NORTHERN RIVERS HOMELESSNESS RESEARCH PROJECT - SUMMARY
A joint project between Northern Rivers Social Development Council and the Regional Futures Institute (Southern Cross University) funded through the National Homelessness Research Fund. 

Project Aim

The aim of this project is to develop integrated housing and support service strategies that can be used to increase levels of integration within the homelessness service system in the Northern Rivers Region. It will consider both generalist and specialist service providers and target specifically services which assist  

· Families at risk of homelessness

· Young people 
·  Rough sleepers  
Specific questions addressed by the research include:

1.       What service system integration models work to support the target populations in regional areas?

2.       What are the barriers to better service system integration in a regional setting?

3.       What is the potential for increased cross sector collaboration in a regional setting?

4.       What service system gaps need to be addressed in order to maximise the benefits of service
   coordination for clients?

5.       What aspects of the findings can be generalised to other non-metropolitan settings?

Background 
Homelessness is a significant issue in a number of non-metropolitan areas of Australia but there has been little focus on the specific nature of responses that may be required in rural and regional settings. Current approaches are primarily based on coordinated housing and support services centred on Housing First models such as Common Ground and Street to Home which address the need for shelter then systematically address the other support needs of the client.  These are large scale, “one size fits all” models requiring significant resources and a concentration of service users within small geographic areas.  These conditions generally do not exist outside major metropolitan settings. In addition, a focus on model implementation without understanding place based opportunities and limitations and the capacity for service integration may have limited effect in regional locations where these factors can vary significantly.  
It is expected that service integration and coordination will be especially critical in non-urban locations where target populations are widely dispersed and their potential support systems are often severely limited. Location specific conditions may impact significantly on the scale and nature of supports, particularly the number and geographic spread of specialist homeless services, employment and training opportunities, transport options and local housing conditions.  A service system’s ability to produce effective responses is also significantly influenced by service level innovation and its ability to maximise outcomes with what resources are available.  
The Australian Government’s White Paper on homelessness, the National Partnership Agreement on Homelessness and the NSW Homelessness Action Plan all identify improved service system integration as a key to reducing homelessness. This project provides an opportunity to develop and evaluate strategies for system coordination and improvement in rural and regional settings. It is anticipated that lessons learned from the project can be applied to other fast growing non metropolitan areas like the Northern Rivers of NSW experiencing high housing costs, low housing supply, low levels of social housing and services and relatively low socio economic conditions.  
It is acknowledged that the shortage of housing stock in general and affordable housing in particular is a key barrier to meeting the needs of people who are homeless and at risk of homelessness. However, previous consultations with service providers in the region have highlighted the potential to improve integration across the service system. 
Methodology overview

The project will determine the current level of integration of the homelessness service system in the Northern Rivers then work with agencies to develop and evaluate integrated housing support models targeting families and young people at risk of homelessness, and rough sleepers. The project methodology will also reveal service system gaps and barriers.  It is expected that the participatory methodology will itself increase local service integration and service system knowledge for participants.  

Phase 1 and 2 of the project will incorporate the development of a survey instrument to inform the level of integration that exists between service providers.  The survey findings will be presented to the sub-region service sector in workshop settings to consider and compare practices within and across regions.  Guided discussion building on survey findings will enable the identification of opportunities for greater integration, gaps and barriers to effective service system responses to the target groups of the study: young people and families at risk of homelessness and, rough sleeper.  This will also ‘flush out’ other successful practices and models that operate in the sub regions of the Northern Rivers and is also likely to highlight place based differences on both limitations and opportunities.  
Phase 3  will implement and refine the models developed in the focus groups for the  study target groups in at least two of the three regions with services that currently support these target groups.  An evaluation will be completed twenty weeks after model implementation which will offer an initial evaluation s and possible teething problems or resistance in the early stages. NRSDC and the RFI are committed to further monitoring the effectiveness of the models with evaluation follow-ups both six and twelve months after the initial evaluation. 
In order to maximise the value of services’ contributions to the survey and subsequent focus groups, and extend the benefits of the study beyond the services involved in the selected target group strategies, integrated service responses relating to target groups outside the focus of the project will be compiled into a toolkit for regional distribution to further facilitate integrated service system responses and sharing of information. 

Phase Three will also develop tools or models dependant on the feedback of participants on their needs. These may include protocols for better integration to be developed for implementation within the sectors. These may take the form of informal expectations of behaviour or preferred communication styles which would enable integration to develop more easily between the providers. Other results may include the need for further cross sector training days or education sessions to enable services to better understand each others’ roles or existing interagency protocols.  

Project Outcomes:

1. Integrated housing and support service models  targeting 

a. young people 

b. families at risk of homelessness and
c.  rough sleepers
in non metropolitan settings
2. Identified barriers to service integration and service system gaps in the region
3. A ‘toolkit’ of regional service system responses  identified/developed through  the project phases  
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