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About the researchAbout the research

Australian Housing and Urban Research InstituteAustralian Housing and Urban Research Institute
The teamThe team
–– Judith Judith BessantBessant ACUACU
–– Heidi Heidi CouplandCoupland UNSWUNSW
–– Tony Dalton RMITTony Dalton RMIT
–– Lisa Maher UNSWLisa Maher UNSW
–– James Rowe RMITJames Rowe RMIT
–– Rob Watts RMITRob Watts RMIT

Report Report Heroin users, housing and social participation: Heroin users, housing and social participation: 
attacking social exclusion through better housingattacking social exclusion through better housing
available from available from http://www.http://www.ahuriahuri.edu.au/.edu.au/



Research questionsResearch questions

In what ways if any, do accommodation In what ways if any, do accommodation 
options affect the wellbeing and social options affect the wellbeing and social 
experience of heroin usersexperience of heroin users??
In what ways does current service provision In what ways does current service provision 
for longfor long--term heroin users address their term heroin users address their 
housing needs?housing needs?
What changes in current service provision What changes in current service provision 
and housing policies would improve the and housing policies would improve the 
social opportunities of heroin users?social opportunities of heroin users?



Research designResearch design

MethodMethod
–– User accounts of everyday lifeUser accounts of everyday life (47)(47)
–– Survey of users (130)Survey of users (130)
–– Service provider focus groupsService provider focus groups

Three locations with different housing marketsThree locations with different housing markets

Local Local gov’tgov’t
areaarea

Owner Owner 
occupiedoccupied

Private rentalPrivate rental Public housingPublic housing

YarraYarra 4444 3939 1212

GeelongGeelong 7373 1818 44

FairfieldFairfield 6565 2222 88



The research participantsThe research participants

Recruited through service agencies and Recruited through service agencies and 
invited to tell their stories aboutinvited to tell their stories about
–– Leaving homeLeaving home
–– ‘Housing career’ over recent years‘Housing career’ over recent years
–– Drug useDrug use
–– HealthHealth
–– IncomeIncome
–– Education and trainingEducation and training
–– Community attitudes to heroin usersCommunity attitudes to heroin users



Housing at the timeHousing at the time

GeelongGeelong YarraYarra CabramattaCabramatta

Homeless Homeless 
including squatsincluding squats -- 88 55

Private rental Private rental --
formalformal 66 11 55

Private rental Private rental --
informalinformal 22 11 33

Public housingPublic housing 55 66 22
Community Community 

housinghousing 22 -- --



Changing circumstancesChanging circumstances

now  partly splitting now  partly splitting 
time between a time between a 
squat just up in squat just up in 
Johnston St., and ah, Johnston St., and ah, 
some  friends of some  friends of 
mine who had been mine who had been 
living in a house in living in a house in 
Burnley [whose Burnley [whose 
tenants had stopped tenants had stopped 
paying rent in a paying rent in a 
dispute with the dispute with the 
landlord]. landlord]. 

AlexAlex

I found out this I found out this 
morning, I wasn’t there morning, I wasn’t there 
last night, the police last night, the police 
came around and came around and 
locked [the squat up]. locked [the squat up]. 
At the moment as of At the moment as of 
now, I'm presently now, I'm presently 
homeless … I do have a homeless … I do have a 
couple of places I can couple of places I can 
doss and I have a doss and I have a 
girlfriend who is girlfriend who is 
overseas at the momentoverseas at the moment

MikeMike



Leaving homeLeaving home

No axiomatic connection between using and leaving No axiomatic connection between using and leaving 
home home 
Reasons for leaving home includeReasons for leaving home include
–– Sexual and/or physical abuseSexual and/or physical abuse
–– Conflict with parents or carersConflict with parents or carers
–– 'Coming out to play''Coming out to play'
–– Drug useDrug use

