— COUNTING THE HOMELESS 2006

INTRODUCTION

This is one of eight state and territory reports from the national project,
Counting the Homeless 2006 (Chamberlain and MacKenzie 2008). Chapters
1 and 2 include material from the national report on the definition of
homelessness, methodological issues, and a summary of how the homeless
enumeration was undertaken. This report introduces new information on
the social characteristics of the homeless population in Victoria and the
geographical distribution of homeless people. The report also includes
new information on marginal caravan park dwellers and Indigenous
homelessness.

The main data source for the analysis was the ABS Census of Population
and Housing 2006. However, this data was supplemented by information
from the SAAP National Data Collection and the third National Census of
Homeless School Students. This data enabled us to make various technical
corrections to the raw census figures and to produce the overall population
estimates.

This report uses some qualitative data from telephone interviews
with service providers and public officials. Local informants were selected
purposively, in order to check the reliability of census data in particular
communities and to understand more about what is happening on the
ground. In most places, three to four people were interviewed. The report
also uses qualitative data from questionnaires filled out by census collectors
who enumerated the primary population in Victoria.

Each state and territory report is set out in the same way and
contains a discussion of ‘undercounting’ and ‘overcounting’. Counting
errors are always an issue when enumerating the homeless population.
Chapter 2 explains why some homeless people are not counted on census
night (‘undercounting’) and why others may be counted more than once
(‘overcounting’). A careful consideration of such errors is important
when attempting to establish the number of homeless people in particular
communities.

Discrepancies due to undercounting and overcounting of homeless
people tend to be masked when data is aggregated at the state or national
level, but these discrepancies are more obvious in small-area analyses. Thus,

it is possible that people with local knowledge may think that there are
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more (or less) homeless people in a particular community than the number
identified by the census.

The problem of establishing reliable figures in local communities is
compounded by the fact that the homeless population changes over time.
First, there will always be some people entering and leaving the homeless
population. Second, homeless people are more mobile than the general
population. It is common for homeless people to move from one form
of temporary shelter to another. It is also common for homeless people
to move both within and between states. This means that the number
of homeless people in a particular community may not be the same as
the number on census night. The challenge is to identify patterns in the
homeless population that might inform the policy process.

Chapter 1 outlines the cultural definition of homelessness which
underpinned the ABS project. Chapter 2 summarises how the national
report established the homeless count, as well as discussing overcounting
and undercounting. Chapter 3 outlines the social characteristics of the
homeless population in Victoria. Chapter 4 discusses different ways of
approaching a geographical analysis, before focusing on the homeless
population in Melbourne. Chapters 5 to 7 describe the homeless population
inregional Victoria. Chapter 8 comments on Indigenous and non-Indigenous

homelessness. Chapter 9 discusses policy issues.
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