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The St Vincent de Paul Society Canberra/Goulburn
is a major charitable organisation seeking to serve
those in greatest need in our community. We
provide emergency relief services across the ACT
and surrounding NSW through home visitation, we
provide homelessness and mental health support
service, education and outreach to the most
vulnerable in our community.
In 2015-16 the Society provided over 15,000
instances of emergency relief in our region. In
addition to this emergency relief the St Vincent de
Paul Society is very active in homelessness reduction
in the Australian Capital Territory, conducting a range
of programs (including Samaritan House, Night
Patrol, Samaritan Services, Street to Home).
What we see in the capital is disturbing. Although
the ACT has the highest average per capita income
and level of education, the level of homelessness is
one in two hundred and indigenous territorians are
ten times more likely than non-indigenous to request
homelessness services.
Waiting lists for public housing are at unacceptably
high levels. A family on the priority list takes more
than six months to access public housing. It is more
than two years for high needs families, and even
longer for standard housing1.
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The Society has regularly highlighted the dire need
for a greater commitment by governments at all
levels to do more to address the chronic lack of
affordable housing both in the ACT and nationally.
Our paper in 2012 entitled “Housing Stress in
Canberra/Goulburn” highlighted the massive impact
on our clients of homelessness and housing stress2.
More recently the Society nationally released the
“Ache for Home” paper which outlined an ambitious
plan for a national fund to properly address the
systemic issues preventing real progress on
improving access to affordable housing.
Both of these papers also called for the recognition
in the ACT that a right to adequate housing is a
basic and fundamental human right that should be
afforded to all. The Saint Vincent de Paul Society
strongly supports the concept of Housing First.
This policy principle recognises that provision of
appropriate housing is the essential platform on
which broader responses to a range of complex
needs can be built. It is a direct consequence of
recognising that access to housing is an essential
human right.
A human rights-based Housing First approach leads
to lower costs for the community in areas such as
acute health management, crisis accommodation,
criminal justice, unemployment, and the other social
consequences of homelessness and insecure
housing.
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There have been many calls for the ACT Human
Rights Act 2004 (the Human Rights Act) to be
amended to treat rights such as the right to
adequate housing in the same way that rights to
freedom of speech and assembly are treated in
the Act. In 2010 the Australian National University
and the University of NSW conducted the ACT
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Research
Project (the 2010 Report)3 . That report gave
detailed consideration to whether rights under the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights4 (which include the right to adequate
housing) should be included within the Human
Rights Act.
The 2010 review concluded that most of the
economic and cultural internationally recognised
human rights should be included within the Act5.
Indeed, the current ACT government promised in
2012 that it would amend the Human Rights Act to
include the right to housing much as it had done in
2012 when the right to education was included.
This promise was quietly abandoned in 2014
after the second review of the Act this time done
entirely within Government and so without the same
independence as the review undertaken in 20106.
The ACT Human Rights Commissioner was critical
of the evidence used to abandon this promise and
renewed calls for such ammendments7.
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Including the right to adequate housing in the Human
Rights Act would not require the ACT government
to immediately rectify the lack of adequate housing
for the homeless in the ACT. The right, as with other
rights under the ICESCR, is subject to the concept
of progressive implementation. As the 2010 Report
explains it the obligation on government is to take
reasonable measures within its available resources to
secure the right to adequate housing progressively8.
However, the 2010 review identified that including
the right within the Act would publicly attest to
the priority that Government gives to the right to
adequate housing. It would require departments
to take the right into account in policy development
and allow for accountability where that does not
occur. It would improve the legislative, policymaking
and administrative processes; and it would enhance
the judicial process and the development of
administrative law and the common law in a rightsconsistent manner9. As a concrete example it should
guard against an outcome where Government policy
and program decisions result in a reduced availability
of housing for the disadvantaged.
Making amendments of this sort would also confirm
the position of the ACT as a national leader in the
recognition of fundamental human rights in much
the same way that the original enactment of the
Human Rights Act did in 2004. As our paper Ache
for Home attests responding to the financial needs
to provide a proper national response to the issue
of homelessness and housing stress requires the
cooperation of governments at all levels10. However,
amending the Human Rights Act in the way we
recommend is a clear opportunity for the ACT to
lead the nation in this regard.
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What amendments do we seek?
1. The Saint Vincent de Paul Society calls upon all
political parties to commit to amending the Human
Rights Act to include the Right to Adequate Housing
in Part 3A of the Act. The Society supports the form
of such an amendment as set out in the 2010 Report.
2. The Society believes that the experience with the
inclusion of the Right to Education in the Human
Rights Act in 2012 shows that including such rights
does not lead to floods of litigation or unreasonable
interference with the budgetary processes of government.
3. The 2010 Report proposed the following amendment11:
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Right to adequate housing
1. Everyone has the right to have access to adequate housing.
2. Aspects of this right that are not subject to progressive realisation include the following:
a. everyone is entitled to enjoy this
right without discrimination;
b. no-one may be unlawfully or arbitrarily
evicted from his or her home;
c. no-one may have an essential utility
service to his or her home unlawfully or
arbitrarily withdrawn.