MeanMean Range Range TotalTotal

GeelongGeelong 1515 1111--2424 1515
YarraYarra 1414 55--1919 1414

CabramattaCabramatta 1616 1010--3939 1616



Income sourcesIncome sources

GeelongGeelong YarraYarra CabramattaCabramatta

EmployedEmployed 22 44 --
Social securitySocial security 1414 1616 1515
Crime/DealingCrime/Dealing -- 44 66

Heroin use often leads to search for ‘extra Heroin use often leads to search for ‘extra 
income’income’
Definite views about ‘ethical’ crime and Definite views about ‘ethical’ crime and 
dealingdealing



Education and trainingEducation and training

Overall low level of educational Overall low level of educational 
attainmentattainment
–– 20 per20 per--cent completed secondarycent completed secondary
–– 5 per5 per--cent completed post secondarycent completed post secondary
–– 6 per6 per--cent completed some post secondarycent completed some post secondary

English as a second language issue English as a second language issue 
especially in Cabramattaespecially in Cabramatta



Users and their housingUsers and their housing

Private rental housingPrivate rental housing
Public rental housingPublic rental housing
Short term accommodationShort term accommodation
Sleeping roughSleeping rough
Big issuesBig issues
–– Housing and healthHousing and health
–– Housing locationHousing location
–– Housing and autonomyHousing and autonomy



Private rental housingPrivate rental housing

Overall declining Overall declining 
private rental private rental 
affordabilityaffordability
Affordability varies Affordability varies 
by location by location 
Discrimination by Discrimination by 
agentsagents
Shared rental Shared rental 
houses can be houses can be 
complicatedcomplicated

Users cannot live Users cannot live 
together because, I together because, I 
don’t care what don’t care what 
anyone says, it’s very anyone says, it’s very 
hard to find a true hard to find a true 
friend that’s a user friend that’s a user 
because in the end the because in the end the 
drug will always overdrug will always over--
ride. It’s sad but it’s ride. It’s sad but it’s 
true. Desperate times true. Desperate times 
call for desperate call for desperate 
measures.measures.

MelMel



Public rental housingPublic rental housing

Affordable housing Affordable housing 
for low income for low income 
householdshouseholds
A priority system A priority system 
that can enable that can enable 
users to be fast users to be fast 
tracked into tracked into 
affordable housingaffordable housing
Difficult service and Difficult service and 
management issuesmanagement issues

Two weeks ago I got public Two weeks ago I got public 
housing accommodation, so housing accommodation, so 
I have got my own flat. It’s I have got my own flat. It’s 
a breeze, the rent gets a breeze, the rent gets 
taken out of my dole check taken out of my dole check 
and I am clean as well … and I am clean as well … 
we put down the area of we put down the area of 
Caulfield and Caulfield’s Caulfield and Caulfield’s 
got 14 supporting areas got 14 supporting areas 
attached to it and attached to it and 
Moorabbin is one of them Moorabbin is one of them 
but it is better than living but it is better than living 
in a high rise. in a high rise. 

BobBob



ShortShort--term accommodationterm accommodation

Boarding housesBoarding houses
Community Community 
transitional housingtransitional housing
Emergency Emergency 
accommodationaccommodation
Informal housing Informal housing 
Family and friendsFamily and friends

When me and When me and 
(boyfriend) argue I say (boyfriend) argue I say 
‘oh I’m sick of this ‘oh I’m sick of this 
place’ and he always place’ and he always 
tells me, ‘then fuck off. tells me, ‘then fuck off. 
Pack your bags. Get Pack your bags. Get 
out’. And I feel so out’. And I feel so 
ashamed because I’ve ashamed because I’ve 
got nowhere to go. got nowhere to go. 
You know? And it’s his You know? And it’s his 
house. house. 

