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Executive Summary 

Homelessness for young people is occurring from a diverse range of experiences, 

with some being more concerning and troubling than others. Experiences range from 

needing a few nights away from home at a friend’s house to the need for emergency 

accommodation. There are many interweaving issues and complexities involved in 

any one life and situation. At the more concerning end of the spectrum, youth 

homelessness may be preceded by trauma, poverty and abuse.  

Providing supports and places to sleep for young people away from home, at various 

times in their lives as they transition to adulthood, is an important feature of a healthy 

and resilient community or village of care. However, for some young people, care 

and support safety nets, such as alternative housing possibilities are broken or 

simply do not exist. In such cases, emergency accommodation options may be 

necessary. Building a village of care for all young people requires an investment in 

community, in relationships, and an acknowledgement of the impacts of colonisation 

and intergenerational trauma. 

A range of social service and community agencies undertook the interviews involved 

in this research. The stories of young people and the people who serve them in our 

communities are reflected.  Findings are reported across eight identified themes 

related to the causes of youth homelessness along with a range of responses. The 

stories, while not representative of all young people and situations, do enable a 

deeper understanding of the lived realities of homeless youth and those who seek to 

help them. 

Available statistics reflect an increasing proportion of young people in need of 

emergency accommodation in Hamilton. The witnessing of young people rough 

sleeping in the community also suggests a need for more safe places to be available 

at various times in their lives.  

Relationship breakdown at home is one of the significant themes presented. 

Relationship stress and conflict are normal aspects of teenage years. However, 

significant and compounding stress is more likely when home life is troubled by 

issues of poverty, abuse and domestic violence. The experiences of dysfunctional 

homes and trauma are concerning and responses to this are urgent. Understanding 

trauma in the context of colonisation is important, and providing opportunity for all 

young people to connect to places of culture and belonging is vital.  

Queer youth are particularly vulnerable to experiences of homelessness. A lack of 

acceptance of queer identity in the community can have severe repercussions in 

terms of wellbeing and in terms of what it might take to survive and find a safe place 

to sleep.  

Finding acceptance and belonging in the education system can be difficult when your 

identity is not supported to flourish. Ensuring that all cultures and identities find 
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belonging and nurturing in the school system is important work. Greater support for 

the Māori-led education system, along with a host of alternative education 

programmes and opportunities, is suggested.  

Young people can experience many barriers to finding adequate accommodation.  

Clear lines of referral in times of crisis are needed. An afterhours service specifically 

for homeless young people may be necessary.  

The village, or the network of relationships that young people can connect to and rely 

on for support at various times, is not always as strong as it needs to be. Support 

and safe places at crucial times in the lives of young people can be provided through 

centres and informal relationships in the community. Investing in programmes, 

activities and centres that build positive connections for young people in our 

communities is important for the prevention of homelessness and for the flourishing 

of all young people.  
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Introduction       

Homelessness has increased considerably in Aotearoa New Zealand over recent 

years1, and more than half (51%) of the homeless population are younger than 25 

(Amore, 2016). An increase in homelessness has occurred alongside a growth in the 

precariat: people whose lives are characterised by insecurity, limited rights and 

relative deprivation (Groot, Van Ommen, Masters-Awatere and Tassell-Matamua, 

2017).  

One in six New Zealanders aged 15 years and older (606,000) are part of the 

precariat, and over one third of this population are young people.2 People in the 

precariat are four times more likely to report dissatisfaction with their lives and about 

one-third (200,000) report that their income is not enough to secure everyday needs 

such as food and accommodation (Cochrane, Stubbs, Rua and Hodgetts, 2017). The 

over-representation of young people in the precariat, and in homelessness, is a 

concern and provides the impetus for this research.  

The idea that homelessness is the result of personal failure rather than structural 

disadvantage perpetuates stigma and detracts from a focus on the structural issues 

of wealth distribution, poverty, colonisation, racism and discrimination that underpin 

life experiences. Such stigma is particularly damaging for our young people who are 

in a critical time of development and whose sense of value and contribution will 

determine the shaping of our nation and communities.  

This report describes experiences of youth homelessness in Hamilton from the 

perspective of people working with young people and young people themselves. The 

research is underpinned by a rights-based, culturally-informed and relationally-

orientated understanding of homelessness. Such an understanding has been 

developed and advocated as better reflecting the situations of people facing 

                                                           
1
 The severely housing deprived or 'homeless' population has grown in both size and scale over the last three 

censuses, at an accelerating rate. The prevalence of homelessness grew by 15 per cent between the 2006 and 
2013 censuses, compared with a 9 per cent increase between 2001 and 2006 (Amore, 2016).  
2
 About 33.7% of New Zealanders in the precariat are in the 15-24 age bracket (approximately 204,000) and 

19.9% in the 25-34 age bracket (approximately 120,500) (Cochrane, Stubbs, Rua & Hodgetts, 2017).  

Homelessness is not a personal or moral failing, or something that 

spontaneously arises as a result of bad decisions. Rather, 

homelessness relates to the structural and political environment 

and to the ways in which resources, power and privileges are 

distributed (Hodgetts, Stolte & Groot, 2014). 
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homelessness (Hodgetts, Stolte, & Groot, 2014).  The United Nations Special 

Rapporteur’s report on homelessness3 (UN Human Rights Council, 2015) provides a 

definition of homelessness that recognises the context of homelessness and the 

diverse experiences and circumstances involved. This three-dimensional definition 

includes:  

1) the absence of home in both the material sense and as a base for social 

relationships and participation;  

2) the negative social identity of being homeless and how this results in social 

exclusion; and  

3) the agency, rights and dignity of homeless people in the face of systems 

which deny their rights. 

This definition of homelessness informs our research approach, our attention to 

recognising the context of homelessness and our process for identifying pathways 

for ensuring positive social connection and relationships for youth.  

Relationships are central to how youth homelessness is experienced. The lives of 

young people exist within communities, often where they have been raised. The 

stories reflected in this report show that the relationships young people have, both at 

home and in the community, shape their opportunities and their life experiences, 

including experiences of homelessness.  

Many young people need time out from their home relationships. For some, a 

temporary reprieve at a friend’s house may be all that is required before they return 

home. For others, home is a place of ongoing turmoil, violence, abuse and conflict. 

