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The COVID-19 pandemic continues to change
the way people live and work. CISVic’s role as
a peak body includes advocacy to
governments on behalf of agencies and
communities supported by solid research, and
obtaining funding to deliver the best quality
services. Early in the first COVID lockdown in
March 2020, CISVic recognised the
importance of documenting the crisis in real
time and decided to conduct research on
delivering community, information and support
services to communities during a pandemic.

In this issue of Informed, we discuss the
findings of our report Change and resilience 

during COVID-19: How CISVic member
agencies experienced the pandemic and
adapted to support local communities.
Amongst other things, the study investigated
the impacts of the pandemic on communities
and member agencies, the issues and
challenges communities and agencies faced,
and relevant government responses and
actions at all levels. The purpose of this
research was to inform future service delivery,
both in day-to-day circumstances and further
crises, and to provide recommendations on
how CISVic, member agencies and
governments could respond to similar events
in the future.  

Change and resilience during COVID-19,
a CISVic research project 
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The research was carried out from March 2020
to December 2020 in order to track COVID-
related experiences, impacts, developments
and responses as they unfolded. A range of
research methods were used, and the findings
were then analysed as a whole. The
importance of this is described below: 

CISVic member agencies lost the majority
of their volunteers from March 2020
onwards, as many were in the older age
group most vulnerable to COVID. 

Agencies responded quickly to the
limitations posed by the public health crisis
and adapted their services to continue
meeting community need throughout the
pandemic. At the same time, they
protected the health of community
members, volunteers and paid staff by
adjusting to remote support rather than
face-to-face assistance. 

The findings include a timeline of key events
that occurred during the pandemic and the
experiences and responses of CISVic member
agencies - beginning with the initial shock and
changes that occurred in March and ending in
December 2020 when there appeared to be a
way out of the worst effects of the pandemic.
The timeline reveals two main waves of
COVID-19 that affected communities and
CISVic agencies assisting them. The months
from March until June involved adaptation to
the pandemic, persisting with necessary
changes, and attempting to reopen. This
became known as the first wave. The months
from July to December involved re-entering
lockdown with a second wave of COVID-19,
continuing resilience, and seeing a way out
toward the end of the year.  

Key findings of the research as a whole
included: 

Given the ongoing and episodic
nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, it
was considered important to collect
information regularly throughout the
pandemic. Therefore, this research
captured  point-in-time information,

as well as reflections by key
personnel, in order to understand

the experiences of delivering a
service during a pandemic. The
research used a triangulation

approach, whereby information was
collected from a range of sources

and using a variety of
methodologies, thus enabling a
holistic analysis and ensuring

confidence in the findings (p.8).  

The research methods included member
agency records kept during the pandemic, two
membership surveys, and two focus groups
with CISVic staff. The report also drew on
other CISVic research pieces: Implications of
COVID-19 for CISVic member agencies and
communities: a thematic analysis of
membership meetings,  and the 2020
Volunteer Census,  as well as some desktop
research.   

Borrell J & Evans Z 2021, Change and resilience during COVID-19 : How CISVic member agencies experienced 
the pandemic and adapted to support local communities, Community Information and Support Victoria, Melbourne.
Evans Z 2020, Implications of COVID-19 on CISVic member agencies and communities, Community Information 
and Support Victoria, Melbourne. 
Wilson J & Evans Z 2020, Volunteer Census 2020, Community Information and Support Victoria, Melbourne. 
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The ability of agencies to be flexible and
learn new technologies and methods of
delivering services was testimony to their
commitment to support local people and
communities. In addition, many member
agencies said they would permanently
keep at least some of the changes made to
optimise service delivery during the
pandemic in 2020. 

Full report: Borrell J & Evans Z 2021, Change
and resilience during COVID-19 : How CISVic
member agencies experienced the pandemic
and adapted to support local communities,
Community Information and Support Victoria,
Melbourne.  

While the pandemic had severe impacts on
communities and workforces, CISVic member
agencies demonstrated flexibility in ensuring
that community needs were met despite a
range of challenges. These included a
drastically reduced volunteer workforce, social
distancing requirements, the need to take up
new technologies and service delivery
methods, and the general anxieties and fears
of experiencing a global pandemic. The CISVic
peak body supported agencies through key
information dissemination, policy and
procedure development, group advocacy, and
the acquisition of additional funding for
Emergency Relief and service delivery. 

Loss of income for people in the community
was one of the biggest presenting issues and it
is predicted that the consequences of this will
last beyond 2020. Governments provided
funding to CISVic member agencies during the
pandemic as well as increased income support
to some members of the community.
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Agencies saw new cohorts of people who
had never needed their services before
including newly unemployed people and
people on limited visas. They saw a
reduced number of existing users when the
federal government’s COVID supplement
for Centrelink recipients provided enough
income for many in this group of people to
meet living costs. 

Member agencies were more prepared for
the second wave, with many logistical
hurdles to service delivery under lockdown
having been already overcome.  Agencies
saw more people presenting with anxiety,
depression, loneliness and hopelessness
in the second wave. Workers began
experiencing fatigue due to the increased
workload and pressure placed on the
smaller workforce. 

The Working for Victoria (WFV) funding
from the state government during the
second wave helped to alleviate some
worker stress. Additional funding from the
federal government Department of Social
Services for Emergency Relief throughout
the pandemic was welcomed. 

As the state and country began to recover
from the height of the pandemic, some
agency representatives held concerns that
JobSeeker (unemployment) payments
needed to be raised permanently, with one
highlighting that ‘the pandemic will have
reverberating effects in 2021 and beyond’.

Positives from the pandemic included
renewed community spirit, and the evident
goodwill of staff, volunteers and a range of
local organisations working together to
meet the needs of people seeking help
during a crisis. 

