 
support Aboriginal children, young people and their families

Victoria lacks enough Aboriginal-specific family services to deliver culturally sensitive responses, 
and the Aboriginal child and family services system is still focused on the tertiary end of the child 
protection spectrum. Mainstream services also need better skills and understanding to provide effective 
interventions that respect cultural needs and concerns. 

The Government’s Aboriginal Cultural Competence Framework and cultural competence training for 
community-based child and family services is valuable. It should be extended to all funded organisations 
that support Aboriginal children, young people and their families and to universal services, such as early 
childhood education and care services and schools. 

2.8 Increase residential care baseline funding

The number of children and young people in out-of-home care is growing at an unsustainable annual 
rate of about 4 per cent.34 This is not because greater numbers of children and young people are entering 
the system. It is because they remain in care for longer due to complex issues, including family violence, 
substance use, mental health concerns and physical or intellectual disabilities.35

The increasing complexity of need in out-of-home care services means that the current two tiered funding 
model for residential care no longer reflects the true costs of providing services. The higher ‘residential 
care complex’ level of funding (known as RP3) should now be the baseline minimum. 

The funding model for residential care should be more flexible so services can be tailored to individual 
children. This flexibility would allow for:

•	 growth in bed capacity to reflect demand and supply trends

•	 developmentally-appropriate settings

•	 a suitable mix of residents 

•	 appropriate staffing.36 
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2.9 Expand therapeutic models of out-of-home care,  
including foster care

All children and young people removed from their 
family and placed in care because of abuse or 
neglect will have experienced profound trauma 
and will require a therapeutic, trauma-informed 
care response. 

Evaluation of the Victorian Government’s 
Therapeutic Residential Care Pilot found it 
improved wellbeing and helped young people to 
engage better with school and education, meet 
age-appropriate milestones, and increased trust 
between young people and their carers.

The pilot should be extended to more of the 500-
plus children and young people in residential care 
and to the 5,000 highly vulnerable children and 
young people who are cared for in other parts of 
the out-of-home care system, including foster care. 

2.10 Extend out-of-home care support for  
young people to 25 years of age

The Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry Panel recommended the Department of Human 
Services should extend out-of-home care arrangements for young people beyond 18 years of age. Young 
people should receive care until they have the ability to live independently. Research demonstrates that 
‘a no closed door policy that allows young people to re-access assistance as required’ promotes better 
outcomes for young people.38 

VCOSS urges the Government to act on this advice and provide post-care support such as priority access 
to housing, health, education services and other specialist services until young people who have been in 
out-of-home care turn 25 years.39

Therapeutic foster care helps to:

• reduce the likelihood of placement 
breakdown

• reduce the stress on foster carers

• increase the opportunities for 
reunification with birth parents

• promote better health wellbeing 
outcomes for children and young 
people.37 
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2.11 Establish specialist lists in the Family Division of the  
Children’s Court 

The Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry recommended – as a matter of priority – establishing 
specialist Sexual Abuse and Koori lists in the Family Division of the Children’s Court.40 

The Koori Court in the Criminal Division of the Children’s Court has already been successful and there is 
strong support within the court system for a specialist list in the Family Division. The court then could 
develop more expertise, better allocate resources, and allow magistrates to see cases through to their 
completion.

Similar case management for sexual abuse cases in the Family Court has resulted in:

•	 quicker case resolution

•	 greater interagency collaboration 

•	 lower levels of distress for the children involved.41

The development of these lists requires specific resourcing in the Budget, such as providing for a Koori 
Family Division Support Program Manager and specialist training for Magistrates. 

2.12 Properly fund the new Children and Young People’s 
Commission

VCOSS supports the proposed legislation to establish a Children and Young People’s Commission in 
Victoria. In particular we welcome: 

•	 the independence of the Commission, including its ability to report to Parliament 

•	 the ability of the Commissioner to initiate inquires and take references from the Minister for 
Community Services 

•	 the ability of the Commission to undertake both individual and systemic inquiries 

•	 the monitoring of whole-of-government performance against the Vulnerable Children and Families 
Strategy 

•	 the proposed structure of the Commission including the appointment of additional Commissioners as 
required and the appointment of a CEO. 

The Commission will be funded at around $4.8 million per year - around the average level of funding for 
similar Commissions around Australia. However, we are concerned that this funding does not reflect the 
significant increase in the functions of the Commission, particularly the capacity to undertake individual 
and systemic inquiries and monitor whole of government performance. Funding needs to be increased in 
this Budget.
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Our state has one of the most effective health 
systems in Australia, built on strong foundations 
from primary care through to acute care. But it is 
not an equitable system: Aboriginal Victorians, 
those living in rural and regional areas, and 
people on low incomes generally have poorer 
health, die earlier and receive poorer health care 
than others.

Investment in health is also skewed towards 
hospitals and the crisis end of health care, with 
too little in prevention and early intervention 
programs and in locally available services 
– particularly in rural, regional and outer 
metropolitan growth areas. As a result, too many 
Victorians cannot access the health services they 
need at the time they need them.

3. Improve the health and 
wellbeing of vulnerable Victorians 

Key Budget priorities: health and wellbeing

3.1 Fund priorities in the forthcoming Koolin Balit Statewide Action Plan and the Victorian Aboriginal Health 
Workforce Plan

3.2 Fund training programs to build Aboriginal cultural competence 

3.3 Extend funding for regional Close the Gap Partnerships

3.4 Expand local community-based mental health services 

3.5 Provide targeted mental health services for young people

3.6 Expand alcohol and other drugs (AOD) services in rural, regional and outer metropolitan growth areas

3.7 Deliver youth-specific residential detox and rehabilitation services

3.8 Fund more prevention and early intervention through community health services

3.9 Launch population health planning pilots

3.10 Resource adult health services to support the whole family 

Good health and wellbeing are fundamental to 
quality of life and bring substantial community 
and economic benefits, including higher 
productivity and stronger communities.

The Victorian Government’s health strategies42 
include commitments to focus on the health of 
people who are disadvantaged and experience 
poorer health than others in the community, and to 
strengthening systems for better health prevention.
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3.1 Fund priorities in the forthcoming Koolin Balit Statewide 
Action Plan and the Victorian Aboriginal Health Workforce Plan 

Aboriginal Victorians continue to experience poorer health and wellbeing across all age groups and all 
health measures, and have poorer access to health care than other Victorians.43 

The Government remains committed to the 2008 Statement of Intent to Close the Gap in Aboriginal health 
and recently released Koolin Balit: Victorian Government strategic directions for Aboriginal health 2012-2022.44 

The forthcoming Koolin Balit Statewide Action Plan will provide specific actions across government and 
the community to improve the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal Victorians. Funding to implement its 
priorities should be included in this Budget.

