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Policy Background Papers

The Australian Institute of Family Studies is a Commonwealth Statutory
Authority established under the Family Law Act 1975. The Institute, which
began operations in February 1980, is a rescarch and information dissemi-
nation organisation charged w.th conducting, encouraging and coordmat-
ing rescarch into factors affecing marital and family stability in Australia. A
major focus of its rescarch program is the impact of public policies on the
wellbeing of families.

The Policy Background Paper series is aimed at raising the level of public
debare about policy arcas affecting families in Australia. At times they will
be commissioned papers written by leading experts in each field; at others,
they will be papers developed within the Institute in an effort to idenufy
arcas in need of further research and action.

The Institute hopes the Policy Background Paper series will contribute to
a better understanding of the importance of a “family perspective’ in the
development of policy. Papers in the series describe current arrangements in
Australia, examinc issues that arisc as a result of their operation and canvass
alternative policy options. These discussions of important policy areas do
not necessarily advocate any one particular set of policy prescriptions. They
are presented as contributions to informed debate and as reference points
for those who wish either to contribute to or simply observe and understand
the process of developing family policies.

Titles in the Policy Background Paper series are:

No.1 Services to families: many a slip

No.2 Towards a national child care policy

No.3 Marriage counselling services: priorities and policy

No.4 Children in stepfamilics: their legal and family status

No.5 Should families be a focus for policies?

No.6 Human relations education in Australian schools: a review of policies
and practices

No.7 On the outside: the needs of unsupported, homeless youth

Copies of the above papers are cvajlable. from the Distribution Officer,
Australian Institute of Family Studies 300 Queen Street, Melbourne 3000
Victoria, Australia. Telephone (03) 668 6888 ~
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Contributors

This Policy Bacl zround Paper is bascd on two recent studies by staff of the
Australian Institute of Family Studies.

In 1985-86 Frank Maas planned, coordmated and authored a report on
the needs of unsupported students. Sue Girling-Butcher was the rescarch
officer for the project and contributed substantially to the writing of several
chapters.

In 1987, Frank Maas and Robyn Hartley produced a report on the imple-
mentation of the Young Homeless Allowance. Frank Maas directed the
project, Robyn Hartley analysed case studies of applicants for the Allow-
ance and both contributed to the writing of the report. Collection of the case
study material was minated by the National Youth Coalition for Housing;
Michele O'Neil and Aha Dann from that organisation critically commented
on drafts of the report.

Robyn Hartley and Frank Maas then updated and extended the two
original reports for an amalgamated presentation in the present Policy
Background Paper. Don Edgar, Peter McDonald, Gay Ochiltree and David
Keane commented on drafts of both the original reports and the current
paper.

The paper was cdited and prepared for publication by Meredich Michie.




Foreword

The Australian Institute of Fumily Studies believes that this Policy Back-
ground Paper is timely. The launching of the Government’s Priority One
campaign in 1985 brought youth policy issues temporarily to the fore, in the
inten ening years, however, youth ssues faded from prominence and much
of the initiative scemed to be lost.

Recently, more hopeful signs of an mtegrated look at support programs
for youth have emerged. The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Com-
mission Inquiry mto Youth Homelessness and its final report have generated
much concern, and Ministers whose portfolios overlap on youth issues are
calling for a critical evaluation of how current schemes are operating,

In this Institute’s view, only a coordinated policy approach which is fully
aware of the altered structural drcumstances of young people in Australia
has any hope of success in meeting youth needs and providing a positive
future for them. The pressares faung young people result from an unpree-
edented period of rapid change affecting all Australians, In that context,
youth issues should be seen as a central part of family policy. Youth policy
cannot sit aside from fanuly policies, nor wan solutions be found which
ignore the integral links between family, education and work via that
central task of parenting, of bringing our children towards competent
adulthood.

It is relatively easy to catalogue the nature of those sodial changes affect-
ing youth. The period of post-war affluence which saw the marriage/baby
booms and virtually full employment is over. Unemployment is now wide-
spread and aceepted by some as a permanent feature of Australian sodiety.
Close to 20 per cent of 15-19 year-olds are unemployed and the average
duration out of work is over 40 weeks. Young people are thus caught in a
time of structural change, which takes aw ay all but the least attractive jobs,
leaving them in the Catch 22 situation of having no ‘experience’ to qualify
them for a job and being unable to get a job that will give them eaperience.
In other words, their transition to adulthood is out of joint.

Yet, we continue to blame the victims and foolishly assume they are at
fault for not doing what was ‘normal’ for older generations — that is, get a
job, get married, leave home and ‘settle down’ properly.

RIC - 10
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Morcover, changes in family structure make it impossible to assume that
all parents are in a position to *laanch” youth into independent adalthood.
Higher divorce rates, the poverty of one-parent fanulies and the complex-
itics of parental responsibilities in remarriages, all scem to bear down on
youth who “should” be out fending for themselves. Family confl t, youth
homelessness, low seli-esteem and despain are doscly intertwimed, so carlier
assumptions about parental support through these years of transtuon must
be challenged. We offer few sapports for familics on the central task of
parenting. The famaly has become a privote batdeground, children are seen
as a private cost, not a public asset, and young people are left to thetr own
deviees, with no *place’ in society that is meaningful,

Indeed, we have created an extended period of *youth” to replace *adoles-
cence’, Tt ranges now from about age 12 to age 25 years, a pertod m which
the contradictions of economic dependeney and ¢motional independence
ereate stresses for both youth and their parents,

Our institutional structures for this period of youth have not hept pace.
Schools are still designed more for academically -minded children than for
mature sexual beings, whose interest may not be academic at all. Resistance
to authority has achicved widespread cultural acceptabihity and permeates
an outmoded approach to discipline and responsibility. Credentialling 1
rampant, so that the competition gets ficreer the longer students are
‘retained” in school. Retention rates are quoted as signs of “progress’, rather
thar looking closely at the effectiveness of existing carricula or the actual
outcomes of retention for those not making the grade,

Broadly, our culture values diversity and choice, but offers few guidelines
for the young who are bewildered by choice. As Manning Clark puts 1, *we
live in an age of doubt about everything’. A culture of materialism, Lompe-
tition and violence devalues affecion, aring, comideration for oithers,
cooperation and sharing. Our cconomic planners tend to furget the human
face behind *recorery” and show litdde understanding that those who have to
wait for the ‘trickle-down” effect may not survive, Small wonder that our
future adults are so confused, espeddally when we present (v the mediay a
vision of the future that is even gloomicr than the present. With nothing to
aim for, it is litle wonder that many young people live the present i a
frenzied, nihilistic way.

I would suggest that we, as a sociery, have been faling our youth n
increasing numbers, The young people who are the focus of this Policy
Background Paper are facing the future without the resources to survive in 1
complex society, without a sense of being valued in ther own nght, without
skills that are velued, without the interpersonal skills necessary to cope with
life’s transitions and adult personal relationships, and without much hope
that they can control the future via their own active initiative.

However, if we focus only on the negative we exacerbate the prablem.
QOur message must be, insteay, that there is hope, that everyone can have an
impact, that every child is not only valued but also needed by the rest of
society. And the main pathway to feding needed s to structure oar familics,
our schools, our communitics so that youth can, and are eapedted to, con-
tribute meaningfully to the wellbeing of others.

The Institute’s broader research on youth and family life shows that
young people have higher self-esteem and Jre gore competent when therr
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parents combine two approaches to thar oftspring. A gradual mercase m
autonomy, greater freedom to eaerase thaar own pudgament s cruaal. But a
parallel insistence that adolescents contribute regularly to some qasks upon
which the whole family relies adds to their positine aov dopment. The com
bined message from parents is “You're capable and we trust you', plus
“You're important to the whole family, we rely on you to tunction properhy
as a social unit’, Too many parents. teachers and policy makers tail o make
clear to young people that they are needed and have responsitalines o |
others in the community, |

Too much focus on the personal aspect of young people, on ther ‘needs’
as opposed to what they can do for others @nd in so dorag, for themselves, |
will worsen the situation. We must re-surround youth, create a new place in |
sodiety for them that relates to others, rather than contimue to pusa them |
into a youth ghetto open o exploitation by drus, pushers and others. ‘

This Policy Backgrousid Paper focuses 2t diose young people who have |
not had the benefit of benign processes, sither at home or at schoel, They
are ‘unsupported’, the most polite term available for adoleseents w ho have ‘
been pushed out ot home, or whose parents have no resoures to help, and l
for whom the f+ mal systems of government income support are mad
equate, even & right damaging.

Asthe autd s, Frank Maas and Rooyn Hartley, correcty pomnt out, such
youthrepr ot a form of *family breakdown® often forgotten m discussions
of mari..  .paration and divoree, It is the breakdown of parent-child
relation  ps. But as they also document, the plight of these youngsters
reflects  wider sodial failurc to adjust policies to mect the structural Jhanges
affecting youth.

Many schemes have been devised to *build youth back mte the system’,

CYSS programs have been varied in style and success, In Western Austraha,

the Westreh program takes unemployed youth out of therr current conteat

of despair, teaches them new o' ills in a supportive and challaging program

and launches them into a new, more positive lifestyle. In Victoria, a new

pilot called the Good Neighbourhood Program builds on the Jnks between

old and young; this reverses the usual adult-to youth flow of assistance,
giving a sense of control and responsibility for others to young people in the
community.

1 have written about a posiuve approach to youth m this Foreword.
becwase the report tself shows how neg stisz are so many of our current
youth policies, New and optimistic directions are needed. Above all, we
must create new tashs for youth, preferably tasks that are sodal, people-
oriented and which make a meaningful contribution to soaiety. Since the
two age groups most dramatically caught by rapid change in family struc
tures are youth and the aged, any program which brings ther rogether
creatively should be welconed.

Drawing on the experience and wisdom of our seniors, plus the enthusi-
asm and creativity of our youth, we might build an Australian version of the
*Peace Corps’ of the Kennedy years, This would be a *Youth Care Corps’
which developed service jobs for our young neople, at the same time meet-
ing the rapidly increasing care and service necas of the community. Not just
the aged, but also young couples in need of child care, play groups, family
support centres and the vast networh of ron government community orgam
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sations could benefit. The point of service/care work is that 1t gives direct
and positive feedback to the provider, unlike the dead-end tasks of manual
“fix-it” jobs. It provides human contact out of which can grow mutual under-
standing and a valuing of cooperation. If we used unemployment benefits
and other payments to teach young people the coping skills they lack,
perhaps a more positive place, a less bleak future could be provided.

That sort of mutuality, reciprocity, recognition of work and of the com-
munity’s need for positive input from the young may be the only solution to
the alicnation of youth our society has created. It does not focus only on the
‘problems’ of youth, but rather on the s*rengths ¢ f youth. Its message is one
of inclusion, optimism, value. In my view, that message has to start very
young, in every home and adule—child contact; but it’s never to late to make
a new start,

Don Edgar
Director
Australian Institute of Family Studies
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Summary of Findings

The aim of this Policy Background Paper on unsupported, homeless young
people aged under 18 years, is to bring together relevant information from a
number of areas in order to identify policy directions which take account of
the changing situations of many young people who are struggling to survive.

Chapter 1 briefly outlines the background to the paper. The decision to
produce such a paper results from recent work by the Austialian Institute of
Family Studies in two related areas of youth policy — a report on the needs
of unsupported students of secondary school age and a study of the imple-
mentation of the Young Homeless Allowance.

Chapter 2 reviews the literature on the reasons why young people leave
home and outlines some of the literature on early school leaving. It looks
particularly at changing patterns and circumstances for those who leave
home at an early age and explores some of the interactions between these
and early school leaving. It concludes that while circumstances for individ-
ual young people are inevitably complex, family conflict, abusive family
relationships, desire for independence and the effects of economic hardship
and unemployment are well established as reasons for young people leaving
home at an carly age in the 1980s, and for some result in lack of support and
homelessness. These factors arc sometimes closely interwovon and relate to
carly school leaving.

Chapter 3 looks more broadly at issues of yorh homelessness and
reviews the literature i order to identify the major needs of unsupported,
homeless young people, under the headings of accommodation, income
support and other support services. Suggestions from the literature are out-
lined, with a focus on the need to consider a wide range of provision in each
of the areas so that individual needs are met.

Chapter 4 outlines some of the major reports and reviews concerning
young people in Australia ir recent years and traces the development of
Commonwealth government policies since 1983. It concludes that while
there is now more emphasis on, and awareness of youth 1ssues than previ-
ously, much still needs to be done in the area of sunsupported, homeless
youth. The following trends are noted: a strong emphasis on policies aimed
at encouraging more young pebgl&?;n@ education and training, and a shift

) 14
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in emphasis from job creation to job training. While there has been accept-
ance by the Commonwealth of sume financial responsibility for a small
number of young people under the age of 18 years living independently of
their familics, there are also developments which place the responsibility for
young people firmly back on the family, leaving many unsupported, home-
less young veople in a parlous state.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 e.amine current Commonvwealth provision in the
areas of, respectively, accommodation, income support, and education and
training.

Chapter 8 explores the special needs of particular groups of young people
who are not being serviced by existing policies and provision, and argues for
a greater range of services and approaches to cater for individual needs.

Chapter 9 excmines a number of issues concerning youth independence
and individual, family and community responsibility for young people. it
argues that both government and the community need to address these
issues if appropriate policies and strategies are co be developed. At present,
there appear to be contradictions in policies and confusion in the apportion-
ing of responsibility which result in some young people being totally with-
out support from any source, or with extremely inadequare resources to
survive.

Chapter 10 looks at short-term and long-term strategies for unsupported,
homeless youth. The short-term strategies refer to recommended changes to
the Young Homeless Allowance, and to other income and support services
for young people. The long-term strategies look at the conditions which
contribute to young people being bereft of family and community support: a
range of approaches is suggested, including policies which give youth a
more valued social role, provide a much wider range of accommodation
opsions for families and for young people, give support to families both
financially and in negotiating the changed circumstances under which many
young people now gain their independence, and which recognise the rights
of young people.




1. Background

The Australian Institute of Family Studies has long been concerned with the
relationships between families and the developing competence of young
people, and with the effects of changes in the composition of families,
including family disruption or breakdown, on young people’s lives. It has
monitored developments in the youth policy area, in particular those con-
cerned with support for young people during the transition period from
childhood to adulthood.

In 1985 the then Commonwealth Department of Education commis-
sioned the Institute to undertake a study of th: needs of unsupported stu-
dents. The Department and the Office of Youth Affairs were concerned
about the effects of lack of support on the schooling of young people and
wished to find cff.ctive means of helping those who wish to do so to con-
tinue their secondary education.

At the ime, Commonwealth policy makers were re-drafting a wide range
of programs for young people. Information about numbers of unsupported
students and their particular problems was very sketchy. However, it was
recognised that several factors had combined to produce an increase in the
numbers of young people still at school, or of school age, who were without
the support normally expected from families. Social and economic changes
had contributed to increased rates of family disintegration, youth unem-
ployment and family poverty. Additionally, large numbers of Indo-Chinese
refugee youth, especially those without families to support them, were find-
ing it difficult to cope with resettlement in Australia.

The Institute report which resulted from the Commonwealth request,
entitled ‘On the outside: assessment of the needs of unsupported students’
(Maas, 1986), reviewed the available literature and reported on information
gathered from Commonwealth government agencies, State government
departments, youth refuges, schools and non-government organisations.

In July 1986, the Commonwealth government introduced the Young
Homeless Allowance, an income support measure for 16-17 year-olds
which was onc of a number of changes to youth allowances. In mid-1987
the National Youth Coalition for Housing (NYCH), which was under-
taking « project on the Young Homeless Allowance, approached the Insti-
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tute for advice on analysing case studies which examined the experiences of
homeless young people in their attempts to obtan the Allowance. Since the
interests of both organisations coincided, it was agreed that a report be
prepared by the Institute m conjunction with NYCH. The Institute looked
at the information gathered by youth workers on 180 young people who
had applied for the Young Homeless Allowance. This included details of
young people’s family circumstances, the grounds on which they had
applied, their experiences with various Commonwealth and State depart-
ments, and the result of their application. The resulting paper critically
reviewed the implementation of the Young Homeless Allow ance, argued for
an extension of the cligibility criteria and outlined both short-term and
long-term policy issues {Maas and Hartley, 1987). A separate set of recom-
mendations regarding the future operation of the Young Homeless Allow-
ance was prepared by NYCH using the report as a background source
(NYCH, 1988).

Both of the Institute reports, on unsupported students and on the Young
Homeless Allowance, were written for particular purposes and have not
been widely distributed beyond those with an immediate interest in policies
relevant to the issues raised. However, the Institute believes that the prob-
lems experienced by unsupported youth raise major questions for considera-
tion, not only by policy makers but by the community generally. These
include questions of relative responsibility of parents, the community and
governments for unsupported youth, and how best to previde support for
those who need it. Given the import=1ce of these issues, it was decided to
update and bring together in one paper the information gathered and to
extend the issues raised in both reports.

This Policy Background Paper is concerned with Commonwealth govern-
ment policy and provision of services for young people under 18 years of
age who are not supported, or only very minimally supported, by their
family of origin and who do not have access to relatively permanent, afford-
able and appropriate accommodation. Such young people may be at school
or in some other educational institution, unemployed or receiving a very
low income from part-time or even full-time employment. The report pays
special attention to school students, a group whick has been relatively
neglected in general discussions of youth homelessness.

Discussion is restricted to Commonwealth initiatives because of the cru-
cial role which Commonwealth directions and funding play in the youth
policy arena and because detailed analysis of various State provisions was
beyond our resources. In any event, it is often unly after Commonwealth
funding initiatives that States are asked to match federal funding.




2. Leaving Home and Leaving School

Teenage years are traditionally years of transition in a number of areas —
from childhood to adulthood, from school to the world of employment,
from a focus on the family where one was born to a focus on groupings and
partnerships which may eventually lead to being a parent oneself, from
living in the parental home to establishing a home of one’s own. In fact, the |
major task of adolescence, at least in contemporary Western society, is to |
move from dependence on family to independence, which in the great |
majority of cases means ‘leaving home’. |
There has never been a way of making these transitions which has been |
valid for everyone: there have certainly always been variations according to ‘
class and to gender. Teenagers from working class families have generally |
had an earlier transition into the world of work and as a consequence |
perhaps a quicker transition from childhood to adulthood and its many |
responsibilities than young people from middle class families who have |
remained longer in education. There are and probably always have been |
differences berween the comparative ages of leaving home for young women i
and young men. Males have tended to leave home later, females have tended
to leave home earlier, to marry or form new families at a younger age than
young males have done. In addition, general patterns of leaving home have
changed over time.
At present, unemployment, unstable economic conditions and the high
cost of housing make the transition to independence difficult for many
young people. For a significant minority, however, leaving home is essential-
ly a bid for economic and psychological survival rather than a thought-out,
though perhaps financially risky, step towards independence. This group 1s
a cause for great concern.
‘Homelessness™ and lack of family support for young people are not sim-
ply the result of leaving home at too carly an age or with inadequate
resources to survive. Individual homelessness results from decisions (by
others) which mean that there is insufficient affordable housing available,
and/or from lack of access to reasonable levels of income. The Natonal
Youth Coalition for Housing (INYCH]) sces youth homelessness as multi-
faceted and resulting from interaction between a number of clements includ-
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ing social and cconomic factors, the state of the public housing sector, the
state of the private housing sector and the lack of recogmton of the nghts of
young people (NYCH, 1983). Nevertheless, the circumstances under which
young people leave home are an important element in the vverall nove to
independence and necd to be understood if appropriate policies concernmg
unsupported young people are to be developed.

This chapter examines patterns of young people leaving home, patterns of
carly school leaving, and some interactions between the two.

Reasons for Leaving Home

A study on youth housing policy which looked at the needs of young home-
less people in the outer eastern region of Melbourne commented:

The experiences of the young people who took part m [the] study suggest that a
single cause of leaving home is rare — more often a numnber of factors operate,
and in most cases w here a sigle cause can be idenuified as precipitanung the act of
leaving {such as a major fight with parents) this 1s merely the culmimanon of a
serics of increasing tensions or influences . . . From the mterviews, it seenis to us
that the causes of Icaving hoine an be considered under the followmg headings.
desire for independence, family conflict, family fragmentation, family reconstitu-
tion, personal abuse, looking for work, release from msutution and eviction and
breakdown of relationships. Many of these are related, and few (if any) act
independently of the others. (Low, Crawshaw and Mathews, 1984:57)

The comment highlights the complexity of factors which lead some young
people to leave home — factors which suggest the fundamental ;mportance
of a changing social and economic climate.

The following discussion summarises studies concerning young people
leaving home. Included is information from the Institute’s study of the
implementation of the Young Homeless Allowance (Maas and Hartley,
1987) which focuses on the experiences of those under the age of 18 years
who leave home without support, or with very minimal support, from their
family.

Changing paticrns of young people leaving home

Research indicates that the reasons young people leave home have changed
over the past decade or so, especially for those leaving home at an early age.
Data collected for the Institute’s Australian Family Formation Study (Edgar
and Maas, 1984) show that, compared with those who left home at carly
ages a decade before, those who left in the early 1980s were more likely to
leave because of 1umily conflict, especially males, and more likely to leave
because of a desire to be independent, especially females; they were less
likely to leave to get married, especially females, and less likely to leave in
order to take up or look for work, possibly reflecting reduced employment
opportunities.

Further analysing data in this study, Young (1984) found that lcaving
school early is usually associated with leaving home at a young age. She
contrasts the high proportion of early school leavers who are now leaving
home for independence with the situation in 1971 when, as Young main-
tains, independence was common only among thos¢ with higher levels of
schooling, ’ -
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Young also identificd a pattern of leaving home, returning and leaving
again. This pattern was more pionounced for those who first left ata young
age, and for males than for females. The most common reason for returning
home was *convenience’, wlile financial reasons and personal factors such
as loneliness and illness were also important. These financial and personal
problems were mainly assocated with those who first lefe because of family
conflict or to be independent. lronically, those who were most likely to
return home were also those who had left against a background of parental
hostility. The pattern which emerges for this group is that the young person
leaves home partly because of conflict, 15 forced to return home because of
financial and personal difficulties, and leaves agamn because of further family
conflict.

In a further analysis, Young found no evidence of a major shift between
1971 and 1982 in the average age at w hich young people finally left home:
“The final [age of] departure from home has remained relatively stable’
(Young, 1987:35). This does not seem to accord with stories of very young
people living on the streets, nor with the fact that the average age of youth
accommodation service users appears to have dropped in the 1980s. Avaii-
able data indicate that many of these young people do not return home.
Once ey have been in a refuge for more than one period, the likelihood of
returning to live with parents 1s reduced (Schwager, 1988).

Information provided by Kilmartin (1987) in her analysis of data between
1981-1986 indicates that increasing numbers of both 15-19 year-olds and
20-24 year-olds of both sexes are living at home with parents, and that
males in both groups are more likely than females to live at home. During
the period, there was a steady increase of both male and female full-time
students ageu 15-19 years living at home and, in the same age group, a
greater number of employed than unemploy ed young people living at home.
This suggests that any general trends concerning shifts in the average age at
which young peogle leave home almost certainly obscure differences in
leaving home patterns which are related to educational and labour foree
status.

In the followmg discussion, research on the circumstances under which
young people leave home 1s outlined under a number of head-ags. However
as noted earlier, the decision by young people to go it alone is often the
result of a number of factors.

\
Family conflict i
|

Family conflict features strongly m most studies of young people leaving
home, especially for those most at risk of becoming homeless. While this
may well indicate that young people m familics, and famihes generally, are
facing increasing pressures, ‘family conflict’ can become a catch-all term
covering a varicty of situations.