 



Feil E (1 June 2021) ‘Coronavirus variants have new names: we can finally stop stigmatising countries,’ The Conversation, viewed 4 June 2021.
Dow A (11:48am 4 June 2021) 'Wrapping up that bombshell variant news,’ The Age, viewed 4 June 2021. 
Hitch G (3 June 2021) ‘Greater Melbourne workers affected by COVID lockdown eligible for Commonwealth 
payments,’ ABC, viewed 4 June 2021. 
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 CISVic member agencies certainly saw the
benefit of these measures and would like to
see these continue, or even be extended in the
future. 

As we write this issue of Informed in early June
2021, Victoria is in its fourth lockdown, clearly
demonstrating that a range of threats from
COVID-19 remain present. After lengthy
periods of time with no active cases, no local
cases, no community transmission, and
consequently the winding back of restrictions,
outbreaks such as these remind us that we’re
still in the midst of a global pandemic that
involves a dangerously mutating virus. The
newly named Delta and Kappa variants of
COVID-19    have been identified as the 

strains behind the latest lockdown and with
that, the knowledge of faster transmission.
Although the vaccine rollout has begun, this
virus is unpredictable and CISVic, along with
the state government and advocacy groups,
has called on the federal government to
reintroduce financial safety nets that can be
put in place for this lockdown and any that
occur in the future. CISVic is concerned for
those doing lockdown without income supports
such as JobKeeper and the Coronavirus
Supplement, which supported some people
without an income through prior lockdowns.
The federal government's $500 temporary
COVID disaster payment for Greater
Melbourne was announced on 3 June 2021, 
 but we wonder, will that be enough for already
struggling communities? 

What we learnt
from the CISVic

Volunteer Census 
The biennial Volunteer Census was carried out
last year during the COVID-19 pandemic. This
gave CISVic the unique opportunity to
understand how the pandemic impacted the
volunteer workforce from the perspective of
volunteers themselves and agency
representatives. Volunteers participated in two
surveys. One at the end of March asked
general questions about the experience of
volunteering, while a later one in December
asked about volunteering during COVID-19. 

General Volunteer Census 
There were 210 volunteers who completed the
general census and 12 agency
representatives. 
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“Very pleased I began volunteering at
this agency. It continues to give me a
sense of purpose as I grow older.” 

“It’s given me a broader perspective of
the issues facing vulnerable people. I’m
more tolerant and understanding about
difference. I now look at the bigger
picture before making a judgement.” 

COVID-19 Volunteer Census 
Thirty-two volunteers and nine agency
representatives completed the survey specific
to COVID-19. 

Volunteers have gained a sense of
community, purpose and improved
personal wellbeing from volunteering at
their agencies. 

Volunteers feel that volunteering has given
them a greater awareness of the
challenges that community members face. 

Over half of CISVic volunteers have similar
lived experiences to the community
members they assist. 

Agencies and CISVic could be doing more
to facilitate networking between volunteers
of different member agencies and between
other organisations in the community
sector. 

Volunteers were impressed with how their
agencies handled service delivery during
the pandemic - meeting community need
while keeping volunteers, paid staff and
community members safe. 

 Key findings from the CISVic 2020 Volunteer
Census include:  

CISVic member agencies reported losing half
their volunteers overnight. Fifty-nine per cent
of CISVic volunteers are between the ages of
65 and 84, which placed many volunteers in
the at-risk group, most vulnerable to COVID-
19. Other volunteers were caring for, or had
family members, who were in at-risk groups
which led them to withdraw from volunteering
for a period. In addition, other volunteers
wanted to volunteer but agencies did not have
the physical space to accommodate them
while following social distancing  directions.  

Under these circumstances, with a severely
reduced workforce but high demand for
services, much of the workload fell to
remaining volunteers and staff. Agencies were
forced to adapt quickly and seamlessly to
ensure that service delivery continued and
community needs were met. At the same time
agencies worked hard to keep volunteers, paid
staff and the community safe. This required a
variety of logistical and operational changes.  

“We met the needs of volunteers,
staff and community to the best
of our ability, providing flexible
service delivery and introducing
new ways of doing things.”

“We are extremely proud of the
team effort to remain open to
the public and provide a face-
to-face service and address the
isolation that so many of our
clients and volunteers were
experiencing.” 



 This shows that if organisations want to
continue reaping the benefits of a robust and
diverse volunteer workforce, they need to
consider a variety of recruitment methods.
Changes to federally funded Volunteer Support
Services in 2021 across Victoria will also
impact how agencies are supported to engage
volunteers. With a move to focus more on
online volunteer recruitment and away from the
place-based face to face volunteer matching,
there will be an even greater push to vary
volunteer engagement to ensure diversity. 
Ultimately, volunteering is reciprocal, with
volunteers gaining just as much from
volunteering as the community and
organisations gain from them.
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State of Volunteering in Victoria 
The State of Volunteering in Victoria research
had similar findings. The report acknowledged
the difficulties volunteers faced during the
pandemic, while observing their ongoing
contribution during crises in general. For
example, volunteers were invaluable during
the Black Summer Bushfires directly preceding
the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The report noted that many organisations
engaged with volunteers who were unable to
work during the pandemic, through online
mediums to mitigate social isolation and to
provide support. CISVic member agencies
used similar methods to keep in contact with
volunteers.  

“The volunteering participation rate was
cut in half (50.2% decline) and there was
a net decline in volunteering hours of
almost two thirds (64.1%). At the same
time, volunteer-involving organisations
(VIOs) in the sector described a lot of
adaption and transition to new models
of service delivery and engaging
volunteers.” - State of Volunteering in
Victoria report (2020) 

Volunteers are an asset to our communities
and workforces. According to the State of
Volunteering report, 67.4 per cent of
organisations use social media or websites to
recruit volunteers. Our Volunteer Census
found that a third of agencies use social media
to advertise, however, less than one per cent
of volunteers learned about the role through
social media.