In doing so, Victoria can and should draw on the expertise of Aboriginal community-controlled health 
organisations (ACCHOs) – each with strong local knowledge and connections with their communities. 

ACCHOs are experiencing increasing workforce gaps and demands for partnership. These pressures come 
without a matching increase in resources, support and funding.

The Victorian Aboriginal Health Workforce Plan looks to creating a competent health workforce with 
appropriate clinical, management, community development and cultural skills. The Budget should fund 
the implementation of the Workforce Plan, particularly to:

•	 recruit a workforce with broad skills

•	 strengthen the skills of existing staff

•	 build middle management and leadership skills. 

3.2 Fund training to build Aboriginal cultural competence 

Mainstream health providers, including hospital networks and community health services, also have a 
responsibility to Close the Gap and contribute to the Koolin Balit priorities. Currently Aboriginal people 
are less likely to receive standard medical investigations when they present at hospitals,45 despite being a 
priority target population.

Training is required to improve the cultural responsiveness of mainstream health providers so Aboriginal 
Victorians receive respect and high-quality care as a matter of course. The cultural responsiveness 
improvements should be required in mainstream health services’ Statement of Priorities and Quality of 
Care reports. Better partnerships between mainstream health providers and specialist Aboriginal health 
organisations have proven effective in recent years, and should be strengthened across the state.
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3.4 Expand local community-based mental health services

Victoria expects significant growth in:

•	 people experiencing mental health issues 

•	 poor mental health outcomes resulting from 
disadvantage

•	 the demand on mental health services.

Population growth in metropolitan Melbourne 
and regional cities is already placing pressure 
on Victoria’s mental health infrastructure and 
services, while services are limited or non-existent 
in rural and regional and outer metropolitan 
growth areas.48 

Keeping people well in the community is a 
Government priority,49 reducing the spiral into crisis 
which increases hospital presentations by people 
with poor mental health.

3.3 Extend funding for regional Close the Gap partnerships

The Close the Gap partnerships have been developed in recent years at the local and regional level between 
mainstream health providers and Aboriginal community-controlled health organisations (ACCHOs). They 
have been acknowledged as a key achievement of Close the Gap health initiatives.46

The Regional Closing the Health Gap Committees are essential in allowing local communities to design 
strategies that take into account local needs, rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach.47 The committees are 
only funded until 30 June 2013. Ongoing funding needs to be provided to ensure the forthcoming Koolin 
Balit Statewide Action Plan can be effectively delivered.

• one in five Australian adults 
experience mental illness in any year50 

• young people aged 16 to 24 years 
report the highest percentage of 
mental illness51

• mental illness is a leading burden of 
disease and accounts for an estimated 
24 per cent of years lost due to 
disability52

This can be better achieved by providing more community-based mental health services, especially in 
underserviced areas – such as rural and regional Victoria and outer metropolitan growth areas. The Budget 
should invest in population health planning to address those gaps across Victoria through the Psychiatric 
Disability Rehabilition and Support Services (PDRSS) Reform Framework. 

Community-based mental health services are better than hospital-based acute services at working 
with other services in a joined-up, whole-of-person approach. This requires investment in staff and 
organisations and a whole-of-sector funded workforce strategy. 
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3.6 Expand alcohol and other drugs (AOD) services in rural,  
regional and outer metropolitan growth areas

A range of reviews, including the Victorian 
Auditor General’s 2011 report on Managing Drug 
and Alcohol Prevention and Treatment Services, 
have highlighted that the alcohol and other 
drugs (AOD) sector is under significant strain, 
and that there is an urgent need to improve the 
local availability of services.53 Put simply, there 
are not enough services for the people who 
need them. 

Rural, regional and outer metropolitan growth 
areas are experiencing severe shortages, 
resulting in long waiting lists. To be effective, 
specialist drug treatment services, particularly 
de-toxification services and day rehabilitation 
services, need to be locally available so people 
can remain close to their support networks. 

In 2010, one in five Australians 14 years 
of age or over drank at levels that placed 
them at lifetime risk of alcohol-related 
disease or injury. 

The number of alcohol related hospital 
admissions has almost doubled over the 
past decade,54 with alcohol costing the 
Australian community up to $36 billion 
per annum.55 

The Budget should invest in population health 
planning through the Whole of Government 
Alcohol and Drug Strategy to ensure the right 
services are available to those who need them 
most. Preventing and reducing alcohol and 
drug-related harm provides significant savings 
across government in the longer-term.

3.5 Provide targeted mental health services for young people

Young people aged 16-24 report the highest incidence of mental illness. Providing targeted and effective 
services to them when they first need them will help ‘turn off the tap’ on future issues for individuals and 
demands on the system.

Services need to be available at the local level where and when young people need them – they also need 
to be linked into other local services and support, particularly in outer metropolitan growth areas, and 
rural and regional areas. 
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3.7 Deliver youth-specific residential detox and  
rehabilitation services

Youth-specific alcohol and other drugs (AOD) services are urgently required, particularly youth residential 
detoxification and rehabilitation services. These services need to be provided in both staged and extended 
options. Specialist outreach case management capacity also needs the support of specialist residential 
detox options so that young people have access to timely local support.

3.8 Fund more prevention and early intervention through  
community health services

Health care systems oriented towards wellness 
are more efficient and effective than crisis-driven 
systems geared at treating illness. 

The Government’s Victorian Health Priorities 
Framework highlights the social determinants of 
health and how primary health and preventative 
approaches improve health. However primary and 
community health care is poorly funded compared 
to the hospital sector. 

To deliver on the Government’s Health Priorities 
Framework, community health services should be 
prioritised for funding in this Budget because they:

•	 provide local, timely access to services

•	 respond quickly and effectively to the growing 
burden of chronic disease

•	 deliver integrated supports

•	 promote early intervention 

•	 prevent health issues escalating to crisis point

•	 link vulnerable Victorians to specialist services as 
required.

Locally available primary health 
services, such as those provided 
through community health services, 
are well-placed to respond most 
effectively to the challenges our 
communities face.

World Health Organisation, World Health Report 
– Primary health care: now more than ever, 

WHO, 2008
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3.10 Resource adult health services to support the whole family

Our community misses many opportunities to identify vulnerable children. Specialist adult services, such 
as drug and alcohol services, mental health services and homelessness services need to be resourced so 
they are ‘family sensitive’ – that is, that they can support adults in parenting or caring roles and address 
any risks for children and young people.

The Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry recommended that the Government fund such 
specialist adult services to develop family-sensitive practices, commencing with an audit of current 
practices prioritising drug and alcohol services.57

Relevant organisations need the time, support and resources to review and adapt services so that 
children’s needs are recognised. Funding should be provided in the Budget for:

•	 staff training

•	 new treatment models 

•	 outreach counselling

•	 data recording systems.

3.9 Launch population health planning pilots  
for specific areas of high need

Good population based health planning will become more pertinent as Victoria’s cities continue to grow 
in population and size, putting increasing pressure on existing infrastructure and services.56

Population based health planning is about making sure communities have the right mix of services as well 
as the capacity to meet demand. Pilot planning programs are urgently required in Victoria to effectively 
respond to the impact of mental illness and alcohol and other drug misuse. 

Making sure the right services are available to those who need them most will help reduce mortality and 
morbidity within the general population.
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Without support, problems can become more 
complex and chronic which is damaging 
to themselves and far more expensive for 
government and the community.61 

We already have a strong youth justice system 
in Victoria with the lowest incarceration rate 
of juveniles in Australia.62 The Government has 
initiated a welcome discussion about the diversion 
options available to young people.63 It should now 
look to build on that foundation with legislative 
change and new investment in proven programs.

It should also address particular disadvantage, 
including how the availability of bail can depend 
on where a young person lives and the over-
representation of young Aboriginal people in the 
justice system. 

Victoria’s approach to diversion for young 
people is ‘somewhat ad hoc’, poorly funded and 
not available state-wide.58 VCOSS supports the 
development of a legislative framework for the 
diversion of young people in Victoria and further 
investment in diversion programs to address the 
causes of the offending behaviour. 

Most young people who are involved with the 
police will not commit another offence. However, 
the earlier a child appears in court59 and the 
further they progress through the justice system – 
especially spending time in custody60 – the more 
likely they will offend as an adult.

Their lives and community safety is improved when 
they are linked with support that can:

•	 promote rehabilitation 

•	 reduce the problems that contribute to 
offending behaviour such as poverty, 
homelessness, mental health and substance use. 

4. Divert young people from the 
justice system 

Key Budget priorities: youth justice

4.1 Extend the Intensive Bail Supervision Program, particularly in rural and regional Victoria

4.2 Extend and expand the Youth Referral and Independent Person Program (YRIPP)

4.3 Fund and expand the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service’s Police Cautioning and Youth Diversion 
program
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4.1 Extend the Intensive Bail Supervision Program,  
particularly in rural and regional Victoria

Large numbers of children and young 
people are in detention in Victoria without 
being convicted of a crime, because they are 
detained on remand rather than released on 
bail. Detention of children should be a last 
resort, as the consequences are long-term and 
significant – for individuals, families and the 
wider community.

Around 40% of Victorians who are detained 
on remand do not serve any additional time in 
detention, indicating remand may not be an 
appropriate response.64 Many are remanded 
because they can’t meet bail conditions, such 
as having appropriate accommodation to 
go to while awaiting trial or sentence.65 This 
is particularly difficult in rural and regional 
Victoria, where poorer access to mental health, 
youth, accommodation and drug and alcohol 
services mean offenders are more likely to be 
sentenced to remand. 

The Intensive Bail Supervision Program is for 
young people 10-18 who are at risk of being 
remanded in custody by the Melbourne 
Children’s Court. A case manager supports 
the young person to comply with their 
bail obligations and address their housing, 
employment, education, family and health 
needs to help reduce the risk of reoffending. 

The program is available in the North and 
West Metropolitan Region and Southern 
Metropolitan Region. It needs to expanded 
state-wide, particularly in rural and regional 
Victoria. It should also be extended so young 
people on child protection orders are eligible. 

Remand orders for young people In 
Victoria 2009–10

• 526 youth justice centre remand 
orders for young people 15-17 years 
in custody in 2009-10 compared to 
171 on 2004-566 

• 56 per cent of 10-17 years old in 
detention in Victoria are on remand67 

• 25 per cent of remand admissions 
are for 1-3 days, 39 per cent are 7 
days or less, and 64 per cent are less 
than 21 days68

• According to frontline workers, 
many of these short stays are young 
people imprisoned when there are 
no available supports, such as on 
weekends and after hours.
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4.2 Extend and expand the Youth Referral and  
Independent Person Program (YRIPP)

The first time a young person is interviewed by police represents a chance to divert them away from crime. 
Appropriate support is crucial, especially when parents and carers are not able to help.

VCOSS supports the recommendations of the Victorian Law Commission that the Youth Referral and 
Independent Person Program (YRIPP) requires recurrent funding, and should be expanded to support 
young people across Victoria.69

YRIPP is a clear success in supporting Victoria’s most vulnerable young people – including young refugees 
and migrants, those who have been involved with the statutory child protection system, and Aboriginal 
young people.70 

The program has around 400 trained volunteers who provide young people with information and support 
during police questioning and in custody when a parent or guardian is not available. YRIPP currently 
operates in 127 metropolitan, rural and regional police stations. It provides assistance to young people in 
over 3,000 interviews each year. 

YRIPP also works closely with local health and community service providers to provide referrals and reduce 
future offending. It has established a strong model of volunteer training, support and accountability which 
should be further promoted and developed. 

The Government announced that ongoing funding for YRIPP would be sought in the 2012/13 Budget.71 It 
provided 12 months funding for 2012/13 but no ongoing commitment. 
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4.3 Fund and expand the Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service’s  
Police Cautioning and Youth Diversion program 

Aboriginal young people are significantly and consistently overrepresented in Victoria’s youth and criminal 
justice systems. They are: 

•	 15 times more likely to be in detention than non-Aboriginal young people72 

•	 3 times more likely to be processed by police73 

•	 less likely to receive police cautions than non-Aboriginal young people.74 

Early intervention is needed to reduce this overrepresentation so Victoria meets its Close the Gap 
commitments and continues to implement the recommendations of the 1991 Royal Commission into 
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody.

The Victorian Aboriginal Legal Service (VALS) Police Cautioning and Youth Diversion Program began in 
2007 as a pilot in Mildura and the LaTrobe Valley. Funded by Department of Justice, it was a joint initiative 
between Victoria Police and the Aboriginal community. 

The program is culturally sensitive and involves family and other support people to a greater extent than 
mainstream cautioning. A key strength is the follow-up support it provides, involving the offender, police, 
family or community member, Koori Educator and others.