Family conflict emerged as an important precursor to leaving home in
One Step Fonward, the report of the Naticnal Commiteee for Evaluation of
the Youth Services Scheme (1983), which indicated that of those young
people in youth accommodation whose last permanent residence was with
the family, 78 per cent had experienced some form of conflict. For under 16
year-olds, the figures were 86 per cent of males and 89 per cent of females.
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These findings echoed State monitoring reports produced before the nation-
al evaluation and have been confirmed in individual research studies under-
taken in recent years. For instance, the New South Wales monitoring report
listed family conflict as the main reason for young people leaving home m
nearly 52 per cent of cases, and houschold breakdown m 29.9 per cent
(Gilbert, 1982). A 1983 survey of young people found that 61 per cent of
the sample had left home because of family conflict, including 18 per cent
who had clashed with step-parents (Hancock and Burke, 1983).

Australian Institute of Family Studies data also show that conflict, as a
reason for first leaving home, has increased dramatically over the period
1971 to 1981, especially for those under 18 years of age (Edgar and Maas,
1984). This rescarch also shows that leaving home at an carly age because of
conflict was closely associated with early school leaving age, particularly for
females. The Committee of Inquiry into Homelessness in the Australian
Capital Territory and Surrounding Regions (1984) reported on a survey
undertaken by a secondary college in Canberra. Of 127 students identified
as homeless during 1982, most had experienced difficulties in coping with
family breakdown or had clashed with family members, girls being more
affected than boys.

Analysing Australian Institute of Family Studies data, Young (1984,
1987) found that significant factors associated with leaving home because of
conflict included unemployment (of males), having an unemployed father,
having a step-parent, and lack of closeness to parents. Leaving home was
associated with a strong negative reaction from parents and a low incidence
of contact after leaving.

The family background of young people included 1n nearly all of the
surveys of youth refuges and shelters features a high proportion of youth
from families where parents had repartaered or where divorce or separation
had occurred. While to date no studies have adequately explored explana-
tions of these observations in a way that disentangles other factors (such as
the income of the families), some data lend support to the view that both
adults and young people in non-intact families £nd it more difficult to cope
with family problems than do those in intact families.

This is not to argue that similar problems do not exist in intact fariiies.
Over 50 per cent of homeless young people come from mtact families and
the spate of books on ‘how to live with your teenage chuld' and *how to cope
with your parents while you are a teenager’, indicate that conflict between
parents and young adults is widespread and ‘normal’. Nor 1s 1t to argue that
all non-intact familics experience greater conflict or other difficulties than
intact families. The proposition is that there may be periods of difficulty
associated with changing family forms not experienced in intact fanulies,
and that *hese could generate extra pressures which may m turn lead to
tecnagers not being able to cope and consequently leaving home.

There are indications in recent Institute research that greater pressures do
exist in families characterised by dissolution and reformation. In 1ts Austral-
ian Family Formation study it was found that by age 17, 26 per cent of
young people where both natural parcnts were present had left home com-
pared with 45 per cent of those where parents had separated and remamed
single, or repartnered (Edgar and Maas, 1984). There is also evidence that
many children experience problems at the time of their parents’ separation
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and when a parent, particularly a mother, reparmers (Amato, 1987).
Although the minal mstability nd conflict often assovated with family
breakdown can change ove. time, 1t can also crucially atfect the timing of
young people’s leaving home.

Family conflict experienced by applicants for the Young Homeless
Allowance

As outlined in Chapter 1, a study of , oung people applymng for the Young
Homcless Allowance was conducted by the Australian Institute of Family
Studies (Maas and Hartley, 1537). This study incorporated case study
material gathered by the Natonal Youth Coalition for Housing, including
numerous examples of young people who had left home because of ‘extreme
domestic disharmony’. The term refers to a range of circumstances ir which
young people experienced major family conflicts and a consequent break-
down in family relationships. These were varivusly described as ‘intoler-
able’, ‘unbearable’; and ‘hopeless’ situations for young people. Consistent
with the research on conflict previously outlined, there were three recurring
themes underlying conflict which led to cx.reme domestic disharmony.

o Repartnering of parents  The first of these was associated with the
repartnering of one of the parents. Readjustments are always required in
such situations, with old relationships bemg disturbed and new ones, about
which the young person may have little or no choice, having to be estab-
lished with an adult and, in many cases, with children. Some young people
were, however, m situations unlikely to ‘settle down’ or to be resolved in a
way conducive to them remaining at hon:c. There were instances of extreme
hostility between the parent’s new partner and the young person, with the
young person subject to constant verbal abuse, denigration or threats of
physical violence. While both female and male applicants for the Young
Homeless Allowance were in such situations, relationships between young
women and the mother’s new partner tended to be the most volatile, There
were also cases where repartnering of parents meant drastically altered
living conditions which affected the psychological wellbeing, self-concept
and future life of teenage children. Conflicts arising from the repartnering of
one (or occasionally both) parents were sometimes compounded by other
factors such as unemployment and poor living conditions.

o Value differences  Other instances of extreme domestic disharmony
were caused by political and religious differences between parents and chil-
dren, parents’ expectations about appropriate behaviour for young women,
parents” emphasis on the need for family solidarity and the supremacy of
family values over school and peer values. Young’s (1987) rescarch indicat-
cd that single specific instances or repeated instances of the same thing as the
main cause of conflict were much rarer than conflicy over a broad range of
issues, usually with both parents. For example, “conflict with both parents’
was cited in 41 per cent of cases involving youth leaving home because of
conflict, compared with only 10 per cent because of disagreement about
social life or peers, and 9 per cent over arguments concerning alcohol. The
Institute study supports this contention. There were indications that conflict
tended to be over what could be seen as major iSsues rather than over
particular behaviour on the part of the young person, such as coming home
late at night.

i
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o Cultural value differences Some instances of extreme domestic dis-
harmony were related to value clashes betw een parents and young people
from a non-English-speaking background. The nature of a breakdown in
relationships between parents and children has some similarities across cul-
tures, but the factors which precipitate the breakdown, the responses of
parents and young people, and the meaning and implications of such a
breakdown are likely to vary across cultures. The examples from the Insti-
tute study of young people from non-English-speaking backgrounds leaving
home were consistent with Rosenthal’s (1984) finding that the greatest
family conflict occurred not where young people were finding 1t difficult to
deal with two normatis ¢ systems of behaviour, but where they had adopted,
or were wanting to adopt, the attitudes and behaviour of their Anglo-
Australian peers while their parents held to traditional ways. There was
evidence that in some families, there is very strong rejection by parent(s) of a
young person for unacceptable attitudes or behaviour. While ponting out
the difficulties and dangers of making generalisations, Cahill and Ewen
(1987:31) conclude that when things do go wrong between parents and
children from non-English-speaking backgrounds there are instances of
major and traumatic breakdowns ‘where solutions are more intractable
because the strength of the family-centred values creates all-or-nothing
situations’. Thus a young person can find him or herself not only without
any supports from family and relatives but actively shuaned. The Institute
study included examples of such situations.

Escape from violence and/or sexual abuse

Young people leave home in order to escape situations of violence, mcludig
rape and sexual abuse. It is overwhelmingly young women who are victims
of sexual abuse. Unfortunately, it is also the case that, for a variety of
rcasons, many young people remain in families w here they are the vicums of
violence, including sexual abuse. Again, it is young women who are most
likely to be in this situation.

Attempting to estimate the number of young women who leave home
because of sexual abuse is difficult. Because many refuges do not adequately
cater for young women, there is a tendency for y oung women to be reluctant
to approach refuges. This means that they are not necessarily included in
surveys of supported accommodation. For a variety of reasons incluling
guilt, shame, lack of information about what to do, fear and desire to
protect family members, many young women keep their experiences a
secret. In the Institute study, youth workers reported that some young
women are well aware that young females are much more likely than young
males to be institutionalised under ‘care and protection’ or “at risk’ provi-
sions (Winlaton Deinstitutionalisation Working Party, 1986). They are
reluctant to report sexual abuse within the family because they believe, with
good reason, that they may be taken into care by State welfare authorities,

A small number of accommodation services are set up specifically for
incest and rape victims. However, surveys of young pegple in general shelter
accommodation indicate that there are sigdificant num‘()crs of young women
who have come from families where_various forms of violence are common.

»
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For example, a survey in New South Wales found that of 100 young women
interviewed in youth refuges, 31 were incest survivors and 18 mentioned
some form of seaual assault, 79 had experienced physical or emotional
violence and 69 of these mentioned the father as the perpetrator (NSW,
1986). There are few support services for such young women who are often
left to cope by themselves with problems of guilt and alienation,

Desire for independence

Much of the conflict assoaiated with patterns of leaving home is to do with
young people exerung normal pressures to enable them to become more
mdependent of their parents. As noted at the beginning of this chapeer,
establishing independence from parents is considered to be one of the major
tasks of adolescence, and indeed many psychologists see failure to accom-
plish some degree of independence m adolescence as cause for coneern.
Australian Institute of Family Studies rescarch has shown that for young
people to develop high levels of personal and sodial competence, the family
environment needs to encourage mdependence through fostering autonomy
and responsibility (Edgar and Maas, 1984).

The shift to independence can be a painful time for both parents and
young people. Young (1987} found that some young people who left home
because of a desire for independence were reacting against a very restrictive
family environment. Those who were encouraged by parents to be inde-
pendent tended to leave home later and for reasons other than independence
or conflict. Again, Young found that parents whose children. left home
agamst a background of restrictions on their independence were more likely
than other parents to have negative reactions to their children leaving home,
and the young people were less likely to maintain contact after leaving,

Particular difficuluies can oceur when the prowess of gaining independence
is hindered by dramatic clashes of values, as is sometimes the case in families
from wltural backgrounds different from that of contemporary Australia
or, as noted above, when it occurs against a background of significant
change (such as divorce or repartnering) in the lives of the parents.

In her study of the finanaial arrangements between parents and TAFE
students, Powles (1986, found that young people often left home because of
conflict over control of finunces, or planned to leave because of feclings of
psychological and financial control by parents. They saw such restrictions as
‘a foil to their developing expressions of aduit identity’ (p.68).

Many (perhaps most) families experience sume conflict as young people
move towards independence. However, where a young person’s desire for
independence and/or conflict leads to leaving home at an early age, it is
apparent that processes which in other circumstances result in the suceessful
development of autonomy and a continued mutually benefical relationship
with parents, have cither broken down or not eventuated.

Low family income and unemployment

While personal and ndividual factors.are important, youth homelessness is
not only, or even primarily, a consequence of the failure of individuals in
families to get along. There are other forces outside the control of the
individual and the family.
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One of the main factors is the experience of low income and the madence
of unemployment. Young (1987) showed that compared with those who
had never been unemployed, those who had been unemployed were more
likely to have ever left home, were younger at first leaving, were more likely
to have left because of conilict and had a more negative parental reaction.
Parental unemployment was also associated with leaving home because of
conflict or a desire for independence,

Analysis of a recent longitudinal survey of voung people shows that
unemployed 16 and 17 year-olds are much more akely to leave home than
those not uncmp’oyed (Maas, 1987b). Other research has shown that
unemployed youth ire more likely to come from low mewme famihies (Brad-
bury, Garde and Vipond, 1986; Frey, 1986).

Financial circumstances

The often hidden supports of living at home generally mean that a young,
person is cconomically better off at home than living away from home.
Howcver, in families under severe economic stress, the implications of living
at home are complex and can eventually lead young people to leave, The
costs associated with reariag teenage children are considerable. Recent Aus-
tralian Institute of Family Studies figures on the cost of children, based on
Lovering (1984) and updated to the March 1988 CPI, show that for a low
income family (that is, a family with a below average weekly wage) the
weckly cost of a teenager is $57.35, and for a middle income family (average
weekly wage and above) $95.41. The figures do not include costs for hous-
ing, transport, school fees or uniforms, medical or dental expenses. Current
rates for the Job Search Allowance — the benefit available for 16=17 year-
old unemployed y outh — are $50 for children from low income fanulies and
a minimum of $25 for children from other than low income families. This
leaves a gap for families to cover, especially as the costs of looking for work
are also not included in this analysis.

Family dynamics associated with low income and youth unemployment
can create situations of high conflict which, as has been demonstrated, 15 a
major reason for young people leaving home. This was evident in a number
of the case studies examined in the Institute's report on the Young Homeless
Allowance. A study of youth incomes and living costs conducted by the
Developmental Youth Services Association (1988) in New South Wales
confirms the tendency for young ununployed people to leave home. This
survey also found a swrong link between family conflict and youth
unemployment, with conflicts with parents arising over general life style,
over behaviour such as stealing *nd involvement with the selling of drugs
which some resort to in order to make ends meet. Many of the young people
in the survey were receiving no financial support from parents to supple-
ment their unemploy ment benefit, some were receiving very limited material
support, and others were paying a substantial part of their unemployment
benefit in the form of board.

Having moncey of one’s own is important to young people for reasons
other than that of sheer survival. First, it is necessary in order to find work,
the costs of which are not always realised. Second, it helps to establish and
maintain self-esteem and negotiating power to.w.lrds an adult role 1 the
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family. When the soung person has to use what litde money he or she has to
supplement family finances, conthet concernimg this, disillusionment at not
having any independent means. or guilt about bemg a burden on tamily
finances, can resnlt. In the Institute study there were instancees of young
people handing over, or bemg required to hand over, most Jdn some cases
all) of therr unemploy ment benefit as their contribution to the support of the
family as a whole. Tlis is not to suggest that young people should make no
contribution to famny eapenses, but to indicate that the finandial stress on
some families results in young people leaving home.

Low family income and unemployment may result in precanious family
siuations where any further prossurc is enough to make the sitwation unten
able for a young person — for example, the temporary mental breakdown
and hospitalisation of a parent, or the birth of another child. It iv not
surprising that some young people chouse to leave home w the dir.um
stances mentioned above m order to relieve the family of the burd . of their
upkeep, or because they are prevented from being able to exercise any
meanmgful independent role, or because the stresses of living in the family
become too great. .

Although the previous disparity between the allowance for students [Aus
tudly j and unemployment benefit, at least for youth from low income fami
lies, was removed at the begimnmg of 1988, there are indications that new
arrangements origmally annoanced v the Tederal government’s May 1987
Leonomic Statement are cawsing further pressures on many low mcome and
middle meome famthies. The abolition of any support for unemploy ed youth
for 13 weehs after leaving the cducation system and the payment of a Job
Search Allowance of only $25 per week after that time to youth from
families on other than low incomes, could well exacerbate famil, contlicts
and henee le . 1 increased youth homelessness (Maas, 1987h). In the case
of low income families where a young person studymg is cligible for S50 per
weeh under Austudy, a ded<ion to leave school causes severe hardship tor
the family if no job s forthcoming. For 13 weeks the family has to support a
young seemployed person totally, perthaps setting into train the pattern of
conflice aad leaving home that has become assoctated with so much youth
homelessness.

For middle income faunlics not cligibic for Austudy, the change in status
from student to ancioployod might not be so marked in terms of family
finances, but confhict may develop unless sork is found eventually. As such
a young person, unumnloyed for long periods, is only cligible for S25 per
week Job Search Allowance, family support would be necessary, i some
cases placing growing pressure on family harmony,

Welfare adsocates have also expressed concern that changes to the avail-
abulity of the Supporting Parent’s Benefit will have adverse impacts on fami
Iy relations for those affecred. In the May 1987 Economic Statement, the
Commonwealth announced that once the youngest child of a Supporting
Parent’s beneficiary turns 16 years, the parent is no longer cligible and will
have to sech work or, if unsuceesstul, unemployment benefit. Commenta
tors have predicted that such a move will laad to reduced family resources
and cause young people to leave school. They also argue that increased
numbers of young people will leave home carly as a result of the combined

effects of this change.
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Employment disadvantage through remaining with parents

While the literature on young people leaving home does not usually empha-
sisc the relationship of young people’s employ ment opportumties to thosc of
their parent(s), it is worth noting the dircumstances of a number of young
people in the Institute study of applicants for the Young Homeless Allow-
ance. Some had left home because to remain with their parents and live in
the arca where their parents lived would scriously disadvantage their
chances of finding work. For example, some young people had come from
rural or provincial areas to the city to look for work because there was none
available in their arca. Their parents were unable to support them away
from home, but leaving was seen as the only course open to the young
person which offered some choice for the future. Parents were not prepared
to say that they would not have their children home under any conditions (a
requirement for receipt of the Young Homeless Allowance), but the fact that
returning meant being unable to find work placed these young people n
impossible situations.

Similarly, there were young people whose parents had shifted to the
country either to take up employment or to look for work of a particular
kind. Because the chances of a young person finding work in the country
were remote, they had decided to stay in the city, but again the parents were
unable or unwilling to support them to remain.

In a study of the accommodation needs of young country people, Breen
(1987) noted that as well as the need to scarch for employment, many young
people have to shift away from their parents to the city or to large regional
centres if they want to continue education or training. They are faced with
limited accommodation options when their parent(s) cannot afford to sup-
port them.

Leaving School at an Early Age

As the particular concern of this paper is young, unsupported students and
young pecple of school age who might well be students if they were support-
¢d, we need to look briefly at some of the literature on carly school leaving.

There has been concern since the first Karmel Report (Interim Commuttee
for the Australian Schools Commission, 1973) and the Henderson poverty
inquiry (Australian Government Commission of Inquiry into Poverty, 1975)
that social disadvantage was being transmitted from generation to genera-
tion via the sorting processes inherent in our education system. The very
first casualtics of this process are those who leave school at or close to the
minimum leaving age.

Rescarch evidence has confirmed these concerns. In 1980, a longitudinal
study vndertaken by the Australian Council for Educational Research
(ACER) showed that ‘each extra year that carly school leavers spend in
school increases their chances of finding a job quickly and increases the
status of their job while at the same time reducing the likelihood and length
of unemployment’ (Williams, Clancy, Batten and Girling-Butcher, 1980:95).

Recent figures continue to indicate the disadvantage experienced by carly
school leavers. For example, the mid-1986 agtivity profile of 1985-86
school leavers indicated that young people who left school before Year 12
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were much more likely to be unemployed and looking for full-time work
than those who had completed Year 12 (Commonwealth of Australia, 1987).

Factors contributing to carly school leaving

In two ACER studies which examined factors mfluencing school retention
rates, Ainley, Batten and Miller (1984a, 1984b) identified three types of
potential influence on individual decisions to remain at school. These were
the economic environment, the social-psychological enviror ment and the
school environment.

Economic environment

The ACER team concluded that both the state of the labour market and the
cost o. continuing education influenced decisions to stay at school. Their
findings por 1ted to a critical period at the school leaving age when young
people, especially from lower socio-economic groups, may be considering
the job marxet as a realistic alternative to continuing at school. Attention to
the labour market was more marked by those from luwer socio-economic
groups and those with a prior preference to discontinue their education. It
was noted that younger students (15 years old) ‘were influenced by labour
market conditions at the end of a school year when deciding whether or not
to prolong their education, but the decisions of older students were not
strongly affected by prevailing labour market conditions’ (1984b:2).

The study concluded that the availability of a higher level of assistance
ithrough the then Secondary Allowances Scheme) had influenced, at least in
part, about half of those continuing on to Year 11, especially those of low
socio-economic background.

Some disagreement exists in the literature regarding the influence of finan-
cial considerations on educational participation. In an analysis of both
sociological and econometric studies conducted in Australia regarding this
link, Smith (1984:57) concluded that at least those groups ‘at the margin’,
including those of low socio-economic background, ‘are particularly suscep-
tible to these financial or economic factors and are likely to be the stu-
dents “tipped out™ by an unfavourable balance of financial and economic
incentives’.

There are two aspects of Smuth’s analysis which are particularly relevant
to situations faced by unsupported youth. The first is that many such young
people do come from low income family backgrounds. Consequently, finan-
cial and economic factors must be regarded as important influences in their
decisions to stay at school or to enter the labour market. Even with the
increased levels of assistance available to young people from low incume
families under current Austudy arrangements, many families find the cost of
maintaining children at school prohibitive or a severe strain. A recent news-
paper article outlined the plight of some low income families in trying to
maintain children at secondary school (The Age, 3 February 1988:22).

The second important aspect relates to certain cther factors, such as
parental encouragement, identified as contributing to retention rates. If
parental encouragement 1s an important contributing factor tv young peo-
ple staying on at school thn it can only be concluded that unsupported
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youth, regardless of their socio-economic background, receive far less such
incentive than young people at home. Whatever their socio-economic back-
ground, young people living without support from their families have a
more immediate imperative — that of survival. Financial and economic
considerations then become paramount.

Social-psychological environment

The ACER research identified high socio-economic status and being the
child of a migrant from a non-English-spcaking background as the two
social factors most likely to influence young people to stay on atschool. The
study concluded that: “The interpretation of the association between reten-
tivity and socio-economic background remains unclear. It could arise from
differences in the expectations of parents regarding full-time schooling for
their students, or from differences in the financial capacity of families to
support children in full-time study, or from a combination of these factors.’
(Ainley, Batten and Miller, 1984b:133)

Perhaps a higher socio-economic background, if it is accompanied by a
higher family value on education, might mean that there is more incentive
for some young unsupported students to persevere .vith education, despite
the obvious financial difficulties of doing so. Two other findings support this
possibility — a survey of students that indicated that personal investment
was the highest ranking reason for returning to school, and other cited
research which showed that ‘personal factors such as self-concept of ability,
educational aspirations and the perceived supportiveness of tcachers have
been found to be associated with a propensity to remain at school’ (1984b:4).

Both these findings suggest that for some students without the support of
their families, a personat conviction that continued schooling is worthwhile,
combined with supportive school structures, could provide sufficient moti-
vation to continue; it would also be necessary for such young people to have
appropriate support outside of school.

School environment

In a study of why students stay in high school in Victoria, Ainley, Batten and
Miller (19844) identified a number of factors related to the curriculum of
particular schools. Those schools which offered a broader curriculum at
Year 11 rather chan being closely linked to Year 12 requirements showed
higher retention in Year 11. The pattern was repeated at Year 12 where
alternative courses to HSC (now called VCE) were offered. It appeared that
students responded to curriculum offerings that were less narrowly based
and more relevant to the broader needs of future social and labour market
conditions.

Other school factors th:  were found to be important, where they existed,
were ‘a sense of achievement, a sense of relevance, and a feeling of good
relations with teachers’ (1984a:146).

Families as a factor contributing to early school leaving

A fourth environmental factor not directly considered by the ACER studies
is that of families. Perhaps the interaction of school and society described in
14
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the research is so embedded in the widely varymg experience of families as a
mediating structure that it is not possible to consider family as a separate
facter, but only as one which underlies all other factors. Certainly the
influence of social class and family income is based fundamentally on fanu-
ly. The learning of values regarding education and work takes place in the
context of families. Even the personal experience of school 1s in many ways
influenced by young people’s lives within families.

The nature of family life is undergoing significant change. Those changes
that most relate to the plight of unsupported youth are increased rates of
divorce, separation and remarriage, and the impact of economic change as it
affects family income. Australian Institute of Family Studies research shows
that economic difficulties contribute to conflict within families and to family
dissolution (McDonald, 1986). Data from overseas studies confirm higher
divorce rates among families affected by unemployment (Haskey, 1984).
The two groups that have most swelled the ranks of those in poverty over
the last decade have been families with children and single- parent families
(Burbidge, 1984; Gallagher, 1985; Cass, 1987). Conflict and family change
are the two most pervasive aspects of the lives of young people who have
lost their families, who have had their families disintegrate, or who have
become alienated and estranged from their familics.