You can read our full Volunteer
Census for 2020 here. 

 
You can read the State of
Volunteering report here. 

 

https://www.cisvic.org.au/publications/cisvic-volunteer-census
https://stateofvolunteering.org.au/resources/#tab-1602645586419-9


The Victorian Government announced the
Working for Victoria (WfV) project in March
2020. This was part of its economic survival
and jobs package. The project aimed to
connect employers who had lost staff with
employees who had lost work. Many people in
retail, tourism, hospitality and the arts found
themselves out of a job. At the same time the
health, community and care sectors were
inundated with demand and in need of more
staff and workers to replace volunteers.  

The community, information and support
sector relies heavily on a mostly volunteer
workforce with a ratio of one paid staff member
for every nine volunteers (1:9). Given that the
majority of volunteers were in the age group
vulnerable to COVID-19, agencies found
themselves severely understaffed and unable
to cope with the rising need for services from
community members left struggling and
destitute by the pandemic. The aim of the WfV
project for CISVic was to quickly rebuild the
capacity of member agencies to ensure they
could continue to deliver critical support
services during the health and economic crisis.   

This was certainly achieved in a formidable
effort by CISVic personnel, newly recruited
WfV staff, and managers at branch and
member agencies. 

CISVic’s tender for Working for Victoria was
approved on 16 July 2020 and the first WfV
staff member was employed on 28 July, less
than two weeks later. Staff were employed
across 25 member agencies and the CISVic
head office. They worked on site and remotely.  
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How the Working for Victoria project
affected CISVic members  

34 Full time Support Workers 
15 Full time Case Workers 
4 Administrators 
1 WfV Administrator 

In total, the project employed:  

In a mammoth effort over a ten-month period,
57 job adverts were posted and 1,700 job
applications were reviewed. There were 225
shortlisted candidates, 200 phone screens,
and 170 panel interviews with member
agencies.  

Targeted online intensive training was offered
to all new staff. Fourteen staff participated in a
condensed version of CISVic’s Community
Support Workers (CSW) training which is an
accredited unit of competency. 
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Key learning components included
Interpersonal communication, Interview and
client assessment, Agency procedures,
Practice guidelines, Ethics and the law, and
Complex situations. Seventeen staff completed
Emergency Relief Support Worker training
which covered three of the key learning
components: Assisting clients, Guiding
practice, and Complex situations. Additional
online learning resources were also provided
in direct response to feedback from our staff
around areas of interest and skill development
need. 

Manager and employee surveys, focus groups,
and other data collection are informing both
CISVic’s evaluation and reporting to the
government.
Participating member agencies and Working
for Victoria staff are grateful for the support
that each could provide the other during this
time, highlighting the true meaning of
community. 

Working for Victoria staff were supported with
individual and group supervision sessions.
CISVic facilitated 215 individual sessions and
designed and ran eight group sessions which
included topics such as Mental health, Alcohol
and other drugs, and Self-care. CISVic also
ran a career planning workshop. This was
designed and developed in direct response to
the high anxiety expressed by staff due to the
short-term nature of the WfV contracts. Th
Throughout the project, 21 progress status
reports, one mid-term and one final report
were written for the Victorian Government.
CISVic is currently carrying out an independent
evaluation of the WfV project. 

“I was able to learn a lot and
gain more hands-on experience
in assisting vulnerable clients.

My agency and its members
supported me well through their

advice, encouragement and
mentoring which helped me
confidently grow in my role.”
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The main research activities have been carried
out, and we thought we’d give a ‘sneak
preview’ of findings from the survey of
managers.

WfV manager survey findings
• All (100%) agreed or strongly agreed that:
‘employing staff through WFV funding enabled
our agency to address critical needs in the
community during the COVID-19 crisis’.
(84.6% strongly agreed). 
• Almost all (96%) agreed or strongly agreed
that ‘Staff employed through WFV funding
have become more employable’. (85% strongly
agreed).
• The vast majority (92%) agreed or strongly
agreed that ‘Staff employed through WFV
funding developed new skills’. (81% strongly
agreed).
• Most (77%) agreed or strongly agreed that:
‘the WFV project will have long term benefits
for the community’.

It’s amazing to ponder that in little over six
months 56 people (for 51 positions) were
recruited and employed by CISVic to support
25 member agencies to continue providing
support for community members during the
pandemic (with about half employed directly by
agencies). At this point (in June 2021), most
have already exited, with only a handful of key
staff left. This is certainly ‘unprecedented’ (to
use an over-used word), so CISVic thought it
was important to carry out an evaluation of this
project.

As per CISVic’s successful tender, the project
aimed to create and employ 51 full-time
positions for a six-month period to:

CISVic’s evaluation
of Working for

Victoria 

deliver information, referral,
advocacy and support services in
local centres to people in need,
particularly those affected by
COVID-19
build a backup workforce
meet immediate (individual) needs
respond to community needs.

1.

2.
3.
4.

The main aim of CISVic’s evaluation is to
assess the value of the project against the
specific project aims (above), and also to
identify what worked well, what could have
been done better, and to make
recommendations for the future.

Evaluation activities have included: a survey of
CISVic managers, an exit survey of WFV
employees, focus groups with the WfV team
and with CISVic staff, and analysis of CISVic
recruitment and employment data.

‘It helped us continue our work in a
season when skilled volunteers have
been hard to find’.

‘(It) has been one of the most valuable
initiatives (to) come from COVID
recovery and the huge contribution
provided to small organisations to
respond to the huge increase of
demand/need.’