An evaluation of the program found: 

•	 a significant increase of cautioning rates for both first-time offenders and those with prior contact with 
the police

•	 94 per cent of individuals did not re-offend after completing the follow-up program.75 

Funding for the program has lapsed. Its demonstrated success and support by Victoria Police and many 
Aboriginal communities highlights why it should be re-funded and expanded across Victoria.
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coordinated responses and supports for any 
emergency event.

Not all emergencies are dramatic events like 
bushfires and floods – they can also strike 
quietly, such as in the summer of 2009 when 
an estimated 374 people died as a result of 
a heatwave. This was a greater toll than our 
worst bushfires and placed Victoria’s health and 
emergency services under intense strain.76 

Emergencies can have deep and lasting effects on 
individuals and communities.

Natural disasters are on the rise and one in six 
Victorians is likely to be affected by an emergency 
in their lifetime – many will experience more than 
one. The impact is not just about the way the 
disaster strikes but, for many, what vulnerability 
lay there before.

The community sector plays a pivotal role in 
planning, response, relief and recovery for 
emergency events – helping to build resilience, 
providing crisis care, supporting people with 
ongoing and emerging issues including trauma, 
and seeking to prepare for future emergencies.

Yet emergency management planning focuses 
primarily on emergency services and local 
government. The community sector needs to 
be directly involved in emergency management 
planning, and to be given the resources to do so.

The local connections provided by community 
sector organisations are vital in helping 
communities to deal with their losses and 
recover more quickly. Local organisations should 
be actively engaged in Municipal Emergency 
Management processes to develop better 

5. Manage emergencies with the 
whole community

Key Budget priorities: emergency management

5.1 Provide resources to community sector organisations to plan with local government for emergencies

5.2 Link the Statewide Heatwave Plan to emergency management planning

5.3 Make homes safe for vulnerable people in heatwaves

‘We need to develop and embed new 
ways of doing things that enhance 
existing arrangements across and 
within governments, as well as among 
businesses, the not-for-profit sector, 
and the community more broadly, to 
improve disaster resilience.’

Council of Australian Governments (COAG), 
National Strategy for Disaster Resilience:  

Building our nation’s resilience to disasters,  
COAG, February 2011, p.2
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5.1 Provide resources to community sector organisations to  
plan with local government for emergencies

Disaster resilience is a shared responsibility requiring a whole of government and whole of community 
response.77 Victoria’s emergency management framework needs to recognise and clearly articulate the 
roles of all levels of government, emergency services, local community sector organisations and non-
government organisations such as the Red Cross. It should also make sure that each is resourced to 
undertake their role.

Despite often being first on the scene, local community sector organisations receive no emergency 
management funding for planning, response, relief and recovery. 

Investment is needed so these organisations, particularly those in high-risk bushfire areas, can participate 
in local and regional level emergency management planning and undertake their own risk management, 
planning and staff training specifically for emergency events.

5.2 Link the Statewide Heatwave Plan to emergency  
management planning

Heatwaves are not included under Victoria’s emergency management provisions, even though the 
Department of Health recognises they will require emergency responses.78 This means state and local 
governments, emergency services and local community organisations cannot effectively plan and 
respond, particularly when heatwaves often correspond with code red fire danger days.

The Statewide Heatwave Plan better coordinates an integrated response to heatwaves in Victoria,79 as 
does funding for local governments to develop heatwave strategies. This plan now needs to be linked to 
broader emergency management frameworks, particularly to support vulnerable Victorians.

5.3 Make homes safe for vulnerable people in heatwaves

Action is also needed at an individual level. People with disabilities, medical conditions and chronic 
illnesses are most vulnerable in heatwaves, and often are unable to make sure their home is as safe as 
possible in extreme temperatures.

This Budget should provide subsidy and advice packages to make homes safe for vulnerable people in 
heatwaves or provision to find permanent new homes if needed.
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6. Provide affordable, 
secure housing

Key Budget priorities: housing

6.1 Convene an Affordable Housing Task Force with community organisations and industry

6.2 Provide sustainable funding for sustainable public housing

6.3 Develop financial models that can attract private investment for affordable housing

6.4 Establish a fund to introduce minimum standards for private rental housing

6.5 Expand the availability of early intervention programs to reduce homelessness

response,80 and collaborated with other community 
sector peak bodies to produce the Joint Housing 
Framework Statement.* At its core, the plan should 
focus squarely on housing outcomes, including the 
accessibility, affordability and adequacy of housing.

Social housing is only one part of the solution. 
The leading jurisdictions in this area – including 
Western Australia, South Australia, and the 
Australian Capital Territory – have developed 
comprehensive affordable housing strategies. 
These understand that housing affordability forms 
a continuum including crisis accommodation, social 
housing, private rental and home ownership.

At the same time, progress can only be achieved 
if the many players in housing policy co-ordinate 
their actions at the same time. Piecemeal reforms 
and proposals that tinker at the edges will have 
little impact.

* The Joint Housing Framework Statement was 
developed by VCOSS, Council to Homeless Persons 
(CHP), Tenants Union of Victoria (TUV), Community 
Housing Federation of Victoria (CHFV), Victorian Public 
Tenants Association (VPTA), Domestic Violence Victoria 
(DVVic), and PILCH Homeless Persons’ Legal Clinic

Many Victorians struggle to put a roof over their heads.

VCOSS members know that the already difficult 
process of overcoming disadvantage becomes 
almost impossible if people cannot find secure, 
sustainable and affordable accommodation. 

The most visible consequence of the lack of available 
and suitable housing is homelessness, but others 
include lack of access to education, employment and 
services, financial stress, domestic violence, poor 
health and social isolation.

Investing in better housing not only provides an 
immediate benefit to the tenant. The real dividend is 
that people can begin to overcome their difficulties, 
and re-engage with work and social relationships to 
rebuild their lives and community connections.

The Victorian Government has taken the initiative to 
consult with communities about the future of social 
housing in Victoria. VCOSS has given an in-depth
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6.1 Convene an Affordable Housing Task Force with  
community organisations and industry

The Victorian Government should work collaboratively with the community sector and business by 
convening a state-wide affordable housing task force to forge long-term solutions to the affordable 
housing crisis.

Beyond the social housing system, the task force should consider:

•	 security and adequacy of the private rental market, and strategies to broaden access and prevent 
private tenancies failing

•	 land supply and planning responses to affordable housing

•	 state taxation policies and their impact on housing affordability

•	 increasing the availability of capital for affordable housing development.