Despite the difficulties of isolating family from other sucial and economic
factors, it is obvious that changes in family structure can affect educational
participation. Family breakdown can affect a young person’s motivation
and commitment to education, as well as the economic resources available
for education. At the most basic level, a young person can be left without a
home and without the resources required to continue at school.

Implications of Leaving Home and Early School Leaving

At this stage, it is uscful to point to some factors which emerge from this
outline of reasons why young pecople leave home and leave school: final
sections of this report will discuss short and long-term policy issues in detail.

As far as unsupported students are concerned, the impact of economic
and financial factors is central. Low income and unemployment affect the
chances of young people staying at school, the chances of families breaking
up and the chances of unsupported youth, regardless of family income,
meeting the costs of educating and supporting themselves. Many homeless
young people will carry with them a belief in the value of education and may
need no more than appropriate support and encouragement to continue
schooling or return to study. However, many others will seec no worth in
continuing with an experience which was alienating for them and seemed to
offer no return. Substantial changes in what schools offer will be required
for these young people to choose to remain at school.

The impact of changes in family stability are significant for all young
people. Younger teenagers often leave home because of increased conflict
and tend to leave school as a result. While there may be a greater possibility
of this occurring when family incomes are low, family breakdown occurs
irrespective of class. Apart from the obvious impact on the ability of
homeless young people to live and to continue studying, there are also
psychological cffects. At the time of family breakdown a young person’s

oy 30




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

16  AIFS Policy Background Paper No.7

self-confidence and belief in the future may be affected, making 1t hard to
continue with education and to focus on future goals. Again, personal sup-
port structures, both within the community and within educational institu-
tions, are required to overcome the combined cffects of loss of family and
loss of economic security.

Family conflict, young people’s desire for independence and the effect of
economic hardship and unemployment are well established as reasons for
young pcople leaving home in the 1980s. In some cases these three factors
are closely interwoven. Although there are many reasons for conflict within
families, the effects of separation, divorce and repartnering have been iden-
tified as factors causing pressures on families which result in young people
leaving home. There is little evidence that there has been a major shift in the
age at which young people finally lcave home; however, there are changes in
patterns before finally leaving home, particularly the pattern of leaving
home and returning.

Families do not always provide a protective and caring environment for
young people. There are significant numbers, particularly young women,
who are subject to abusive relationships in families. It is impossible to judge
what percentage of young people in such situations are able or willing to
leave home, but it is certain that some are fzrced to do so with inadequate
resources for independent living.




3. Youth Homelessness

This chapter looks more broadly at issues of youth homelessness and
reviews the literature in order to identify the major needs of unsupported
homeless youth.

The term ‘homeless’ has tended to become a catch-all for people in a
variety of si.uations. The bibliography on homelessness recently released by
the Australian Institute of Fanuly Studies (Loft and Davis, 1988}, contains
numerous definitions and comments on the parameters of homelessness. In
his introduction to the bibliography, David Ficld-concludes that the search
for single answers to the questions, ‘what is homelessnes<>’ and ‘who are the
homeless?” is likely to be fruitless because all definitions depend on our
personal perspective of causes and solutions.

When we talk about young people as ‘homeless’, it can be a way of
objectifying and de-personalising them, of seeing them as different. It is easy
to forget that given certain circumstances many of us could become home-
less, and that the hopes and anxieties and therefore many of the needs of
homeless young people are the same as those of people who are not home-
less. Labelling someone as ‘homeless’ can also immediately define the prob-
lem in our minds as one needing a predominantly welfare solution (for
example, short-term refuge-type housing), rather than one requiring an
examination of the broad issues of housing for all young people.

During the 1970s, a variety of individuals and organisations attempted to
alert government and the public to the fact that there was an increasing
number of young people, including some still at school, who were trying to
survive independently, were living constantly on the edge of poverty and
were receiving little or no support from their families. There was a particu-
lar focus on two (related) problems which these young people faced: very
limited or no income support, and difficultics in finding suitable accommo-
dation. In the late 1970s and carly 1980s, the needs of groups of young
people in widely differing circumstances were expressed in a general con-
cern for so-called ‘homeless youth’. Two main groups were identified —
young people who had perhaps always been at the margins of adequate
accommodation, such as itinerant workers and ex-inmates of cither ‘correc-
tional’ or ‘protective’ institutions, and the so-called ‘newly disadvantaged’,
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those young pcople who were caught in the squeeze of high unemployment
levels and the scarcity of cheap housing.

Media coverage of youth homelessness, particularly during International
Youth Year in 1985 and International Year of Shelter for the Homeless in
1987, has no doubt increased public awareness of the issue. However, there
has been a tendency for publicity to be focused on particular groups such as
‘street kids’. During the 1980s, youth organisations and others involved in
youthissues have argued that the problem extends far beyond those who are
forced to live on the strects. There are many young people, from a variety of
backgrounds, who can be and are, caught in the trap of inadequate income
and lack of affordable housing. Attempts to bring youth homelessness to
government and public notice have been coupled with an emphasis on the
special needs of young people (for example, young people with a history of
institutionalisation and young women) who are not well served by existing
policies.

Within the group called ‘newly disadvantaged’, there is a large number of
those who are quite young when they leave their family home and who
mightin other circumstances be expected to continue with sccondary educa-
tion at least until the age of 16 or 17 years. Generally the litcrature relating
to ‘homeless youth®, and the increasing coverage of youth homelessness in
the media, have not focused on the needs of thuse who are students when
they become homeless, and those who are homeless but would prefer to
return to some form of education or training if the opportunity existed. This
is not to say that the literature is entirely silent on the characteristics of
this group and there are numerous suggestions which might go some way
towards improving their circumstances.

Extent of Homelessness

Thercare difficultics in accurately estimating the number of young people in
Australia aged under 18 years who are unsupported. The difficulties stem
from the nature of ‘homelessness’, which often means that people move
frequently and have no fixed address, making contact through normal sur-
vey methods inappropriate; froin the changing circumstances of individuals
which often lead to them moving in and out of ‘homelessness’ over a period of
months or years; and from the limitations of available statistical information.

Difficulties of estimation

Surveys on the use of emergency and longer-term accommodation services
have yiclded some valuable information but they suffer from a number of
difficultics, not the lcast being that requests for accommodation to recog-
nised agencies may overstate the actual number of those sceking assistance
but severely under-represent those who do not use such services for varions
reasons. A recent survey on young women and homelessniess strongly sug-
gested that there were significant numbers of young wumen who avoided
contact with accommodation services because refuges did not cater for their
particular needs as young females (NYCH,. 1987). Evidence presented by
youth workers to the 1988 Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commis-

sion inquiry into youth homelessness alsg showed that some young people
[ ]
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do not approach refuges because they are afraid, or because they believe
that refuges are for certain sorts of young people who are not like them-
selves. There are also indications that when word gets around young peo-
ple’s networks that accommodation services are full or virtually impossible

to get into, young people do not contact referral services (Low, Crawshaw
and Mathews, 1984).

Administrative data give information about the numbers of young people
receiving certain al:ow.mccs and benefits, but 1t is rarely possible to identify
those who are assisted because of their home circumstances. The namber of
young people receiving the Young Homeless Allowance, the one allowance
which is specifically designed for this group of young people, was approxi-
mately 5316 as at July 1988, including those receiving the independent rate
of Austudy on the basis of ‘homelessness’. However, this is of little use in
estimating overall numbers because eligibility criteria for the Young Home-
less Allowance are very strict, administrative requirements are deterrents to
application, and the existence of the Allowance is not widely known (Maas
and Hartley, 1987). Chapter 6 of this report discusses the Young Homeless
Allowance in greater detail.

Attempts to estimate the numbers of unsupported students, or unsupport-
ed young people who might be studying if not for their circumstances, are
fraught with even more difficulties (Maas, 1986). Officers of government
departments, teachers and welfare agencies know that many such young
people exist, but there are no estimates of their number that can be regarded
as reasonably accurate. Data collected by research organisations are of little
use as information about young people’s family or living situations is not
consistently gathered. The same problem exists with departmental adminis-
trative data where, in most cases, it is not possible to obtain information
sufficiently disaggregated to identify even similar populations.

Apart froin the Census, all methods of estimating the size of a particular
group rely on sampling the most stable of environments — that is, house-
holds. Urfortunately, homeless young people are least able to be sampled in
this way and cven the Census will not necessarily identify all such people.
Other techniques, such as interviewing youth through agencies like the
Commonwealth Employment Service or welfare agencies, calling for volun-
teers or canvassing patrons of entertainment centres, are likely to suffer
from forms of bias which make them unr_liable as a base from which to
generalise.

How big a problem?

Given the difficulties outlined above, what can be said regarding numbers of
unsupported youth? The Report of the National Committee for Evaluation
of the Youth Services Scheme (1983), entitled One Step Forwara, included
the first attempt at a reasonably comprehensive record of nun.bers and
characteristics of young people assisted by emergency accommod:tion pro-
grams. The Report drew on various State surveys (Victorian Censultative
Commuttee on Social Development, 1979; Deparument of Cormunity Wel-
fare Services, 1980; de Vere, -1981; Scholley, 1981; Gilkert, 1982) and
provided a comprehensive summary of the experience of all State and
Territory programs at the time. Although the data were collected in 1981,
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and the writers point to limitations in it uscfulness, the Report remains a
useful source of both qualitative and quantitative information about the
population of young people who use emergency accommodation services.

Limitations noted by the authors of One Step Forward are as follows:
only some of the alternative places for youth to scck shelter were surveyed;
youth who did not approach Government and welfare agencies for assis-
tance were not included; needs of some geographical areas without accom-
modation services were not included; not all cases were recorded; and there
was a certain amount of double and multiple counting (pp.23-24). With
these limitations, the Report estimated that about 15 000 requests for emer-
gency accommodation were made in 1981-82.

Comparable recent figures are not available. In 1987 an Australia-wide
survey was conducted of services funded under the Supported Accommoda-
tion Assistance Program (SAAP), the current Commostvealth/State program
under which accommodation for homeless youth is provided. The survey
included data on services during a particular period in April 1987, and a
continuing client data collection. Unfortunately, the resulting mformation
on youth services is incomplete (figures for the ACT and Queensland are not
available and Western Australia used different variables for some data) and
there have been delays in processing the data. The structure of the national
data collection was such that is is not able to answer some significant
questions concerning the young people who use services. At the time of
writing, a comprehensive summary of survey results was not available;
however, some information from the survey is included in the following
discussion.

In trying to estimate the extent of youth homelessness, Fopp (1987) has
arguced that all young people between the ages of 15 and 24 years who are
unemployed and identified in Australian Bureau of Statistics data as not a
member of a family could reasonably be expected to face severe accommo-
dation and housing difficulties. In 1984, there were 17000 such young
people aged between 15 and 19 years. For any realistic assessment, numbers
of unsupported young people who are employed and on very low wages
must be added to this estimate.

Homeless students

in the One Step Forward report, students represented 21 per cent nationally
of those secking assistance from youth refuges. Those aged 12-15 years
ranged from 27 per cent up to 38 per cent of refuge clients in some States.
Altogether, young people of school age comprised 68 per cent of those
accommodated, while the percentage was as high as 87 per cent in South
Australia. In the 1987 national SAAP data collection, 23 per cent of clients
in youth services were aged between 12 and 15 years, the figure rising to 33
per cent for New South Wales.

Homeless young females tend to be somewhat younger than males and
therefore those under school leaving age include a slightly greater propor-
tion of girls. Females comprised approximately 52 per cent of the 12—15
year-olds in the 1987 SAAP data collection, but at older ages the proportion
of females dropped consideraply, the overall percentage being 39 per cent
(Department of Community Services and Health SAAP data, 1787).
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A survey of a number of refuges in 1985 revealed that approximately 19
per cent of all contacts (that is, both referrals and those accommodated) in
these refuges were school-aged students. Numbers of females and males
were fairly evenly divided. The majority of students tended to be in the 14—
16 year age group. Over one-third of the students staying at refuges were
aged 15 years, 18 per cent were aged 14 years, and 17 per cent aged 16 years
(Maas, 1986).

Finally, the 1987 SAAP Review revealed that the average age of users was
less than when the Youth Services Scheme data were collected at the begin-
ning of the 1980s. The SAAP Review figures, based on interviews conducted
across a broad range of services, found that the age of users peaked at 15 to
16 years for males and 14 to 15 years for females (Chesterman, 1288).

Needs of Young, Unsupported Homeless People

The following discussion focuses on accommodation, income support and
personal support services. While these three areas almost cettainly reflect
the most pressing needs of unsupported, homeless youth, it is imgortant to
remember these people are first and foremost ysung people, with all the
range and diversity of needs which thatimplies: they are entitled 0 all of the
opportunitics and services which are recognised as necessary for a produc-
uve life.

There are areas of policy and services, such as health, which are only just
beginning to be discussed in relation :v youth. The comprehensive Victorian
report, ‘Health for Youth® (Youth Policy Development Council, 1987),
emphasises the importance of adequate and appropriate health and recrea-
tional services for youth; such services are obviously very important for
unsupported youth. The report also stresses the interaction between areas of
youth policy and the consequent need for coordination of all government
2nd community cfforts to cnsure a more positive environment for young
people.

Short-term and Emergency Accommodation Options

Only a fraction of requests by young people for emer~ency accommodation
can be met. Recent evidence indicates that the percentage of young people
who approach refuges but can not be accommodated (refusal rates) in some
areas is as high as 76 per cent (Youth Accommodation Association NSW,
1987). Evidence from the Youth Accommodation Coalition to the 1988
Human Rights Comnussion Enquiry confirmed this percentage for Vicroria.
The survey of youth accommodation services conducted for the SAAP
Review reported that the dearth of affordable accommodation places addi-
tional strain on supported accommodation. Perhaps up to 50 per cent of
young people housed in supported accommodation could have been more
appropriately housed in non-supported or minimally supported accommo-
dition — that is, they were simply in need of accommodation but could not
afford it in the market place (Schwager, 1988). Many young people unable
to find plazes in short-term accommodation, sgrvices stay with friends and
relatives, but such arrangements are often temporary and place young peo-
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ple in a mendicant situation. Other alternatives arc those which are peri-
odically highlighted in the media — living rough in parks, lanes, shop
doorways, waste disposal bins and unhealthy and dangerous abandoned
buildings.

After Short-term Accommodation

The report of the National Committee for Evaluation of the Youth Services
Scheme (1983), One Step Forward, indicated that of those aged 16 years
and under, the two most common destinations after leaving emergency
accommodation were return to family and relatives and being placed in
some form of welfare accommodation. Older teenagers were more likely to
live independently or with friends. Of young students, 52 per cent went
back to families and 27 per cent found anotler welfare placement. The
report notes that “the group who have least options of places to go are the
students’ (p.68).

Comparable and reliable data from the 1987 SAAP data collection are
not available. Information was sought on the type of living arrangements
young people had before and after a period in a youth supported accommo-
dation facility, but the percentage of responses in the ‘don’t know category,
particularly for living arrangements after short-term accommodation (41
per cent), makes other percentages practically meaningless. Nevertheless, 16
per cent of young people are recorded as coming from other supported
accommodation (and 9.2 per cent from a car, squat, the street or a tent) and
13.8 per cent as moving to another supported accommodation service (3 per
cent to a car, squat, tent or the street) (Department of Community Services
and Health SAAP data, 1987).

A major concern is that while in some cases refuges or shelters (short-term
accommodation) might have filled a ‘time out’ function for some young
people, for many a return home is only temporary. The National Committee
for Evaluation of the Youth Services Scheme (1983:75) stated that they have
‘reason to doubt that for a considerable proportion of youths, returning
home is really a satisfactory outcome for them in the long term’ and con-
cluded that many young people have been leaving home and then returning
to try again on several occasions. This pattern of leaving home, returning
and leaving again, which is confirmed by Australian Institute of Family
Studies research, was discussed in Chapter 2.

There is a high and perhaps increasing proportion of young people who
leave a refuge only to return in the ncar future, reflecting the extreme
difficulty of finding suitable long-term accommodation. Roughly one third
of the young people included in the One Step Forward analysis had previ-
ously sought assistance from welfare accommodation services. More recent-
ly, a survey of services in Western Australia found that a total of 43 per cent
of young people in refuges had previously been assisted by the reporting
agency or by some other supported accommodation service (Gevers, 1987).

The original intention behind the setting up of refuges was to provide
relatively short-term accommodation for young people who it was thought
would cither return home after the crisis was over, or move on to longer-
term accommodation. The s.ccond optjon l)s'is become increasingly difficult
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if not impossible, given the dearth of suitable and affordable accommoda-
tion. Some youth workers refer to the practice of ‘refuge hopping’, which
has become the only option for many young people. A South Australian
report on youth housing suggests that ‘there is a danger that youth shelters
may become the “institutions” of the 1980s in the same way orphanages or
cottage homes did in the past’ (South Australia, 1987:112).

Until recently, young people were not considered by most public housing
authorities as in sufficient need to warrant being placed on their lists. How-
ever, in most States they are now considered cligible and in some places
special programs have been instituted to meet the particular living require-
ments of groups of young people. Access offered by housing authorities
varies consigerably across the States (Department of Community Services
and Hecalth, 1987). Unfortunately the backlog of years of neglect in the
public housing arca and increased demands from other family types means
that the public housing sector will not be capable of meeting the demand for
youth housing in the forseeable future. In addition, much of the existing
stock of public housing i. not suitable for housing young single people,
particularly those who wish to live on their own

In the private rental sector, opportunities fc  unsupported youth are
severely limited because of high rents and establishment costs and the gener-
ally low level of income of even employed young seople. In addition, young
people often have great difficulty in convincing ~gents and landlords that
the increasingly scarce rental accommodaiion sheald be let to them. The
availability of more affordable forms of accommodation such as boarding
or rooming houses has decreased, although the suitability of some of this
accommodation for young people is questionable.

Meeting Accommodation Needs

The literature on homeless youth listed in the bibliography compiled by Loft
and Davis (1988) describes in detail the level of provision of services neces-
sary to meet the accommodation needs of homeless young people. It also
emphasises the importance of recognising that, while all young homeless
people have a common need for suitable accommodation, they cannot be
regarded as a homogeneous group. Individu. needs may vary according to
age, sex, culture, location, disadvantage, degree of independence, level of
skills and activity. Nor will needs remain static; they will change as young
people move through different stages. It is important therefore to provide a
range of different accommodation options. The South Australian report
recommends that an underlying principle for the provision of accommoda-
tion for all persons aged between 12 and 25 years should be that accommo-
dation is ‘designed, managed or supported in ways which enable residents to
achieve the personal goals of competence, responsibility, greater inde-
pendence, and the constructive social relationships to which they aspire’
(South Australia, 1987:vi).

Existing government resources for accommodation are mainly concen-
trated on the provision of short-term or emergency housing, especially in the
form of youth refuges. There has been very limited attention to developing
longer-term accommodation cl}piccz. {\s noted earlier, even in the provision
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of short term and crisis accommodation, it is estimated that only a small
proportion of the requests for assistance is being met. In addition, referrals
to crisis accommodation are often inappropriate, being the only available
option for young people secking more permanent housing.

Unsupported youth

While there is unequivocal support in the literature for the continued provi-
sion of emergency accommodation services — that is, refuges or shelters —
it is also universally recognised that solutions must be found for both the
medium and long-term accommodation problems of young people who
cannot remain with their familics for whatever reason. The following pro-
posals have been made in various reports.

For very young people, those from 12 years and possibly up to 15 and 16
years in some cases, family or community placement schemes are frequently
suggested, cither as fostering situations or, for older youth, as supported
boarding options (Scholley, 1981; Child Welfare Practice and Legislation
Review Committee, 1983; Hancock and Burke, 1983). Hancock and Burke
report that cight our of twelve refuges surveyed in Sydney and nire out of
fiftcen in Melbourne favoured this option as 12—15 year-olds ‘were often
described as too young and inexpericenced for independent living but likely
to respond well to a family situation’ (p.110). It was suggested in the SAAP
Review that community placement schemes work well in country arcas
where there is a sense of community identity and responsibility (Chester-
man, 1988). However, youth workers and others express some doubts
about community placement schemes as a solution for this young age group,
the most common being the difficulty of finding the ‘right’ placement where
individuals will be able to get both appropriate care and support as well as
assistance to become independent.

The accommodation needs of this younger group pose particular prob-
lems. As State community service and welfare departments move towards
de-institutionalisation, other alternatives must be found. The age group for
youth accommodation services under SAAPD is defined as 12—25 years, but
refuges are not scen as suitable for most in the younger age range, particu-
larly 12—15 ycar-olds. The South Australian report on youth housing notes
that ‘SAAP services are being required to deal with a number of young
people in this age group who demonstrate a need for levels of supervision
and support beyond the capacity of shelter resources and sometimes beyond
their legal mandate’ (South Australia, 1987:110).

For young people from about 15 to 18 years, supervised hostel-type
accommodation is frequently suggested, especially for the younger m.mbers
of this group (de Vere, 1981; Scholley, 1981; Hancock and Burke, 1983;
Tiver and Naufal, 1983; Committee of Inquiry into Homelessness in the
ACT, 1984). This approach is scen as providing situations where young
people can develop independent living skills before moving on to their own
accommodation. However, it is also suggested that for a significant propor-
tion of this age group, the detached housing worker or externally supported
service is appropriate. This approach generally involves a funded worker
providing advice and support to young people in one or more accommoda-
tion services but not living with the young people.
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Support from an external housing worker is also seen as appropriate for
some older teenagers, together with various forms of independent liv-
ing accommodation such as community-managed boarding houses, shared
accommedation with visiting support workers, and private renting with
rental an/or bond assistance.

Again, it should be remembered that age is not the only criterion for
independent living and that young people of the same uge may have differ-
ing accommodation requirements. One survey of service users indicated
quite strong support for mixed-age accommodation because the respon-
dents saw benefits in mixing with a variety of people (Gevers, 1987). The
same survey found that young people were divided over what was the best
sort of service for young homeless people, with 46 per cent believing that
internally supported accommodation (with full-time, live-in staff) was best,
and 35 per cent favouring externally supported accommodation (shared
houscholds visited occasionally by a support worker). This reinforces the
need for a variety of accommodation services. However, common to both
groups was an emphasis on independence. Even those favouring internally
supported accommodation stressed the need for independence within the
house with staft being available but not directive (Gevers, 1987).

A number of reports emphasise the importance of young people having
access to locally-based accommodation. Many wish to live independently
from parents but they want to remain in the general area close to friends,
family and familiar places. In research regarding locational preferences,
important rcasons given by young people for preferring to stay in their local
arca were being close to friends and familics, ‘knowing the area’ and ‘being
able to survive® (Hancock and Burke, 1983). Problems of loss of support
networks often exacerbate the situation of homeless youth. Young pcople
wanting to continue their education may be particularly disadvantaged if
they cannot find accommodation reasonably close to their school. Certainly
in some suburban arcas the chances of finding affordable rental accommo-
dation which would allow young people to continue at the sa.ne school are
practically non-existent.

Students

Although about 20 per cent of those secking assistance from refuges are
students, refuge accommodation is not regarded as suitable for them, espe-
cially in the medium to loug term. As indicated above, this is especially the
case for very young students, those aged between 12 and 15 years.

There are other service approaches described in the literature which seem
more suited to the accommodation nceds of unsupported students. It is
reasonable to suggest that the younger the student the greater the need for
supervision and support. Placement in family or semi-family type situations
could be the best solution for some 12-15 year-olds who cannot return
satisfactorily to their own families. However, it is not always appropriate
for students at the upper end of this age range, and youth workers stress the

need for caution with such schemes. .