‘The staff we employed through this
program were fantastic and certainly
contributed significantly to our program
- not sure how we will fill the gap when
they go!!’
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that community concerns about the low rate of
Centrelink payments continued after that. 

The COVID-19 pandemic brought the
inadequacy of Australia’s income support
system into high relief. In line with the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
 people have a right to adequate income
support, however, rates of income support in
Australia are well below the accepted
measures of poverty. Far from being a safety
net, as the JobSeeker rate is often described
as, these rates further entrench people in a
cycle of financial hardship. 

What does the research say?
The inadequacy of Centrelink payments for
basic housing is demonstrated by Anglicare’s
Rental Affordability Snapshot 2021.  This
compared 74,266 private rental properties on
realestate.com.au on 26 March 2021, against
14 low-income household types.

During COVID many people trying to survive
on JobSeeker and similar Centrelink payments
had a reprieve with the rate increased for
some months. For a while it was doubled and
many recipients were able to afford the basics
of life, pay their bills, settle debts and buy
medicine for the first time in a long time.
However, the JobSeeker ‘COVID supplement’
was reduced incrementally over a six-month
period, back toward pre-pandemic levels.

When a community member called one of our
agencies early this year, the first question they
asked was whether the Australian Government
was still intending to reduce the JobSeeker
rate back to the pre-pandemic level of $40 a
day. Since then, many other community
members have voiced their concerns. They
speak to agencies about being short of money
and having to sacrifice food in order to pay for
rent and utilities all the time. There has been a
concerted Australia-wide campaign led by
ACOSS to have JobSeeker and similar
payments raised to a liveable level
permanently, and CISVic has advocated
strongly for this. 

Therefore, it was a great disappointment when
the federal government decided to raise
JobSeeker by a mere $50 per fortnight, which
is equivalent to $3.57 a day. It was no surprise

Jobseeker
payments: keeping
people in poverty

United Nations (1948), Universal Declaration of Human Rights, accessed 29 April 2021.
Anglicare Australia (28 April 2021) 'Rental Affordability Snapshot 2021', Anglicare Australia website, viewed 29 April 2021.
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https://www.anglicare.asn.au/research-advocacy/the-rental-affordability-snapshot
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 Properties with rent that costs less than 30 per
cent of a household’s income are deemed
affordable. A couple with two children who are
both on JobSeeker can afford 0.4 per cent of
private rentals in Australia. That means that
only 271 homes in Australia are affordable for
this household type. 

There are significant costs associated with
presenting the best version of oneself when
seeking employment, costs that may not be a
priority if someone cannot put food on the table
for their family, buy their medication or pay rent
that month. Access to a device and the internet
to look for listings and submit resumes is
almost a must nowadays. For job interviews,
people need appropriate clothing, and they
may also need access to a shower in order to
look ‘presentable.’ Anxieties such as not
having enough food for themselves, or others,
can disrupt someone's preparation for an
interview and going to an interview hungry can
also hinder someone’s ability to present
themselves well. In order to be prepared for a
job interview, people might sacrifice paying for
medication to afford a new shirt or miss a
month’s rent to buy a device. To make these
sacrifices over and over can take a huge toll
on people’s mental, physical and financial
health. The JobSeeker rate does not give
people the opportunity to find a way out of
poverty. It more often renders every day a
struggle to survive.

Top economists believe that raising the rate is
both ethical and necessary for economic
success. Academic news site The
Conversation and Australian economic peak
body The Economic Society of Australia
surveyed 49 economists and asked them to
choose their four most effective options for
boosting the economy, leading up to the
October budget last year.   Fifty-five per cent of
economists selected social housing as one of
their four options and 51 per cent selected
permanently increasing JobSeeker. 

A single person on a
JobSeeker wage can only

afford three rental properties in
Australia.

As stated in the name JobSeeker, the
JobSeeker payment is designed to support
people temporarily while they seek a job, until
they obtain employment and can earn an
income to support themselves. The
government maintains that a rate any higher
will act as a disincentive to find work. In
CISVic’s submission to the Senate Inquiry into
the Social Services Legislation Amendment
(Strengthening Income Support) Bill 2021, we
note that the JobSeeker rate does act as a
barrier to getting work, not because it’s too
high, but because it is low. 

Martin P (27 September 2020) ‘Top economists back boosts to JobSeeker and social housing over tax cuts 
in pre-budget poll', The Conversation, viewed 7 May 2021. 
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https://theconversation.com/top-economists-back-boosts-to-jobseeker-and-social-housing-over-tax-cuts-in-pre-budget-poll-146914
https://theconversation.com/top-economists-back-boosts-to-jobseeker-and-social-housing-over-tax-cuts-in-pre-budget-poll-146914
https://theconversation.com/top-economists-back-boosts-to-jobseeker-and-social-housing-over-tax-cuts-in-pre-budget-poll-146914
https://theconversation.com/top-economists-back-boosts-to-jobseeker-and-social-housing-over-tax-cuts-in-pre-budget-poll-146914
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Social housing projects provide jobs within the
building industry and simultaneously help to
alleviate homelessness. Additionally, one
benefit of raising JobSeeker, amongst many, is
that low-income earners are more likely to
spend the money, therefore investing it back
into the economy rather than leaving the
money sitting in savings accounts.

The Conversation and The Economic Society
of Australia then asked 45 Australian
economists   what they thought the JobSeeker
rate should be going forward. Only four of the
45 economists believed it should return to
$287.25 a week. 

 suspected to be due to the COVID
supplement for certain recipients of
JobSeeker. However, with the removal of this
supplement, it was expected that by 1 April
2021, 4.2 million people would be in poverty,
representing an increase to pre-pandemic
levels. The report found that:

The JobSeeker wage is not only about
productivity, jobs and the economy. At its core,
adequate income support is about dignity and
valuing every human life unconditionally.
Everyone deserves a living wage.
#RaiseTheRate

There is no evidence to suggest that a low rate
increases the likelihood of a JobSeeker
recipient getting work, and no evidence to
suggest that the COVID supplement was the
reason behind unfilled job vacancies.
 
