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Introduction

T.Homelessness NSW welcomes this opportunity to submit on the Fair Work Commission’s
proposed variation to the Social, Cormmunity, Home Care and Disability Services Industry Award
2010 (SCHADS Award).

2. Homelessness NSW is a not-for-profit peak agency that exists to build the capability of people
and the capacity of systems to end homelessness. We have a vision for, and commitment to a
future where everyone has a safe home and the support to keep it. Our 200 members include
specialist homelessness services (SHS), people with lived experience, allied organisations and
services working to end homelessness. We work with our members, people with lived
experience and a broad network of partners to understand drivers of homelessness, advocate
for solutions, build skills and knowledge, and scale innovation.

3. We are aware of the Fair Work Commission’s provisional decision in this matter and wish to
provide a response to the proposed variation.

4. \We are concerned that the Fair Work Commission’s proposed changes to Schedules Band C
of the SCHADS Award will result in a reduction in pay for many workers in the homelessness
services sector. This submission outlines the likely and significant negative impacts such a
reduction would have on workforce stability, service delivery and client outcomes.

5. In support of this submission, Homelessness NSW conducted a short survey among its
members to provide some representative detail of the sector. Respondents included crisis
accommodation, youth services, women's refuges and other homelessness providers.
Responses confirmed that organisations anticipate increased turnover, difficulty recruiting and
reductions in service capacity along with increased quality and safety risks to clients accessing
service.

The Homelessness service sector

As a peak agency for the homelessness service sector, many of our members are covered by the
provisions of Schedules B and C of the SCHADS Award, delivering social and community
services and crisis accommodation. Homelessness services staff deliver a significant majority of
government responses to homelessness.1 They provide expert support to clients experiencing a
wide range of issues including domestic and family violence, housing crises, financial difficulties,
health and mental health issues and housing affordability stresses.

In addition to supporting clients who are already experiencing homelessness or severe housing
instability, a key area of work for homelessness services staff is to prevent homelessness from
occurring by offering a range of tailored and specialist supports to people at risk of becoming
homeless.
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Issues

The proposed changes would result in a reduction of pay for a number of positions and an
overall downward trend in pay for the sector

8. The Fair Work Commission’'s proposed changes would:

a) Abolish the current five separate classification structures in the Award

b) Implement a single, simplified classification structure based on an alignment with the Aged
Care 'Caring Skills' benchmark rate

c) Revoke the Equal Remuneration Order (issued in 2012) as part of the implementation of this
new classification structure.

The discussion paper sets out three methodology options for translating existing employees into
the new structure.

9. These changes would result in a number of positions with a lower rate of pay than the current
rate, in some cases by upward of $100 a week depending on the translation methodology:
» Under Option 1, crisis accommodation employees across all levels would see up to a 3.6% drop
in pay,
« Under Option 2, crisis accommodation employees’ rates fluctuate significantly, with some
levels seeing higher wages and others dropping by almost $200 a week.

10. We acknowledge the Commission’s intention that:

Under any transition arrangement, where an employee would translate to a classification in the
new structure with a rate of pay that is lower than their current rate of pay, the employee would
retain their current rate of pay. No employee would have their current rate of pay reduced.(2)

1. In our view that would not sufficiently protect employees from an overall reduction in pay. For
current staff, being retained at their current rate of pay would still likely result in less overall pay
advancement as employers would potentially hold the employee at their current rate of pay until
their role progression has ‘caught up’ with the new Award structure.

12. For example, under Option 1 a crisis accommodation employee at Level 3.1 would transition to
Level 7.1 under the new structure. Level 7 is described as a ‘senior professional employee’ with a
supervisory or leadership role over other professional employees, which may require post-
graduate qualifications. This differs considerably in seniority of role from the characteristics,
responsibilities and prerequisites of the existing Level 3.

13. This is exacerbated by the reduction in step levels — employees at Level 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3 would all
transition across to Level 7.1 in the new structure, meaning a Level 3.3 employee would in effect
move backward.