\d
Another option for some students is tha. of supervised hostel accommo-
dation. A third approach, more suited to students at higher secondary levels,
is that of indepeadent living in spitable low-cost accommodacion. Some
&~
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schemes are described which aim at assisting young people in the private
rental market with bond assistance and in the public housing sector by
providing single young people with access to flats or lodgings run by com-
munity organisations (Hancock and Burke, 1983). However, all of these
assume access to some source of income.

Income Support

Discussion regarding access to income for young unsupported people
focuses on problems caused by unemployment, high housing costs, inad-
equate levels of unemployment benefit, and for those few young people who
are cligible, inadequacy of the Youth Homeless Allowance. There is occa-
sional mention of the virtual impossibility of students remaining in educa-
tion with very little or no income. Commonwealth government provision of
income support will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6.

There is almost universal acknowledgement in the literature of the very
close relationship between inadequate income and homelessness and the
fact that without an adequate income, escape from homelessness is virtually
impossible. The level of income support from the Job Search Allowance (for
16 and 17 year-olds), the intermediate rate of unemployment benefit (18 to
20 year-olds), Austudy and the Young Homeless Allowance is well below
the poverty line.

Youth wage rates are based on implicit assumptions of dependence and
lower living costs. So also are payments to unemployed young people. For
16 and 17 year-olds, this is made even more obvious by the change of name
from junior unemployment benefit to Job Search Allowance (and the reduc-
tion in the allowance for all but youth from low income families). The
allowance cannot possibly be a living allowance; it is for job search
expenses. It is therefore assumed that young people are supported in all
other ways by their families.

This is clearly not the case for many young people. A recent survey of
young unemployed people, both those living at home and independently,
included a significant number whose parent(s) were unwilling or unable to
provide any assistance. Some unemployed young people living at home were
paying board and contributing to family finances in other ways (Develop-
mental Youth Services Association, 1988). The same survey found that few
young people whose benefit would be reduced with the introduction of the
Job Secarch Allowance expected that parents would be able or willing to
make up the difference. In a study of TAFE student finances, Powles (1986)
also found that the transfers between parents and children were not always
from parent to child.

There have in fact been very few attempts to spell out a consistent ration-
ale for the level of youth wages relative to adult wages (Short, 1987). Very
little is known about the actual income, living costs and patterns of expendi-
ture of young people, living at home or independently, but it is obvious that
there are no junior rates for food and rent (Buckle, 1986). A study of young
people’s incomes and living costs currently (1988) being conducted by the
Australian Institute of Family Studics should throw some light on the situa-
tions in which some young people find themselves in their endeavours to
survive finencially. Prelminary examination of some existing data sources
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on-youth incomes indicates that the levels of income of young people with
jobs are extremely low, which means that a satisfactory standard of living is
very much dependent on what parents can provide in the way of accommo-
dation and other assistance. Where no assistance is available, young people
are often in desperate situations. The same data also indicate that young
people are more likely to be living away from their parents if they are
unemployed and that females are more likely to have left their parents’
home regardless of age or labour force status (Maas, 1988).

It is difficult to separate out the problems of inadequate income and lack
of appropiiate housing; solutions to homelessness will also be solutions to
unemployment and poverty. Recent trends in the youth labour market clear-
ly influence the adequacy of income support. Of crucial importance is the
difficulty which many young people, particularly carly school leavers, have
in securing long-term, full-time employment. Characteristics of the youth
labour market which affect young people's access to adequate income are a
dramatic decline in the availability of full-time work and limited access into
a narrow range of occupations. Part-time work has expanded but is charac-
terised by si._.t hours, low rates of pay, no security of employment and is
dominated by full-time students. Unemployment rates lLave reached high
proportions, the February 19§68 figure for males aged 15-19 years being 20
per cent, and for females 24.3 per cent. The mean number of weeks duration
of unemployment for males aged 15—19 years was 21.2 weeks and for
females 23.2 wecks as at February 1988. In addition, large numbers of
young people are among the hidden unemployed, especially young females.

It is obvious that these circumst.nces make it virtually impossible for a
significant minority of young people to secure a liveable wage. Those who
have no family sapport are frequently in situations of extreme poverty.

Support Services

As indicated, most of the literature indicates that there is a need for more
supported accommodation — that &, places which provide assistance in one
form or another in addition to a place to cat and sleep. An underlying
principle of many youth accommodation services is that they should help
young people to develop responsibility and independent living skills by
giving them the opportunity t« orgamse their own lis es and make their own
decisions wherever possible.

The support services which young people need obviously vary consider-
ably with individual circumstances, and it should be emphasised that the
following discussion does not imply that all unsupported young people
require such services; some need only the opportunity to earn a reasonable
wage and to find affordable and appropriate accommodation.

Nevertheless, service workers consulted in the SAAP Review saw many of
the difficulues of users in terms of ‘social dysfunction® rather than in terms
of economic necessity. The significance of this is nct clear. Schwager sug-
gests that it may mean a shift in presenting problems, along with a shift
towards younger users, or it may mean that workers are becoming more
aware of the complex dimensions of homelessness. Whatever the reason,
there are major implications for the types of support service required. “The

2

242




28 AIFS Policy Background Paper No.7

most common description of social dysfunction was “severe depression™,
“low self-esteem”, “beginning to offend in the community™, “appearance at
court” . .. coupled with descriptions of broken/alcoholic homes, violence,
sexual abuse and continued transience of parents’ (Schwager, 1988:18).

The literature describes a range of services cither being provided or which
should be provided for young people in refuges. They include personal
counselling, family counselling, employment assistance, accommodation
referral, assistance with obtaining bencfits, and drug and alcohol treatment.

A major difficulty is being able to provide the particular sort of help
which any individual might need at a particular time. There are indications
that general personal support and information about benefits, accommoda-
tion options and employment possibilitics are seen as useful by most young
people. This is reflected in data from the Western Australian survey of youth
accommodation service users which noted that 74 per cent of those inter-
viewed saw advice and advocacy regarding employment as uscful, 59 per
cent thought it was useful to have advice about accommodation and 58 per
cent found personal counselling useful. The counselling which wzz favoured
was informal -— that is, having day-to-day contact with workers and the
charice to talk over problems. About a quarter of those interviewed felt
strongly that personal counselling should be voluntary only and not forced
on people (Gevers, 1987).

However, the SAAP Review reports that there is a widely held belief
among workers that the vast majority of young people now using supported
accommodation services are in need of extended support if they are to have
a stable future (Schwager, 1988). The problems which some young people
face (for cxample, as a result of extreme viclence in the family or because of
a long history of being in institutions) are not likely to be soived by general
information service support. McDivett (1986) notes that youth workers do
not have the time, or often the skills to help some young people in shelters
resolve their problems. He describes how even though some may be better
off away from their families, they are not necessarily better off in youth
shelters which can foster undesirable behaviour and become negative rather
than positive lcarning environments because of the concentration of emo-
tionally scaired young people. If these young people are to be helped, some
at least are going to need access to the sort of long-term individual support
which is not able to be provided by overworked refuge staff.

The literature includes a number of examples and suggestions concerning
development of responsitility and independent living skills. Gevers (1987)
found strong support among refuge residents for young people participating
in decision making in the household. McDermott (1984) suggests that inde-
pendence may be best promoted by not having an adult live in, but by
having a support worker available who can provide general suppost and
advice including advice as t how conflicts within the household can be
handied. He also suggests that while ‘skill development® may be necessary,
it should not be approached on too structured a basis. In particular,
allowances sheuld be made for the fact that managing personal finances on
a very low income requires better budgeting skills than is required from a
normal wage carn.r. Other commentators have made the point that the
concept o« budgeting on a very low income has little meaniag.

While most of th:e discussion has been concerned with the sorts of coun-
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selling, support and referral services men ioned above, there are a number

of examples of, and suggestions for, services based on the needs of specific

groups:

¢ The Hobart-based Housing and Young People’s Outreach (HYPO) sup-
plies a centralised service for collating private rental vacancies, providing
transport and advice in selecting suitable accommodation, conilict reso-
lution for young people in households, legal and health liaison, help
with setting ap a household, and a 24-hour crisis call service (McDivett,
1986:38).

¢ The Inner City Street Kids Project is a Community Services Victoria
(CSV) program in which youth workers meet young people on the streets
and attempt to link them back into their own communities before they
start to identify with ‘hard core” street kids and take part in their activities
(CSV Links, 1987:4).

¢ The report of the South Australian Youth Housing Enquiry suggests a
contact centre which would provide baggage holding, mail receipt facil-
ities, showers, personai advocacy and information and referrals for
young people who are transient or homeless (South Australia, 1987:
App.A:17).

Finally, the literature mentions support services which are not provided
suificiently. These include support designed speaiically for young women,
young pregnant women, victims of sexual abuse, young lesbian women,
young people with a psychiatric history (NYCH, 1987), traunsient vouth,
young people in country areas (Geveis, 1987), disabled young people, and
youth with a history of institutionalisa*ion.

Support services for students

There is some recognition in the literature of the need to provide secondary
school age students lacking the support and assistance of a home environ-
ment with structures and/or services which will help them to continue their
education. The report of the Senate Standing Committee on Social Welfare
(1982) suggests that schools are best placed to at least identify children in
unsatisfactory home situations who might need some form of asistance, a
point which the One Step Forward report (1983) develops in suggesting the
establishment of family counselling services in or near schools: this report
also suggests that detached youth workers, operating in conjunction w th,
but separately from, accommodation services may be able to provide con-
tinuing support tu young people and their families where re-union has been
possible.

Schools can help to identify unsupported and potentially homeless youth.
On the other hand, the structure and organisation of schools may contribute
to early school leaving and subsequent departure from home. While there is
a strong possibility that once a young person leaves home, she or he will
soon leave school as well, the obverse tendency i» also evident. Those young
people who leave school early are also likely to leave home at a young age
(Young, 1984). Much attention has been paid in recent years to the causes
of early school leaving and the relevance of curriculum offerings ranks high
on the list of reasons why some students are alienated from education. As
discussed in the preceeding chapter on leaving home and leaving c~hool,
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Low, Crawshaw and Mathews (1984) have examined the potential benefits
of broader approaches to education and the role which schools could play in
providing more rewarding curricula to many who find school irrelevant.

Summary

The nature of homelessness and the circumstances in which young unsup-
ported people live make it difficult to estimate their number with any accu-
racy. However, there are indications that there could be in excess of 17000
young people aged 15-12 years in Australia who are homeless and not
supported (or only minimally supported) by their families.

This chapter has surveyed the literature in order to identify the reeds of
these young people, particulerly those who are students, or who would be
studying but for their circumstances. While discussion focuses on accommo-
dation, income support and personal support services, it has been emphas-
ised that unsupported young people are entitled to all the opportunities and
services which are considered necessarv for a productive life.

Very high turn-away rates from refuges indicate the need for more short-
term emergency accommodation, but all reports stress the need to provide
affordable and appropriate options for young people after they leave short-
term accommodation. For students in particular, the options are severely
limited. Various suggestions are discussed, including community place-
ments, hostels, and independent accommodation supported by assistance
from other externally-based housing workers.

The current structure of the youth labow. market excludes a significant
minority of young people from access to other than short-term and part-
ume employment. Allowances for those who are unemployed are based on
often invalid assumptions that families are able and willing to support their
teenage children. Low rates of wages for those who are employed mean that
young people without family support are often living in or os the edge of
poverty.

There is a range of support services identified in the literature. While not
all yonng unsupported people require such services, many are in need of a
high degree of personal and social support if they are to lead personally
satisfying lives in the future.
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4. Changes in Youth Policies

To provide a background for the following chapters which discuss current
provisions for young homeless people, this chapter outlines some of the
major reports and reviews concerning young people in Australia and traces
developments in Commonwealth government policy since 1983.

The major issues of youth policy at the Commonwealth level are youth
unemployment, education and training arrangements including student
allowances, systems of income support and, more recently, youth homeless-
ness. There is little emphasis on youth housing as such. Historically, Com-
monwealth government provision in each of these areas has largely been a
series of responses to situations as they became apparent, with subsequent
adjustments a~ * ~hanges of direction leading to anomalies, both within and
across progre Jministered by different Commonwealth departments.

Until recently, there was little incentive to develop coordirated and inte-
grated youth policies. However, over the past decade, some of the factors
already mentioned in relation to youth homelessness have combined to give
youth issues greater prominence in government thinking and in the commu-
nity generally. Changes in the structure of youth employment, high youth
unemployment rates, increasing publicity concerning numbers of young
people who are without financial or emotional support from their parents,
and more generally, social change, including changes in family structures,
have focused att:ntion on the changing roles of young people.

Throughout the period under review here, there is evidence of vshat might
be called a background awareness of the fact that there is a minority of
young people who, for whatever reason, are not supported by parents.
However, at government level, direct attention to their needs has been
limited and there has been no thorough working through of a consistent and
adequate approach to the problems faced by unsupported and homeless
youth,

In the following discussion, the general Girections of policy are outlined.
Particular attention is paid to the development of the Young Homele"s
Allowance because its int: ,uction marked a shift .2 Commonwealth
responsibilities for unsupported young people and indicated that the Com-
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monwealth accepted some financial responsibility for some young people
who did not have support from their families.

Education and Training

Emphasis on the goal of retaining more young people for longer periods of
time in education and training has been a dominant theme of youth policies
over the past decade.

OECD Report

Shortly after the Labor Government came to power in 1983, the Organisa-
tion for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) was asked to
conduct a review of youth policies in Australia and suggest ways in which
the needs of young people could be better met. The government request was
supported by a comprehensive and detailed background paper on youth
issues in Australia, ‘Youth Policies, Programs and Issues’ (Department of
Education and Youth Affairs, 1983). The report presented by the OECD
(November 1984) gave highest priority to the need for more education and
training. The following conclusions are most rcievant to unsupported
youth:

¢ The most important goal of any new policy initiatives should be to raise
educational attainment, increase occupational skills and assume that edu-
cation and training opportunities are ac:e.sible to all without regard to
sex and socio-economic svatus (p.iii}.

* Income support arrangements need to be rationalised so as to provide the
greatest incentive for productive activities, including enrolment in educa-
tion and training (p.iv).

e In rationalising incon.e support arrangements, authorities should ensure
that low income youth receive adequate support, and ensure that transfer
payments do not further aggravate income inequality (p.iv).

* Australia needs to ensure that all young people are guaranteed an oppor-
tunity of education or training beyond the lower secondary level, for
those who want it, and adequate preparation for work and adulthood,
for those who do not continue. To accomplish this, authorities should
establish a Youth Entitlement for those continuing secondary =ducation
through Year 12, entering apprenticeship, enrolling in further education
or vocational training {p.iv).

Participation and Equity Program

The Participation and Equity Program, announced in 1983 as one of the
cornerstones of strategies for educational improvement, had as one of its
long-term aims a full secondary education for all young people. The pro-
gram ran until - nd of 1987 but financial resources were cut for the final
two years of its operation. It provided funds for programs and developmen-
tal activities in government schools, non-government schools and technical
and further education (TAFE) prcviders. One of the principles underlying
the Program was that:

[ 2 - ’? ’
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Higher participation rates are desirable in themselves for educational reasons, and
are increasingly relevant economically and socially. Rapidly changing technol-
ogies and related effects on the domestic economy make early school leaving and
the conseguent entry to the labour market of a large number of young, unskilled
school leavers increasingly inappropriate in economic terms . . . what is needed 1s
an improvement in overall educational performance; an increase in the level
of participation in education; and more equitable outcomes. {Commonwealth
Schools Commission, 1985:2)

In regard to unsupported students, the guidelines for the Program recog-
nised that:

Beyond the compulsory years, lack of income support, homelessness, and health,
transport and welfare problems are barriers to participation in education for some
adolescents. (Commonwealth Schools Commission, 1985:12)

There are small groups of teenagers ho fall outside existing schooling provision
altogether, for instance, homeless yo. 7 people and those who have no family
support ... Another group for whom existing institutional arrangements are
inadequate are young refugees from war-torn areas who have had little or no
schooling and who require extensive and specialised assistance. (Commonwealth
Schools Commission, 1985:16)

A small proportion of funds allocated to each State was available for non-
institutional education programs which were seen as appropriate for par-
ticularly disadvantaged groups. It was felt that not all young people learn
best in a formal educational setting and that a non-institutional approach
may be more appropriate for some students as community groups can pro-
vide valuable opportunities for young people.

The Participation and Equity Program i schools -as administered and
implemented through State Departments of Education (and non-government
education authorities), so the emphasis was understandably on programs in
schools. Yromotion of non-institutional programs was slow to begin and
interest by community g->ups was limited to a handful of projects in each
State. Given the difficulties of catering tor homeless young people within
mainstream schooling, the limited attention to non-institutional options is
unfortunate. Even if schocl offerings are attractive and relevant to their
nesds, unsupported students require support structures which relate to their
special status. Such young people may need access to counselling services, to
special assistance with studies, assistance in dealing with outside agencies
and school authorities, and perhaps a less regulated enviconment that
allows combinations of schooling and work.

It is generally conceded that the Participation and Equity Program
encouraged attention to ways in which more students could be retamed at
school, provided support for State initiatives which were moving in the
same direction, and gave legitimacy to those groups wanting to develop
innovative programs. However, as far as homeless young people are con-
cerned, all the indications are that the majority of those of school age do not
continue with education. While individual schools and individuals in
schools may assist some homeless students to remain at school, schools
themselves are not set up to cater for the particular needs of such students.

In the TAFE sector, the Participation and Equity Program provided funds
for the development and conduct of courses and programs for young people
aged 15-24 who had been unemployed for six of the previous nine months.
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Courses were directed towards those most disadvantaged in the labour
market and were aimed at encouraging young people to re-enter education;
developmental activities were aimed at changing structures and approaches
in order that such young people had greater access to tertiary and further
education.

Labour Market Programs

The report of the Committee of Inquiry into Labour Market Programs
(1985) is known as the Kirby Report after its chairman, Mr Peter Kirby. It
focused on the design of labour market interventions to maximise Aus-
tralia’s chances of producing a skilled, flexible and fully employed work-
force. However, it reiterated the theme of the necessity to increase young
people’s involvement in schooling beyond the compulsory years. Whiie not
identifying unsupported youth as a group specifically in nced, the Kirby
Report noted that of 250000 young people who reach school leaving age
cach year, as many as 100000 will ‘seek to enter the labour force with no
substantial vocational preparation’ (p.61).

Early leavers were one of the main targets for suggestions within the
Commitice’s report. Recommendations of relevance to homeless young peo-
ple were that a system of traineeships combining work and formal edu-
cation and training should be developed, initially for young people; that
various wage subsidy programs be brought together in a single, targeted
wage subsidy scheme; and that a single labour market program to support
community-based initiatives be introduced.

Onc of the main outcomes of the Kirby Report was the development of
the Australian Traineeship System which aims to provide school leavers
with a year of vocational preparation, combining structured on-the-job
training and broadly based instruction at a TAFE institution or other
approved facility. For the duration of the traineeship, a traince wage is paid
based on the amount of time spent on the job and the relevant junior award
wage. The Australian Traineeship System in relation to young honeless
people will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 7.

Youth Income Suppport

The question of income support for young people has reccive? onsiderable
attention during the 1980s. Many of the issues were discussed .n the back-
ground paper for the OECD visit (Department of Education and Youth
Affairs, 1983). They were taken up in greater detail in a report entitled
Income Support for Young People, produced by the Office of Youth Affairs
(OYA) and the Social Welfare Policy Secretariat (SWPS) and released in
January 1984 (Office of Youth Affairs and the Social Welfare Polic:;- Secre-
tariat, 1984).

Five issues confronting reform of income support arrangements for young
people were identified in the O YA-SWPS report. They were: the comp ~ir
of the schemes then in existence; the inadequacy of existing rates . ..,
ment; incquity of means testing arrangements which disqualified too 1....ay
young people who nevertheless required assistance; incentives inherent in
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the then existing structure for young people not to continue their education;
and the problem of dependency.

The report recognised that there were 16 and 17 year-olds, both students
and unemployed, who were without parental support; one of the suggested
options included payment of a living away from home allowance and/or
rent assistance for such young people. It was not until several years later
that sach an allowance became a reality with the introduction of the Young
Homeless Allowance.

Youth Supported Accommodation Program

A number of emergency houring schemes evolved during the 1970s includ-
ing some for youth. In 1985, an attempt was made to rationalise Com-
monwealth support under one program, the Supported Accommodation
Assistance Program, of which the Youth Supported Accommodation Pro-
gram (discussed in detail in Chapter 5) is one component. The other com-
ponents are the Women’s Emergency Services Program and the General
Supported Accommodation Program. Whercas previous schemes for youth
accommodation had operated on a submissions basis, the introduction of
the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program signaled a change to a
needs-based approach.

Priority One

In August 1985, the Commonwealth government’s Strategy for Young Peo-
ple, known as Priority One, was announced The directions of the Strategy
drew heavily on the OECD Report, the Kirby Report and w.e report on
Income Support for Young People, as well as on the results of consultations
with young people through the Youth Affairs Council of Australia, a
National Opinion Polls survey of attitudes of young people and the work of
a Task Force on youth policy. The Strategy was announced as bringing to an
end the <‘tuation where acvions in relation to young people had been *frag-
mented, uncoozdinated and lacking any central thread which would give a
sense of unity and direction” (Priority One, 1985:7). A statement by the
Prime Minister reiterated the importar.ce of education and training for all,
and announced the introduction of a system of traineeships involving off-
the-job traming and systematic on-the-job training available mainly to 16
and 17 year-old school leavers, particularly those who have not completed
Year 12.

Components of the Strategy announced in the 1985-86 budget for pro-
gressive implementation were:

e substantial increases in education allowances for secondary students and
liberalisation of the parental income tesg;

o age-related education allowances;

e parity in basic rates for 16,ana 17 year-old students and unemployn,. ..
beneficiaries, and parity in rates for tertiary students aged 18 years and
over living away from home with the intermediate rate of unemployracnt
benefit;
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* an intermediate rate of unemployment benefit for single people between
18 and 20 years; and

e the introduction of the Young Homeless Allowance, which meant a
higher level of assistance to 16 and 17 year-old students and unemploy-
ment beneficiaries who were homeless.

Introduction of the Young Homeless Allowance

As the introduction of the Young Homeless Allowance marks the first
acceptance by the Commonwealth of responsibility for direct income sup-
port of some young people who arc not supported by their parents, it is
worth looking at the development of the Allowance in some detail.

It has already been suggested that during the 1980s there was a growing
awareness among policy makers of the problems of unsupported youth.
References to them as a particularly disadvantaged group appear in a num-
ber of reports although this awarencss has certainly not been followed by
adequate support. The awareness stemmed largely from the efforts of vari-
ous youth and welfare organisations and from emerging pressures on exist-
ing programs.

In 1985, the year in which the Priority One strategy was launched, the
Commonwealth Department of Education commissioned the Australian
Institute of Family Studies to enquire into the needs of unsupported students
(Maas, 1986). Existing assistance to students under provisions for the Sec-
ondary Allowances Scheme and the Tertiary Education Assistance Scheme
assumed parental support but it was becoming increasingly apparent that
this presumption was not valid for a minority of students.

In both the education and social security areas, pressure on existing pro-
grams of assistance was becoming more obvious. The Commonwealth
Department of Education had no way of meeting the increasing number of
requests for assistance from homeless students. The Department of Social
Security was confronted by the problem of some tertiary students applying
for unemployment benefit while studying. These students were debarred
from income support from the Commonwealth Department of Education
because of the level of their parents’ income, but they were often without
assistance from their familics. They were debarred from receiving
unemployment benefit if they were not available for and secking full-time
work. Efforts by the Commonwealth Department of Education to establish
the genuineness of the applicant’s work readiness or commitment led to
claborate and arbitrary assessments involving long interviews with nearly
30 questions. As some colleges ‘coached’ students on how to answer, it is
not surprising that anomalous outcomes emerged from office to office and
Statc to State. When next confronted by homeless secondary students
frankly admitting their status as not looking for work and applying for
special benefits, the Department of Social Security responded by denying
eligibility and having its decision appealed against to the Administrative
Appeals Tribunal (Maas, 1987a).

