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Issues Paper – NSW Election 2015 
 

The Illawarra Forum is the peak body working for community service organisations in 
the Illawarra and the Shoalhaven. The Illawarra Forum supports community 
organisations, promotes expertise and innovation in community development, 
fosters industry development and advocates for social justice 
 
In our role as peak body for community organisations in the Shoalhaven and 
Illawarra, the Illawarra Forum Inc consults regularly with the sector to keep abreast 
of current and emerging issues. Following are some of the issues affecting services in 
the region, and their consumers. 
 
Valuing Local Place-based Service delivery and Ending Funding Uncertainty  
 
The Community Services industry is diverse and vibrant, comprised of organisations ranging 
from small place-based centres to large businesses operating at regional, state and even 
national level.  
 
Organisations within the industry offer a wide range of services and include: 

 Social housing providers 

 Homelessness services 

 Home and community care services 

 Providers of services to people with disability and/or their carers 

 Providers of services to individuals and families with multiple layers of social and 
financial disadvantage 

 Services for victims of domestic violence and sexual assault  

 Youth work providers 

 Child & Family Education and Care providers 

 Community health services, including mental health and drug/alcohol services 

 Community legal centre services 

 Community development and community capacity building providers 
 
The Community Services Industry is part of the largest employment sector in the Illawarra, 
and 35% growth is projected over the next ten years. Currently, in Shoalhaven, 4,784 people 
are employed in the Health and Community Services Industry (14% of all employed). In 
Wollongong 11,112, (or 13.4%) and Shellharbour 3,579 (13.1%) are employed in the industry 
(ABS 2013). These figures show that not only is this our biggest area of employment, but 
that we currently exceed the state average of 11.6% (ABS 2013). 
 
However, many projects in the region are in danger of ending due to funding uncertainty. 
These projects deliver vital services to the region’s most disadvantaged communities. It is 
important that community service projects are not viewed as cost centres or a drain on the 
public purse. These projects are essential services delivered through contracts with 
government to the region’s most vulnerable people. The profit they deliver is in human 
terms, and as a rule, community organisations are able to deliver significant results for the 
funding they receive.  
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Due to numerous reviews and reforms, there is ongoing uncertainty about the future of 
individual organisations and projects, and this is having a serious impact across the region. 
Boards and management are unable to plan for the future, and staff are becoming 
increasingly anxious. 
 
One of the greatest assets the industry has is the skilled and professional staff, however 
many valued workers are feeling  the uncertainty and are seeking new jobs, with many not 
knowing if they will be employed in just a few months. This includes many workers who are 
leaving the industry in the hope of more stable employment. 
 
There is growing fear amongst the Boards, management and staff of smaller, place-based 
community organisations due to changes and funding reforms, including the sense that 
competitive tendering processes will affect the current willingness amongst organisations to 
partner and collaborate as it effectively pits organisations against each other in the bid to 
secure funding. There is also a move towards more comprehensive service delivery models 
which seems to reflect a lack of recognition of the value of specialist services.   
 
In an era when the number of funding contracts has been greatly reduced, there is also a 
fear that large organisations will monopolise funding opportunities as they have the 
resources to write better applications are and are able to demonstrate economies of scale. 
 
However, it is most important that Government recognize that small place-based 
organisations are closely connected to their communities, have strong understanding of 
community need, and are able to quickly respond to changes in the local environment.  
These organisations play an important role in building community cohesion and capacity, 
and add diversity to the unique characteristics of our various communities. 
 
We urge all candidates to commit to supporting place-based community services 
organisations both in terms of their value as employers, and for the valuable services they 
deliver.  
 

Homelessness and lack of affordable housing 
 
The Illawarra and Shoalhaven regions have a large number of people experiencing 
homelessness. Much of the homelessness is hidden, with a large proportion of people 
‘couch surfing’ or living temporarily with friends and relatives. The lucky ones live in 
specialist homelessness services.  
 
Rental affordability in the region is a major issue, and there are minimal properties available 
which would be affordable to those members of our community who earn the least income 
– Commonwealth benefit recipients and minimum wage earners.  
 
The Anglicare Australia 2014 Rental Affordability Snapshot indicates that in the Illawarra, 
Shoalhaven, and Southern Highlands, only between 4% and 5% of all available rental 
properties could be classified as affordable to the cohort of minimal income earners. For 
example, only 199 properties out of 1037 available were affordable and appropriate for 
families with more than one child1.  

                                                           
1 Anglicare Australia 2014 Rental Affordability Snapshot 
http://www.anglicare.asn.au/site/rental_affordability_snapshot.php 
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The lack of appropriate private tenancies means that competition for properties is intense, 
and the most vulnerable people, including those on Commonwealth benefits, will be less 
likely to obtain appropriate private rental properties.  
 
In addition, many of the affordable properties have major issues of transport accessibility, 
being located in outlying areas which are difficult to access by public transport. 
 
Worryingly, a large number of young people are homeless. Young people who experience 
homelessness are at greater risk of violence or becoming involved in anti-social behaviour or 
criminal activity. 
 
In addition to the problem of homelessness in the region, many community members are 
experiencing housing stress. Much of the household income for people in this situation is 
directed to rent or loan repayments, leaving insufficient funds for essentials such as food or 
health care. 
 
We urge all candidates to advocate for more social and affordable housing in the Illawarra 
and Shoalhaven. 
 

Unemployment and Underemployment 
 
High unemployment levels affect many individuals in the Illawarra and Shoalhaven, and pose 
great challenges for workers in a range of community organisations including family support 
services, neighbourhood centres and community organisations. The Illawarra Forum 
supports our member organisations in seeking effective strategies to address 
unemployment, most particularly youth unemployment, which is disproportionately high in 
the region. 
 
Underemployment is also a major issue regionally with many people working fewer hours 
than desired. When the definition of ‘working’ includes those who work as little as one hour 
per week, being underemployed for many means they are working many fewer hours than 
want or need.  
 
Highly casualised work is also an issue in the area. When people are working in very casual 
positions, they are unable to make plans or commitments for the future. This includes being 
able to commit to a lease or mortgage, purchase a vehicle, or engage in training or 
education. Young people are particularly vulnerable to casualised work and 
underemployment. 
 
We urge all candidates to lobby for programs to build long term job opportunities for the 
region. 

 
Transport accessibility and affordability 
 
Transport is a major issue for many people living in the Illawarra and Shoalhaven. The area is 
spread over a vast distance and access to reliable and affordable public transport is 
inequitable throughout the region, with some areas having good access to free transport, 
and others having access to only one bus service daily, with fares which make regular 
transport inaccessible. 
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In the northern Illawarra, north-south travel is relatively achievable with access to rail and 
bus transport. However east-west transport is mostly difficult and inter-suburb transport 
extremely challenging. 
 
The Shoalhaven area experiences considerable transport disadvantage, with transport from 
many outlying towns and villages limited to one service in and out. Rail access is minimal, as 
the rail line ends at Bomaderry in the north of the region. 
 
For many people in the area, lack of access to a motor vehicle leads to inability to access 
educational, employment, social and cultural opportunities; as well as lack of access to vital 
services including health and wellbeing services. 
 
We urge all candidates to push for greater access to affordable transport in the Illawarra 
and Shoalhaven. 

 
The above issues are a brief snapshot of the key issues that impact on those who rely on 

the invaluable work of the community sector. For more information about these or any 

other matters, please visit our website, or contact us on (02) 4256 4333 or 

info@illawarraforum.org.au. 

Thank you for your time and consideration of the important issues we have raised with you 

and we look forward to future discussions on our shared work.  