14. Even if employers continued to progress staff appropriately through the structure, the rates of
pay at the next classification levels would in some cases be significantly lower than an employee
would previously have been entitled to.
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15. The homelessness services sector also experiences high staff turnover, meaning that as staff
move to other employers in the sector or leave the sector outright, they and replacements will be
hired at the new lower rate. Our survey results indicated length of staff service between 1-5 years
and commonly reported turnover rates of 10-20%. For new staff entering the sector, this would
also result in lower wages as they enter at the lower rate according to the new classification. This
would foster resentment between current and incoming staff, and create serious ramifications for
the sector as a whole.

Increased staff turnover, reduced retention and difficulty recruiting new workers
19. The new structure would require qualifications from Level 3 onward.
* Level 3requires a relevant Certificate Ill qualification or equivalent.
* Level 4 requires a relevant Certificate |V qualification or equivalent as a requirement for the
performance of their duties by the employer.
e Level 5requires a relevant diploma qualification or equivalent as a requirement for the
performance of their duties by the employer.
e Level 6 requires an undergraduate degree as a requirement for the performance of their
duties, or equivalent expertise and experience.
e Levels 7-9 may require a relevant post-graduate qualification.

20. The proposed structure would only include employees undertaking crisis accommodation
and supported housing work at Level 5 onward, and an employee at this level would also be
required to obtain a relevant diploma qualification or equivalent.

21. In our view, the reliance on qualifications as a prerequisite for progression through levels is not
appropriate for the homelessness services sector. Homelessness services employ people from a
range of educational backgrounds, and while the primary pathway into the sector is vocational
education and training, there are no minimum qualifications required for entry-level
employment.3

22. Employees may hold a variety of community services TAFE qualifications (Certificate Il, Ill, IV or
diploma), allied health qualifications, Bachelor of Social Work or Youth Work, or related social
science degree. A scan of the specialist homelessness service workforce found that about half of
staff in NSW held a university qualification.4 Homelessness NSW (in partnership with Homes
NSW) provides learning and development opportunities including micro-credentials and a
funded Diploma of Community Services. However, in general these qualifications are not required
for the performance of a role except at some senior managerial positions.

23. The homelessness service sector values and recognises experience — both lived experience of
homelessness and industry experience — as an alternative to formal qualifications. Our survey of
member organisations indicated that while both qualifications and experience are factored into
the basis for employment, overall recruitment tends to be based on experience. We are
concerned that this is not adequately acknowledged within the new structure. Only Level 6
recognises ‘equivalent expertise and experience’, despite the Commission’s observation that the
new classification structure should make allowance for recognition of lived experience.
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24. The current employee levels set out in Schedules B and C differ considerably from the
proposed new structure. Each level contains characteristics and responsibilities relating to the
type of work an employee at that level is expected to perform. By comparison, the new structure
only covers the employee’s primary role and qualification. While we acknowledge the
Commission’s view that classification definitions are not ‘position descriptions’, the new
classifications do not adequately recognise the range of educational and vocational backgrounds
across the homelessness services sector.

25. We are concerned that introducing a structure so heavily reliant on qualifications and more
prescriptive in terms of level classifications will result in staff being held back from progression.
The sector is already struggling with staff retention due to a range of issues including a lack of
career progression opportunities. Placing greater reliance on qualifications is likely to exacerbate
this issue.

26. For example, a crisis accommodation employee at the current level 3.1 would equate to Level
7.1 under the new structure. However, the new Level 7 describes a ‘senior professional employee
with a supervisory or leadership role over other professional employees’, and may require a post-
graduate qualification. An employee with specialist expertise would not be able to progress from
Level 6 to Level 7 under the new structure unless they are taking on a leadership role. In
comparison, a current Level 3 crisis accommodation employee’'s responsibilities may include
supervision, but both the position requirements and prerequisite qualifications are far broader
and give scope for specialised skills, experience and expertise.

27. We recommend that the Commission reassess its proposal to better reflect the range of role
requirements and prerequisites for each level set out in Schedules B and C. These provide greater
flexibility for a range of qualifications and/or other forms of experience or industry service. They
also provide for promotion through levels based on appropriate experience rather than
gualifications and movement into leadership roles.

Increased stress and financial hardship for workers

28. Reducing rates of pay while the cost of living continues to rise will significantly add to workers’
financial hardship and workplace-related stress. Many frontline workers are already struggling to
meet basic living expenses, including housing, utilities and transport. Homelessness service staff
also experience a high degree of stress and workplace pressure due to the nature of their work.