The first of a number of relevant cases to be determined by the Tribunal
was that of Mark Spooner — aged 15 years when he left kome, and unable
to return because of unresolvable fam‘ilx conflict. He subsequently lived at a
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Wollongong youth refuge and continued at school as a Year 10 student.
While living at the refuge he received occasional ex gratia payments from
the New South Wales Department of Youth and Community Services. His
intention in applying for Special Benefit was to obtain some financial sup-
port to finish his schooling and qualify for an apprenticeship.

The Department of Social Security rejected his application on the grounds
that, first, he should sue his parents for support; second, he was in receipt of
assistance from the New South Wales Deparunent of Youth and Commu-
nity Services; and third, he could leave school and enter the .abour market,
whte continuing part-time studies.

In overturning this decision, the Administrative Appeals Tribunal ruling
contained three quite significant sets of conclusions.

o Regarding the requirement that Spooner sue his parents for support, the
Tribunal noted that: ‘“The welfare of cach of us is to be looked at in
isolation taking into account only facts ... the legal obligations of
parents to support their children are not the concern of social security
when the welfare of the children is being considered® (Spooner and Secre-
tary to the Department of Social Security, 1985).

o Commenting on the proposition that the Commonwealth had no obliga-
tion to a person in receipt of State government support, the Tribunal said:
‘The Commonwealth is charged with the basic, recurring, organised sup-
port of those in need, with the systematic alleviation of poverty and with
the structural support of a minimum level of existence for all Australians’
(Spooner and Secretary to the Department of Social Security, 1985).

¢ Examining the contention that Spooner should cease full-time education,
the Tribunal referred to other sections of the Social Security Act relating
to family income supplement, family allowance, handicapped children’s
allowance, and unemployment and sickness benefits. Its conclusion was:
‘... all these scctions establish a pattern of support for full-time student
children. They point to a policy not to require children to leave school to
enter the workforce but to assist their support so that they may obtain an
adequate education. The Parliament has dcliberately and repcatedly
taken the view that it is in the public interest to spend public welfare
funds rather than encourage young people to leave their educational
institutions® (Spooner and Secretary to the Department of Social Security,
1985).

The Department of Social Security was directed to pay special benefit to
Spooner. Summing up its decision to reverse the Department’s rejection of
special benefit for four other students subsequent to the Spooner case, the
Tribunal reaffirmed its view that: ‘.. . to fail to support determined young
people like the four before us would be to fail those whose development will
most contribute to scciety and for whom the community as a whole has the
greatest responsibility’ (Spoorer and Secretary to the Department of Social
Security, 1985).

There is some dispute as to whether the Tribunal’s rulings are consistent
with the Commonwealth's obligations as embodied in legislation. However,
at the time, the Commonwealth was not prepared to appeal against the
decisions because public feeling about the cases indicated it would not have
been politically opportune to dg so.
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Nevertheless, the decisions embodied principles which reflected both the
changed nature of interpersonal responsibility within Australian social and
family life and a particular view of the necessary way forward if both
individual and social needs are to be met. At a time when neither the systems
of einployment nor of family support can be relied on to provide a universal
basis of sccurity for young people, the view embodied in the Tribunal’s
reasoning is that in order to secure both individual and community well-
being for the future, the community as a whole, via Commonwealth pro-
grams, has both a responsibility and a vested interest in providing an
adequate and comprehensive framework of jnwwime security, ducational
opportunitics and associated support services.

The decisions in relation to Mark Spooner and the four other cases,
carefully selected as test cases by the Sydney Welfare Rights Centre for
appeal to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (Campbell and Lombard,
1986), almost certainly hastened the introduction of the Young Homeless
Allowance. This Allowance was part of the package of youth income sup-
port measures developed by a Commonwealth Task Force on Administra-
tion of Youth Allowances and announced in A. gust 1985 (Maas, 1987a). It
incorporated assistance for unsupported young people who were either
under 18 years and receiving unemployment benefits, or students beyond
the compulsory age of schooling. Originally planned to commence in Janu-
ary 1987, the Allowance in fact came into operation on 1 July 1986.

Youth Policy — Still Priority One?

Since the announcement of Priority One in August 1985, some significant
changes in youth policy have created confusion over the direction in which
the Commonwealth is moving and serious concern about whether youth
policy can any longer be regarded as a high Government priority. Current
Commonwealth programs in the areas of accommodation, income support,
education and training as they relate to unsupported youth will be discussed
in detail in the following chapters; in this section, developinents since the
introduction of Priority One are outlined.

Changes to the system of student allowances which brought into line
Austudy (student allowance) payments for 16 and 17 year-olds and unem-
ployment benefit for 16 and 17 year-olds came into operation at the begin-
ning of 1987. An intermediate rate of unemployment benefit for 18 to 20
year-olds was also introduced.

In the area of labour market programs, there has been a continued shift
away from job creation to an emphasis on skills and training. This was
reflected very clearly in the Government publication, Skills for Anstralia,
released at the time of the 1987-88 Budget (Commonwealth of Australia,
1987). Efforts to extend the Australian Traineeship System have continued.
On the other hand, the Community Employment Program, designed to
assist the long-term unemployed, was discontinued at the end of 1987. In
the 1988-89 Budget, emphasis on skills and training was continued in
general, although there were no new programs introduced specifically for
under 18 year-olds.

Perhaps the most important policy change as far as homeless young pco-
ple are concerned came in the May 1987 Economic Statement when it was
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announced that unemployment benefit for under 18 year-olds was to be
abolished from January 1988 and replaced by a new payment, Job Search
Allowance — the essential features of which are a much longer waiting
period upon leaving school, and the introduction of parental income testing
for part of the payment. For homeless youth, it introduced a new set of
problems, especially for those not able to meet the stringent cligibility cri-
teria established for the Young Homeless Allowance (Maas, 1987b, Maas
and Hartley, 1987). These problems will be discussed in more detail in
Chapter 6.

As indicated, the Participation and Equity Program was discontinued at
the end of 1987 and replaced by a Commonwealth Specific Purpose Pro-
gram providing Commonwealth funding for systems and schools working
towards a broad and balanced curriculum, more ‘hospitable, flexible and
accommodating’ structures, the introduction of ‘curriculum contracts with
students which may include various mixes of TAFE, part-time work and
community projects’; and functioning as ‘bases for student counselling
where students and ex-students may come for advice on school and career
options’ (Commoniwealth Schools Commission, 1987:51).

Development of schools in such directions could assist unsupported
young people wishing to remain at school or to return to school. In add:-
tion, the suggestion that schools play a more active role in the general area
of youth support services and establish closer links with Commonwealth
Employment Service offices and youth organisations could mecan that some
young people would be less likely to find themselves without any supports at
all if or when they left school.

Summary

This chapter has set the scene for discussing in more detail current provi-
sions for unsupported youth. A strong emphasis on policies aimed at encourag-
ing more young people into education and training, with the long-term
expectation that this will improve both individual employment prospects
and general economic wellbeing, is evident. The Australian Trainezship
System, a principal labour market strategy, reflects this emphasis. Introduc-
tion of the Young Homeless Allowance acknowledges Commonwealth gov-
ernment responsibility for {a very limited number of) young people under 18
years who are living independently of their families. At the same time, the
abolition of junior unemployment benefit, the introduction of a parental
income-tested Job Search Allowance, and an extended waiting time for that
Allowance, place the burden of respon.ability for young people firmly back
on the family, leaving many in a parlous state.

What then are the current Commonwealth governnient programs which
relate to the needs of young homeless people, including those who are
students or potential students? The following three chapters discuss Com-
monwealth provisions under the headings of accommodation, income sup-
port, and education and training.




5. Commonwealith Support for Youth:
Accommodation

There are three programs which may assist in providing appropriate accom-
modation for unsupported youth. Two programs operate under the
Commonwealth State Housing Agreement — the Crisis Accommodation
Program and the Local Government and Community Housing Program.
The third program is the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program
which has three components, one of which is directed specifically rowards
youth. While these programs have no explicit barriers to accommodation
assistance for unsupported students, there are nevertheless inherent obsta-
cles in the guidelines which make it more difficult for students than for other
disadvantaged youth (including the unemployed) to be housed.

® The Crisis Accommcdation Program  Under this program the Com-
monwealth government provides capital funds for dwellings to be used for
crisis accommodation programs for various groups, including young peo-
ple. The States use these funds for housing-related expenditure such as
purchase, construction, renovation, lease or rents on State-owned dwellings.

* Local Government and Covimunity Housing Program  This program
is intended to assist local government authorities and community-based
housing co-operatives and other organisations to provide low cost rental
housing in their areas. The program is aimed at increasing localised housing
for needy groups generally and is not designed for any specific group.
Unsupported young people are clearly in particular need of such accommo-
dation. However, as there are no appropriate support services (such as
youth housing officers or youth workers) included in the program, only
young people sufficiently independent and mature to cope without support
would find this program appropriate; younger people and students would
more than likely require support services.

* Supported Accommodation Assistance Program  Introduced in 1985,
the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) provides funds
for the recurrent and non-housing capital costs of supported accommoda-
tion, the funds for housing capital costs being provided under the Crisis
Accommodation Program. The programbrought together and replaced the
numerous housing programs which had evolved during the 1970s for vari-
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ous groups including youth, women and homeless persons generally. The
three components of the program are: the Youth Supported Accommoda-
tion Program, which provides services for 12-25 year-olds; the Women’s
Emergency Services Program, designed for women witi or withc...c depen-
dents escaping from domestic violence; and the General Supported Accom-
modation Program, directed to men, women and their children.

This program is a joint Commonwealth—State agreement for four and a
half years until mid-1989, with States being required to match Comnmon-
wealth funds on a dollar for dollar basis. Grants are usually made through
the State Departments of Community Services to non-profit welfare cigani-
sations, local government avthorities and charitable trusts. Tlie guidelines
for the program (SAAP, 1984) emphasise the support aspect of accommorla-
tion. The program can fund organisations which provide supported accom-
modation services in refuges, hostels, half-way houses or day centres to
those with short, medium or long- term needs. It encourages self-help in a
way which recognises the individualism of clients and their needs and it
supports their capacity to make decisions for themselves. The program may
also specialise in assisting groups with particular needs.

Youth Supported Accommodation Program

The component of the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program
which is relevant to this discussion is the Youth Supported Azcommodation
Program (YSAP) which provides services for 12-25 year-olds. The empha-
sis of this program is on support, rather than just the provision of places to
sleep and eat, and on pror iding assistance to move peogle to independent
living where possible and appropriate. Funds are provided for support ser-
vices to youth refuges, hostels and other such accommodation, and also for
recurrent costs such a: wayes and rent and non-housing capital ten.. such
as furniture and vehicles.

In 1985, 224 youth services (that is, organisations or service sponsors)
received funds under the program; some sponsoring services or agencies
provided more than one physical location or ‘outlet’. Figures for the actual
number of outlets were available for the first time in 1987 through the
national data collection referred o in Chapter 3. In this year, there were 469
YSAP-funded outlets across Australia, 336 of them designated as accommo-
dation outlets (but also of course providing othe: support services) and 133
as non-accommodation outlets providing a range of support, advice and
advocacy services. Of the accommodation outlets, nearly 40 per cent were
categorised as ‘open at all times’. However, as data from one State includes
a high proportion of cases where information regarding the hours of open-
ing is not recorded, it is difficult to draw any conclusions. If the data from
this State are excluded, the percentage of outlets open at all times is approxi-
mately 52 per cent (Department of Community Services and Health SAAP
data, 1987).

The division of services into accommodation and :.on-accommodation
does not adequately reflect the variety of types of services for homeless
young people which have developea under SAAP guidelines. Most of these
types of services pre-date the introduction of that prograni and have evolved
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with slightly different emphases in each State. Within the general guidelines,
considerable variety exists in the ways in which specific State guidelines
have developed (Schwager, 1988).

In order to identify appropriate directions for the Supported Acccmmo-
dation Assistance Program after mid-1989, a major review of the program
was conducted during 1988. The veview (Chesterman, 1988) identified the
following types of services as those which were being provided under the
youth component of the program:

o the crisis or eniergency refuge or shclter, which is usually open 24 hours
per day and provides shelter for short periods (usually a maximum period
of from three weeks to three months);

e medium to long-term refuges with recommended stays of three to twelve
months, a minority of which operate on a 24-hour basis — there are
approximately three times more crisis than medium-term refuges;

e externally supported services, where a YSAP-funded worker provides
support and advice to voung people who are accommodated in Crisis
Accommodation Program houses or other public housing or private rental;

¢ community placement schemes where those under the age of 15 years are
housed with families in the community as an alternative to refuge
placement:

» medium to long-term refuge accommodation which is available for par-
ticular groups such as young women, emotionally disturbed young peo-
ple, victims of rape and incest.

Some further comments on the above service types are appropriate.

Shelters/refuges

While the SAAP Review (Chesterman, 1987) saw .he continuation of ref-
uges/shelters as essential, it noted that there were a number of criticisms of
such services. In particular, it was felt by some refuge workers that they
tended to provide an artificial environment which encouraged dependence.
Workers in these services believed it was important for most young people
to move to a situation of greater independence as soon as possible; the Ik
of sufficient minimally supported accomniodation made this impossible in a
lot of cases ~nd young people therefore spent longer than was appropriate
in refuges. The tendenc for young people to shift from refuge to refuge
because of lack of alternative options has already been noted.

Detached housing workers

The SAAP Review notes that provision of a ‘detached” housing worker 1s the
most widely supported of all YSAP services. In some cases the young person
rerains in the house for a relatively short p-riod of time before moving on
to independent accommrodation; in othezs it is the support worker who
moves on to other houses and the youny person stays on. The latter situa-
tior gives more stability and security to the young person. In the Western
Australian YSAP Review, Gevers (1987) argued strongly for the develop-
ment cf progran.s for the provision of independent or minimally supported
accommodation to cater for young people leaving YSAP services and young
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people needing emergency/short-term accommodation but nor supported
accommodation.

Community placement

The appropriateness of community placement schemes for very young
homeless people is recognised. However, there are some concerns about the
difficulties involved in making sure that placements ar- not disadvantageous
for the young person, in providing sufficient monitoring of placements,
and in ensuring that those wko take on the care of young adolescents are
adequately compensated.

Services with a particular focus

Services with a particular focus have been extremely valuable in overco.miug
some of the problems inherent in generalist services, and there are strong
arguments for extending such services. However, it cannot be assumed that
the Supported Accom..aodation Assistance Program is the most (or the only)
appropriate funding for some specialist services — for example, for emo-
tionally disturbed young people. The concern has also been expressed that
with policies of de-institutionalisation, there is a shift in responsibility for
accommodation and cupport for some groups from the government sector
to the non-government sector, without a commensurate ailocation of
increased resources to the non-government sector (South Australia, 1987).

Summary

Wher: the supported Accommodation Assistance Program was introduced,
it wus noted that although the program increased levels o: funding for
accommodation services, placed the planning of projects on a longer-term
basis, rationalised exis. ng programs and shifted administration to the State
level, it was not clear whether it would contribute significantly to meeting
the basic youth accommodation need of medium to long-term affordable
accommodation (Maas, 1986).

The problem still remains. The Youth Supported Accommodation Pro-
gram has unquestionably provided essential supported accommodation,
and inc.eased the number and range of services available. In addition, the
survey of the program for the SAAP Review suggests that it has enabled a
‘youth accommodation movement to consolidate its philosophy and poli-
cies’ (Schwager, 1988:4). However, the higr tarn- -away rates indicate that
resources do not n.arly meet the need, and there is a very clear call from
those working in the youth housing area for attention to be paid to the
provision of a greater range of resources so that support needs of young
peopl. may be more adequately met, the development of a greater range of
services including essentiai medium-term and minimally supported accom-
modation, and the broader prublem of provision of appropriate and afford-
able accommodation for all young people.
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6. Commonwealth Support for Youth:
Income Support

Commonwealth income support progrzms relevant to unsupported youth
are available under education, training and social security provisions. Cur-
rent provixons are based on a major review, the outcomes of which were
announced under the banner of Priority One, the Commonwealth govern-
ment’s Strategy for Young People, in August 1985. Arising from this,
changes to youth income support arrangements shifted the focus of support
towards the age of the recipient with less emphasis on employment or
student status, especially for those under 18 years. Current provision is the
result of progressive implementation of the proposals outlined in 1985
together with a somewhat abrupt change of direction announced in the May
1987 Economic Statem:nt which heralded the replacement of unemploy-
ment benefit for those under 18 years with the parental income tested Job
Search Allowance (Maas, 1987b).

The three main Commonwealth income support programs for under 18
year-olds are Austudy, Job Search Allowance, and the Young Homeless
Allowance.

Austudy

Austudy replaced all previous student allowance arrangements at the begin-
ning of 1986. The program provides a means tested allowance to students
aged 16 years and over undertaking appreved full-time secondary and ter-
tiary studies. It covers three categories of full-time students: general second-
ary (secondary students aged 16—19 years), adult secondary (secondary
students aged 19 years and over) and tertiary (those aged 16 years and
over taking approved post-secondary courses in universities, colleges of
advanced education, TAFE cotleges and other approved institutions).
Studeuts are defined as either dependent e independent. All dependent
students are assessed on the basis of parental income as well as their own
income. That is, for dependent students, Austudy is based on an assumption
that they are supported by their parent(s). This is not always a correct
assum.ption: suine young people struggle to remain at school with little or
no support from parents; unemployed parents are very hard pushed to
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support children who are students; some of the TAFE students in Powles’
(1986) study in fact contributed to household expenditure.

There are, however, some provisions of Austudy which indicate that
official thinking regards 16 years as a reasonable age to at least begin the
process of according independent status to young people. For example, rates
of payment for Austudy increase as age increases. The maximum at-home
rate for 16—17 year-olds is $50 per week and for 18 year-olds and over, $60
per week. For students who are under 18 years, there is provision for
payment of assistance direct to the student rather than to the parent(s) (this
occurs in approximately 80 per cent of cases), and it is the student who pays
tax on the allowance (Maas, 1987b).

Students are categorised as independenr. if they meet certain criteria. One
of the ways in which they can be eligible is to be ‘homeless’ according to the
requirements for receipt of the Young Homeless Allowance. If they come
within tiese definitions, they then receive the independent rate of Austudy
which in 1988 is $76 per week for 16 and 17 year-olds and $91.20 per week
for those aged 18 years and over.

While the change to an agc-related criterion for eligibility for Austuay has
generally been welcomed, the position of 15 year-olds remains a major
anomaly. Fifteen year-olds who icave home are not eligible for Austudy if
they remain in education; nor are they eligible for Job Search Allowance if
they arc unemployed. They remain dependent on the discretionary Special
Benefit. Their exclusion from Austudy allowanc :s is particularly relevant in
some States: for example, in Western Australia it is estimated that some
2500 15 year-old secondary students and 1100 15 year-old TAFE studemus
have been disadvantaged by the introduction of Austudy (Western Aus-
tralia, 1987).

Job Search Allowance

As indicated, one of the main aims of the changes to youth income cupport
measures introduced in the 1985~ 36 budget was to base allowances on age
rather than activity (that is, whether a young person is a student or unem-
ployed), in order to avoid disincentives to study and incenuves to ‘go on the
dole’. Thus there were adjustments made to unemploy ment benefit arrange-
ments as well as to student allowances. During 1986 and 1987, there were
threc age-related levels of unemployment benefit for single ,-eople over 16
years without dependents. For 16—17 year-olds and for 18-20 year-olds,
the rate was equivalent to the corresponding age rates of Austudy; the over
21-ycars rate was the adult rate of unemployment beaefi*

In January 1988, as a result of changes introduce .1 the 1987 May
Economic Statement, the junior rate of unemployment benefit was abol-
ished and replaced by a Job Search Aliowance of $25 per week payable 13
weeks after a young person leaves school. A further $25 per weck may be
paid upon the application of a parental income test similar to the Austudy
arrangements, on top of the existing personal income test. Thus a 16 or 17
year-old who is homeless, or becomes homeless, and who is not employed,
could be receiving:

e $50 per week Job Scarch Allowance if she or he is unemployed and from

a low income family;
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® $25 per week Job Search Allowance if he or she is unemployed and from
other than a low income family;

o $50 per week Austudy if he or she is a student and from a low income
family;

¢ no allowance at all if she or he is a student and from other than « iow
income family.

A small number of the young people who find themselves in any of these
positions will be eligible for the Young Hc neless Allowance; an even
sinaller number will actually know of the existence of the Allowance and be
able to negotiate the business of successfully applying for it. They will then
receive $76 per weck (1988 rates).

Young Eomeless Allowance

In Chapter 4 the development of the Young Homeless Allowance was traced;
in this chapter the provisions of the Allowance are examined in some detail.
The Young Homeless Allowance is a payment made to single 16 and 17
year-olds who receive Job Scarch Allowance and Sickness or Special Benefit,
and {0 full-time students above the minimum school leaving age who satisfy
certain legislative definitions of homelessness. For those who are not full-
time students, the Allowance is in addition to Job Search Allowance or
Sickness Benefit; for full-time students, it is regarded as an independent
Austudy allowance.

Provisions fer eligibility and payment of the Aliowz ace are contaiued in
two pieces of legislation and administered by two Commonwealth govern-
ment departments. The Social Security Legislation Amendment Act 1986
(passed in the Autumn sitting of 1986) coatains provision for payment of
the Allowance to single unemployment and sickness beneficiaries aged 16
and 17 years and is administered by the Department of Social Security. The
Allowance is also pa’ " in exceptional circumstances to younger children in
receipt of Special Benefit. Provision for payment to full-time students is
containzd in the Student As' stance Act (1973) and Regulations now admin-
istered by the Department oi Employment, Education and Training.

Eligibility for the Young Homeless Allowance

There are two fundamental components of the Allowance. The first s the set
of criteria relating to ‘homelessness’; the second defines ‘support” (or rather,
the situation of being ‘unsapported’) and is clearly aimed at minimising the
possibility of situations being contrived between young people and their
parents in order ro obtain the Allowance.

The criteria for establishing homelessness are generally conceded to be
exceedingly stringent. They reflect the government’s concern not to be seen
to be unnecessarily encouraging the breakdown of families or ‘openng the
floodgates’ for payment of the Allowance to large numbers of young people.
They may also reflect beliefs that the decision to leave home should not be
taken lightly and is not necessarily always in the best iuterests of young
people. An cligible person is one who hagno dependents and has been living
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away from the parental home for a continuous p. «iod of six weeks or more
because he or she:

¢ docs not have a parental home;

e is not allowed by the parent(s) to live at home under any conditions;

e cannot, because of circumstances such as domestic viclencz, sexual abuse
or comparable exceptional circumstances, be expected to live with his or
her parent(s).

The first of these circumstances — no parental home — refers to situa-
tions where the natural or adoptive parents are not living, where their
whereabouts are unknown, or where they are in prisca, custedy, & mental
hospital, or otherwise incapacitated so that they cannot provide a home for
the young person. Young pecnle who have been granted refugee status, and
whose parents are not living in Australia (as is the case with a significant
number of Indo-Chinese young people), are considered t> have no arental
home and are therefore eligible for the Allowance, if of course hey are
recipients of unemployment or special benefits or in full-time education.