In this instance, time away from home for the young person is potentially necessary 

for safety and wellbeing. The turmoil of home life relates to the policies that affect 

how home life can be. Worldwide, most homeless young people come from families 

or households that experience discrimination and social exclusion (UN Human 

Rights Council, 2015). Policies that govern access to resources, work, education and 

opportunity, along with the histories that make up the lives of the people who live in a 

home, all affect how the home life will be.  

The intergenerational impacts of poverty, colonisation and racism affect the home 

lives of families and young people.  Land confiscations, colonial processes of 

dislocation and structural violence have resulted in the over-representation of 

indigenous peoples in homeless populations worldwide including in Aotearoa New 

Zealand (Groot, Hodgetts, Nikora & Leggat-Cook, C 2011). Access to Māori culture 

and Te Ao Māori (The Māori world) for Māori who are homeless enables a sense of 

belonging and connection to wider systems of support (Groot et. al, 2011).  Access 

to cultural practices are described by Groot, Vandenburg and Hodgetts (2017) as 

                                                           
3
 Special Rapporteur, is a title given to individuals working on behalf of the United Nations with a particular 

scope. The term "rapporteur" is a French-derived word for an investigator who reports to a deliberative body. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rapporteur
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providing important ordinary experiences within the extraordinary and adverse 

experience of being homeless. There are many indications that Māori culture is 

strengthening in our communities. A high proportion of Māori are now able to identify 

their iwi (89%) and have been to their ancestral marae (89%). An increasing 

proportion of Māori are also able to use some Te Reo Māori (Māori language). 

These are all examples of rising cultural strength against the powers of oppression 

and colonisation that relate to Māori experiences of homelessness. Furthermore, 

there are many stories, both locally (including in this report) and nationally, of Māori 

leadership in both formal and informal responses to homelessness in our 

communities (Lee-Morgan & Hoskins, 2017).  Underpinning this response is the 

Māori value of manaakitanga.  

The United Nations Special Rapporteur suggests that homelessness can be viewed 

as a failure of the State to implement the right to adequate housing and to help the 

invisible be seen as right holders (UN Human Rights Council, 2015). Homeless 

young people are often hidden or invisible. The UN encourages qualitative, story-

based research focused on homelessness so that it can be better understood. 

Young people, along with the rest of the community, have the right (as per Article 25 

of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights) to a decent standard of living that is 

adequate for their wellbeing. This includes access to housing, but also access to 

food, clothing, medical care, social services and security in the event of adverse life 

events. Currently, both government and community appear to be failing these young 

people in ensuring them their rights.  

Many of the young people described in this report are being denied a home in both 

the material sense and as a base for social relationships and participation. In order 

to prevent homelessness, action to ensure the reduction of poverty, including 

adequate incomes and access to quality education and opportunities, is required.  A 

rights-based approach to homelessness encourages government and community 

responses beyond charity and a focus on individuals. Approaches aimed at 

addressing structural causes and restoring justice and dignity to communities and 

neighbourhoods are also prioritised. The United Nation’s Special Rapporteur notes 

that effective strategies to address homelessness must: 

 be multi-pronged, engaging a range of policies and programmes; 

 simultaneously address social exclusion and housing deprivation; 

 be led by stakeholders, combining social mobilisation with legislative and 

policy reform; 

 involve all levels of government to design and implement policies, laws and 

strategies to prevent homelessness; 

 include access to justice and effective remedies to ensure the right to housing 

of the most vulnerable is protected.  
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Failure to ensure effective remedies indicates that homelessness has neither been 

recognised nor addressed as a violation of human rights (UN Human Rights Council, 

2015). 

 

Youth Homelessness 

The idea and expectation of responsible, independent and self-governing young 

people and individuals generally is one of the hallmarks of neoliberal society. 

Meeting such expectations is particularly challenging for young people who have 

limited access to resources. Over 200,000 young people (15-24 years) are part of 

the precariat (Cochrane, Stubbs, Rua and Hodgetts, 2017), and close to 300,000 

children are in relative poverty (0-17 years).45 Farrugia, Smyth and Harrison (2016) 

argue that, depending on the materials young people have access to, they can either 

be part of the “risky” youth group who fail to engage with the system or part of those 

who are “responsible” and “entrepreneurial” and able to meet the wants of the 

neoliberal society. The suggestion is that young people can be caught in a binary of 

limited options.  

For young people with limited access to resources and support, maintaining the 

neoliberal expectation of self-governance can result in a feeling of failure and 

decreased self-worth. This is particularly true for homeless youth who have daily 

experiences of uncertainty and overall exclusion from society. The constant work of 

surviving in homelessness can make youth feel out of control and unable to 

articulate themselves to others. This leads to feelings of rejection and isolation 

(Farrugia, Smyth and Harrison, 2016). Homeless youth can also face many negative 

social stereotypes, including perceptions of dirtiness, drugs, danger and being less 

than human which provoke fear or disgust from society (Toolis & Hammack, 2015). 

However, young people have also been recognised for their depth of analysis of their 

situation. They are, if given the opportunity, able to tell stories that are counter to the 

dominant narrative of youth homelessness being a sign of trouble and ‘problem 

youth’. Instead, homelessness can be a story of resistance and resilience and an 

ability to find ways to live in the margins (Toolis & Hammack, 2015). However, 

rejection of a homeless identity, in favour of an identity of resilience, can also mean 

that young people are less likely to access services (Hickler & Auerswald, 2009).  

Youth who are homeless often lack many of social supports that are deemed 

necessary for the transition to adulthood, including access to income and social 

support (Gaetz, O’Grady, Buccieri, Karabanow, and Marsolais, 2013). This reality 

encourages an urgency to ensure that youth who are at risk of homelessness, or  

who already experience homelessness, can more readily access the social supports 

that they need.  

                                                           
4
 http://archive.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/people_and_communities/maori/te-kupenga.aspx 

5
 https://www.cpag.org.nz/ 
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“If the homeless population 

were a hundred people, 70 are 

staying with extended family or 

friends in severely crowded 

houses, 20 are in a motel, 

boarding house or camping 

ground, and 10 are living on the 

street, in cars, or in other 

improvised dwellings” (Amore, 

cited by Davison, 3 Jun, 2016). 

Fifty one of these 100 people 

would be under 25 (Amore, 

Viggers, Baker, & Howden 

Chapman, 2013).    