6.2 Provide sustainable funding for sustainable public housing 

Public housing is one of the most effective solutions to unaffordable housing because it:

•	 boosts supply at price-points for which new private housing does not cater

•	 can determine the location and quality of housing to meet the needs of tenants

•	 can adjust rents to stop housing becoming unaffordable when circumstances change

•	 reaches households experiencing disadvantage, who cannot be crowded out of the market by others 
with higher incomes.

Our public housing system is groaning under the weight of accumulated problems. As the Auditor-General 
has noted, neglect, under-investment, increased targeting, and poor asset management have produced a 
system that is teetering upon the edge of financial collapse.81

The Government should be realistic about how much funding is required to maintain a financially 
sustainable public housing system – and develop a funding model that is responsive to the public 
tenant profile. In short, public housing must move to a demand-driven funding system, which cannot be 
artificially curtailed through the budget process.

A drag on the current system is the ill-conceived ‘Deed of Assumption’, signed in 1998, that committed 
the housing system to making annually negotiated payments to Treasury out of rental revenue until 2042. 
These were supposed to be only taken from surpluses. In practice, payments are made even when the 
system runs operating deficits. This must cease, and the Deed of Assumption should be discontinued as 
part of any meaningful strategy to reach financial sustainability of the public housing system.
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6.3 Develop financial models that can attract private  
investment for affordable housing

A strong social housing system will always be required as a secure anchor for the housing market so that 
no-one is left behind. Beyond this baseline, new financing models can be employed to expand the supply 
of affordable homes, especially in the not-for-profit housing sector. Victoria lags behind other jurisdictions 
in this respect. 

At their core, new financing models can:

•	 attract private capital, whether from small or large investors

•	 ensure homes remain affordable to low- and moderate-income households

•	 ensure assets generated are not lost to private investors

•	 provide superior returns to government compared with public debt financing.

Different financial models can be more cost-effective than traditional public housing, although few are 
costless, and will still require either public investment or a risk subsidy to be sustainable. The Government 
should consider the following models:

•	 Housing bonds: where government provides security for low-interest bonds to provide long-term 
capital for not-for-profit housing providers.

•	 Revolving loans: where government provides a pool of capital that can be used to finance property 
development.

•	 Shared equity: with appropriate safeguards for the financial security of both tenants and public or 
community assets.

•	 Redevelopment: noting that these can refresh housing stock, although rarely generate additional stock.

Housing affordability in Victoria
• 41.4 per cent of Victoria’s low-income renters experienced rental stress in 2009-1082 

• Victoria was estimated to have 17,410 homeless people in 200683 

• Rents in Melbourne have risen by 40 per cent in the last 10 years84, at nearly twice the 
rate of inflation

• Melbourne alone has an estimated shortfall of over 40,000 affordable rental properties 
for the lowest income households.85
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6.4 Establish a fund to introduce minimum standards for  
private rental housing 

Minimum standards for rental housing are commonplace in many parts of the world (including the United 
Kingdom, United States, and Canada). Victoria has few minimum protections in the Residential Tenancies 
Act and the much higher standards in building codes rarely filter down.86 

Half of all low-income households rent privately, and 70 per cent of renters are low-income.87 The quality 
of their rental housing is very often poor, and compounds the disadvantage they already experience.88 

Low vacancy rates and high costs mean that low-income households are often forced to accept any 
property offered irrespective of its condition. 

Poor quality housing can lead to:

•	 poorer physical and mental health from unhealthy and unsuitable conditions, such as damp, drafts, 
leaks, lack of cooling during heatwaves, or a presence of vermin

•	 increased risk of preventable accidents due to poorly maintained infrastructure or faulty wiring

•	 increased risk of crime due to lack of adequate security

•	 high bills due to inadequate insulation, efficient heating and cooling systems, window coverings, or 
water-efficient fixtures

•	 social stigma and isolation due to embarrassment at living conditions and avoiding visitors and other 
social contact near home.

Owners of investment properties will be able to access Commonwealth and State rebates for many 
efficiency improvements and can negatively gear the cost of all improvements, reducing the cost impact 
of compliance with a standard. However a fund should be established to assist low-income landlords with 
the up-front cost of compliance by providing means-tested loans packages appropriate to low-income 
debtors secured against the value of the investment properties.
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6.5 Expand the availability of early intervention programs  
to reduce homelessness

The Victorian Government released the Victorian Homelessness Action Plan 2011-2015 in October 2011. Primary 
among its directions are to ‘investigate models that focus specifically on early intervention and prevention’. 

VCOSS members have expressed deep concern at the funding reductions to the Victorian homelessness 
sector, including for the Social Housing Advocacy Services Program (SHASP) and the extension of 
Accommodation Options for Families funding for only 12 months until June 2013. These types of programs 
provide early intervention services that help rapid re-housing of people. They should be built upon. 

To reduce the incidence of homelessness, the Victorian Government should invest in:

•	 Tenancy maintenance services that help people to remain in their homes through flexible funding 
to address temporary financial problems, negotiation with landlords, and links to employment and 
support to reduce financial stress.

•	 Rapid re-housing programs that link to a range of housing options and brokerage funds that can re-
establish long-term accommodation as quickly as possible and connect to services assisting with social 
and economic participation.

•	 Permanent supportive housing that provides safe, long term housing with appropriate support, 
which reduces the level of ‘churn’ within the homelessness service system.

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Cat No. 2049.0,  

Census of Population and Housing: Estimating Homelessness, 2011
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Victorians need secure, reliable and affordable 
access to energy and water.

Sustained increases in energy and water costs 
over the last several years make it harder for low-
income households to meet their needs. Energy 
disconnections – supposed to be a last resort – now 
approach a rate of one in every 100 households.89

Utilities providers report growing numbers of 
people with jobs who are not accustomed to 
financial hardship being in payment difficulties for 
the first time.90

7. Make sure everyone can 
afford energy and water

Utilities costs were the cause of financial crisis for 
20 per cent of people seeking emergency relief 
in 2009.91 Given the increase in prices since, the 
situation has likely worsened.

Although low-income households on average 
use around 12 per cent less electricity and 6 per 
cent less gas than equivalent-sized better-off 
households,92 a significant minority have atypically 
high energy bills due to serious housing and 
appliance quality problems.93

Key Budget priorities: essential services

7.1 Deliver a 17.5 per cent energy concession discount

7.2 Introduce an uncapped 30 per cent water concession

7.3 Re-establish the Water Wise program

7.4 Expand utilities relief to cover new problems

7.5 Improve thermal efficiency for low-income households

7.6 Renew programs for low-income households to improve appliance efficiency

Rising utilities prices in Melbourne

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Consumer Price Index 2012
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7.2 Introduce an uncapped 30 per cent water concession

The change in the way energy concessions are calculated from 1 July 2012 has further reduced 
affordability, effectively wiping out the concession on the price rise.† 

The Government’s justification – of not double-compensating vulnerable households for the carbon 
price – is fine in theory. But the carbon price compensation provides a few dollars a fortnight, whereas an 
electricity bill hits all at once. The experience of VCOSS members who work with low-income households 
shows that assistance with energy prices is only effective when delivered directly on the bill. 