ElisabethElisabeth



Sleeping roughSleeping rough

Parks, alley ways Parks, alley ways 
and under and under 
bridgesbridges
Squatting in Squatting in 
vacant houses vacant houses 
and commercial and commercial 
properties properties 

We sleep with an iron bar We sleep with an iron bar 
under our bed ... A lot of under our bed ... A lot of 
other people in the house other people in the house 
use drugs and I’d say that use drugs and I’d say that 
they’d rip people off. You they’d rip people off. You 
get rumours all the time get rumours all the time 
that people are going to that people are going to 
come around … bash this come around … bash this 
person and that person. person and that person. 
You sort of have a fear You sort of have a fear 
sometimes of people sometimes of people 
coming around. In some coming around. In some 
squats, if you’ve got squats, if you’ve got 
anyone dealing when anyone dealing when 
you’re living with it, then you’re living with it, then 
that’s the worst. that’s the worst. 

LanaLana



Big issues: healthBig issues: health

Good housing canGood housing can
–– Promote better Promote better 

general and general and 
maternal healthmaternal health

–– Improve access to Improve access to 
drug treatment drug treatment 
servicesservices

–– Lower risks Lower risks 
associated with associated with 
injecting drugsinjecting drugs

I I know when I’m at home know when I’m at home 
I’ll have like a draw of I’ll have like a draw of 
surgical waters, clean surgical waters, clean 
syringes all the time. I syringes all the time. I 
never share but never share but 
sometimes I do have to sometimes I do have to 
rere--use my own syringe. use my own syringe. 
Well you wouldn’t do that Well you wouldn’t do that 
at home. You’d have at home. You’d have 
swabs all the time. swabs all the time. 

MelMel



Big issues: locationBig issues: location

Good housing and a Good housing and a 
choice of location choice of location 
can be important can be important 
for controlling drug for controlling drug 
useuse

We want to stop because We want to stop because 
we’re sick of going out we’re sick of going out 
rorting every day, … that’s rorting every day, … that’s 
why we’re planning to why we’re planning to 
move to Mitcham, close to move to Mitcham, close to 
my girlfriend’s parents for my girlfriend’s parents for 
support as well… we want support as well… we want 
to go out there because to go out there because 
[that’s] the only way we [that’s] the only way we 
can really stay off it … You can really stay off it … You 
have to completely stop have to completely stop 
being in the environment being in the environment 
where there is users and where there is users and 
syringessyringes

SvenSven



Big issues: autonomyBig issues: autonomy

Personal wellbeing Personal wellbeing 
is related to an is related to an 
individual’s capacity individual’s capacity 
to make decisions to make decisions 
and good housing and good housing 
enhances thisenhances this

[When] you get your [When] you get your 
own private place … you own private place … you 
can really start all over can really start all over 
again there because … again there because … 
it doesn’t belong to it doesn’t belong to 
someone. It’s yours. someone. It’s yours. 
You can start all over You can start all over 
again. You can … get again. You can … get 
your own furniture. your own furniture. 
You’re not being You’re not being 
ordered around by ordered around by 
anyone. anyone. 

NikkiNikki



Users and public housingUsers and public housing

The only realistic option for low The only realistic option for low 
income dependant usersincome dependant users
User views about public housingUser views about public housing
Major service delivery issuesMajor service delivery issues
–– Public housing availability Public housing availability 
–– Additional demands placed on the systemAdditional demands placed on the system
–– Establishing ‘sustainable tenancies’Establishing ‘sustainable tenancies’



User views User views 

Public housing Public housing 
tenants tenants 
–– Generally Generally 

satisfied with satisfied with 
dwellingdwelling

–– Often unhappy Often unhappy 
with with 
neighbourhood neighbourhood 
drug dealingdrug dealing

I am grateful for the I am grateful for the 
roof that I have got roof that I have got 
over my head from the over my head from the 
Ministry and that’s Ministry and that’s 
why I would never why I would never 
loose the Ministry loose the Ministry 
place.  How pathetic if place.  How pathetic if 
you can’t keep it.  I you can’t keep it.  I 
pay $45 a week rent. pay $45 a week rent. 
It is not even a cap of It is not even a cap of 
heroin.heroin.