 

 

Measuring Homelessness 

Evidence on the size and trends in homelessness is always difficult to determine. 

This is partly due to the diverse and fluid nature of homelessness and because a 

large proportion of it is hidden. Research from the United Kingdom highlights the 

concern of ‘hidden homelessness’ amongst youth, where young people may resort to 

couch surfing or sleeping in unsafe places that put them at risk of physical harm, 

sexual abuse and other negative experiences (Watts, Johnsen & Sosenko, 2015).  

 

Researchers from the University of Otago 

measure homelessness in Aotearoa New 

Zealand using census data. They define 

homelessness as severe housing 

deprivation. This category refers to people 

living in severely inadequate housing due 

to a lack of access to minimally adequate 

housing. This means not being able to 

access an acceptable dwelling to rent, let 

alone buy (Amore, 2016). Based on the 

2013 census data, it is estimated that one 

in every 100 New Zealanders were 

homeless. This is compared with 1 in 120 

in 2006, and 1 in 130 in 2001 (Amore, 

2016). Over 50% of the homeless 

population is aged less than 25 years.  

 

In 2013, approximately 1607 young people 

(aged less than 25 years) were homeless 

in the Waikato, making up 53% of the total Waikato homeless population. The 

highest prevalence of homelessness for any age group was found for those aged 15 

to 24 with approximately 1 of every 70 being homeless. Approximately 1 in every 100 

youth aged under 15 were homeless.  

 

Housing Policy  

Over the last 30 years, New Zealand has undergone significant State sector 

restructuring including a reduction in State housing and an increased reliance on 

private landlords for the provision of housing. In recent years there has also been a 

push for more social housing providers, other than the State.  In Johnson’s (2018) 

review of government housing policy, he argues that New Zealand has had a default 

housing policy reliant on small scale private investors investing in rental housing. 

People, either too poor to afford home ownership, or too wealthy to qualify for State 
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Housing, have no choice but to compete in a relatively unaffordable, private rental 

market. 

Private rental housing has been found to be in a worse condition than State-owned 

housing, while owner-occupied housing is in the best condition (Gillespie-Bennett, 

Keall, Howden-Chapman & Baker, 2013). The latest BRANZ survey of housing 

quality confirms this and shows that rental housing is typically in poorer condition 

than owner-occupied dwellings. Overall, rental properties were twice as likely to be 

rated as ‘poorly maintained’ by the BRANZ assessors (White, Jones, Cowan & 

Chun, 2017).  Further, the Accommodation Supplement, one of the government’s 

main housing affordability policy instruments and intended to help people with their 

rent, board or the cost of owning a home, has been inadequate and inaccessible to 

many (Johnson, 2018). The Accommodation Supplement was increased in April 

2018. However, in a tight rental housing market, these increases tend to be quickly 

converted into higher rents (Johnson, Howden-Chapman and Eaqub, 2018). 

A government housing policy of reduced state housing provision, combined with the 

growth of the private rental market, has resulted in poor housing outcomes for many 

(Howden-Chapman, 2015; Johnson, 2018). Low income tenants competing in the 

private rental market experience insecure tenure, overcrowding and homelessness. 

These poor housing outcomes, argues Johnson (2018), will continue unless the 

government invests further in State housing provision, provides incentives for greater 

corporate (rather than individual) investment in housing and provides subsidises for 

home ownership programmes for modest income households.  

For homeless young people, housing can provide resources for self-worth and 

material security and a sense of control over their own space (Farrugia, Smyth and 

Harrison, 2016). Yet, young people are often priced out of home ownership and are 

also generally under-served by State housing. They are also less able to compete in 

the private rental market.  If you are over the age of 15, you are legally entitled to 

move out of home and enter rental accommodation. It is illegal for a landlord to 

refuse to rent their property to a person (aged 16 and older) solely because of their 

age.  However, as stated on the youth law website6, “until you’re 18, married, or 

have a civil union it can be difficult to get a landlord to agree to rent you a flat. This is 

because of a general fear of contracting with under 18-year-olds.” Young people are 

more likely to struggle to have the income, credit worthiness or renting track record 

that will make them attractive to private landlords. Renting a house and therefore 

accessing the Accommodation Supplement entitlement is particularly challenging for 

young people.  

 

State Housing Provision 

Currently the government partners with housing providers, developers, Housing New 

Zealand, councils and others in the housing sector to provide housing. We refer to 

                                                           
6
 http://youthlaw.co.nz/rights/young-adults/work/tenancy-agreements/ 
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this housing as Publicly Funded Housing. Over the past year (2017-2018), there has 

also been a renewed focus on increasing the supply of housing funded by the State. 

Publicly Funded Housing is housing owned or leased by Housing New Zealand 

(HNZ) and registered Community Housing Providers (CHPs) that can be tenanted by 

people who are assessed as eligible by the Ministry of Social Development. There 

are currently 67,418 Publicly Funded Houses in New Zealand, with 4,424 of these 

located in the Waikato.7 Of these 92% (95% in the Waikato) are provided by Housing 

New Zealand, and 8% (2% in the Waikato) are provided by Community Housing 

Providers. There are 31 Community Housing providers nationally, and 6 of these are 

in the Waikato. 8 Publicly Funded Housing has tenancy duration averaging 8 years 

and 7 months. This length of tenancy is far longer than the average duration of 

tenancy in private rental accommodation (just over 2 years). Publicly Funded 

Housing appears to provide more security of tenure for families and young people.  

Most tenants in Publicly Funded Houses pay an Income-Related Rent (IRR) which 

limits the amount of rent they pay to 25% of their net income. The Ministry of Social 

Development (MSD) pays an Income Related Rent Subsidy to Publicly Funded 

Housing Suppliers (Housing New Zealand or Community Housing Providers) to 

cover the balance between the tenant’s rental payment and the market rent for the 

property. The MSD is now paying more Income-Related Rent Subsidy (IRRS) 

payments for individual households, with the total number of IRRS places nationally 

increasing by 418 over the September quarter.  The total number of IRRS places has 

increased by 2% on the same time last year.9 The IRRS has been widely recognised 

as enabling affordable housing. 