The Australian National University released a
report   to identify how the government can
best spend funds to reduce poverty for those
experiencing it the most. They found that
poverty rates for those on JobSeeker dropped
from 88 per cent to 26 per cent with the
Coronavirus supplement. During the pandemic
the number of Australians in poverty dropped
from 3.7 million people to 3.5 million,

Martin P (2020) ‘Top economists want jobseeker boosted by $100+ per week and tied to wages', The Economic 
Society of Australia, viewed 7 May 2021. 
Phillips B & Narayanan V (2021), Financial Stress and Social Security Settings in Australia, Australian National 
University, viewed 11 May 2021. 
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Twenty-four economists
believed JobSeeker should

be increased by at least
$100 a week. 
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‘increasing overall social security
spending by up to 20 per cent yields
strong benefits in terms of reducing
poverty and financial stress when
targeted towards working age
payments with high rates of poverty
and financial stress. These include
JobSeeker Payment, Parenting
Payment Single, Disability Support
Pension and Carer Payment,’
(Phillips & Narayanan 2021, p. iii).

https://esacentral.org.au/latest-news-item/41507/top-economists-want-jobseeker-boosted-by-100-per-week-and-tied-to-wages/?type_fr=4
https://csrm.cass.anu.edu.au/research/publications/financial-stress-and-social-security-settings-australia


Although rental prices in Melbourne dropped
during the pandemic, when vacancies for inner
city dwellings rose, the average rent for a one-
bedroom apartment was still $320 per week.
For those that can afford it, these inner-city
vacancies have been a blessing, allowing
people to move out of share houses and
others to negotiate for a lower rent given the
low demand. These cheaper vacancies can
also provide an opportunity for people in areas
with very few available and affordable rentals
to move to inner-city properties and pay lower
rent. However, for most of the people seeking
help from CISVic member agencies, these
‘cheaper’ rentals are still unattainable. 

Anglicare recently released its latest Rental
Affordability Snapshot. As can be expected,
the findings are alarming. These statistics
demonstrate Australia’s housing crisis and
confirm the need for a higher JobSeeker rate
and more affordable housing. The research
contradicts the narrative that poverty is the
fault of individuals. It demonstrates that
poverty is, in fact, systemic. 
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Rental affordability
in Australia 

For a single parent with two children on the
Parenting Payment, there are 97
affordable rental properties. 
For a single person over the age of 21 on
the Disability Support Pension, there are
236 affordable rental properties. 

Research findings
The research found that an alarmingly low
level of rental properties in Australia are
affordable for people on low incomes.

People with disabilities face additional
challenges. They find that not all properties are
suitable for their needs, adding an extra barrier
to finding housing. 

The Snapshot surveyed 74,266
rental properties listed on
realestate.com.au on 26 March 2021
across Australia.

About the research

Housing affordability is measured
by assessing whether rent is more
or less than 30% of household
income. For people on low incomes,
rent must be less than 30% of the
total household income to NOT
cause financial stress. These
properties are deemed affordable. 
The Snapshot compares each of the
74,266 properties against 14 types
of low-income household to test for
affordability and suitability. 

Dexter R (15 May 2021) ‘I’d be crazy not to move’: Melbourne tenants upgrade as apartment rents 
fall to 2010 prices’, The Age, viewed 2 June 2021. 
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For a single person in a share
house over the age of 18 on

Youth Allowance, there are no
affordable rental properties in

Australia. 
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https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/i-d-be-crazy-not-to-move-melbourne-tenants-upgrade-as-apartment-rents-fall-to-2010-prices-20210513-p57rol.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/i-d-be-crazy-not-to-move-melbourne-tenants-upgrade-as-apartment-rents-fall-to-2010-prices-20210513-p57rol.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/i-d-be-crazy-not-to-move-melbourne-tenants-upgrade-as-apartment-rents-fall-to-2010-prices-20210513-p57rol.html


Only 0.5% of rental properties are
affordable for a single person on the Age
Pension.
Only 2% of rental properties are affordable
for a couple on the Age Pension.

For people on the Age Pension, there are few
affordable rental properties.

‘The National Rental Affordability Scheme
(NRAS), introduced by the Rudd Government,
created incentives to build and rent affordable
homes in the private market. The Scheme has
not been renewed by the current Government’
(p. 12).
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The $50 a fortnight increase to
the JobSeeker rate has no

impact on affordability. 

You can read the full report here: Anglicare
Australia (28 April 2021) 'Rental Affordability
Snapshot 2021', Anglicare Australia website,
viewed 29 April 2021. 

Overall, all governments need to work together
to prevent the housing market from getting
even worse.

The research concluded that
solutions need to be structural

and include a decent income for
all Australians, more affordable

housing, and more social
housing. 

For a couple, with two children, earning
minimum wage and getting ‘Family Tax
Benefit A’, there are 10,657 affordable
rental properties. This equates to just over
14% of rentals. 

This means rent will be pushed even higher for
people living in the 1,806 listings on this
scheme. 

Even more concerning, is the observation that
those on minimum wage struggle to afford
private rentals in Australia. 

This finding demonstrates that 'getting a job' (a
rhetoric often associated with poverty and
disadvantage) won't fix the housing crisis,
solidifying that housing costs are increasing far
quicker than wages and the Australian housing
crisis does indeed exist. 