To satisfy the second criterion — not being allowed to live in the parental
home — a young person must be refused permission by his or her parents to
live at home under any terms or conditions. Not unexpectedly, given the
three possible categories for establishing eligibility for the Allowance, most
applications have been granted under the ‘not wllowed to live at home’
categor,’. Guidelines for the administration of the Allowance stipulate that
both patents, including separated parents, must be contacted to confirm or
deny that the young person has becn refused permission to live at home.

The third criterion covers situations such as sexual abuse and domestic
violence in the family where itis unreasonabls to expect the young person to
live at home. ‘Other exceptional circumstances’, also included in this sec-
tion, must be ‘conditions and situations which are similar to those specified
in the legislation’. This means that extreme circumstances must actually
exist in the parental home which render it unreasonable for the beneficiary
to live there because a severe thrzat is posed to his or her physical, ment .l or
psychological wellbeing.

To be cligible for the Young Homeless Allowance, a young person in one
of the above categuries must then establish that he or she is not receiving
continuous support of any kind from either parent, from a person acting as
guardian on a long-term basis, or from another Commonwealth department
or State or Territory authority.

The requirements for eligibilit thus add up to a situation where a young
person is bereft of any emotionat or financial family supports.

Numbers receiving the Young Homeless Allowance

The stringency of the eligibility criteria is 1eflected in the relatively small
number of young people receiving the Allowance. At December 1987 there
were apy “oximately 3900 in receipt of . 1e Allowance — 1000 through the
Department of Social Security and 2900 through the Department of
Employment, Education and Tr2ining. Figures for 1988 show an increasc in
numbers receiving the Allowance through bqth Departments. Of the 5316
young people receiving the Allowance as at July 1998, approximately 1731
»
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were receiving it as an addition to Job Search Allowance; 3583 were receiv-
ing independent Austudy on the basis of homelessness.

Implementation of the Young Homeless Allowance

The following di.cussion is based on the Australian Institute of Family
Studies report on the Young Homeless Allowance outlined in Chapter 1
(Maas and Hartley, 1987). Information sources for the report were as fol-
lows: case studies of the experiences of 180 young people who had applied
for the Allowance; 1olephone discussions with the youth workers who had
forwarded the case study information, and with Department of Social Secu-
rity officers in each State; personal discussions with youth workers from
Victoria, Western Australia and Queensland; a telephone survey of a small
number of youth workers covering all States and some major regional cen-
tres; and interviews with a number of school welfar2 coordinators.

Access to information

From the cases examined, it was apparent that there is not widespread
knowledge among young people about the existence of the Young Homeless
Allowance, nor do those young people who know about it always liave
accurate information. Most young people need to have left home and to
have made contact with a government department or welfare agency to
become aware of the Allowance.

The Allowanceis available as an addition to both Austudy and Job Search
Allowance or Sickness Benefit, so the procedures of two Commonwealth
departments are relevant. The Department of Employment, Education and
‘Training conducts some information sessions for school and tertiary coun-
sellors and othcr people concerned with Austudy, to 2xplain both the gener-
al provisions of Austudy and the homeless criteria and procedures. There
are plans to target more written information to counsellors and others who
may advise young people on their eligibility for the Allowance. However,
the Department does not have the resources for an extensive program and
information sessions outside the metropolitan area are rare. Hence it is suill
the case that some people in sch .Is +ho have a responsibility for Austudy
applications are not well informed and it is highly likely ti,.. i~formation
about the homeless provision does not get to some young people who need
it.

Although information about the Allowance through the D_partment of
Social Security is now more readily available than in the early days of the
introduction of the Allvwance, there were examples in the case studies of
young people not being tuld by counter staff that they may be eligible, and
of inaccurate information being given about eligibility criteria. The conse-
quences of such misinformation for those young homeless people whose
self-esteern has already taken a beating can mean increased alienation and
an unwillingness to seek further information.

There is a strong argument for . range of innovative publicity initiatives
which take into account the language, skill level, cultural background and
location of particular groups of young people. In addition, the Young
Homeless Allowance is not likely to operate as an effective safety net for
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young people in need unless more informezion about the Allowance and
about youth homelessness generally is directed towards other groups such
as:

s teachers, staff members of educational institutions, youth workers and
social workers vho can play a crucial role in conveying information
about the Allowance to young people;

* members of the community who may be able to help verify a young
person’s situation;

¢ young people from a non English-speaking background, including newly
arrived migrants, refuge’s and settlers who have limited or no English
language skills, the information to be in their own language;

* Aboriginal youth in both urban and rural areas who generally have no
knowledge of the Allowance;

® counter staff and assessment staff from the two Commonwealth depart-
ments so that they are kept up to date with accurate information regarding
allowances and eligibility, and have an understanding of the situations
experienced by the young people they may encounter.

Applying for the Young Homeless Allowance

The onus of proof of eligibility for the Allowance is on the young person.
Verification of the claimant’s statements must be provided, generally from
persons who have independent knowledge of the young person’s circum-
stances. Applications through the Department of Social Security are handled
personally; assessment of eligibility through the Department of Employ-
ment, Education and Training has relied heavily on written information
because that Department in the past (as the Department of Education) has
processed only mail applications for student assistance,

The circumstances under which many young people leave hom. frequent-
ly mean that there are strong emotions associated with the decisicn to leave;
the case study material indicated that the application process can place
additional pressures on young people at a time when they are least able to
cope. Young people are understandably reluctant to reveal to a stranger
their home situation and their reasons for leaving home. They often lack the
self-confidence and the language skills to handle the application process,
and they find the verification process intrusive, insensitive, embarrassing
or emotionally upsetting. In addition, the processing of mail applications
through the Department of Employment, Education and Training has fre-
quently been subject to long delays, particularly where the original information
and/or the supporting statements have be =n incomplete and the Department
has sought further information.

Supporting evidence

The supporting evidence required for an application, and determinations as
to who is able and/or competent to provide it, frequently make the applica-
tion process very difficult for young people. Some of the problems concern-
ing verification which existed with the provisions of the Secondary
Allowances Scheme (for example, the question of who constitutes a reliable.
witness and the use of sworn statements) still remain (Maas, 1986).
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The requircment that verificatior reports should be provided by someone
with ‘independent’ knowledge is often unrealistic. Fe: example, not all
young people with difficult home situations have come to the notice of an
agency, nor are the details of what goes on in the home necessarily known to
neighbours or the school. This is frequently the case where sexua. abuse or
domestic violence has occurred. In addition, young people who leave home
to avoid abusive or painful situations do not usually take with them the sort
of documentation which might be useful to prove a case to a government
department. In these cases, a statement from a youth worker or refuge
worker who has had immediate contact with the young person will more
than likely be the most accurate information available about the current
situation. There is, however, often a reluctance to accept statements from
such workers because they are not regarded as independent.

Wricten or verbal statements from young people themselves also provide
difficulties. Not all young people have the writing skills, the knowledge of
English, the familiarity with appropriate forms of expression, or the con-
fidence (particularly when they are going through the emotional expericnce
of leaving home) to explain their family circumstances in a manncr accept-
able for assessment.

Overall, there was strong evidence that a more flexible approach to docu-
mentation is needed in recognition of the fact that such documentation is
often not available or not readily available. There are usually alternative
sources of verification (such as school records) for general personal iuforn -
tion, although it is very important that such sources be used only with the
pertuission of the young person.

Contacting parents .

The requirement that parents be contacted in cases where young people
claim that they are not allowed to live at home under any condition has
provided a number of problems.

First, parents may be unwilling to admit to an authorit, that their son or
daughter cannot live at home under any condition, even when it would
appear that relationships have broken down completely. There were instances
in the case studies where such a refusal meant that young people had to
remain at home in an intolerable situation because they were unable to
survive financially away from home, and instances where young people uid
leave home and were forced into anti-social behaviour in order to survive.

Second, contacting parents can be emotionally painful and, in some cascs,
very destructive for a young person who has alrcady faced parental rejection
and/or violence.

Third, the requirement that both separated pasents, ho vever long they
have been apart, should be contacted, scems to be unreasonabic in cases
where the absent parent may hardly be known, or be a stranger, to the child.

The issue of contacting parents raises many complex questions concern-
ing rights, obligations and responsibilitics. The guidelines for the Young
Homeless Allowance recognise that it is clearly inappropriate to contact
parents in cases of domestic violence and sexual abuse. The case studies
suggested that it can be emotionally damaging in other instances where the
young person hat not had contact with parents for a period of ycars, for
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example. While there may be cases where it is appropriate to check with
parents, in other cases greater flexibility in relation to this -equirement, and
use of a wider range of sources of verification, would help to ensure that
young people do not have to go through undue emotional pressure. Chapter
9 explores the assumptions inherent in the Young Homeless Allowance
about the rights and obligations of parents and children, and the obligations
of the State in relation to these.

The need for an advocate

The study revealed the important role which social workers, youth workers,
rrfuge workers, school counsellors and student welfare officers played in the
.. plication process. Establishing a case and carrying the application
through to finality, despite the barriers encountered, frequently requires
skills and attributes which many young people do not have. These include
self-confidence, a good working knowledge of the ‘system’, a little legal
knowledge, tenacity, good writing and negotiating skills and the abihity to
scarch out documentary evidence. From all accounts, it has become virtually
essential for applicants to have assistance from someone who is relatively
familiar with the Young Homeless Allowance requirements.

The six week: qualifying period

To qualify for the Allowance, a young person has to substantiate that she or
he has lived away from home continuously for six weeks or more, without
any support from parents. The severity of this requirement forces young
people into a mendicant and frequently destitute and dangeroas position.
Since they have to show that parents are not supporting them in any way
during this period, many young people approach a refuge (where there are
increasingly high turn-av.ay rates), or are forced to subsist on handouts, to
rcly on friends who have as few resources as they themselves have, or to
sleep out. Alternatively, given the difficulties of facing six weeks with no
support in order to qualify for the Allowance, they give up and decide to
retura to dangerous or inadequate home situations.

It is likely that some young people, left bereft or with totally inadequate
resources by the six weeks requirement, may be forced into a strect culture
which makes it difficult for them to return home when they might well have
done so given other circumstances. An additional concern for students 1s
that they may be forced to withdraw from cducation and apply for Job
Search Allowance when there is no other way of surviving.

There are a number of possible alternatives to the six weeks regulation.

e dropping the six weeks waiting period and providing for the Allowance
to be paid from the date of application;

» providing for Spedial Benefit to be paid to all young people durmg the six
weeks waiting period;

e providing for an amount equal to the Allowance to be paid to a third
person oz an organisation for the care of the young person for a period of
a month et six weeks.

The third alrernative recognises the need for an assessment period, rather
than a qualifying period. A qualifying period operates to prolong or main-
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tain intolerable situations, encourage school leaving and place young people
in a mendicant state. An assessment period, during which an allowance
would be paid to a carer on behalf of the young person, allows an assess-
ment as to the most appropriate accommodation solution in each casc.
Those who would return home may be enabled to do so, while those who
need alternative long-term accommodation could be referred to a suitable
placement (Maas, 1986).

Continuing support from parents

The Young I{omeless Allowance regulations preclude any support what-
sover from parents once the young person leaves home, including money
(however small the amount), food or accommodation. Combined with the
six weeks qualifying period, the effect is to force young people into an
impossible financial position. Generally, allowances which have an underly-
ing assumption of independence (as the Young Homeless Allowance docs)
may be reduced by assistance or income from other sources, but they do not
preclude additional assistance. If the prime consideration is the welfare of
the young person, there is a strong argument for flexibility concerning
parentt’ contribution and further consideration needs to be given to the
possibility of an income free zone and shared assistance where parents can
afford it.

Adequacy of the Young Homeless Allowance

There is general consensus that the amount available under the Allow ance is
not adequate for independent living. An amount of $76 per week is well
below the noverty line for a single person. Living on such a small amount
calls for skills such as budgeting, cuoking and shopping which most people,
adults as well as young people, just do not have. It is almost incvitable that
young people’s health and general welfare suffer, the quality of their lives is
greatly reduced and the opportunities for the future which many of us take
for granted are totally absent. The choices which are made in such a situa-
tion in order to survive often lead to sclf-destructive or illegal behaviour.

Young Homeless Allowance and Job Search Allowance

The invroduction of the Job Search Allowance affects recipients and poten-
tial recipients of the Young Homeless Allowance. For those young people
cligible for the latter, the statutory six weeks waiting period applies and the
parental income test is waived. those who fail to meet the eligibility criteria
have a wait of 13 weeks with no income before receiving any assistance.
After three months of living un charity or whatever other means are neces-
sary to survive, those from low income families are again cligible for $50 per
week, but those from middle income families are only eligible for $25 per
week. Young people in this unfortunate position then have to wait another
three months to apply for exemption from the pa.ental income test but are
only eligible if they have worked for 13 weeks during that six-month period.
There is sume evidence that the introduction of the Jub Search Allowanee
has increased the application rate for the Young Homeless Allowance.
Whereas eligible young people may have been able to survive in sume way
. bl
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on the previous rate of $50 per week junior unemployment benefit, they are
certainly unable to do so on 825 per week Job Search Allowance, so there 1s
increased incentive, or rather a more desperate motivation, to sech out the
Young Homeless Allowance.

AIFS recommendations

On the basis of its case studies and discussions, the Australian Institute of
Family Studics wants to see consideration given to the following four rec-
ommendations in relation to the Young Homeless Allowance (Maas and
Hartley, 1987).

First, the Institute believes there is a need for more readily available
information concerning the Allowance and youth homelessness, prepared
with particular groups in mind. This information should be directed
towards young people, taking into account problems of access related to
language, skill level, cultural differences and location. Information should
also be directed towards the general community and the broad range of
community organisations and groups, and towards counter staff and others
likely to come into contact with young homeless people, m order that they
may more fully understand the problems which young people arc facing,

Second, more resources should be allocated to ensure that applications
are handled quickly while at the same time ensuring that a young person's
rights to privacy arc respected and that sufficient time is available for a
sensitive assessment which takes account of an applicant’s feclings.

Third, there is a pressing need to re-assess the criteria for cligibility for the
Allowance and the guidelines concerning its administration so that there can
be greater flexibility in provisions relating to required docmentation, the
source of supporting ¢vidence, contacting parents, statements from parents
and financial support from parents.

Fourth, the six weeks waiting period should be dropped or modified to
avoid young people being placed into situations of destitution.

Summary

The introduction of the Young Homeless Allowance marked the first
acceptance by th Commonwealth government of some responsibility for
income support for young people as independent members of the commu-
nity on the basis that they were not being supported by their parents.
Underlying its introduction arc assumptions about what are legitimaes’
reasons for young people to leave home. The legislation embodics a belef
that the community accepts that, apart from dear-cut cases where no paren-
tal home exists, it is legitimate for a young person betw een the ages of 16
and 18 years to leave her or his parental home if she or he has been subject
to sexual abuse or violence, or by remaining, is likely to be subject to
personal damage similar to that experienced as a result of such abuse.
Eligibility for the Allowance in all other circumstances is dependent on
parents declaring chat they will not have a young person at home under any
conditions, that is, if parent/s eschew all responsibilites, the young person’s
independent status is affirmed and legitimated. The actual reason for leaving
home appears to be irrelevant. Certainly, if the parent/s are not prepared to
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sign such a declaration, regardless of the circumstances or the likelihood in
reality of the young person returning home, the young person’s status will
not be affirmed as independent.

The Institute study and thie literature outlined in Chapter 3 indica . that
young people are making their own judgements about what are unreason-
able -ircumstances in which to live at home. These include extreme conflict
or domestic disharmony in the household for many of the reasons outlined
in Chapter 3, situations of extreme financial pressure, having to leave school
in order to remain at home, and being disadvantaged as far as getting
employment is concerned by staying at home. The Institute study argued
that, at least as a short-term measure, the criteria for receipt of the Young
Homeless Allow ance should be broadened to include the above as legitimate
reasons for leaving home. This would assist a number of young people who
are not only anding 1t difficult to survive in the present, but whose futures
look very bleak because they are being forced into life styles which do not
help develop a positive view of the future and are often destructive.

o
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7. Commonwealth Government Programs:
Education and Training

This chapter outlines existing education and traming prugrams as they
affect bomeless youth and argues that present arrangements aic not likely to
offer unsupported youth great hope for the future.

Education

There is no specific Commonwealth government education ininative aimed
at unsupported, homeless youth. There are, however, three areas of Com-
.ionwealth support for secondary education which hasc the potential to
assist directly such young peuple, or to reduce the likelihood - f some young
people being unsupported and homeless.

The first is through the Commonwealth’s general promotion of debate
about the purposes and future of education and the current moves to define,
with the States, national goals for secondary education. While the Com-
monwealth has not been the sole inittator of such debates, the work of the
Commonwealth Schools Commussion (now defunct) has added to public
discussion of educational issues such as curriculum content, assessment,
certification, school organisation, parent participation, equity, and disad-
vantage of particular groups. Rescarch outlined in Chapter 2 indicated that
some young penple will stay beyond the compulsory y« irs of schooling if
schools offer alternatives to a traditional academic curriculum and some
flexibility in organisation. It is likely that, assisted in part by Common-
wealth funds, changes in wchooling have made some schools more rldevant
for some young peuple who may otherwise have left carly and been at risk
of getting into the cyde of unemployment, family confhice and leaving home
without support.

Another area of putential Commonwealin assistance 15 through spedial
purpose programs such as the Disadvantaged Schools Program. This pro-
vides additional resources fur particular schools, which may assist unsup-
ported students by providing them with education which they see as
relevant and/or providing them with a range of supports o allow them to
continue their education. P
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The third area of potential Commonwealth assistance is through the
resource agreements, negotiated annually, operating between Common-
wealth and States. Resource agreements provide Commonwealth monies
within broad areas defined as prioritics by the Commonwealth but with
scope for particular State emphases. Such monies are tied to a formula based
on the number of students in a State, and tend to be directed towards
development of programs and resources for State ¢ Jucation systems rather
than towards individual schools.

It is possible that resource agreements in a number of areas have the
potential to assist unsupported students. For example, a broadly based
professional development program for teachers, or increased resources for
counselling services could me.n that unsupported students are identified
more readily and given more support to continue their studies; resources to
increase the participation of girls in maths and science could mean that
individual ycung women develop self-esteem and a greater range of employ-
ment options and so may be less likely to leave school early.

While these three arcas of assistance may contribute to Letter outcomes
for unsupported students and those who are potentially at risk of being
unsupported, much mcre needs to be done. Chapter 2 identified some of the
ways in which schools could help — by being more aware of the circum-
stances of some students and by providin,, additional support and assistance
for them to continue studying. Th.re is & range of wa,s in which additional
support could be given without increasing the load of overworked teachers
— for ¢xample, by establishing peer supp~rt groups and strengthening con-
tacts with youth groups, community groups and other agencics.

In addition, education systems and individual schools need to be flexible
enough in their requirements to allow for new combinations of school and
work, as most unsupported students are going to have to supplement an
inadequate Austudy allowance or, if incligible for Austudy, to earn a living
wage.

Labour Market Programs

The following discussion looks at the potential of a pumber of
Commonwealth-funded labour marke. programs to assist unsupported
young people. As noted in Chapter 4, the emphasis of policy developments
in this area has shifted fram job creation to job training and skill development.

Australian Traineeship System

The Avsrcalian Trainceship System provides a combination of TAFE or
other approved institution-based training and on-the-job traiming for one
year, with preference given to 16~18 year-olds. The trunce 1s regarded as
being in eraployment and is generally paid at the rate of 75 per cent of the
junior award rate for the job. As at November 1987, 10000 trainees had
commenced training, and 12 600 positions had actually been cicated. Forty-
five per cent of the trainees were in the private sector. I* is estimated that
20000 young people will have participated in the Australian Trainceship
System in 1987-88 including 13000 commencements (Cass, 1988). In
August 1988, the Minister for Employment and Education Services stated
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+hat another 15000 trainees will start in 1988-89 (Media release, 23
August 1988). Although it is now apparent that the scheme is well under
way, there have been considerable delays in organisation at the Common-
wealth level and an uneven response on the part of the States.

The fact that traineeships are being taken up suggests that they may well
provide an appropriate entry into a career for some young people. However,
there have been a number of criticisms which indicate that traineeships have
severe limitations as far as some unsupported, homeless young people arc
concerned.

Traineeships have, for example, been developed along very similar lines
to that of gencralised, mainstream education and training and are likely to
appeal most strongly to those young people who are fairly highly motivated
and who have some personal and family supports behind them; for many
homcless young people, lack of supports and instability caused by accom-
modation difficulties will make it less likely that they will see traineeships as
relevant,

Trainceships do not create jobs and are not likely to make any dent in
unemployment rates for the most disadvantaged young people, which 1s the
only way in which the majority of young homeless people are going to be
assisted in the long term.

In addition, thei. are a number of broader concerns about the long or
even medium-term effect of traineeships on the youth labour market struc-
ture. It has been suggested that those already disadvantaged in the labour
market will become evenr more so: trainecships may become the recognised
entry into some areas, by-passing normal entry by employment as a juntor
at the full junior award rate; they may increase gender inequities if in some
areas of the labour market there is a tendency for males to be accepted into
apprenticeships (which generally have a high status and rewards) and
females into traineeships (which may have a lower status because of the
much shorter training period).

Traineeship guidelines state that it is expected that 15 per cent of places
will be filled by long-term unemployed and disadvantaged young people. A
working party of the Youth Affairs Council of Victoria (1987) concluded
that to make this a reality a policy commitment to the recruitment and
retention of the long-term unemployed and disadvantagzd would be neces-
sary. Also necessary would be: trainecships incorporating affirmative action
principles in policy and practice; recruitment and selection processes that
positively discriminate in favour of disadvantaged people including prefer-
ential access by disadvantaged groups to public sector positions and ways to
encourage the private sector to employ such people; and the provision of
work and education enivironments which facilitate education and job reter -
tion through appropriate flexibility and support mechanisms for long-term
unemployed and disadvantaged groups.

Jobtrain

In the 1988-89 Commoniealth Budget, what was previously known as the
Youth Training Program was am.Jgamated with the Adult Trammg Pro-
g«am to become Jobtrain.

The Youth Training Program provided a range ot shu.t-term vocational
training opportunities for unemployed people under 21 years of age. It was
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the successor to carlier programs in the TAFE secror such as the Employ-
ment Program for Unemployed Youth, School to Wor Transition, and the
Participation and Equity Program. It was aimed at those who had been
unemployed for at least six of the previous nine months and young people
from groups recognised as disadvantaged in the labour market. This included
some young homeless people.

Participation in the earlier programs carried with it eligibility for a small
training allowance over and above unemployment benefit. However, in line
with the government’s strategy to equalise rates of unemployment benefit
(or Job Scarch Allowance} and educational allowances for young people,
the Youth Training Program courses carried with them no cligibility for an
additional allowance. This will remain the case with Jobtrair. Participants
in approved courses wiil be paid a Formal Training Allowance e uivalenc to
unemployment benefit (or in the case of 16-17 year-olds, Job Search Allow-
ance), but only those 21 years and over will receive an additionz! trairing
allowance of $30.

There 1s thus no immediate financial incentive for young people to take on
such courses. These short-term courses have the potential to assist somc
young homeless people, particularly as some TAFE colleges now have con-
siderable experience in conducting courses which help young people to
develop self-csteem 1n an educational context. However, it also seems likely
that many young homeless peopie would find it difficult to participate
because limited finances would mean that extra costs associated with the
courses (for example, travel, materials and equipment) could not be met.
Participation would also depend on the level of commitment a young person
could sustain if he or she had little cr no cmotional ~upport.

The implicauons fo. young people of the amalgamation of the two previ-
ously separate programs are yet to be seen. Itis to be hoped that the joining
does not result in a reduced emphasis on courses for young people.