 

Social Housing Register  

When New Zealanders are in need of public housing, their needs are recorded on 

the Social Housing Register. The Social Housing Register is comprised of a Housing 

Register and a Transfer Register. The Housing Register is prioritised by need and 

consists of Publicly Funded Housing applicants who have been assessed as being 

eligible. The Transfer Register is made up of people already in Public Funded 

Housing, but who have requested, and are eligible for, a transfer to another property.  

As of September 2018, there were 741 housing applications registered on the Social 

Housing Register in the Waikato and 141 applications on the Transfer Register. Of 

these Waikato Applications, 567 applications were from Hamilton. Thirty percent of 

                                                           
7
 https://www.hud.govt.nz/assets/Community-and-Public-Housing/Follow-our-progress/September-

2018/MSD-Public-Housing-factsheet-September-Quarter-update-Waikato.pdf 
8
Accessible Properties New Zealand Limited (27 public housing tenancies); Habitat for Humanity NZ Ltd (3 

public housing tenancies); Link People Limited (53 public housing tenancies); Nga Rau Tatangi (11 public 
housing tenancies); The Salvation Army New Zealand Trust (5 public housing tenancies); Coromandel 
Independent Living Trust (2 public housing tenancies).  
9
 https://www.hud.govt.nz/assets/Community-and-Public-Housing/Follow-our-progress/September-

2018/Housing-Quarterly-Report-Sep2018-accessible-web.pdf 
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applicants nationally say their ‘current accommodation is inadequate or unsuitable’ 

as being the primary reason for being on the register followed by ‘homelessness’ 

23% and ‘tenancy ending/eviction’ 18%.10  Approximately 13% of the applicants on 

the Social Housing Register nationally are young people (aged 24 year and under).11 

Applying these proportions to the Hamilton register would equate to an estimated 73 

young people, of which 17 might say that they are homeless.  

People who are on the Social Housing Register may be assessed as needing 

Transitional Housing. Transitional Housing is described as a new approach to 

housing. It provides short-term housing for families who don’t have anywhere to live 

and have an urgent need for a place to stay. Families who are deemed eligible have 

been assessed by Work and Income as having the greatest priority. Families and 

individuals stay in Transitional Housing for an average of 12 weeks or more while 

they are helped to find more permanent housing. This housing is managed by 

contracted providers, and social support is provided. People living in transitional 

housing pay rent of up to 25% of their income, which is in line with income-related 

rents for public housing.  As of September 2018, there were 114 transitional housing 

facilities in the Waikato.12  

 

Emergency Housing Programme 

In mid-2016 the New Zealand government instigated an Emergency Housing 

Programme. This programme has included an increase in the numbers of 

households categorised as Priority A on the social housing waiting list and living in 

insecure housing.13 The number of households on the Priority A list increased 160% 

between June 2016 and June 2018 from 2,482 to 6,435. The Emergency Housing 

Special Needs Grant (EHSNG) was also introduced.  

The purpose of the EHSNG is to help individuals and families with the cost of staying 

in short-term accommodation if they are unable to access one of the Ministry’s 

contracted transitional housing places.  The EHSNG pays for short-term 

accommodation for up to seven days at a time and is provided by commercial and 

community providers who are not contracted by MSD to deliver accommodation 

services.  

                                                           
10

 https://www.hud.govt.nz/assets/Community-and-Public-Housing/Follow-our-progress/September-
2018/Housing-Quarterly-Report-Sep2018-accessible-web.pdf 
11

 https://www.hud.govt.nz/assets/Community-and-Public-Housing/Follow-our-progress/September-
2018/Housing-Quarterly-Report-Sep2018-accessible-web.pdf 
12 74 LinkPeople (74 Transitional Housing Places) Te Runanga O Kirikiriroa (6 Transitional Housing Places) Te 

Whakaruruhau (12 Transitional Housing Places); The Salvation Army (10 Transitional Housing Places); Women’s 

Refuge (12 Transitional Housing Places).  
13

 Priority A definition - People who are considered ‘at risk’ and includes households with a severe and 
persistent housing need that must be addressed immediately. The household is unable to access and/or 
sustain suitable, adequate and affordable alternative housing. 
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Table 1 provides the number of EHSNG grants made each quarter in Hamilton and 

the Waikato over the past year. Any person may have more than one grant in a time 

period.  There has been a significant increase in the number of EHSNG grants 

issued in Hamilton, and young people aged 18-24 years are receiving an increasing 

and disproportionate number of the grants.14 No EHSNG grants have been issued to 

young people aged less than 18.  

 

TABLE 1: EHSNG GRANTS IN HAMILTON AND THE WAIKATO – 18-24 YEAR OLDS AND TOTAL 

POPULATION 

 Number of EHSNG Grants 

Quarter Hamilton  Total Waikato 

 18-24 yrs Total pop 
% 18-24 

yrs 
18-24 yrs Total pop 

% 18-24 
yrs 

Dec-17 3 21 14% 17 126 13% 

Mar-18 15 102 15% 21 196 11% 

Jun-18 65 352 18% 87 520 17% 

Sep-18 221 978 23% 241 1188 20% 

 

Along with the Emergency Housing Programme, there is also a range of Emergency 

Housing Providers, some of whom are contracted by the Ministry of Social 

Development as Emergency Housing Providers. In Hamilton, there are five places 

listed on the Ministry of Social Development website as providing emergency 

accommodation (see Table 2 below). Link People, Te Runanga o Kirikiriroa and 

Waikato Women’s Refuge – Te Whakaruruhau are all contracted by the Ministry of 

Social Development as Emergency Housing Providers. Apart from Te Runanga o 

Kirikiriroa, who are piloting supportive residential accommodation for young people, 

there are no emergency housing services specifically for young people. The 

Hamilton Christian Nightshelter will take young people over the age of 18, and 

Women’s Refuge – Te Whakaruruhau - will support young women.  

 

                                                           
14

 18-24 years olds were projected to make up approximately 10% of the Population in Aotearoa New Zealand 
in 2016 (Ministry of Social Development, 2008) 
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TABLE 2: EMERGENCY HOUSING PROVIDERS IN HAMILTON 

Provider Service 

provided 

Availabilit

y 

Cost Process 

Gillian Neale - 
Short Term 
Emergency 
Accommodation 

Emergency 
Accommodation 
for Older 
People, Parents 
and Caregivers 

24/7 when 
vacancies 
exist. 
 

