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Will the Support at Home program work for older people who are 
homeless or in insecure housing? 
 

Key message 

Older people who rent privately are increasingly unable to afford the home care supports 
they need to age in place with dignity and security. Without these supports they risk 
deteriorating health and wellbeing, premature admission to residential aged care, and 
premature death. 

Background 

The new Support at Home program is being implemented in response to the Royal 
Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety. The government states it will bring 
together current in-home aged care programs, such as the existing Home Care Packages1, 
‘ensuring a simpler and more equitable system for older people that helps them to stay at 
home for longer. Support at Home will ensure improved access to services, equipment and 
home modifications to help older people remain healthy, active and socially connected to 
their community.’ 

HAAG fully supports this vision, aligning with our goal of assisting older people to maintain 
independent living in their community of choice. However, we hold grave concerns about 
whether the Support at Home program will meet the needs of older people in precarious 
housing, including those renting privately. 

Issue 

Australia’s aged care system – including supports provided in the home - is based on the 
assumption that people own their home when they retire. For those who do, they have a 
stable home, housing costs are limited, and they have the autonomy to make changes and 
modifications to their property. 

However, this is not the case for increasing numbers of older people. HAAG research has 
revealed that is not the reality for 42% or more older people over 55 years, with increasing 
proportions of older people renting privately, or retiring with a mortgage.2  With the current 

 
1 References to Home Care Packages in this document includes the Commonwealth Home Support Program 
2 https://www.oldertenants.org.au/publications/ageing-in-a-housing-crisis-older-peoples-housing-insecurity-
homelessness-in-australia  

https://www.health.gov.au/our-work/support-at-home/about
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/publications/ageing-in-a-housing-crisis-older-peoples-housing-insecurity-homelessness-in-australia
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/publications/ageing-in-a-housing-crisis-older-peoples-housing-insecurity-homelessness-in-australia
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housing crisis, the number of older people renting privately into retirement will only 
continue to increase.  

Increasing housing insecurity has numerous consequences that impact on older people’s 
ability to access in home aged care supports. The private rental sector in particular does not 
provide security of tenure, affordability or accessibility for older low-income households. 

• Escalating rents means older people are paying a significant proportion of their 
income on rent, leaving little available for other essential costs – food, medications, 
utility bills, etc.  

• Older renters in the private rental market live in constant anxiety about their 
housing, particularly those on income support, due to the limited protections 
available. 

• A lack of accessible housing, and a lack of funds to modify homes to make them 
more accessible, means that mobility issues can push people into homelessness. 

• There is little or no incentive for landlords to upgrade or install ramps and 
handrails to make housing more accessible. 

• Many older renters are afraid of asking for home modifications due to the fear of 
rent increases that may result from it or being asked to vacate the home. 

These challenges are particularly marked for older people experiencing deep and persistent 
disadvantage. These are older people who suffer from the effects of poverty, trauma and/or 
social isolation, homelessness, and anyone with reduced capacity to live independently or 
without informal support/s from family, friends or carers. We estimate that there are over 
18,000 older people in Australia experiencing this type of disadvantage who cannot readily 
access aged care or who are not welcome in many services.3 

Single older women are amongst the most marginalised groups in terms of their access to 
safe, affordable housing and often find informal housing arrangements that leave them 
more vulnerable to homelessness and further harm. 

Ultimately, if older people are unable to receive the supports they need to remain safely at 
home, they risk deteriorating health and wellbeing, premature admission to residential 
aged care, and premature death.  

Existing supports  

• People who are homeless and at risk of homelessness are recognised under the 
new Aged Care Act as being a ‘special needs’ group requiring additional support. 
Eligibility for people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness is 50 years and 

 
3 https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/joint_subm_royal_comm_aged_care_may2020.pdf  

https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/joint_subm_royal_comm_aged_care_may2020.pdf
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older due to premature ageing. A recent report by The Guardian found that people 
who are homeless in Australia are dying at age 44 on average. 

