The desperate race to provide shelter 
By: Alison Sandy    


In this special investigation, Alison Sandy discovers that homelessness is surging
BEAUTIFUL one day, perfect the next. Unless you are homeless.
The Sunshine State has more people sleeping rough than any other Australian state. A Courier-Mail investigation has found the Government is struggling to uphold Mr Rudd's promise to halve homeless numbers by 2020. During the investigation, The Courier-Mail has learned:
* More than 5000 of the 16,000 Australians sleeping rough are in Queensland, which has more homeless than any other state.
* 5000 children under four are homeless or at risk in Queensland.
* Almost 200 families applied for emergency housing at a Brisbane welfare agency in the past three months.
* Women are being left in the cold in Brisbane. There are only 46 women-only emergency beds available, compared with more than 400 for men.
* Queensland has recorded a 46 per cent spike in accompanied children accessing support services.
Australia's homeless population is 105,000 but most of those live in temporary accommodation, saving them from sleeping rough.
Queensland's top spot in this grim set of statistics may be due to its warm climate, a higher population of Aborigines and the mining boom attracting people to areas without enough accommodation, but stakeholders say more investigation is needed.
Canberra has promised to offer housing to all the nation's rough sleepers by 2020, setting out strategies in last year's White Paper on Homelessness.
To meet its goal, it must house between 750 and 1000 people a year but no one will know whether it's working until the next Census data is released in 2011.
Federal Housing Minister Tanya Plibersek is undaunted, saying the lack of frequent, reliable data on homelessness is being addressed. ``It will take, I think, a couple of years to have much more robust figures we can trust,'' Ms Plibersek said.
``But what we will know is how many people we are housing and over the next couple of years we will see thousands of people housed so I'm confident we're seeing a decrease.''
Her thoughts are at odds with stakeholders, who claim the White Paper hasn't accounted for increasing economic strain and the growing rate of new people losing their homes.
They are also adamant that it's not sustainable unless the services are propped up to ensure the homeless population -- in which mental illness, trauma, and alcohol and drug addiction are rife -- stay in the housing.
Queensland Council of Social Services president Karyn Walsh welcomed the record spending, but said society was at a crossroads to ensure investment led to long-term results.
``We won't reach those goals -- the targets were set prior to the economic crisis,'' she said. ``I still think we should aim for them because we need to change the way we do some things and get the result of ending people's homelessness, not just managing them in crisis and transition all the time.
``We've got people who have been trapped in the homeless service system for 15 years, so we've got to have some initiatives to get people out of that.''
Queensland will receive $1.9 billion over three years for social housing, but there's growing concern the State Government won't be able to match the federal promise of a further $100 million for support services.
State Community Services and Housing Minister Karen Struthers wouldn't guarantee the funding would be matched but said she was confident.
Ms Struthers spoke of the enormous pressure of buying or building 4000 units by the end of 2010 to meet Commonwealth targets.
``It's a big ask -- we're going to be asking builders and others to get their bids in by the end of June and we want to see action pretty quickly,'' she said. 
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Homeless shelters turn away hundreds 
By: Alison Sandy    


FIGURES have revealed homeless services are forced to turn away almost 400 people each day in Australia.
Mission Australia, one of the country's largest providers of homeless services, said Australian Institute of Health and Welfare figures released yesterday revealed 60 per cent of people seeking immediate accommodation in government-funded centres in 2007-2008 were unsuccessful.
``These numbers and the tragic individual stories behind them are shameful,'' chief executive Toby Hall said.
The Federal Government has invested more than $6 billion over five years to halve homelessness by 2020 and offer housing to all sleeping rough, but stakeholders fear the economic crisis has shifted the goal posts.
A quarter of Australia's 105,000 homeless people are in Queensland and of those, about 5000 are sleeping on the streets.
The Australian Council of Social Services called on state and federal governments to move swiftly to prioritise the homeless strategy.
``The economic downturn has meant increased job losses leading . . . more people to seek crisis accommodation,'' CEO Clare Martin said. 