Charges:  
$210 per 
week 

Work and Income Referral 

Hamilton Christian 
Nightshelter 

18 years and 
older 

Opens at 
5/5.30pm 
and doors 
close 
10.00pm.  

Some 
charges may 
apply 

Self-referral 

Link People Emergency 
housing and 
service 
navigation – 
Available to all 

 
 

Rent and 
utilities 
contribution 
may apply 

Referrals from MSD and 
other agencies. Also 
accept self-referrals.  For 
first 12 weeks Link People 
works with people to 
address their immediate 
needs and helps to secure 
longer-term 
accommodation. Once 
secured Link People 
provides support for a 
further 12 weeks to 
ensure people have what 
they need to maintain 
their tenancy. 

Te Runanga o 
Kirikiriroa 

Emergency 
housing - 
Available to all 

 Rent and 
utilities 
contribution 
may apply 

 

Waikato Women’s 
Refuge – Te 
Whakaruruhau 

Emergency 
housing - 
Available to all 

 Rent and 
utilities 
contribution 
may apply 

 

 

Housing and Rental Affordability 

Hamilton and the Waikato have been noted as faring badly in the housing 

affordability space (Johnson, Howden-Chapman & Eaqub, 2018), with house prices 

rising by about 45% in the Waikato over the past five years (65% in Auckland). 

These increases present barriers to first-home buyers entering the market and 

subdue returns on rental property investment. Subdued returns are noted to result in 

subdued investment and a reduction in new supply, which can cause rents to rise 

faster than incomes (Johnson, Howden-Chapman & Eaqub, 2018).  

Hamilton City Council undertakes housing and business indicator reporting as a 

requirement of the National Policy Statement on Urban Development Capacity (NPS-

UDC), which came into effect on 1 December 2016. The overarching purpose of the 

NPS-UDC is to ensure that planning enables development by providing sufficient 
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development capacity for housing and businesses over the next 10 to 30 years. The 

purpose of this monitoring and reporting is to ensure local authorities are well 

informed with timely information about demand, urban development activity, market 

functioning and the way in which market changes may affect the sufficiency of 

development capacity for housing and business land. This monitoring is limited to the 

direction of the National Policy Statement15 and does not include housing market 

functioning for various population groups, including for young people.16 However, the 

affordability indicators do suggest that the housing and rental markets are likely to be 

underserving a significant number of people, particularly those on lower incomes.   

The Infometrics housing affordability indicator (a ratio of the average current house 

value to estimated average annual earnings) indicates a period of increasing 

unaffordability from early 2015 to late 2016. Since then, the levels of housing 

affordability have remained largely unchanged. The MBIE housing affordability 

measure (which draws on actual household incomes) (HAM buy) confirms that 

housing affordability declined between March 2016 and March 2017. HAM Buy 

shows the trend of affordability over time, but it does not tell us how much income a 

household needs in order to afford a home.17 

 

FIGURE1: HOUSING AFFORDABILITY: QUARTERLY TO JUNE 2018 (INFOMETRICS) 

 

                                                           
15

 This market-based assessment does not consider demand and supply drivers outside the scope of NPS-UDC 
such as natural population growth; strong migration; interest rates; investor confidence and activity; tax 
incentives; and low measured construction productivity. The impacts of government policy, such as the recent 
determination to increase the supply of public housing, are also not considered. 
16

 Many researchers have documented how particular groups fare poorly in the housing market. Māori or 
Pacific families, for example, regularly report being discriminated against in the housing market (Harris et al., 
2012). And as Phillipa Howden-Chapman (2013) notes, most people are not in the position to shape the 
market, with low incomes, debt but no wealth. 
17

 https://www.mbie.govt.nz/info-services/housing-and-property/sector-information-and-statistics/housing-
affordability-measure/what-is-the-housing-affordability-measure-for-first-home-buyers 
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FIGURE 2: HAM BUY: SHARE OF FIRST HOME BUYER HOUSEHOLDS WITH LESS THAN AVERAGE 

LEFT OVER INCOME AFTER HOUSING COSTS.  

 

Other factors that affect housing affordability include how housing demand relates to 

the number of building consents that have been issued.  From Hamilton City 

Council’s assessments, there is a potential short-term undersupply18 of houses in 

Hamilton (5,908 housing units). It has been suggested that this undersupply could be 

addressed by sustaining high volumes of construction in the medium term. Over 

recent years, there has also been a surge of Auckland multiple property owners 

investing in Hamilton, meaning that first home buyers have been competing with 

investors (Future Proof, 2017).  

The Infometrics rental affordability measure (average weekly rents divided by 

average weekly incomes) suggests that rental affordability has generally declined in 

Hamilton since March 2013. There is no definitive affordable ratio; however, one 

common rule of thumb is that spending approximately 30% of household income 

represents an affordability benchmark. The rationale of this rule of thumb is that the 

equivalent of one week’s income would cover one month’s rent. In contrast, The 

HAM Rent, which draws on the actual household incomes of renters, suggests that 

renting has become more affordable over this time (between March ’13 and March 

’17). However, rather than suggesting improved rental affordability, the HAM Rent 

measure may reflect an increase in ‘households with higher incomes’ renting, rather 

than transitioning to home ownership.  This is especially likely given the rising costs 

of home ownership.  There may also be more multiple wage earners/families in one 

dwelling. 

                                                           
18

 These estimates of undersupply will vary depending on the starting point, assumptions of population 
growth, household composition and lag times between building consents and building completions.   
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FIGURE 3: RENTAL AFFORDABILITY: QUARTERLY TO JUNE 2018 (INFOMETRICS) 

 

FIGURE 4: HAM RENT: RENTAL HOUSEHOLDS WITH LESS THAN ABOVE AVERAGE LEFTOVER 

INCOME AFTER HOUSING COSTS.  

 

A lack of housing affordability, both in terms of home ownership and rental 

affordability, has many negative consequences for our children and young people. 

The stress of home life for families who struggle to afford accommodation costs 

impacts negatively on children and young people. Young people leaving home will 

find it particularly difficult to access housing in a tight rental market. They will 

therefore be particularly dependent on the State to ensure that their housing needs 

are met. The UN Special Rapporteur recommends that 

“States must redefine their relationship with private investors and 

international financial institutions, and reform the governance of financial 

markets so that, rather than treating housing as a commodity valued 

primarily as an asset for the accumulation of wealth they reclaim housing 

as a social good, and thus ensure the human right to a place to live in 

security and dignity” (UN Human Rights Council, 2017, p. 1). 
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Current Government Reponses 

It is difficult to assess how the government’s current polices on housing will impact 

housing affordability in Hamilton.  The analysis by Hamilton City Council considers 

that there are low levels of public funding for housing growth and development in the 

Hamilton, Waikato and Waipa districts (Future Proof subregion)(Future Proof, 2017). 