† Based on average quarterly bill for 2011-12 of $320 (via Essential Services Commission (2012) Energy retailers 
comparative performance report – pricing 2011-12, Melbourne: ESC); typical price increase of 14% on 1 July (Origin Energy 
market offer), $7.50 per bill reduction in concession cited in Victorian Government budget papers and media release, May 
2012.

The water concession already fails many Victorian households. Because it is capped, only a minority of 
households receive the full 50 per cent discount.‡ Households with very low usage are over-assisted, while 
those with high usage are under-assisted.

The lift in metropolitan prices by 34 per and the shift to higher usage charges in several rural and regional 
areas from 1 July 2013 will further disadvantage lower-income households. 

Removing the cap and setting the concession at around 30 per cent will better target at risk households 
when the new water prices begin. At the very least, the cap should be lifted to be in line with the increase 
in prices.

‡ Concessions Unit Annual Reports from 2005-06 to 2007-08 cite the proportion of households receiving the maximum 
concession as between 70 and 73 per cent. Most of these would thus be receiving less than the full 50 per cent 
concession. Subsequent Annual Reports do not cite this data; but as the concession cap has been increased roughly in line 
with average water bill increases since then, it is safe to assume that the proportion remains roughly the same.

7.1 Deliver a 17.5 per cent energy concession discount
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7.4 Expand utilities relief to cover new problems

Eligibility for the Utility Relief Grant Scheme (URGS) should be expanded to include consumers who:

•	 experience a crisis due to prices rising faster than their ability to pay, or

•	 accumulate debt due to ill-advised choice of a time-of-use tariff.

URGS has helped thousands of vulnerable Victorian households to pay off an unaffordable debt and 
establish new payment arrangements to cover their ongoing usage. Eligibility is restricted to households 
who experience a temporary financial crisis, or have unexpected and unavoidable high usage that affects 
their ability to pay. 

People should be able to get URGS assistance when prices are rising faster than their incomes and they 
cannot pay. Retailer hardship programs have failed to reduce debts,§ leaving a growing number of 
vulnerable households with debts they cannot manage.

Time-of-use tariffs offer some possibility for many vulnerable households to cut their energy costs, but 
some risk being much worse off if they switch to an unsuitable offer.94 The transitional arrangements 
will ensure households don’t get stuck on an inappropriate tariff for long, but some may generate an 
unaffordable debt before they realise their error. 

§ The Essential Services Commission’s Energy Retailers Comparative Performance Reports show that year on year, the 
average debt of hardship program participants is increasingly higher on exit from programs than on entry.

7.3 Re-establish the Water Wise program

The Water Wise program was abolished in 2011. It shared costs with water businesses to audit low-
income households with excessive water use and solved identified problems. It was a small, inexpensive 
and effective program for helping vulnerable households with leaking water pipes or water fixture 
efficiency problems. 

While some water businesses continue providing this service to customers in hardship at their own 
expense, others do not. This is inequitable. The Victorian Government should reinstate Water Wise and 
continue to share the cost with water businesses.
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7.5 Improve thermal efficiency for low-income households

Many low-income households use more energy 
than they need to, because they live in energy 
inefficient housing. 

Upgrading homes from a 2-star to a 5-star 
thermal efficiency rating – a commitment of the 
Victorian Government97 – would reduce energy 
consumption by around 30 per cent.98 This would 
save households several hundred dollars a year 
– which could well be the difference between 
affordability and unaffordability for a low-
income household.

It would also significantly reduce Government 
expenditure on concessions, potentially 
offsetting some of the concessions 
improvements we have proposed. 

The One Million Homes Alliance has developed 
a suite of policy proposals to achieve the 5 star 
rating99 and is keen to work with the Government 
on developing and implementing them.

Owners of rental properties could get rebates for 
improving energy efficiency and claim generous 
tax concessions for the cost of improvements, but 
they have little personal or financial incentive. 

Mandatory quality standards for rental 
properties that included insulation and heating 
provision would make a big difference for 
vulnerable tenants. Targeted assistance to 
complement existing rebates and programs 
could ease the transition for relatively low-
income landlords. 

Only a quarter of public housing is 
energy efficient95; while of private 
rental dwellings:

•	 10 per cent have electric hot 
water or heating despite having 
mains gas already connected

•	 just a quarter have sufficient 
ceiling insulation (half have none 
at all)

•	 around half have water 
efficiency problems that could 
be easily and cheaply rectified

•	 most have insufficient draught-
proofing.96 
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7.6 Renew programs for low-income households to  
improve appliance efficiency 

In addition to poor housing quality, many low-income households are saddled with old and faulty 
essential appliances that use excessive amounts of energy and water.

Emergency relief workers and financial counsellors regularly report100 cases where energy consumption is 
two or three times higher than expected (for household size) due to factors outside their control such as:

•	 a lack of fixed heating, forcing reliance on portable electric heaters

•	  an absence of ceiling insulation, significantly reducing the effectiveness of heating and cooling 

•	 old, deteriorating refrigerators that use twice the electricity a new one would 

•	 day-rate electric storage hot water systems that can account for up to half a household’s total 
electricity consumption.

But even households with typical energy usage will benefit greatly from more efficient appliances.

The Home Wise program abolished in 2011 had helped thousands of vulnerable families replace faulty or 
inoperable fridges and washing machines (as well as a smaller number of hot water systems, stoves, and 
heaters for owner-occupiers). This meant they did not go without an essential appliance, and reduced 
their consumption and costs at the same time. 

While the new rebates for concession households fulfil this need for some disadvantaged households, 
others have not been able to access a No Interest Loan Scheme (NILS).101

New funding to boost NILS and a targeted program of free appliance replacement for households in 
extreme financial hardship will assist those most in need.
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Victorians need transport to:

•	 get to education, training, and jobs

•	 access health care and other community 
services

•	 connect with families, friends and the broader 
community.

These destinations are increasingly a long 
way from where most Victorians experiencing 
disadvantage live. The distances will extend as 
our population grows, ages and disperses – driven 
increasingly further away from city centres by 
unaffordable housing costs. This is especially the 
case in rural and regional Victoria, as well as in 
Melbourne’s outer suburbs.