For a single person earning
minimum wage, only 1.2% of

rental properties are affordable. 

https://www.anglicare.asn.au/research-advocacy/the-rental-affordability-snapshot


Federal Budget Explainer 
The Australian Government released its 2021-
2022 budget on 11 May 2021. While there are
promising aspects to the budget, further
probing leaves CISVic feeling disheartened. 
The Australian Council of Social Services
(ACOSS) held its annual Federal Budget
Explainer a week after the budget release. The
Explainer featured ministers Michael Sukkar
from the Liberal party and Dr Jim Chalmers
from the Labor party. CEO, Cassandra Goldie,
provided her analysis of the budget from the
perspective of the social services and
community sector. She was pleased to see the
government set an unemployment rate target
(five per cent) but expressed disappointment
that it was not more ambitious. Nevertheless,
she welcomed that the budget was not an
austerity budget   and hopes budgets in the
future will continue in the same direction. 

At a glance, the positives from the budget
include $18 billion dedicated to aged care,
$2.6 billion for a national mental health and
suicide prevention plan, $1.6 billion for
childcare and $1 billion for women’s safety.
Minister Sukkar asserted that the money set
aside for aged care was to reform the system,
because he believed that throwing money at a
broken system was not effective. In terms of
getting people into work to drive down the
unemployment rate, Minister Sukkar said that
the federal budget aimed to ‘look after the
whole person,’ which is why they were also
investing in women’s safety and childcare. 

On the other hand, 45,000 families and 13,200
individuals will be denied income support
under the expanded migrant waiting period,
JobSeeker remains at $44 a day and 144,000
people will have to wait longer for support.
Furthermore, no funding was allocated to
Close the Gap, no action was taken on climate
change and there was no increased
investment in social housing. In a media
release, ACOSS criticised the Family Home
Guarantee as it will only help middle income
families and will do nothing for the lowest
income earners – who are mainly single
mothers.

One of the most crucial points to highlight
about the budget is that it has been framed as
a budget that focuses on women and the
community sector, however, when breaking
down the funding allocations, this is simply not
true. Cassandra presented a pie chart
demonstrating that most of the money goes to
tax cuts for individuals and businesses which
are more likely to benefit men and less likely to
provide any benefit at all to low-income
earners. 

Austerity budgets introduce measures to reduce a government’s budget deficit and take the form of reducing government 
public spending. They are harsh measures that usually involve cutting government programs such as healthcare, welfare 
programs such as income support and freezing wages. These  budgets usually affect low-income earners in adverse ways. 
Kurt D (19 February 2021), ‘What are austerity measures’, Investopedia, viewed 25 May 2021. Australian Council of Social 
Services (8 May 2021) Comment on the housing and homelessness Budget measures announced today, Australian Council 
of Social Services website, viewed 20 May 2021. 
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A tale of two
budgets 
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https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/12/austerity-measures.asp
https://www.acoss.org.au/media-releases/?media_release=comment-on-the-housing-and-homelessness-budget-measures-announced-today/


Finally, both politicians participating in the
ACOSS Explainer event were questioned on
the JobSeeker rate. Minister Sukkar avoided
answering the question, ‘could you live off $44
a day?’ while Minister Chalmers neglected to
commit to raising the rate if Labor were to win
the next election. 

Both gave political answers that indicated
neither were planning on increasing JobSeeker
payments, while the panel repeatedly stated
that income support was what people needed,
in order to have a chance at working
themselves out of poverty. 

State Budget Explainer 
The Victoria Government released their 2021-
2022 budget on 20 May 2021.

The centrepiece of this budget is $3.8 billion in
funding for Victoria’s mental health system.
This includes $954 million for community-
based care and $116 million to support
Aboriginal Victorians. The funding will be
acquired by putting a 0.5 per cent surcharge
on companies that pay more than $10 million
in national wages.   Given that poor mental
health costs the state government $14.2 billion
a year,   hopefully, repairing the mental health
system will alleviate those costs, in addition to
supporting people’s wellbeing.
Public health is another focus of the budget.
There is $3.7 billion set aside for hospitals and
emergency departments, $1.3 billion to
continue the pandemic response and $759
million to support paramedics, triage staff and
Ambulance Victoria. Fifty million dollars will
also be dedicated to creating the capability to
make mRNA vaccines in Victoria which means 

that Australia will have the capacity to make
Pfizer and Moderna like COVID vaccines. 

Funding has also been set aside to build more
schools and improve school infrastructure,
support teachers, and continue the roll out of
universal three-year-old kindergartens.
Additionally, $250 million is going toward
protecting the environment, $788 million to
continue reducing the impact of the bushfires
and $252 million toward reducing
homelessness through providing housing
support. Last year’s budget contained funding
for 9,300 new social houses, and while that is
a promising start, it is disappointing to see no
further funding committed as 9,300 still falls
well short of the 60,000 houses Victoria needs
to meet the national average of 4.2 per cent of 

Department of Treasury and Finance (20 May 2021) ‘2021-2021 Budget Overview’, 
Victorian State Government, accessed 21 May 2021.
Murray-Atfield Y (20 May 2021) 'Victoria budget 2021: Winners and losers', ABC, viewed 21 May 2021. 
Murray-Atfield Y (20 May 2021) 'Victoria budget 2021: Winners and losers', ABC, viewed 21 May 2021.
Smethhurst A (20 May 2021) 'Treasurer goes all in on the Robin Hood approach to funding', The Age, viewed 21 May 2021. P A G E  1 6
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https://www.dtf.vic.gov.au/2021-22-state-budget/2021-22-budget-overview
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-20/victorian-budget-2021-winners-and-losers/100144454
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-05-20/victorian-budget-2021-winners-and-losers/100144454
https://www.theage.com.au/politics/victoria/treasurer-goes-all-in-on-the-robin-hood-approach-to-funding-20210520-p57tmg.html


 social housing to total dwellings,  and the
100,000 people waiting on the Victorian
Housing Register.