There are 330 additional Publicly Funded Houses being sought by June 2022 in the 

Waikato, of which 190 are being sought in Hamilton. All additional Publicly Funded 

Housing in Hamilton (200 places total) will be supplied by Housing New Zealand.19 

These proposed developments do not appear to match the demand for Publicly 

Funded Housing indicated by the current applications recorded on the Social 

Housing Register (431) and the considerable demand for Emergency 

Accommodation support.  

 

Hamilton City Council and the Government signed a Housing Accord on 22 

December 2016 as a means to increase housing supply and improve housing 

affordability in Hamilton. Special Housing Areas (SHAs) are defined areas of land in 

the city that are not currently zoned for housing, that can be put forward for housing 

development by landowners or developers for consideration by Council and can then 

rezone to enable more houses to be built. As of June 2018, Hamilton Council has six 

proposals for Special Housing Areas. Five of these sites, totalling 66.8 hectares, are 

on land currently zoned for industrial activity (Future Proof, 2017). No building has 

commenced in any SHAs as yet, and there is unlikely to be any completed dwellings 

for another few years. There is a requirement that the SHAs provide 10% of 

dwellings at a price point of around $500,000. This is based on the requirement that 

the price point be lower than the Hamilton median dwelling price at the time of 

consent. 

 

The Government’s house building programme ‘KiwiBuild’ aims to deliver 100,000 

affordable houses over 10 years in partnership with the private sector. A recent 

policy announcement outlined that the prices for these homes in Hamilton will be 

under $500,000. The detail of the programme is currently unknown. However, it is 

anticipated that Hamilton, or the Future Proof sub-region (Hamilton, Waikato and 

Waipa Districts), could be allocated a proportionate share of the housing 

programme: between 8,000 and 10,000 houses over 10 years (Future Proof, 2017). 

The analysis by Hamilton City Council considers that this target may be challenging 

due to skills and materials constraints, rather than land availability constraints 

(Future Proof, 2017). Potential infrastructure constraints will be dependent on the 

location and scale of any Kiwibuild developments, particularly if they fall outside of 

areas which Council currently plans to provide with infrastructure over the next few 

years. 

 

                                                           
19

 https://www.msd.govt.nz/documents/about-msd-and-our-work/work-programmes/housing/public-
housing-plan/2018-public-housing-plan.pdf 
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Research 

Recent conversations among community workers and interested agencies suggest 

that the number of young people sleeping rough in Hamilton is on the rise. While it is 

widely acknowledged that a home is more than just a roof over your head, there is 

little local data or clear themes that point to why young people are not sleeping at 

“home”. The 2011 ‘Homeless in Hamilton’ report raises concerns that youth are 

particularly at risk of becoming homeless (Hamilton Homelessness Interagency 

Group, 2011).  

 

In response to interaction with youth sleeping rough in and around Steele Park in 

Hamilton East, a meeting was hosted at Anglican Action with interested groups to 

explore the issue of secure, safe and adequate accommodation for youth. While 

international research suggests that most homeless youth leave home because of 

conflict with parents (Rosenthal, Mallett, & Myers, 2006), there is no specific data 

relating to Hamilton or the greater Waikato.  The anecdotal evidence of youth rough 

sleeping suggests that current available services are not supporting all youth in 

need.  

 

Following the initial meeting, a research team was formed with representatives from 

the Methodist Church, Anglican Action, Poverty Action Waikato, Hamilton City 

Council, and Leadership Development New Zealand. While there is strong 

motivation to provide safe shelter for our community’s youth, the research team saw 

the importance of identifying the causes of youth rough sleeping and hidden 

homelessness in order to facilitate appropriate responses. The research team, with 

the support of Poverty Action Waikato, gathered the stories for this research.  

 

 

Objectives and Process 

The focus of the research was to develop understandings of the experiences of 

those youth in our communities who are either sleeping rough or hidden homeless, 

thereby enabling the appropriate responses or assistance.  

 

The research team invited youth workers or community workers to talk with them 

about the ways they observe and experience youth sleeping rough, or considered 

hidden homeless, in their communities. Youth and community workers were also 

invited to be part of the research team and undertake interviews themselves. With 

verbal agreement, notes and recordings were made of the interviews.  

 

The interview questions were as follows: 
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Currently the approach to youth 

homelessness in Hamilton appears to 

be inconsistent with the degree of 

support accessed dependent on 

individual advocacy actions. There are 

often no clear lines of referral or 

established processes to respond to 

youth homelessness. 

1. Tell us about your experience of youth hidden homelessness and rough 

sleeping in your communities. 

2. In your opinion, what are the main reasons for youth hidden homelessness 

and rough sleeping? 

3. In what ways do you think the above reasons can be addressed so that youth 

hidden homelessness and rough sleeping can be minimised? 

4. How many youth are you aware of who are sleeping rough or are hidden 

homeless? 

5. What services are you aware of in your community that assist with youth 

homelessness? 

 

Eight interviews were initially carried out. The notes recorded from these interviews 

were discussed by the research team in a meeting facilitated by Anglican Action. 

After reading the interview notes that research team discussed and identified 

themes. These themes have been used to guide the writing of this report. A total of 

15 interviews were undertaken as part of this research.  

 

This research is intended to provide social services and community organisations 

with the information that will support advocacy for a future where young people are 

supported to live flourishing lives. 

 

 

Stories of Youth 

Homelessness 

There are a variety of issues 

that impact the lives of young 

people who become homeless. 

One young person’s experience 

shared by a research 

participant, encompassed a 

range of the issues highlighted 

by the interviews, including 

poverty (a frequent lack of food at home), a broken home (father in prison and gang 

affiliations), violence (beaten up by older brother) and changing home relationships 

with mother re-partnering. Sexual abuse was also an issue in this family. Such 

stories and interconnected issues are not uncommon amongst youth who are 

homeless. While this young person was supported by a school staff member for a 

number of years, such responses are not guaranteed and are not always available. 