VickiVicki



Public housing availabilityPublic housing availability

Shortages of Shortages of 
–– Stock in all areasStock in all areas
–– One and two One and two 

bedroom stockbedroom stock
Concentration of Concentration of 
stock reducesstock reduces
locationallocational choicechoice
Drug dealing makes Drug dealing makes 
some areas some areas 
unpopular and unpopular and 
unsuitableunsuitable

I guess the problem I guess the problem 
for us is that it’s for us is that it’s 
[drugs] bloody well [drugs] bloody well 
everywhere and how everywhere and how 
could we allocate could we allocate 
where we can feel where we can feel 
confident they’re not confident they’re not 
going to be having a going to be having a 
supply really readily supply really readily 
available.  So … it’s available.  So … it’s 
really difficult to really difficult to 
allocate more allocate more 
appropriately.appropriately.

Housing officerHousing officer



Additional demandsAdditional demands

Heroin use places Heroin use places 
additional demands additional demands 
on public housing on public housing 
systemsystem
–– Loss of residential Loss of residential 

amenityamenity
–– Makes allocations Makes allocations 

more complexmore complex
–– Requires integration Requires integration 

with other service with other service 
systemssystems

I guess there’s this I guess there’s this 
assumption particularly assumption particularly 
in the estates that the in the estates that the 
people on our estates, people on our estates, 
it’s our problem and it’s our problem and 
we’re supposed to we’re supposed to 
subsidise extra services subsidise extra services 
and we need to and we need to 
coordinate them, which coordinate them, which 
of course is really of course is really 
problematic for usproblematic for us

Housing officerHousing officer



Sustainable tenanciesSustainable tenancies

Change in public Change in public 
housing systemhousing system
–– Upgrading of public Upgrading of public 

housing stock and housing stock and 
only small growthonly small growth

–– Change in work Change in work 
organisation eg. organisation eg. 
Housing Support Housing Support 
CoordinatorsCoordinators

Additional demands Additional demands 
on other service on other service 
providersproviders

I think what the issue I think what the issue 
is, for example here in is, for example here in 
Liverpool, who are we Liverpool, who are we 
going to find to going to find to 
support a young support a young 
person?  There isn’t person?  There isn’t 
the existence of those the existence of those 
services here to services here to 
support a young support a young 
person in a tenancy in person in a tenancy in 
LiverpoolLiverpool

Youth workerYouth worker



Key findingsKey findings

The reasons for heroin use vary as do the impactsThe reasons for heroin use vary as do the impacts
Safe and secure housing has the potential to increase Safe and secure housing has the potential to increase 
the wellbeing of heroin usersthe wellbeing of heroin users
The lack of stable housing makes injecting practices The lack of stable housing makes injecting practices 
highhigh--risk and increases the risk of infection risk and increases the risk of infection 
There are a range of health benefits associated with There are a range of health benefits associated with 
secure housingsecure housing
Access to secure and affordable accommodation Access to secure and affordable accommodation 
enhances an individual’s capacity to make use of enhances an individual’s capacity to make use of 
education and employment opportunities education and employment opportunities 
Public housing is the only affordable and secure Public housing is the only affordable and secure 
housing option for lowhousing option for low--income dependent usersincome dependent users



Policy directionsPolicy directions

Social housing provision and improvementSocial housing provision and improvement
–– Service integration developmentService integration development
–– Supply increaseSupply increase
–– Supply upgrade and reconfiguration Supply upgrade and reconfiguration 

Policy for locating drug markets in citiesPolicy for locating drug markets in cities
–– ‘Pull’ the drug market out of public housing areas‘Pull’ the drug market out of public housing areas
–– Locate ‘elsewhere’ as a result of policy choiceLocate ‘elsewhere’ as a result of policy choice

Engage heroin users in program developmentEngage heroin users in program development
Extend housing service provider knowledge and Extend housing service provider knowledge and 
understanding of drug issues and servicesunderstanding of drug issues and services
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