• The Care Finder program provides support for vulnerable older people to interact 
with My Aged Care, access aged care services and access other relevant supports 
in the community. Its predecessor, the Assistance with Care and Housing program 
explicitly acknowledged the importance of the housing support nexus to enable 
older people to age well. However, this focus has been lost in the transition to 
Care Finders, where most providers focus on linkages to aged care services, 
despite the importance of housing to ageing in place. 

• Hardship provisions for Age Care Packages and Support at Home. Existing 
hardship arrangements will carry through to Support at Home, however once 
these expire, or for new recipients, they will need to (re)apply for a new fee 
reduction supplement.  
Current hardship provisions for Home Care Packages are onerous – a 40-page 
form, many evidence requirements, and the need to have income and assets 
reassessed – and may only result in very short term fee relief (1-2 weeks). The 
result is that older people are unable to the afford the basic services they need, 
such as meals, domestic assistance, personal care (showering, dressing) and 
assistance with shopping.  

 

Proposed solutions 

1. Specialist support via an interim package program 

There is a need for a specialist service that provides a greater level of support for older 
people who are experiencing or at risk of homelessness, beyond what is currently provided 
by care finder and Support at Home. HAAG’s Home at Last service is one such model that 
has been proven to be effective in supporting this cohort.4 This service could be expanded 
to include an ‘interim’ package program. 

A new interim package program5 would support older people experiencing or at risk of 
homelessness while they are waiting for assessment and services. This program would 

 
4 Ernst & Young Home at Last Economic Appraisal November 2021 
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/home_at_last_economic_appraisal_-_final_report_-
_november_2021.pdf  
5 This was one of the recommendations for older people experiencing deep and persistent disadvantage, in the 
Joint Submission to the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety co-authored by HAAG, Jesuit 
Social Services, Sacred Heart Mission, Catholic Social Services, Vincent Care, St Mary’s House of Welcome, 
Brotherhood of St Laurence 
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/joint_subm_royal_comAgm_aged_care_may2020.pdf  

https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2024/feb/05/homeless-australians-are-dying-at-44-on-average-in-hidden-crisis
https://www.health.gov.au/our-work/care-finder-program
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/home_at_last_economic_appraisal_-_final_report_-_november_2021.pdf
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/home_at_last_economic_appraisal_-_final_report_-_november_2021.pdf
https://www.oldertenants.org.au/sites/default/files/joint_subm_royal_comm_aged_care_may2020.pdf
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enable selected providers to support at-risk older people to access appropriate housing 
and wrap-around services and address their aged care needs. As with Home at Last, the 
importance of obtaining safe and secure housing in order to receive home care will be 
acknowledged and addressed.  

Interim packages should remain in place until the person receives an appropriate Home 
Care Package/Support at Home, or other appropriate aged care supports. Providing 
assistance with housing and holistic supports would reduce the use of residential aged care 
until it is absolutely necessary.  

Interim packages would provide specialist short-term case management support for older 
people with significant barriers, providing more comprehensive assistance than the ‘linking’ 
service of care finder and filling the existing gap in service delivery. 

Making interim packages available through a limited set of specialist providers (and for a 
defined cohort of consumers) would ensure that the program is appropriately targeted and 
limit its cost. 

The additional funding provided under any new program could be consistent with the 
Short-Term Restorative Care (STRC) Program. However, unlike this program, it should not 
be time limited, given the variable wait times for services depending on individual 
circumstances and locations.  

The interim package program could be under Support at Home, and receive referrals from 
care finder, My Aged Care, aged care assessors or other community services.  
 

2. Private rental protections 

To enable older renters to age in place with dignity a range of reforms are required: 

• Greater security of tenure 
• Limits to rent increases 
• Enforceable requirements for property owners to approve property modifications 

identified under an Aged Care Assessment in a timely manner 
• Legislation to ensure that requesting modifications does not place a tenancy in 

jeopardy 
• Minimum energy standards to ensure that renters can have a home that keeps them 

healthy and reduce costs, such as insulation and heating and cooling appliances. 
Older renters on low incomes may not have the financial capacity to purchase 
heating or cooling equipment to make their housing habitable where landlords fail 
to do so.  
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• Ensuring compliance with 2022 National Construction Code requirements for 
liveable housing design to improve the suitability of new Australian homes for 
people with reduced mobility. Accessible design is crucial for meeting the needs of 
people with reduced mobility, including older Australians.  