The state budget aims to cover many different
sectors including the environment which was
left out of the federal budget. The budget is
public and people focused which is a positive
from the community services perspective. 
VCOSS released its budget analysis of the
state budget in easily digestible segments
which you can read here:
www.vcoss.org.au/advocacy/vicbudget2021/

Home Victoria (n.d.) Establishing a 10-year strategy for social and affordable housing: a discussion 
paper prepared for sector stakeholders and partners by the Victorian Government, Victorian State Government, 
viewed 5 April 2021, page 21. 
Victorian Council of Social Services (n.d.) Is this the budget that Victoria needed? A VCOSS guide to the 
2021 Victorian budget, Victorian Council of Social Services website, viewed 25 May 2021.
Gurría A (16 September 2019) 'The Economy of Well-Being', Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, viewed, 3 June 2021. 
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However, in many cases, VCOSS would like
the government to commit to further and future
funding for initiatives such as housing. VCOSS
is hopeful the Government’s Ten Year Strategy
for Social and Affordable Housing later this
year will deliver more on housing. VCOSS
would also like to see more commitment to
installing solar panels on public housing, a
systemic review of the state’s concession
system, and formalisation of the welfare
economy. A welfare economy is structured in a
circular fashion where the wellbeing of the
economy's citizens impacts economic growth
and vice versa. It's a people centred approach
to public policy that aims to address
inequalities and maximise social good, as well
as economic success.

Overall, VCOSS welcomed the direction of the
funding and deemed many of the decisions to
be ‘good.’  9

https://www.vcoss.org.au/advocacy/vicbudget2021/
https://s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.vic-engage.files/7216/1275/1586/2006743_Q_sector_discussion_paper_WEB.pdf
https://s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.vic-engage.files/7216/1275/1586/2006743_Q_sector_discussion_paper_WEB.pdf
https://s3.ap-southeast-2.amazonaws.com/hdp.au.prod.app.vic-engage.files/7216/1275/1586/2006743_Q_sector_discussion_paper_WEB.pdf
https://www.vcoss.org.au/advocacy/vicbudget2021/
https://www.vcoss.org.au/advocacy/vicbudget2021/
https://www.vcoss.org.au/advocacy/vicbudget2021/
https://www.oecd.org/about/secretary-general/the-economy-of-well-being-iceland-september-2019.htm


Emergency Relief is a form of assistance
intended to provide relief during times of
personal and communal crisis. However,
Emergency Relief captures much more than its
original conceptualisation. Traditional
Emergency Relief is the ‘provision of financial
and material aid to people in immediate need,
or a referral to link people with specialist
community services’ (p.7).  Expanded
concepts of Emergency Relief include basic
transactional Emergency Relief, advocacy and
referral, and case management in what the
sector terms a ‘wrap around’ service.   This is
the model that CISVic has adopted – a holistic
and sustainable model which aims to support
people out of poverty. 

Consecutive Australian governments have
viewed Emergency Relief as immediate aid
delivered to people in temporary financial
crisis, hence, the traditional model of providing
financial and material aid.   This type of
Emergency Relief comes in the form of
vouchers for supermarkets, transport, petrol
and, pharmaceuticals; food parcels; materials
such as clothing or bedding; bill payments
such as utilities, rent or car registration; and
cash.   However, due to the rising cost of living
coupled with inadequate government support,
the need arose for a more long-term and
holistic model of Emergency Relief. In 2017-
2018, 13.6 per cent of the Australian
population was living below the poverty line.  
From 2007 to 2017, incomes grew by just 0.5
per cent a year. By comparison, housing costs
from 2007 to 2017 grew, on average, by 4 per
cent a year. 

Australian Council of Social Service Inc. (ACOSS) 2011, Emergency Relief Handbook, 4th edn. 
Nguyen, MTT 2015, Casework in the Emergency Relief Sector: A Scoping Study, Anglicare Australia, Community Information & Support Victoria,
Emergency Relief Victoria, RMIT University & The Salvation Army, Victoria.
Engels, B, Nissim, N & Landvogt, K 2012, ‘Financial Hardship and Emergency Relief in Victoria’, Australian Social Work, vol. 65, no. 1, pp. 54-72.
Australian Council of Social Service Inc. (ACOSS) 2011, Emergency Relief Handbook, 4th edn.
Davidson, P, Saunders, P, Bradbury, B & Wong, M 2020, Poverty in Australia 2020: Part 1, Overview, 
ACOSS/UNSW Poverty and Inequality Partnership Report No. 3, Sydney: ACOSS.
ibid.
ibid.
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Government income support such as Newstart
(now known as JobSeeker) has been
consistently inadequate (excluding the
temporary COVID supplement provided during
the pandemic in 2020), with single people on
Newstart in 2017-2018 receiving an income that
was $117 per week below the poverty line. 
 Other factors that accompanied the rising costs
of living and contributed to financial insecurity
included unstable employment and wages,
wages that are too low, and, welfare payments
that are conditional.  These factors forced
people into chronic poverty and ongoing
financial hardship, necessitating a new model
of Emergency Relief.  

Emergency Relief therefore had to adapt to
provide people with the support that the
government was not providing. Emergency
Relief is no longer used for short term crisis but
instead supplements government income
(informally) and is used by people on an
ongoing basis in order to survive.   While
Emergency Relief is often termed a ‘Band-Aid’
approach,    the CISVic model goes beyond the
‘Band-Aid’ to provide ongoing support,
information and referrals to a range of other
services. A holistic conceptualisation of
Emergency Relief was needed to assist people
with complex needs arising from the
intersection of multiple disadvantages with the
aim of alleviating those hardships permanently.