 

As the stories in this report indicate, any service provision for youth homelessness 

needs to connect to advocacy for a society where the stress of home life is lessened 

through the provision of resources, support, opportunity, education, connection and 

housing for whānau.  
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Queer youth are particularly vulnerable to becoming homeless. The lack of 

acceptance of queer identity is prevalent in our communities. As one young person 

expressed to us, this lack of acceptance stems from structures and institutions 

whose beliefs and practices generate a lack of acceptance of queer identity.  

 

Similarly, ongoing processes of colonisation and oppression impact the lives of many 

young people. The school system can sometimes constrict the expression of 

identities, making it difficult for some young people to stay engaged. In terms of 

expressions of Māori culture in the school system, and Māori education controlled 

and directed by Māori, “every Māori word, idea, person and programme that appears 

in education has been hard won” (Tuhiwai Smith, 2018). However, a Māori system of 

education now exists and, if led by Māori independently of the Crown, has powerfully 

positive implications for the future (Tuhiwai Smith, 2018b). Belonging and connection 

to culture and identity are important to Māori responses to adversity, including 

homelessness (Groot, Hodgetts, Nikora, & Leggatt-Cook, 2011; King, Hodgetts, Rua, 

& Te Whetu, 2015).  

The themes and issues of youth homelessness identified in this research are 

interconnected and are also connected to, and impacted by, wider societal issues. 

The themes are: relationship breakdown at home; unsafe, dysfunctional home and 

trauma; unacceptance of queer identity; struggles in the education system – lack of a 

positive identity; State care failure; barriers to accommodation and support; and a 

lack of support in the community – the village is not as strong as it needs to be. 

 

Our research participants provided a number of assessments of the scale of youth 

homelessness. Both of the community centres interviewed knew of at least 2 young 

people sleeping rough in the general proximity of their centres (4 total).   It was also 

suggested that this number was increasing, evidenced by the increasing number of 

young people accessing The Serve community meal. The scale of hidden 

homelessness was also suggested by the research participants to be quite large.  

Almost every second youth says that home is tough and they are staying 

at a friend’s house [Youth Worker]. 

I am aware of around 8-12 people who are all aged 18 and below who are 

in these situations [staying away from home] currently [Youth Worker 2]. 

Sixteen (within one lower decile school) [School Staff Member].  

No solid numbers, anecdotally I'd say 500 [Community Centre Staff 

Member].  

 
The extent of hidden homelessness, and potential overcrowding, can also be 
particularly difficult to determine because young people may move around from 
house to house.  
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…it’s always somewhere new every other night [School staff member].  

Queer young people are likely to be over represented in the youth homeless 
population.  

If we count all of them, then we’ve got quite high numbers. We’ve had 23 

over the past three years, including the 10 that we have sought the 

emancipation and Independent Living Allowance for…Our member base 

[of queer youth] is around the 500 mark (1 out of every 22 youth seen by 

the service are homeless)  

[Youth Service].  

There was also an indication that there may be numbers of queer young people who, 
due to a lack of options, are continuing to stay at home and suffer because they are 
not able to express their identity.  

I don’t have a sense of numbers but I guess the thing is, I don’t know of a 

lot of youth that have actually left home, but they want to. I know so many 

youth now that are in that situation, where their mental health is just being 

beaten down again and again by their family, but they don’t have 

anywhere to go. So instead of being homeless they just stay. I know at 

least 5 youth that attend this (youth group for queer youth) who are in this 

situation (17-19% of youth group). Home is not safe for them but they don’t 

have a choice – it is a really common situation and they share stories with 

me. Mostly they just want independence – a place where they can be 

themselves. People need to know that this is happening  

[Queer Young Person]. 

Teenage years tend to involve some turmoil. Tensions between parents and 

offspring are relatively common as young people transition to adulthood. However, 

care has been taken in this project to avoid trivialising the lived experiences of 

participants and homeless youth more generally.  

 

Relationship breakdown at home 

Youth homelessness was described by the majority of research participants as 

relating to relationship breakdown in the home and between the young person and 

the primary caregiver. The breakdown of a relationship can occur for a host of 

reasons, including abuse, neglect, or domestic violence. A youth justice worker 

provided the following list of reasons for relationship breakdown and consequent 

homelessness: 

- The young person has committed some sort of offence and their parents or 

caregivers disagree and they either leave or get kicked out. 

- The young person doesn’t agree with the boundaries put in place and decides 

to live on their own. Oppositional Defiance Syndrome can be an issue.  
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- The young person has drug and/or alcohol problems and caregiver doesn’t 

want them in the house. 

- There are problems at home, such as domestic violence, and they leave for 

their own safety. 

- The caregiver’s home is not suitable, and they leave for a better quality living 

situation but haven’t found one yet. 

- There are relationship breakdowns between parents or caregivers and they 

leave home. 

- There is a hectic lifestyle at home and the young person choses to leave.  

 

Neglecting to care for young people can mean that struggles for youth and youth 

homelessness are not readily identified and/or responded to. 

The sad thing about this [young people living away from home] is that half 

the parents aren’t even aware. Half the parents, when I see them down the 

street and I ask “What is happening with that boy?” they say, “I don’t know, 

I have not seen him in four days” and I say, “That is not good cuzz”…”Arrh, 

he will sort himself out and come home.” And most of them kind of do - 

they sort themselves out and go home. But that is only very temporary, 

because they go home and then they get hōhā again  

[Community Centre 2].  

 

..you know we had 8 and 9 year olds staying down at that [empty] house 

[down the road] and the parents did not care [Community Centre 2].  

 

…there was a kid who has been here [at the community centre] quite often 

[truant] and usually the father does not give a shit. Last week her father 

came in and asked if his daughter had been there…He said “from now on, 

I want you to let me know.” I said that I was really happy that he had taken 

an interest. The girl showed up here that day after school and I was able to 

tell her that her father had come to visit and that from now on she needed 

to go to school because I had her Dad’s phone number. She now knows 

that someone cares. And Dad has taken note. That is huge, that is a win 

[Community Centre, 2].  

 

The dynamics of parents re-partnering was mentioned by multiple people 

interviewed who suggested that this change in relationships at home can be a 

particularly challenging time for young people.  