 

3. Support at Home costs 

There is significant confusion about the impact of the Support at Home pricing structure, 
and concerns that it may increase costs for older people. In the new structure ‘Clinical 
Supports’ will be funded in full by the government, and this is welcome. ‘Independence’ 
and ‘Everyday Living Services’ will attract means tested contributions, which will be based 
on an assessment of income and assets. However, if these are not considered in 
conjunction with fundamental expenses, such as rent payments, these costs are likely to be 
out of reach for many older people renting privately.   

For those renting, and already experiencing financial hardship, this may mean they go 
without the vital services they need to age well at home, such as meals and showering 
assistance.  

HAAG recommends that for people who are renting privately: 

• the Support at Home income and assets test also includes consideration of rent or 
mortgage payments, or   

• Hardship provisions should be automatically applied to those who are renting 
privately and on the full pension. 

• These automatic hardship provisions should be ongoing, or only subject to review if 
a person’s income and assets change, or if their housing improves (for example, 
moving into public housing). 

 

Contact 

For more information:  
 
Fiona York 
Executive Officer, Housing for the Aged Action Group 
Fiona.york@oldertenants.org.au  
0449 554 142 
 
  

mailto:Fiona.york@oldertenants.org.au
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Client experiences 

Rodney 

85 year old Rodney lives in the bungalow behind a suburban house. He was issued a notice 
to vacate when the property sold, but the new owners agreed that he could stay a further 
six months. He does not have a formal lease.  

Rodney has been living independently all his adult life but is now experiencing some 
mobility and cognitive issues which are impacting on his ability to live independently. He 
never married and has no children. He has one friend who provides some support for him, 
but his friend was struggling to find the housing and care that Rodney needs. 

He is on the waiting list for social housing – the Victorian Housing Register – and in the 
meantime his friend has helped Rodney apply for private rentals. However, they have not 
been successful in securing a property and he can’t afford any sort of retirement village. 

Rodney was open to the idea of exploring residential aged care options, and HAAG 
assisted him to register with My Aged Care and have an aged care assessment, which 
approved him for residential aged care and home care package. He visited a local 
residential aged care facility and was keen to put his name down on their waitlist. To do so 
(or to access Home Care Packages) he needed to complete an income and assets test, and 
needed assistance from a Centrelink Aged Care Specialist Officer (ACSO) to do so. Neither 
service can commence until this form is processed otherwise Rodney would incur full fees 
without the government subsidy, which he cannot afford. 

However, ACSO availability is severely limited – many Centrelink offices no longer have 
these roles, and the phone line message says ‘we are busy call back later’ – delaying 
Rodney’s access to vital services. 

 

Fred 

69-year-old widower Fred was unable to pay rent after he had spent his superannuation to 
pay medical and palliative care costs for his late wife, and was getting further and further 
behind on his rent. He had been issued a Notice to Vacate and order of possession.  

Through HAAG’s support and advocacy the eviction was cancelled, and Fred was being 
supported to find a more affordable private rental property. He is also on the Victorian 
Housing Register for social housing.  

Fred was registered with My Aged Care assessed for Commonwealth Home Support 
Service assistance. Through this he’d been receiving meals, but cancelled them as could not 
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afford the client contribution fee. He was approved for gardening assistance to mow the 
lawns, but there were no providers. 

HAAG contacted My Aged Care (MAC) for Fred to see if he could be reassessed for a HCP 
so that the meals could be more heavily subsidised through the HCP, and he could get the 
other services that he needs like home maintenance and gardening and also to get 
assessed for residential respite care in case he was evicted. However, MAC advised that 
because Fred is otherwise independent he would not be eligible for either of these 
assessments.  

HAAG is concerned that without these basic services, in conjunction with his acute housing 
stress, Fred’s health will deteriorate, potentially leading to increased service need, 
hospitalisation or premature move into residential aged care. 

 