In Melbourne, we expect to put more than half a 
million people over the next decade into ever more 
remote areas of the city.102 They won’t all be able to 
drive, or all have or want cars; in any case, we don’t 
want hundreds of thousands more vehicles on 
already congested roads.

8. Provide transport to jobs, 
education and services

If people can’t get to school, training or work, 
then we are robbing the economy of a significant 
workforce and also creating deep pockets of 
disadvantage. Victoria will also be deprived of 
the resources of an ageing population if seniors 
cannot work, help family members, provide 
volunteer support, and live healthy, independent 
lives because the transport system fails them.

Problems with transport access are not confined 
to Melbourne, but also affect the rapidly growing 
regional cities and rural areas of the state. Good 
public transport is an essential part of the solution 
– and one with an economic value.103 

The Victorian Government should address the 
most urgent needs in the community – improve 
transport access for people who are isolated by 
income, health and disability, and geography. A 
range of solutions can be recruited towards this 
goal, including better public transport as well as 
transport alternatives like taxis and community 
transport, which can often be cost-competitive 
and don’t require large capital investments. 

Key Budget priorities: transport

8.1 Expand bus coverage and frequency to the most neglected areas

8.2 Meet the state’s legal requirements on public transport accessibility

8.3 Implement the recommendations of the Victorian Taxi Industry inquiry

8.4 Expand and improve use of alternatives to public transport
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8.1 Expand bus coverage and frequency to the  
most neglected areas

Contrary to popular belief, Victoria’s public transport does not provide good service to people on low 
incomes. People on high incomes are more likely to use public transport104 and older and younger 
Victorians are finding it harder to move around.105 

That’s because our public transport system does not reach those who need it most:

•	 on the fringes of Melbourne

•	 in regional cities like Geelong, Bendigo, and Ballarat

•	 in rural areas where the population is rapidly ageing and becoming more isolated

•	 for people with disabilities.

Beyond Melbourne’s inner city, Victoria is a public transport wasteland. Those services that do exist are 
often slow, circuitous and infrequent, and have limited, if any, late night and weekend service.106 In short, 
outside of inner Melbourne, public transport doesn’t meet the needs of communities, and is useless for 
many people.

In the areas that urgently need public transport, it is the bus network that does the heavy lifting. Yet no 
new funding has been provided to establish new bus services in outer suburban areas for four years. Trials 
of new bus services in rural areas in conjunction with the Transport Connections Program were welcome, 
but some have not been followed up.

To provide public transport to the people who need it most, the Victorian Government needs to launch 
new and more frequent bus services each year based on population growth and need, especially in rural, 
regional and outer suburban areas. 
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8.2 Meet the state’s legal requirements on public  
transport accessibility 

One of the most frustrating – and unfair – problems for public transport access is that, even where services 
exist, many people cannot use them. This includes people with disabilities, seniors, and parents of young 
children, who struggle with poor hearing or vision or need access for wheelchairs, walking frames, prams 
or shopping trolleys. 

Due to lack of investment by previous governments, the Victorian Government is still way behind its 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (DDA) obligations to meet the milestone targets in the Disability Standards 
for Accessible Public Transport 2002 (DSAPT). 

Many elements of public transport were supposed to comply by 2007, with the remaining standards to be 
55 per cent compliant by the end of 2012.107 This will not be achieved,¶ nor will Victoria meet the next stage 
of compliance in 2017 without strong investment.

Some of the costs of that inequity are borne also by the Victorian Government through the Multi-Purpose 
Taxi Program (MPTP) or community transport funding, and demand for these programs will continue to 
escalate with an ageing and growing population.

To meet its legal obligations and improve customer service on transport accessibility, the Victorian 
Government needs to:

•	 produce a landmark Victorian Accessible Transport Action Plan 2013-17 to map out the strategy for 
Victoria to meet its 2017 milestone targets

•	 provide strong and dedicated long-term funding to ensure Victoria meets its 2017 DSAPT targets on time

•	 ensure all new vehicles and infrastructure incorporate universal design principles

•	 improve service standards and disability awareness amongst staff to improve accessibility through 
customer service

•	 ensure improvements are rolled out in a logical way to improve ‘whole-of-journey’ accessibility.

Victoria’s Accessible Transport Action Plan 2013-2017 is due to be completed by the end of 2012. As yet, 
there has been no process to involve the broader community in its development. Only a complete plan, 
complete with timelines, targets and funding, can begin to address the Government’s legal obligations. 

¶ At last count (March 2010), only train vehicles and metropolitan bus vehicles had met the milestone targets. The 
Department of Transport no longer reports on this outcome. Source: Department of Transport Annual Report 2010-11, 
p.132.
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8.3 Implement the recommendations of the Victorian  
Taxi Industry Inquiry

Taxis are an essential form of transport for many people with mobility difficulties who cannot use public 
transport or when public transport is unavailable. However they continue to be poorly served by the 
industry, with long waiting times, especially for Wheelchair Accessible Taxis (WATS), high prices, and poor 
customer service. 

The Victorian Government took strong action to address these issues by instigating the Victorian Taxi 
Industry Inquiry and we look forward to it implementing the recommendations of the Inquiry’s final report 
in full. The priorities should be to:

•	 establish a central booking service for people with disabilities

•	 expand the Multi-Purpose Taxi Program (MPTP) to Victorian seniors

•	 improve the design of taxis to make them more accessible to more customers

•	 install talking taxi meters to improve communication with customers

•	 improve taxi services in rural and regional Victoria, including by allowing more flexible use of taxis for 
shared trips or to service flexible route-type services

•	 ensure the changes are conducted in consultation with users.
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8.4 Expand and improve use of alternatives to public transport

While public transport forms the backbone of an efficient, accessible and affordable transport system, 
we need other ways to move people around when public transport doesn’t work – and to better use the 
resources we have.

There are many options to deliver better public transport without major capital infrastructure. Some are 
in practice in other states of Australia, but they have been stifled in Victoria by an inflexible regulatory 
environment. 

The Victorian Government needs to:

•	 overhaul bus regulation so flexible transport options like community buses can operate alongside 
traditional bus routes

•	 open up school buses to the general community

•	 invest in community transport options and expand their eligibility

•	 invest in transport co-ordination, assistance and training services.

Community and commercial options that could provide better transport for small or dispersed 
communities and especially for seniors and people with disabilities include:

•	 demand-responsive or flexible services, such as Telebus, Gisbus or the new Smartrun community 
transport trials

•	 technology-enabled ride sharing (where passengers can use phone, internet and smart ‘app’ 
approaches to book shared taxis or demand-responsive services). 