Skillshare

On 1 January 1989, Skillshare, the Community and Youth Network for
Employment and Tramning, will replace three previous programs aimed at
the long-t ‘m uneniployed — the Community Youth Support Scheme
(CYSS), the Communicy Training Program and the Community Volunteer
P-ogram. T'he programis "signed for ‘lonc term unemployed people of all
ages and other particula .y dis-dvantaged groups, but with einphas  on
assisting young people and thosc unemployed 12 months or more’; under
Skillshare, community groups will sponsor programs which are ‘flexible,
relevant and innovative” but which provide a minimum speafied amount of
structured skills training (Department of Employment, Education and
Training, 1988:13-15).

The Community Youth Support Scheme, established in 1976, was the
first program to nvolve local communities in initiatives for young (15-24
years) unemployed people. Despite criticisms of the Scheme over the years,
CYSS centres have played an important part in providing many young
people with traming and expericnee, as well as personal support and a place
to which they can feel they belong, if only temporarily. Local groups have
been qexible enough to cater for a wide variety of young people, many of
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whom had lost confidence in themselves and their ability to find employment.

Thus, under Skillshare there is a shift in focus from youth to a much wider
age group to include all long-terin unemployed people (but with an empha-
sis on young people). As with the amalgamation of the Youth Training
Program with the Adult Training Program, it is not possible at this stage to
know whaz effect this shift in focus will have on programs for young people.
Considerable concern is expressed by CYSS workers and others concerned
w.th youth unemployment about the Skillshare program and what appears
to be its very structured nature.

{f Skillshare is going to be of benefit to some unsupgorted, homeless
young pecple, it is going to have to be flexible in its approach, meet a
diversity of training nceds and focus on skills which are seen by the par-
ticipants as relevant.

Education and Training — Is It Enough?

The Commonwealth government has put considerable emphasis on the
importance of retaining young people in education and an Increasing
empha.is on orienting labour market programs to training .nd the develop-
ment of skills. The solutions to youth unemployment are seen to lie in more
years of education and in vocationally oriented training, thus changing what
the young person has ro offer, rather than looking at the ecocnomic environ-
ment and the structure of the labour market, particularly the dramatic
decrease in recent years in opportunities for fuli-time youth employment.
There is e~idence that the effectiveness of an emphasis or: education and
training is limited and that young people continue to be substantially repre-
sented in long-term unemployment figures. A survey of youth labour market
programs concluded that ‘it is unlikely that education-based measures
implemented outside the context of work itself will do much to change the
job prospects of the disadvantaged’: unless there are changes in the ¢ :onom-
ic environment, labour market programs for young people will continue to
turn ‘optimistic program completers into new me.nbers of target groups for
{further] solutions’ (Rimmer, 1988:11).
Q The inadequacy of education and training programs in solving youth

uncmployment has major implications at a personal level, in terms of a
young person’s self-esteem, hopes for the futuze and, of course, immediate
survival. The effect is partizularly devastating for young people who are
unsupported or only minimally supported by their families.

Summary

This chapter has briefly surveyed Commonwealth assistance to education
and training as it e{fects unsupported, homeless young people. It is possible
that general changes to schooling will result in some staying on at schoui
longer than they niay otherwise have done so, but there is no evidence that
their particular needs for support and flexible schooling arrangements arc
being recognised. As far as young unemployed people are concerned, there
is concern that recent changes to programs aimed at previding them with
training and job skills may well m:an less emphasis on their particular
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needs. There are severe limitations t¢c what can be achieved by an emphasis
on education and training and a failure to look at the structure of the labour
marker as a cause of youth unemployment.
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8. Groups With Special Needs

It has become increasingly apparent that the particular needs of some
unsupported, homeless young people are not met by policies which do not
take account of such factors as gender, cultural background, geographic
location and other personal and social background situations. This chapter
outlines the special needs of some young peopl which have been discussed
in the literature, with the aim of giving some indications of tactors which
need to be considered if appropriate policies are to be developed.

It is important to note that while a focus on special needs of particular
groups may serve to emphasise some needs which are different from those of
other groups, for any individual it may obscure other needs. For example,
while young people from non-English-speaking backgrounds are included 1n
this discussion as a particular group, they are obviously not a homogencous
group who share the same needs; within the group the circumstances of
young women arc likely to be different from those of young men, and more
recent arrivals will have different needs from those who are relauvely long
settled. So, while this chapter looks at *special needs”, it should not be s cad
as an argument for categorising young people. kather, the aim is to have
greater consideration of individual needs.

Young Women

Although there is little detailed rescarch which focuses specifical v on the
reasons why young women leave home, there is evidence to suggest that the
changmg nature of female roles and the social expe wations placed on young
women significantly affect t =ir experiences of the transition to mde.
pendence, and also that their patterns of leaving home are somewhat ditfer-
ent from those of young males.

Compared with young males, yuung women are more likely to be unem-
ployed and remain unemployed for longer periods, less likely to be 1 educa-
tion or training, more likely to be found in marginal part-time work and
more likely to be seeking employment in a limite.: range of areas. They are
much more likelv to be the victims of specific sexual-mbuse, or to become
involved in relationships which are physigcally or psychologically abusive. In
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addition. because of persisting social attitudes which still cquate being
femaie with domesticity and dependency, young women are more likely to
be among the ‘lidden unemployed’. The overall effect is one of increased
vulnerability to homelessness and more likelihood of being judged “at risk’
in situations which are not of their own making,.

Young (1987:21) found that daughters tended to leave home carlier than
sons and that sons were more likely than daughters to return home (before
leaving again) — that is, ‘the departure of daughters commences carlier and
takes place over a shorter period of time’. Although there is little detailed
information about reasons why younger females leave home, particularly
those who become homeless, youth housing workers identify unemploy-
ment, family conflict, domestic violence, sexual abuse, desire for inde-
pendence, parental separation, and poverty as important reasons (NYCH,
1987). When young women leave home, they are more vulnerable than
young men because of the greater possibility of being unemployed and
because they are more likely to be subject to exploitation by males. The
Supported Accommodation Asststance Program (SAAP) Review notes the
greater perccentage of females of younger ages who are seeking help in
refuges (Chesterman, 1988).

The needs of homeless young women and you g women ‘at risk’ in
relation to appropriate accommodation and a range of support services, are
outhned in several recent reports (NYCH, 1987; NSW, 1986; Winlaton
Demstitutionalisation Working Party, 1986). The survey of young women'’s
access to supported accommodation conducted by the National Youth Coa-
htion for I;ousing found that fewer young women than men are assisted by
such services. While the number of referrals to the services surveyed Aus-
traha-wide 1n the period between July 1986 and June 1987 was the same for
both males and females, the number of males actually accommodated or
supported in some way by the services exceeded the number of young
women. The difference remaincd even wuen the statistics for young women-
only services were subtracted (NYCH, 1987). This evidence becomes cven
more pertment when 1t is remembered that there is a tendency for young
women not to approach refuges because they do not see them as appro auate.

It1s clear then that the present system of supported accommodation i. not
serving, the needs of many young women. The NYCH report icentifins
young womea's need for security as an important aspect in providiug sun-
able services. Mixed-gender services are frequently male-dominated and
aggressive cnvironments, perhaps exactly the sort of environment from
which, m leaving home, some young women are trying to escape. Even if
they have left home for reasons other than malc violence and aggression,
they may be subject to harrassment and cxploitation in a refuge.

The NYCH report 1denufied a range of services which young women
require and also found that existing services did not cater adequately for
young pregnant women, yo. . women with dependents, and young women
with disabilities. The Institute report on the Young Homeless Allowance
concluded thac, given the vulnerability of many young women to situations
of explotation, 1t was important that information concerning the Allow-
ance was readily available in schools as well as through other grouj and
agencies which may come into contact with homeless young women. In
addition, the comme aty generally needed to be made aware of the situa-
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tions in which many young women find themselves. An extension of the
Young Homeless Allowance eligibility criteria to include a notion of threat
to psychological or emotional wellbeing would make 1t possible for some
young women to leave intolerable situations aud be financially supported.

Victims of Sexual Abuse

Itis virtually impossible to estimate numbers of young people (overwhelm-
ingly young women) who are victims of sexual abuse, or to say what pro-
portion of young women leave home because of sexual abuse. Following
interviews with staff of a broad range of Youth Supported Accommodation
Program services across all States, the SAAP Review noted: ‘There appears
to be a higher incidence (or a greater awareness) of the extent of violence to
or sexual abuse of young girls. The majority of female clients profiled by
service workers had experienced some form of violence or sexual abuse
prior to their stay in a SAAP service’ (Chesterman, 1988:51).

In 1987, 3 per cent of the young people receiving the Young Homeless
Allowance in Victoria were recorded as leaving home because of sexual
abuse (Department of Social Security, Victoria, 1987). However, while
young people who have been subject to sexual abuse, or who live in a house
where they are aware that another member of the family is subject to sexual
abuse, are cligible for the Young Homeless Allowance, there are a number
of factors which operate against the benefit being available to many who
need it.

First, as indicated earlicr, for reasons including guilt, shame, lack of
information about what to do, fear and desire to protect family members,
many young people are reluctant to talk of their situation with someone
outside the family; they therefore remain at risk in the family. If they do
apply tor the Allowance, it is possible that there will not be documented
evidence of their situation in the form of reports from a social worker and
agency because of their reluctance to seek such assistance.

Second, there was evidence in the Institute study of the Young Homeless
Allowance that some young women are reluctant to report sexual abu.e
within the family because they believe that they may be taken tnto care by
state welfare authorities. For this reason they will r.ct report cases of sexual
abuse or lay charges until they are over the age of 18 years.

While significant changes in each ot the above a,cas e very long term
and will only come as a result of a major shift in societal values as well as
shifts in the volicies of State government departments, at this stage cvery
effort should be made to ensure that victims of sexual abuse Jo not face
barriers which arise from departme ' ~~~-=dures when they apply for
assistance, including the Young Homeless Alle wance.

Young People of Non-¥nglish-speaking Background

The nature of a breakdown in relationships between parents and culdren
has some similarities across cultures, but the factors which predipitate the
breakdown, the responses of parents and young people, and the meaning
and implications of such a tr.akdown are likely to va®y across cultures.
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In 1985 the Youth Accommodation Association of New South Wales
(previously the Youth Refuge and Accommodation Association) suggested
that the needs of homeless youth from non-English-speaking backgrounds
were nor hoiug catered for by existing services (Youth Refuge and Accom-
modation Association NSW, 1985). A recent project on the assets and
aspirations of ethaic youth fouud anecdotal evidence to suggest that use of
emergency accommodation by ethnic youth is on the increase (Cahull and
Cwen, 1987). Youth workers and school counsellors who were consulted
for the Institute study confirmed the concern that ethnic youth were not
being catered for and their particular needs not understood.

Access of youth from non-English-speaking backgrounds to information
about services which do exist is a major issue. There have been some efforts
to produce information in languages other than English, but in general
detailed information is not available. Having information available in com-
munity languages and appropriate channels for distribution of information
is crucial if there is to be equity of access, but this is only a first step. There
are very few accommodation services with the resources te catzr especially
for young people from non-English-speaking backgrounds. Lack of English
skills is only one of the potential problems faced by such young people;
others include limited support networks, particularly 1f leaving home goes
against strong cultur2l mores, limited access to community services, hmited
employment opportunities and anxiety about social isolation, all of which
reases the trauma experienced in a crisis such as leaving home.

Underly ing the issues of provision for these unsupported young people 1s
the debate on the best strategies to ensure :quity of access. Should there be
provision of separate and specific services, or should the emphasis be on
making sure that mainstream services respond to a diversity of needs? The
SAAP Review paper on immigraat and refugee access to the Supported
Accommodation Assistance Program detailed a number of issues which
restricted the access of these groups to existing services. While the issues
were not specifically to do with youth services, they are almost certainly
relevant. Restriction included mainstream policies which failled to acknowl-
edge the difficulties of providing essential skilled assistance, the almost total
lack of appropriate training for service workers, the lack of easily accessible
skilled and appropriate interpreter services, and the limuted data on users
from non-English-speaking backgrounds (Meckosha and Jakubowicz, 1987).

Eligibility criteria for the Young Homeles Allowance, which carry the
‘mplicit assumption that certain reasons for leaving Lome are legitimate and
others are not, provile particu.ar problems. In a multicultural soucty, which at
least o some extent implies the rights of people to live by their own cultural
norms and the acceptance of those cultural norins by others, decisions about
what might and what might not be reasonable expectations for young peo-
ple in families, are not going to be easy. The Young Homeless Allowance
guidelines give an example of one cultural conflict (a forced marnage) which
is acceptable as making it ‘unreasonable to live at home’ (Department of
Social Security, 1987). However, the issue of cvltural conflict is left unclear
and it is obvious that as far as eligibihty for the Young Homeless Allowance
is concerned, much clearer guidelines need to be established.
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Aborigines

The National Youth Coalition for Housing sought to ascertain the number
of young people applying for the Young iivinciess Allowance who iden-
tified as Aborigine or Torres Strait Islander. Only a handful of survey
retusas referred to young Aboriginal persons (in Tasmania or Queensland).

There is an obvious and important distinction to be made between Abo-
rigines living in remote areas and in urban azeas, and a consequent dif-
ference in what are considered relevant services. The SAAP Review notes
that in remote Aboriginal communities, homelessness is 2 foreign coneept as
no Aborigine is ever without family, kin or ties to an area (Chesterman,
1988).

Information gathered by the National Youth Coalinon for Housing sug-
gested that young Aboriginal people in urban a-eas are more likely to be
reliant on the Social Security benefit of an adult, not necessarily a parent,
than to be on a benefit themselves. Their pattern of homelessness is likely to
be somewhat different from that of non-Aboriginal youth. If they are not
with parents, they usually go to a relative or tend to mo.¢ around between
relatives and to be reliant on whatever income that person has. While being
with relatives cau be seen as a positive position for young people to be in, it
obscures the fact that it may result in a heavy financial burden for the
carer(s), with no additivnal financial support to offset the additional costs.

In the Western Australian evaluation of SAAP services, Gevers (1987)
reported that young Abongines avoid non-Aboriginal senvices, prefening to
sleep out rather than risk rejection or face racism from mainscream services.,
Not surprisingls, they prefer services run by Aborigines for Aborigines.

Fear of authority, as well as lack of aceess to information, and cultural
and language barriers, often mean that young Aborigines are not on unem-
ployment benefit, or if they have been in the past, they are unlikely to regain
it. Henee, if living arrangements break down, they have littic option but 1o
live on the streets. They frequenty leave school earlier than non-Aborigines
because schools do not meet their needs. The neat step can be apprehension
for a series of petty crimes, and the path to institutionalisation has begun.,

The Young Homeless Allowance provisions do not take account of the
situation of many homeless Aboriginal young people who lack information
about the Allowance and are not automatically told by Department of
Soutal Secrrity staff that they may be eligible. Aboriginal youth are perhaps
even more reluctant than some non Aboriginal youth to go through the
application process becasse tie personal questions which they are required
to answer about their parents and families are seen as very intrusive, and
because of an understandable fear of white authority. Establishing a case
can be scen as too difficult, and unless they have a strong advocate, negotiat-
ing a s, stem which they see as hostile and alien is very intimidating.

In both rural and urban areas, there are young Aboriginal people who are
cligible for unemployment benefie but who are not receiving it wlich rend-
ers them incligible for the Young Homeless Allowance.

If Aboriginal youth are not to be denied equal aceess to the Allowancee,
increased efforts by government authonties to liaise with Aboriginal agen-
cies and community groups will need to be made in order to establish the
particular needs of Aboriginal young people.
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Young People in Rural and Isolated Areas

The following outline draws on a research report on the urban accommoda-
tion needs of young country people undertalen by the Youth Accommoda-
tion Coalition for the Victorian Youth Policy Deselopment Council (Breen,
1987).

Breen discusses the main reasons why young country people move to the
city. In addition to family conflict and domestic violence, he mentions the
lack of opportunities in the rural labour market which force young people
to look to urban areas. Even when special development projects are intro-
duced into country centres, it does not mean that there will be appropriate
accommodation available for young people. On the contrary, importation
of skilled workers for the duration of the project can mean that young
people on low incomes have reduced aceess to the usually limited amount of
accommodation available. Fewer opportunities eist for young people from
rural arcas to study and remain living in their local areas, and there are often
accommodation difficulties in larger regional centre .. In rural communitices,
usually less anonymous than urban communitics, some young people have
to cope with the censure of public opinion and may well decide to leave the
arca rather than face possible hostility and rejection. Such young people
could include, for example, young pregnant women, ex-offenders, young
people saddled with the negative reputarton which their family has in the
district, and young homoseaual people. And finally, as Breen notes, there is
the positive attraction of city *brigh  “ghrs’.

Once in the city, Breen says, you.g country people face the same prob-
lems as other young people in finding suitable and affordable accommoda-
tion, but with the additional difficulties of lack of faniliarity with the ciry
and it, resources, limited or no information or friendship networks, and in
SOme Lases a greater naiv ety than young people brought up in the dity. Breen
identifies students, unemployed young people and those on low wages as
facing the greatest difficulties. Apprentices and junior wage carners are
frequently foreed to spend high proportions of their income on accommoda-
tior and hence have inadequate resources left for other *asics such as food,
clothing and health costs.

The Institute study noted that young people’s lack of access 7o nforma-
tion abour available assistance was a major area of concern and gave
instances of youth welfare workers in remote arca < who would normally be
eapected to come into contact with homeless youth, not knowing of the
existence of the Young Homeless Allowance, Youth workers consulted in
the Institute study reported that alternative accommodation and general
support seivices were less readily available in country areas, henee young
people are often forced to stay in unsatisfactory home situations or to move
out with litde know ledge of the assistance which they may be able to get.

Available -escarch indicates that a great many young country people do
not really want to move to urban arcas and do so only to increase their
options.

Refugees

In the late 1970s, numbers of Indo-Chinese adolescents (predominantly
males) began to arrive in Australia unaccompanied by their parents. Con-
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cern has been expressed about the circumstances of such young people.
Refugee minors who have been accepted for resettlement in Australia and
who are not accompanied by a parent, are classified as ‘unattached minors'
if they are not in the care of, or proceeding ta a close relative, or *detached
minors' if they are in the care of, or proceeding to a close relative. Unat-

tached minors enter Australia as wards of ** ~er for Immigration,
Local Government and Ethnic Affairsy des are not wards.
Causing increasing concern is 2 third ¢a..y - gee minors compris-

ing those who originally entered Australia as Guaee.ed sinors but whose
carc arrangements with relatives have broken dowa. The proportion i this
position is estimated to be up to 50 per cent {Indo China Refugee .issodla-
tion, 1987). Research evidence indicates that many supporting relatives are
1ot in a position to support extra young people anw. thiat kinship tics are not
close, or in some cases, actually non-enistent (Zullacae, 1984; State Work-
ing Party on Refugee Children, 1984).

The Indo China Refugee Association {1987) found no consensus on
whether Indo-Chinese ‘street hids™ consisted mainly of unattached and
detached youth. it was suggested that some of those “ad risk* were young
people who had dropped out of school through frustration with their
inability to catch up, and thuse who had been too 6ld on arrival to go into
the education system. It was generally acknowledged that there was a large
group of predominantly male, highly mobile unsupported youth with liele
or no knowledge of available community support.

Refugee youth are automatically cligible for the Young Homeless Allow -
ance if they have been granted refugee status, if neither natural parent is
living in Australia, and if they have not been adopted under Australian law
(Department of Social Security, 1987, However, itis likely that some young
people who are eligible are not receiving the Allow ance, because they do not
know that they are cligible, they are reluctant to approach the authoritics or
they cannor read the forms.

Young refugees whose care arrangements have broken down face enor-
mous difficultics, not only in Fnding suitable accommodation and ¢nough
income to live on, but also in coping with the traumas often assodiated with
leaving their home country and the rejection and radsm which they encoun
terin Australia. While some of their needs for support are similar to those of
any young person L. ing independently, they have particular needs for Lnghsh
language instruction, cducation, cmployment nformation and strategices,
counselling aad general emotional support JIndo China Refugse Associa
tion, 1987; Maas, 1986).

Young People With a History of Institutionalisation

Two particular groups of young pwpk are mcduded here — those who have
spent significant periods of time in “protective’ or ‘correctional® care, and
those who have been in institutions because of intellectual or other
disability,

With policies of de institutionalisation, it is likely that increasing numbers
of young people who have spent a substantial part of thar lfc in imstitutions
will bu.onu. homdless. Young offondrs and institutionalised young people
face major barders to finding employment. apart from the shortage of
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appropriate jobs, they lace discriminatory employment practices, discrimi-
natory labour market vpportunitics, and the disadvantages of inappropriate
educational experience (Griffiths, 1988). Read and Alder (1988) found that
the employ ment experiences of yoang people .eleased from Youth Traming
Centres in Victoria were affected by the effects of institutionahsation and
lack of familiariry with the world of work, emotional and personality prob-
lem, lack of personal support in adjusting to work, and actual vr perceived
prejudice from others in the work place.
These factors and the scarcity of appropriate and affordable accomr:oda

tion mahe the position of formerly institutionalised young peopl. very
precarious.

Summary

This chapter has outlined the spedial needs of groups of young people
identified as having particular needs which are not always met by ‘mam-
stream’ provision. In essence, discussion of ‘speaal needs’ and *particular
groups® is an argument for a greater range of youth services which takes
account of individual needs.
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9. Policy Issues

Before discussing possible policy directions for unsupported youth, there are
a number of 1ssues concerning youth and independence which need to be
clarified.

Over 80 per cent of young people aged between 15 and 19 years live with
parent(s). By ages 20 to 24 years, the percentage of young people living at
home has decreased to less than 40 per cent for females and around 50 per
cent for males (Kilmartin, 1987). It is not known of course how many of
these young people would prefer to live independently from parent(s), nor
how many would choose to do so given different circumstances.

Young people have alweys sought independence from their familics and
will continue to do so. Patterns will change, bu. at any point in history there
1s likely to be a predominant pattern as well as a range of ways in which they
do this. The challenge 1s to make decisions which are appropriate to the
needs of those who are unsupported and lack resources to make a positive
transition. Such deuisions must not only respond to the obvious needs of
young people and their families at present, but must also lay the basis for
better solutions in the future.

Dilemmas confronting the community regarding the needs of unsupport-
ed young people stem from two issucs:

e The extent to which the leaving home patterns of a sub-group of young
people should F-stow upon them the status normally accorded to fully
independent meaabers of socicty.

o How the responsibility for the wellbeing of this group should be appor-
tioned among the y oung peopic themselves, their families of origin, and
the community gencrally, including Conunonwealth and State governments.

Legitimating Premature Independence

The first dilemma, that of accepting and legitimating the leaving home
arcumstances of many young pcoyde, underpins some of the eligibility cri-
teria for the Young Homeless Allowance, the introduction of which
required the government to make some dccisions';l.;w what were scen as
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“egitimate’ reasons for ycung people to leave hore and receive supportas a
result.

The eligibility criteria reflect a view that, apart from clear-cut cases where
no parental hure exists, it is legitimate for a young person between the ages
of 16 and 18 years to leave the parcntal home if he or she has been subject to
sexual abuse or violence or, by remaining, is likely to experience such abuse.

In order to establish the truth of claims regarding such circumstances,
government departments require in addition to the statement of the young
person, supporting evidence from qualified sowrces such as State welfare
authorities, police and medical agencies. In these instances, satisfied with the
evidence presented, departmental officers are empowered to grant ehgibihty
and do not have to seek verification from parents. In effect, government
officials are bestowing legitimacy upon the status of such young peopse as
being independent of their parents, that is, allowing those parents no further
claim on the control and direction of their chiidren. The associated issues as
to whether society should be hoiding those parents to account for their
behaviour or determining the extent to which there should be continued
parental responsibility for upkeep, are not given any consideration under
the provisions of the Young Homeless Allowance.