29. Homelessness service workers are often exposed to high levels of emotional and psychological
stress, given the complex needs of the clients they serve and the level of demand for services. In
2024 Homelessness NSW carried out a specialist homelessness service sector Wellbeing Survey.5
In that survey, over 40% of respondents identified that they are either ‘just getting by’ or ‘really
struggling’. Almost three-quarters felt overwhelmed by the tasks they had to do, and difficulty in
prioritising their own wellbeing due to exhaustion and overwork.
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30. Workers in the homelessness system sector are highly engaged and strongly committed to
their work and organisation despite the significant stress they face due to the level of crisis
demand for services. This high level of engagement and commitment has ensured service
sustainability in a sector operating beyond capacity, but it comes at a cost to worker wellbeing.

31. In the 2024 Wellbeing Survey, workers reported a very high level of meaning and value in their
roles, but also high anxiety, overwhelm, and a sense of feeling worn out because their workplace
demands too much from them. Their engagement and commitment to delivering high-quality
services despite such significant stresses cannot be taken for granted. Staff must be appropriately
and fairly remunerated for the crucial work they carry out.

32. A pay cut would force many homelessness service staff to seek additional employment or
leave the sector altogether in search of higher pay and less demanding work. This would further
result in increased burnout and mental health issues for those workers remaining in the sector,
and an overall unsustainable workforce.

Damage to client relationships and outcomes

33. Stable and trusting relationships between staff and clients are central to effective support in
homelessness services. High staff turnover and workforce instability disrupts these relationships,
leading to poorer outcomes for some of the most vulnerable people in our community.

34, Clients, many of whom have experienced trauma and instability, rely on consistent support
workers to build trust and engage with services. When staff are forced to leave due to
uncompetitive pay, these relationships are damaged. In combination with the reliance on under-
resourced or less experienced staff, this will undermine client recovery pathways and exacerbate
cycles of homelessness.

Sector sustainability and long-term costs

35. For more than a decade, homelessness services have been assisting significantly more clients
than their funding allocations allow, creating an unsustainable gap between resources and need.
Services are now operating at crisis levels, unable to meet the community's urgent and growing
demand for support. Services urgently need more staff, operational resources and other funding
to meet community need and sustainably provide their essential services. Despite ongoing
pressure for governments (both state and Federal) to invest more in homelessness services to
ensure long-term sustainability, the necessary funds are yet to fully materialise.

36. Given the funding sustainability issues in the homelessness services sector, it is highly likely
that funding bodies would see this reduction in industry rates of pay as a solution that does not
require new investment. Reducing pay rates could be viewed as a means by which more of the
existing sector funding can be directed toward serving clients rather than staff wages.

37. However, such a downward pressure would put the long-term sustainability of the sector at
serious risk. Workers who are already overwhelmed, exhausted and stressed are almost certainly
likely to see a reduction in overall sector pay as the final tipping point in leaving this sector.
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38. While reducing pay rates may offer short-term financial savings, the long-term costs to
service delivery, client outcomes and broader social impacts are significant. Workforce
instability, increased training costs, and poorer client outcomes will place greater strain on
already stretched homelessness services and community resources. A well-paid, stable
workforce is not a luxury but a necessity for an effective homelessness services sector.

Proposals

39. We urge the Fair Work Commission to consider the serious and far-reaching consequences
of the proposed changes to Schedules B and C, which would have the effect of reducing pay
rates in the homelessness services sector. We emphasise the importance of maintaining the
Equal Remuneration Order pay rates currently applying to Schedule B and C, and ensuring that
no positions should be paid less as an outcome of these review proceedings.

40. We recommend that the Commission:
e does not implement its provisional structure
« develops a classification system that is more nuanced to the diverse needs of the
community sector and that provides pay and career progression from the current ERO rates
across all levels of these Schedules.

Fair and sustainable wages are essential to attracting and retaining skilled staff, ensuring
quality client support, and maintaining the integrity and effectiveness of these critical services.

Yours sincerely,

Dominique Rowe
Chief Executive Officer, Homelessness NSW

Reach us
E admin@homelessnessnsw.org.au
W homelessnessnsw.org.au
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