The Emergency Relief sector also recognises
the systemic and structural causes of financial
insecurity which is why research and advocacy
is a fundamental role of the CISVic peak body. 

provision of immediate access to aid and
support 
efficient operating models 
holistic models of aid and support 
responsive, agile and flexible 
significant local knowledge and
relationships 
locally responsive and accountable 
volunteer base 
strong commitment to the welfare of local
people in need.

From our report ‘Emergency Relief: helping
people in need’ we identify that the strengths
of Emergency Relief in CISVic member
agencies are: 

One of the biggest challenges facing the
Emergency Relief sector is public and political
awareness of the ER sector and what it
provides.

The ‘Emergency Relief: helping people in
need’ report aimed to address this challenge
and fill a crucial research gap by providing a
comprehensive account of what Emergency
Relief is, who accesses it, and why it has
become such a fundamental part of Australian
communities. The report’s last
recommendation is that Emergency Relief,
food relief providers, and peak bodies continue
to advocate for systemic and structural change
to prevent regular reliance on Emergency
Relief for survival. 

Full report: Evans, Z & Borrell J 2021,
Emergency Relief: helping people in need,
Community Information & Support Victoria
(CISVic), Melbourne. 

ibid.
Bowman, D & Banks, M 2018, Hard Times Australian Households and Financial Insecurity, Brotherhood of St. Laurence 
Research and Policy Centre, Fitzroy, Victoria.
Engels, B, Nissim, N & Landvogt, K 2012, ‘Financial Hardship and Emergency Relief in Victoria’, Australian Social Work, 
vol. 65, no. 1, pp. 54-72.
Nguyen, MTT 2015, Casework in the Emergency Relief Sector: A Scoping Study, Anglicare Australia, Community Information
& Support Victoria, Emergency Relief Victoria, RMIT University & The Salvation Army, Victoria.
ibid.
This report was written as part of a collaboration with Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS). The joint report can be 
found here: Community Information & Support Victoria (CISVic), Victorian Council of Social Service (VCOSS) 2021, More 
than a band-aid: Emergency Relief in Victoria, Melbourne.
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https://vcoss.org.au/policylibrary/2021/06/emergency-relief/?fbclid=IwAR38hYWw3hUBB1PRDqf6Luiz3z0gnC0-8zSARPQl9XaRbKZBaQyZU63sTAo
https://vcoss.org.au/policylibrary/2021/06/emergency-relief/?fbclid=IwAR38hYWw3hUBB1PRDqf6Luiz3z0gnC0-8zSARPQl9XaRbKZBaQyZU63sTAo
https://vcoss.org.au/policylibrary/2021/06/emergency-relief/?fbclid=IwAR38hYWw3hUBB1PRDqf6Luiz3z0gnC0-8zSARPQl9XaRbKZBaQyZU63sTAo


People in the lowest income quintile
reported a sharper decline (4%) in
Financial Resilience than those in the
highest income quintiles, leaving them
more vulnerable to future shocks. 
Disability Support Pension recipients in
employment reported a nine per cent
decline in Financial Resilience scores. 
Older people reported sharp declines in
Financial Resilience scores, with a six per
cent fall for those aged over 45. 

Have you wondered why so many people you
see are struggling and desperate, while
politicians and economic commentators tell us
that the economy is recovering well from the
pandemic? A new report by the Brotherhood of
St Laurence may shed some light on this.
In the paper: ‘Shocks and safety nets:
Financial wellbeing during the COVID-19
crisis’, the researchers looked at the impacts of
the COVID-19 crisis on vulnerable Australians
(Porter & Bowman 2021).
Among other things, they found that the long
term ‘Financial Resilience’ of certain groups of
people was severely affected  :

For some people, the crisis will have long-
term consequences. For example, the
proportion of low-income women with
superannuation declined by six per cent.
Single parents not in employment showed
an even larger decline (by 10%) in the
proportion with any superannuation.

Capacity for ‘Meeting (financial) Commitments’
also declined drastically for people on the
lowest incomes, except when low-income
households received working age income
support payments (like the JobSeeker COVID
supplement).

The researchers compared the pre-COVID period with the September quarter in 2020. 
To calculate these quintiles people’s incomes are listed in numerical order from lowest to highest, 
then the list of incomes is divided into fifths. Those in the bottom quintile are the 20 per cent with the
 lowest incomes. P A G E  2 0
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Long term financial impacts of COVID
on vulnerable groups
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With the reported strong
economic recovery, why are so
many people still struggling?



For most people, declines in Financial
Wellbeing during COVID were driven by a
sharp fall in the Feeling Comfortable
dimension. However, for low-income
individuals, Meeting Commitments and
Financial Resilience scores were most strongly
impacted during the pandemic.

. 

Women as a vulnerable group

‘Women and youth bore a
disproportionate share of the
impacts due to their concentration in
the hardest hit sectors, such as
hospitality, arts and retail, and higher
rates of casual and insecure work’
(p.12).

‘Women have lower Resilience
scores, due to their higher
participation in part-time or casual
work resulting in lower and/or
variable incomes and making it hard
to build resilience. Women are also
more likely to have care
responsibilities, increasing their
costs while limiting employment
opportunities. Consequently, women
are more likely to enter retirement
without their own home and with
meagre superannuation balances,
leaving them vulnerable to financial
shocks later in life’ (p.18).

Reference: Porter, E & Bowman, D 2021,
Shocks and safety nets: financial wellbeing
during the COVID-19 crisis, Brotherhood of St.
Laurence, Fitzroy, Vic.
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Measures of Financial Wellbeing used
for the research

The Financial Resilience score estimates
the number of months’ income a person
has in savings and their ability to manage
a drop in income by a third.

The Meeting Commitments score
estimates a person’s ability to consistently
meet everyday commitments.

The Feeling Comfortable score captures
how comfortable people feel regarding
their current financial situation and whether
this has improved in the past year.
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