Uncoordinated transport resources also means Victoria does not always get the most cost-effective form 
of transport. 

Separate funding streams and control of transport resources between different departments and local 
government means that options beyond the public transport system are not ‘joined-up’. This results in 
both duplication and large gaps in service provision; for instance, the Transport Connections Program 
has noted that young people in rural Victoria are blocked from training or apprenticeships because they 
cannot take advantage of school bus services.
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The community sector helps people get their lives 
back on track and protects many from further 
harm. Community sector organisations make a 
vital contribution to the Victorian economy and 
community.

The sector is experiencing increasing demand for 
its services, and increasing complexity among 
Victorians who need support and assistance. It is 
also facing significant reforms, including:

•	 the Victorian Government’s reform agenda for 
human services

•	 new funding models such as the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS)

•	 the arrival of a new federal regulator

•	 the Victorian Government’s reform agenda for 
human services

•	 ongoing changes to wages, taxation laws, 
charity status, funding, quality standards and 
reporting requirements. 

9. Create viable community 
sector organisations to deliver 
effective services 

Any reform that improves the delivery of services 
to vulnerable Victorians is welcome, but change 
also has to be resourced and managed well. The 
community sector has long struggled to pay 
competitive rates, provide good career pathways, 
and to recruit and retain qualified staff. Growing 
demand and complexity for services means 
workforce sustainability is a huge issue for the 
sector, with potential labour and skill shortages 
one of the biggest threats to our future viability.

To strengthen service planning and delivery, 
the Victorian Government also needs to fund 
community sector organisations for the full cost of 
service delivery. This includes:

•	 investment in innovation and partnerships 

•	  ‘back-end’ costs such as:

•	 finance systems 

•	 human resources

•	 infrastructure 

•	 compliance and evaluation

•	  service and program delivery. 

Key Budget priorities: sector sustainability

9.1 Develop a sector-led workforce strategy

9.2 Fund professional development of the community sector

9.3 Provide full funding for community services

9.4 Explore the efficiency of a community sector shared services scheme

9.5 Support provision of high quality industrial advice
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9.1 Develop a sector-led workforce strategy

The community services and health industry is the fastest growing industry in Australia, with many of our 
workers to retire soon.108

Community services and health employers face many of the same workforce challenges as employers in 
other industries: 

•	 an ageing workforce

•	 increased competition for traditional labour sources 

•	 improved engagement and use of the skills of the existing workforce

•	 leadership and management for innovation 

•	 difficulty attracting and retaining skilled staff.109

In Victoria, the community sector is at the frontline of significant policy and service delivery reforms which 
require more collaborative practice and consumer-directed care. A skilled and responsive workforce is 
essential to carry them out.

The Victorian Government has invested in pockets of workforce development within various service 
delivery areas, however a siloed approach will not deliver the integration needed. The Government 
promised to develop a community sector workforce strategy,110 but progress has stalled. Any strategy for 
the community sector workforce must be led by the community sector, not by departments or sections of 
departments in isolation. 

9.2 Fund professional development of the community sector

The historic equal pay case will improve worker’s wages, but ongoing professional development is crucial 
so communities get the best return on this investment.

Changing models of service delivery are requiring more from community sector workers, including new 
ways of working that join up services. That requires the development of a responsive workforce that 
operates from innovative and best practice principles.

Specific resources are needed for accredited training to up-skill staff and train new workers who want a 
career in community services. 
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9.3 Provide full funding for community services

The ‘base prices’ paid for services are usually 
determined by price reviews in collaboration 
between departments and the sector. There is no 
guarantee that Treasury will fund the agreed price 
from these reviews, often leaving community sector 
organisations to make up the shortfall. 

In 2010, the Victorian Auditor General recommended 
that this pricing mechanism be reviewed so it is 
more transparent and clearly defined.111 This review 
has not happened.

Underfunding and uncertainty of funding cause 
major disruptions in planning, staffing and service 
delivery to vulnerable people.112 Community sector 
organisations should not have to make up the 
difference between the actual cost of programs and 
the funding provided by the Government.

The Protecting Victoria’s Vulnerable Children Inquiry 
recommended an explicit policy of fully funding 
child protection and family services delivered 
by community service organisations, including 
provisions for infrastructure and other relevant costs.

Community sector organisations are providing 
valuable services for government, and deliver them 
more efficiently, effectively and in the communities 
where people live. The 2013-14 Budget needs to 
fund prices set by current and past price reviews, and 
reassess areas where cost structures have changed. 

‘If Governments are going to shift 
the risk of service provision to 
organisations such as us then they 
need to resource us to do the job 
properly. They wouldn’t accept the 
poor level of resourcing in our sector 
in their own departments.’

Participant in JWS research Group March 2012, 
Voices from the frontline. 
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9.4 Explore the efficiency of a community sector  
shared services scheme

The Government’s Better Services Implementation Taskforce has outlined the need for efficient and 
effective services. 

A number of studies over the past two decades have demonstrated continued productivity 
improvements in the community sector to the point that further gains can come only through 
significant capital investment. 

A 2009 Allen Consulting Group report – How many wheelchairs can you push at once? –Productivity in the 
community service organisation sector in Victoria – confirmed the point noting that, even with significant 
upfront capital, the gains could come only through back-office information and communication 
technology functions and shared services. 

These efficiencies would only be possible with the support of major funding partners – notably the 
Victorian Government – and would do little to meet the immediate needs of the clients who rely on the 
services of funded agencies.

Shared back-office functions could improve efficiency in community sector organisations, by freeing-
up more time for service delivery. But how much value they could deliver and how they could be best 
mapped and implemented remains unclear. The community sector itself does not have the resources to 
fully investigate the potential savings and benefits. 

The Budget should fund a scoping study to further investigate the value of a shared services scheme, with 
concrete information on costs and benefits.

9.5 Support provision of high quality industrial advice 

The complexity and implications of recent industrial relations changes, such as the transition to the 
Modern Social, Community, Home Care and Disability Services Award and the equal pay decision, have 
required community sector organisations to have consistent and high quality industrial relations advice. 
Such expertise is needed for the longer-term. 

Most community sector organisations do not have the resources they can divert from frontline services 
to pay for industrial relations advice. A model like the current community sector insurance scheme, 
which covers membership costs of professional employer organisations, could also deliver consistent and 
accurate industrial relations advice. The result would be better-performing organisations that comply with 
their industrial obligations.
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