The discretion of determining officers is more limited under the provision
whereby a young person is not permitted by parents to live at home under
any circumstances. Here, any parent, whether previously living with the
young person or not, must be contacted and required to sign a declaration
that they will not ailow the child to live with them and will not support her/
him in any way. Where parents agree to so declare, then the status of being
independent is again affirmed and legitimated for the young person. How-
ever, where parents will not zgree to sign away their rights and resporsibil-
ities, regardless of the actual circumstances of the young person and the
likelihood in reality of her/him ever returning to the parental home, no
legitimacy is accorded to her/his status as being independent.

Apportioning Responsibility

The second dil. nma, that of how to apportion ruesponsibility for iomeless
youth, is resolved upon the granting or denying of the Young Homcless
Allowance. Granting eligibility means validating independent status, the
tangible expression of which is the payment of a government benefit. Society
says it will take respo.sibility for such young people in need and their
parents’ responsibility implicitly no longer exists.

For those young people whose ecligibility is denied, the dilemma is
resolved by refusing to shift che resporsibility for care and wellbeing away
from ihe parents. In caces where no parental assistance is forthcoming, that
responsibility passes to the young person and to anyone in the community
prepared to shoulder part of it, usually welfare agencies or friends. Very
often the resuit is a resort to crime. prostitution and exploitation.

State versus parental responsibility

Outcomes whereby responsibility for the care of young people passes to the
®e -
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state are consistent with two recen’ legal cases, one in Australia and the
other in the United Kingdom.

The Australian case involved the appeal to the Administrative Appeals
Tribunal in the case of Spooner {discussed in Chapter 4). The Tribunal took
the view that the wellbeing of the young person was paramount and third
parties such as the Commonwealth government should not deny assistance
on th. grounds that a child take legal action to ensure parental support.

The British case involved the attempt by a Mrs Gillick to deny the right of
local health authorities to provide contraceptive or abortion advice to her
daughters while aged under 16 years. After a tortuous and evenly divided
legal process, the issue was resolved in the Honse of Lords by the narrowest
of margins against Mrs Gillick. The judgeraent incuded the observation
that parental rights continue *only so long as they are needed for the protec-
tion of the person and groperty of the child’ (Harrison, 1987).

In cach of the case., the prime consideration was seen to be the wellbeing
of the child, rather than the responsibility of the parents, or the ability or
willingness of parents to meed these responsibilities. The granting of the
Young Homeless Allowance because of danger to young people or the
refusal of parents to provide for their care would seem to be consistent with
the outcomes of these cases.

In contrast, the emphasis in the recently introduced legislatun regarding
changes to maintenance pruvisici. ander the Family Law Act seems to be
on firmly asserting that the responsibility for the wellbeing of . hildren
should fall mainly on parents, with State support being available only when
all efforts to secure adequate parental support are exhausted. Similarly, the
abolition of unemployment benefit for under 18 year-olds and the introduc-
tion of parental iacome testing for the replacement Job Scarch Allowance
appear to be signals that the Commonwealth government expects families
to bear more of the responsibility for the care of young people up to the age
of 18 years.

Prolonged Depenaence and Reduced Responsibility

How is sense to be made of these conflicting and confusing developments?
Economic and social conditions have developed whereby employment oppor-
tunities traditionally avatable to young people have rapidly disappeared,
producing th* now lorg-standing problem ¢ "youth unemployment. There
has been an evolution of government policies .o the point where emphasis is
now placed on educaiton oor traming, rather than participation in the labour
market, for those aged 16 o 18 years. Young people, their families and the
community are being encouraged to aceept the view that the only appropri-
ate place for members of this age group 1s in education or training of sume
kind and not in the labour market. The inevitable consequence of this
approach is the lengthening of the period of youth dependence.

At the same time, turbulent economic conditic ns, the emergeace of such
probiems as unemploy ment generally and the growth of numbers of familics
living in povery have led to increasingly fragile faraily reletionships and
consequent changes in both the capacit, and willingness of families to carry
responsibility for dependents’ care and wellbeing.
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Governments face the problem o developing strategies which provide for
the care of unsupported individuals, without further weakening the fabric of
the system of private care and responsibilivy. In this, it is imporzant that
attention be paid to the possible undesirable “de effects of such strategues.

Family Law Versus Unsupported Youth Policies

Current policy approaches regarding unsupported youth appear not to have
been thought through or taken as seriously as other areas of policy. Many of
the issues relating to this problem are analogous to problems encountered in
family law. Both marriage breakdown and youth homelessness are forms of
family break-up. In the case of divorce and separation an elaborate legal
apparatus applies. An extensive, and expensive, system of courts exists
along with a vast array of professionals and support staff. Every effort is
made to provide for equitable outcomes and especially to promote the
wellbeing of those involved, in particular those who are most at risk. The
economic wellbeing of adults is negotiated, with former spouses, and chil-
dren, making claims on joint assets. Attention is paid to the ongoing circum-
stances of children cspecially. Recent changes to this area have seen a strong
re-assertion of the continuing responsibilities of parents for children.

Moving beyond the Family Court arena, government agencies, both State
and Commonwealth, invest vast resources and efforts in addre..ing the
needs of sole-parent families in need. Income security, public housing and
now employment, training and child care programs, are increasingly being
designed to assist such families.

The contrast with the situation for unsupported youth is stark. The gov-
ernment apparatus th 't exists to assist these young people is fragmented at
best, lacking direction . d clear purpose, is chronically under-resourced and
adversarial in nature. Responsibility is spread between government depart-
ments. The level of staffing to address young people’s needs is inadequate
and unprepared for its tasks. The Young Homeless Allowance was expected
to add only $1.2 million to unemployment and ¢ sccial benefit outlays in
1986—-87 and 1987-88 (Commonwealth of Australia, 1986), with the main
burden of assistance falling to community zgencies. Requirements for proof
of circumstances for applicauts are strict and onerous (reminiscent of the
proofs of ‘adultery’ and ‘crueicy® required to demonstrate ‘fault’ under the
old Matrimonial Causes Act replaced by the Family Law Act). Once the
stringent eligibility tests are passed, assistance is parsimonious. Apart from
the overwhelmed refuge network, no extra assistarce is provided in the
crucial areas of hous'ng, education or personal support. It 15 difficult to
avoid the conclusion that the community regards the problems facing home-
less teenagers as trivial when compared with those of marriage failure.

Adults or Children?

A major difficulty in developing policy approaches to the needs of unsup-

ported, homeless youny people relates to whether they should be regarded

as children or adults. Under Family Law, the claims of children to matri-

monial property are subsumed within the clai.ns of th former partners to a
' q. -d
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marriae. For children, 1t is a.sumed that subsequent claims to family assets
would be looked at on the death of parents or as.a result of later negotiation
between parents and children when the child becomes an adult. Yet as a
child, a young person has a right to continued support from both parents up
to the age of 18 years or upon leaving education.

On the other hand, a omeless voung person appears to have no nforce-
able rights to continued support from parents. It could be argued that either
there is a case for such rights to be provided for, or that such a young person
should be regarded as an adult with some claims to the assets of his or her
fa zily. In either case, the legal claim would have to be proviced for and
some State apparatus established to adjudicate.

The >nundres. of.adult or child is also evident in the attempts by State
and Commonwealth agencies to determine their respective responsibilities
for unsupported youth, with most difficulty evident around the age of 15
years. Until rccently, Commonwealth authorities were iaost reluctant to
assist 15 year-ulds as they regarded them as the traditional responsibility of
State welfare departments, as lenally they are up to the age of 18 years if
they meet the criteria for State wardship. Equally deiermined to sheet
responsibility home to the Commonwealth, State departments have argaed
that as the minimum school leaving age is 15 years in all par:s of Australia
(except Tasmama where itis 16 years), the Commonwealth has the respon-
sibility of incos ve support of all those over that age (Macs, 1986).

There appears to have been a tacit agreement that the States should
assume fall rasponsibility for those below age 15 years, while the Common-
we .th should address the needs of older teenagers. While this may let the
States off the hook to a degice, the policies of the Commonwealth do not
clearly resolve the riddle of age and adult status. This is because it is not
until the age of 21 that full adult rights are accorded to those in need of
income support. (It was only in 1985 that this age limit was raised from 18
years.) Up until the age of 21 years, and for students up to the age of 24
years, those living in the parental home are .cemed to be in receipt of in-
kind transfers, except under certain exception, such as marriage, wardship,
o1 previous work-related independence. Consequently, it is only as a result
of hving away from the fanily residence that genuine independence can be
considered and even then more hurdles must be cleared. In the case of young
people claiming the status of ‘unsupported’, they have to meet the eligibility
criteria for the Young Homeless Allowance as described earlier.

However, cven in the case of young people being deemed as legitimately
independent, the Commonwealth does not accord them full adult status.
The 1988 independent rate of income assistance for 16 year-olda. is $76 per
week while the intermediate rate (18—21 years) is $91.20 and the adult rate
(over 21 years) is $108.40 (for rhe first 6 months of the year). The only
conclusion that can be drawn is thar officials believe either that living costs
are lower for younger people than for over 21 year-olds, or that there arc
hidden transfers tre.n families to th.2 younger group that don’t exist for the
older group. No empirical evidence exists to support either assumption, nor
has either case been convincingly argued.
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Complications With the Job Search Allowance

The problem of when a yc ing person becomes an adult was further com-
pounded with developments in the area of assistance to the unemployed and
to students. The measures introduced in 1985 were aimed at simplifying a
complex system of paymens, shifting empbhasis to age in recognition of the
increased costs of older teenagers, eradicating disparities that were per-
ceived to favour unemployment over study, and recognising independence
in the case of unsupported youth via the Young Homeless Allowance, The
underlying theine of the measures was to emphasise he development of
autonomy for young people. On 13 May 1987, the Commonwealth com-
pletely reversed these s snals by abolishing unemi ' syment benefit for under
18 year-olds and repiacing it, as from January 1988, with the Job Search
Allowance paid at half the rate of the former uncmployment benefit plus
ano.her half payable upon the passing of a parental income test. In ~ddition,
no payment is made for 13 weeks after leaving school.

" Before this development, the status of a young person in the labour masz-
ket was clear. As workers, they were 1egarded as autonomous members of
society, and if unemployed there was no overt presumption of dependence
on parents (as there was no family income test), unlike the situation for
students. Of course, assistance was set at such as low rate that no young
person could survive without extra help, a fact which led to the introduction
of the Young Homeless Allowance as a tacit acceptance of the implicit
status cf junior unemployment benefit as being a supplemen: to famly
support.

The introduction of job Search Allowance indivates that even those who
have worked are not being regarded as autonomous citizens unil the age of
18 years because those living with their parents are reduced to receiving
only $25 per week if their families are in receipt of incores above the cut.
off point.

Summary

There are a number of issues which both government and the community
nced to consider before consistent and appropriate policies concerning
unsupported, homeless young people begin to be developed. These include
the circumstances under which young people are considered to be independ-
ent of their parenes, the relative rights and responsibilities of young people
and their parents, and the apportioning f responsibility for unsupported
young peoplc.

Current government policies present a somewhat confusing ~d contra-
dictory picture, although the meagre allowances available to upported
young people indicate that those under 18 years are increasing.y being seen
as a family responsibility.
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10. Shori-term and Loiig-term Sirategies

Therc 15 no doubting .he complexity of issues regarding unsupported youth
which faces government at a time of rapid social and economic change. A
great deal of effort has gone into revamping the education and training
systems and uto support for these systems. There are casualties of change
however, and young pcople and their famities, especially those from low
\ncome groups, are caught up in these processes possibly more than families
from any other sector.

Consequently, it is important to pay continued and considered attention
to problems emerging as the processes of change go on. The suggestions
contained in this Policy Background Paper do mean greater allocation of
resources into certain areas and such proposals are certainly not likely to be
embraced enthusiastically by any government faced with pressures to reduce
spending. Yet it is argued that the Commonwealth government could and
should gain the community support necessary to provide greater assistance
to those who are currently the unfortunate victims of the times — those
;oung people who are the subject of this report. Such a firmer commitment
to assisting young people might involve a short and a long.r term set of
policy strategices.

Short-term Strategies

The inmediate needs of home'ess young people are income support, accom-
modation, personal support, access to work or worthwhile education and
training, Changes to the system of adminitering the Young Homeless Allow-
ance are needed, as 1s an extension of accommodation programs, partici-
larly minimally supported accommodation, and the development of training,
and worl. preparation schemes which have builtinto them an understanding
of tk.e needs of young people and ways to ensure their participation.

It is clear that the system of assisting young people needs fundamental
overhaul. This report has identified the following as ways of redressing the
shortcoinings in the Young Homeless Allowance:

o The addition of such cniteria as ‘extreme domescc disharmony’, “severe
economic hardship’, *forced o leave school’, and ‘enforced locational
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mcves’ would address many o a1y untenable situations faced by
young people, at present, eligibility criteria are tvo narrow and eaclude
many young people in need of assistance.

* An alternative to the six-week waiting | .. 1 — such as 1o wa’ .ng
peri d or payn«er.t during 1n assessment period — niceds to be found to
prevent genuine cases experiencing severe economic hardship while waint-
ing for assistance.

o The nature and sources of acceptable supporting + *'ence need to be
broadened and treated more flexibly.

o The possibility of some level of parental assistance should not be preclud-
ed. The introduction of a “frec zone’ would bring the Young Homeless
Allowance in line with other 1 pes of benefit such as Supporting Parents
Benefit and unemployiment benefit.

¢ Greater attention necus to be paid to the level of general awareness of the
existence of the Allowance, including the use of a greater divers.ty of
information sources, the use of languages other than English, seminars
and workshops fur professionals, the involvement of specific community-
based ¢.oups, and an emphasis on particular ethnic and cultural concerns.

* A review of government assessment proceduses and resources is needed in
order to minimise lengthy turn-around times, inefficient handling of
claims and insensitive and inappropriate treatment of claimants.

* Rights need to be aczarded to young people regarding confidenuahty of
case material, privacy in giving information, and availability of file data
to cl«dimants.

¢ The development of the role of youth advocates attached to the commu-
nity sector would ensure that the rights of eligible young people are
protected and the efficienc; of the assessment procedures improved.

¢ Further research efforts should be made to determine the actual level of
nced faced by independent young people. It is clear that the present level
of Allowance forces young people into poverty.

This, however, is only a beginning. If the needs of homeless young people
are to be taken seriously, much more attention has to be paid to the provi-
sion of suitable accommodation. It is known that refuges turn away up to
80 per cent of thosc in need . { shelter, that large numbers of homeless youth
do not even present for assistance and that every might a sigmficant number
of you 3 people are accommodated in totally inappropriate general ser-
vices. Affordable, suitable housing is cssential for all citizens. With a recog-
nition that housing nzeds change throughout the hife cycle, and that there 1s
now considerable variety in family structures, it makes good sense to
explore seriously a range of housing alternatives suited to young people’s
needs.

Unsupported students

Policy responses to the needs ot those who leave school early and then leave
home must embrace a number of areas. These young people have acute
needs for incomc support; they require access to affordable and swatable
accommodation and they need much more relevant and supportive educa-
tional or training options than have traditionally been available to them
through academically oricnted secondary school systems. Members of thus
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group have attracted consiaerable attention in recent years, with measures
such as the Australian Trainceship System and recent income support meas-
urcs being directed partly towards them. However, as outlined in Chapter 7,
the manner in which trvineeships have been implemented has excluded
many young people in this group.

Many young people are unsupported students primarily because of the
breakdown of their families. The impact of family dissolution may be
experienced by such young people at different periods and for different
reasons. It may be soon after the parents separate and when the unsettling
and traunatic effects of establishing new patterns are too much for parent—
child relationships alread; made fragile by the normal adolescent processes
of development. Tt may be the result of economic pressures followmng f.mily
breakdown. Economic problems faced by female-headed single-parent fanu-
lies in particular, especially when employment is not available to or not
possible for the mother, may force some young people out of school and
home. Repartnering of the custudial parent often brings new tensions into
families. Parent—child relationships which have been re-negotiated follow-
ing the separation of parents are again subject to severe strains.

Many young people caught up in such situations may well have continued
tueir secondary edu.ation had therr families remamed intact — there w uld
have been no pull of the workforce or push to feave home. However, those
who do leave home are of = forced to leave schiool because of lack of
finances to continue their education rather than a lack of desire to do so.

Accommodation needs of unsupported studen.s vary according o age
and the possession of independent living skidls. It is inapprepriate for home-
less students to stay all but the shortest period of time m emergency
accommodation. For younger students, cither substitute familics or small,
supervised homes, preferably situated in locations close to students” home
areas, are provably the most suitable forias of accommodanon. For more
mature young people, supervised small-group hostel accommodation or
independent living are viable options. In cither case, education and welfare
authoritics should be responsible for the provision of appropriate support
structures to awsist with problems concerned with studics, personal and
anancial m.nagement and domestic orramisation.

Unsupported at home

While the focus of this Pulicy Background Paper has been on youn,, people
living away from their familics, it is impurtant to register coneern for thuse
students who may stil! li,¢ with their parent(s) but who receive no suppert
from them.

Such cases include young people who have had to leave school carly and
seek work or draw the jol Search Allow ance because their fanulics would
not or could not support the wost of continued education, and young people
actually continuing their studies while contr'buting a full share to houschold
costs. Powles (1986:4) found such cases in her study of the financia
arrangements between TAFE students and their fanulies. *Students m this
sub-category live at home as if entirely independently. This 1s strongly relat-
ed to family type (for example, single parent) and economie circumotances
(for eaxample, parents out of work)’.
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Policy approaches to this group’s necds would centre manly on income
support for students and their families. Extra effort to support students
while still at home would reduce the need for approaches that aim at sup-
porting students independently.

Young people under 15 years

Young people who leave home under the school leaving age are cause for
considerable concern. If they lose the support of their families at a young
enough age they might find their way mito the formal systems of alternative
care administered by State welfare authorities and be admitted to wardship.

As State authorities are moving away from policies of residential care and
placing increasing emphasis on support schemes for families, they are
increasingly reluctant to devote resources to programs that may be regarded
as youth income support schemes. The States attribute increased family
breakdown to ineffective Commonwealth government economic polidies
which have failed to alleviate uneraployment, and to inadequate income
support measures which have contributed to both family and youth poverty,
and argue that the States should not have to expand their traditional func-
tion of cariny for children awd youth who are at risk because of family
neglect or stress. To support many of those designated as unsupported
stud .5, paracularly to maintain their status as students, is regarded as an
unwarranted extension of State responsibilities.

Conversely, Commonwealth officials have made it clear that their depar:-
ments would be most reluctant to extend any support programs to groups
younger than age 16 y.ars. Consequently, ‘nder 15 year-olds must rely
on the varying conditions of support existing under State and Territory
administrations.

The needs of unsupported students aged 12-15 years r.obably differ
considerably f.om those of older age groups. These young people require
greater supervision and care and consequently are in need of appropriate
supported accomutodation in addition to educational support structures
that are sympathetic to their circumstances.

Personal support structures

Even if unsupported young people manage to survive physically and con-
tinue to attend school, they need the emotional and personal support that a
student at home might be expected to receive from parents. Consequently,
any future accommodation scheme should pay particular attention to the
personal support needs of such youth.

Both educational institutions and community agendics would provide sup-
port structures for young, unsupported people. Student welfare staff in
schoots and TAFE colleges need to be aware of the particular pressures on
young people living withou. aic support of parents and, through them, tae
broader community of administrators and teachers should be alerted to the
needs of this group.

School support systems need to be linked with others in the community.
Youth workers and community programs aimed at assisting young people
should be aware of the problems experienced by unsupported students and
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able to assist such youth in theit needs for welfare assistance, advocacy with
government agencies, information regarding provision of scrvices such as
health care, legal advice and financial assistance, and leisure and recreation.
It may be possible for Commonwealth and State governments to encourage
the development of some examples of locally coordinated services which
include school and community-based programs that provide for the needs of
v asupported students as part at least of their operations. Alternatively, Stat:
g vernment youth burcaux might develop approaches which improve the
coordination of school and community support services.

Long-term Strategies

In developing appropriate euiicies for unsupported youth in the loager
term, attention should be paid to the conditions that contribute to young
peuple leaving hom: permanenty. As the community gradually comes to
grips with the existence and the causes of sexual abuse and domestic vio-
lence, it 1s to be hoped ti:at fewer young people will be presenting at emer-
gency services as a result.

Legislation in some States is beginning to reflect changes in community
awareness and to take account of some suggestions made by those who have
worked closely wiath young people and their families. Again, there are indi-
cations that problems of financial stress may be lessened for some families
by the new Family Assistance Scheme which will provide a significant cash
increase for low income famiiics with children. Perhaps fewer youth will be
forced to leave home to alleviate financial stress and less conflict will be
generated through such problems. However, serious poverty traps remain,
particularly for sole-parent families. Morcover, families with children gen-
crally ..re under stress, and it will be important to examine ways in which
other than low income families can be assisted m the task of raising the next
generation, otherwise the problems now more acutely felt by low income
groups will be increasingly spread across income groups

There is also a need for the development of new policies regarding both
the supply of more appropriate housing stock and the provision of afford-
able financing options for families, for mdividuals and for groups, such as
community rental cooperatives.

Families and young pevpie are in need of assistance in negotiating the
changed circumstances under which independence must now be gained.
Much of the struggle reported in the literature stems from the breahdown of
established pathways to indeper.tence such as work or the establishment of
new families. Prolonged dependence of young people at a nme when the
possibilities of acting responsibly are becoming limited, is placing new
stresses on family processes. .

Strategies to address these new stressful situations could indude ce mmu
nity-based programs available through schools ur local discussion groups,
Citizens” Advice Bureaux and the like, including groups and agenwies con-
cerned with parents from non-English-speaking backgrounds. Fisting
resources and networks involving youth refuges, church and welfare agen-
es, community education programs, and employ ment support groups could
be assisted to develop program: available to parents and young people,
providing information and strategies for dealing with change and conflict.
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Attention should also be paid to the need for socially valued roles for
young people, while they are not fully occupied in the labour force. The
strategies of many Europear. countries with vast proportions of their youth
population engaged in training and education are aimed at developing
hi hly resourced training infra-structures with clear career paths and links
to future employment opportunitics. Young people are encouraged to
regard their status as of value and are accorded more autonomy as a result.

The rights of those young people who nevertheless find themselves split
from their familics, require more serious attention than they have reccived
hi” erto. The rights of young people to family assets, to continved parental
support and/or appropriate levels of public assistance should all be accorded
similar attention to that paid to the rights of those involved in family disso-
lution through family law. Appropriate legal and mediatory structures
should be established which will enable young people and their familics to
fairly resolve the outcomes of irreparable family dissolution. If sufficient
attention was paid to this aspcct of the problem of unsupported youth rhere
would be less need for reliance upon the inadequa.c system represented by
the Young Homeless Allowance which must mevitably mvolve arbitrary
and inequitable outcomes.
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n increasing number of under 18-year-olds in Australia are

homeless and for a variety of reasons are not supported

a financially or emotionally by their families. Some of them

are still at school. This Policy Background Paper looks at the

needs of such young people, critically examines Commonwealth

government policies which affect them, and outlines issues which

govermnments and the community must face if the needs of unsup-
ported, homeless youth are to be met.

Special attention is given to the Young Homeless Allowance
which, the authors argue, is too restrictive in its definition of
homelessness, provides an inadequate leve! of income support,
and relegates many young people to live in poverty.