Noticeable patterns [for students at risk of homelessness] include students 

that come from families where their parents have remarried or re-partnered 

up. This causes them to be in a limbo where they don’t have a bed either 
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and living in two different homes. These youth are really at risk of being 

homeless [Staff Member – Tertiary Education Institution] 

 

He was kicked out of home due to behavioural issues, alcohol and drug 

problems, and issues with his step-father. He was kicked out of home 

numerous times but this time he was kicked out for good.  I found him 

sleeping in school doorways of library and other rooms [School Staff 

Member]. 

 

Again, there was a marriage breakup - Dad got a new girlfriend and there 

were drugs in the house. He was angry at the separation and wanted his 

father’s attention. He attended boarding school after boarding school. He 

left home and ran away to Paeroa where he was picked up. He ultimately 

died [School Staff Member].  

 

Similarly, a new boyfriend or girlfriend for the young person can result in relationship 
challenges that make living at home difficult and the emergency accommodation 
options can be limited or not readily accessed. 

Recently, we had a 17 and 18 year old come into the Serve. The young 

man had just left school and was in relationship with a girl that was a year 

older. They had been sleeping rough for two nights…He had lived with his 

Mum in town, but his girlfriend had come up to spend a week with him and 

she had a falling out with his Mum. The Mum had kicked her out, and he 

chose to go with his girlfriend. So when they came to The Serve, they had 

a meal and I tried to link them to the Nightshelter to see if there was room 

in the men’s and the women’s shelter, just to get them off the street. The 

young woman was willing, but the young man wasn’t. He would rather 

have slept on the street than be separated [The Serve].  

There appears to be little support for families and young people who are struggling 

with relationships.  

 

Unsafe, dysfunctional homes and trauma 

Unsafe and dysfunctional homes were described by nearly all the research 

participants as one of the main reasons why young people leave home. Homes may 

be unsafe for a variety of reasons, including drug and alcohol use, gang affiliation, 

domestic violence and abuse (physical and psychological).   

We don’t know all living situations, some of them bounce from house to 

house, which is better than staying at home [Youth Mentor]. 
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…it is not a life [at home]; it is a horrible way to live. There is no stability. 

There is no assurance of warmth, of food. One of these boys, I can 

guarantee, will be in ‘the Mob’ by next year, because they are courting 

him. He is hanging around with them and they look after him. And there is 

not a lot that we can do. I mean, I would love to open this place up to be a 

homeless shelter, but the rules around making sure we can’t do this are 

big [Community Centre 2]. 

 

We have youth who are sleeping on friends’ couches or even floors 

because of the lifestyle they live – sometimes it’s by choice, other times it’s 

because they have to for safety reasons [Youth Justice Worker].  

 

One young person was sleeping in a paddock. His dad is a paedophile and 

abused him sexually. He ran out of home and stayed with someone. He 

had anger/behavioural problems [School Staff Member].  

 

The main reason for them [queer youth] being ‘on the street’ homeless (10 

over the past three years) is that they have disparities in their families. Two 

of them were in flatting situations but then came out as transgender and 

were then kicked out of their flat. They could not find another place 

because of pricing and also not finding the queer friendly places I suppose. 

But the majority of them have all been because they have chosen to leave 

home - they feel uncomfortable or they have been physically kicked out or 

harmed in homes. They have been suffering abuse for being who they 

are…[Youth Service]. 

 

Mainly students are at the school early in the morning (since 7:30am) and 

at school till the night- safer at school rather than at homes [School Staff 

Member]. 

 

A small study of homeless youth in Australia identified trauma as a common 

experience amongst homeless youth prior to homelessness. Other issues, such as 

drug and alcohol abuse and crime, occurred once the young people were homeless 

(Martijn & Sharpe, 2006). As this following story illustrates, trauma in childhood that 

is not adequately recognised or addressed can result in ongoing struggle and 

ongoing homelessness.  

One of our guys, he will be 46. Recently, he had had his whānau come 

down to The Serve. He was 16 years old when he walked into his garage 

and found that his Dad had hung himself. He was the baby of the family. 

His older siblings were on their way to university or working. Before he 
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knew it, he was the only one at home. He could not talk about what had 

happened because everyone was busy. We recently went and supported 

him at a court hearing and I met his sister. They have been really 

disconnected over the years. We took his whānau home with us and that is 

where we got to talk. His sister said, “we all went on to be successful but 

not our brother”.  And she looked back and was able to pinpoint where the 

trauma was - that their father had, for whatever reason, taken his life. 

None of them were there and he never talked about anything [The Serve].  

 

Identifying pathways into homelessness and interrelated issues is important because 

it helps to identify opportunities for prevention. The study of homeless youth in 

Australia (Martijn & Sharpe, 2006), and the stories reflected in this research, indicate 

the importance of considering trauma in the provision of services for young people. 

This is true both in the prevention of homelessness and when homelessness is 

identified. Addressing trauma may also prevent increasing psychological distress 

and potential suicide. Molnar, Shade, Kral, Booth, and Watters (1998, cited by 

Martijn & Sharpe, 2006) showed that 48% of homeless young females and 27% of 

males attempted suicide with 6.2 and 5.1 attempts on average respectively. 

 

New Zealand has one of the highest rates of domestic violence in the OECD. The 

following statistics, summarised by the New Zealand Family Violence Clearinghouse 

(2017), indicate that significant proportions of our communities are affected: 

 Approximately 1 in 3 (35%) ever-partnered New Zealand women report 

having experienced physical and/or sexual Intimate Partner Violence in their 

lifetime (Fanslow & Robinson, 2011).  

 Between 1 in 3 (van Roode, Dickson, Herbison & Paul, 2009) and 1 in 5 

(Fanslow, Robinson, Crengle, & Perese, 2007) New Zealand women, and 1 in 

10 (van Roode, et.al. 2009) men, report having experienced child sexual 

abuse.  

 In 2015/16, Child, Youth and Family received 142,249 Care and Protection 

notifications. 44,689 were deemed to require further action, leading to 16,394 

findings of abuse or neglect (Child, Youth and Family, 2016). 

 In 2015, NZ Police recorded 10 homicides of children and young people under 

20 by a family member (Data Scientist, 2017).  

 In 2015, 63 children aged 16 years or under were hospitalised for an assault 

perpetrated by a family member (Data Manager, 2017).  

 

Domestic violence can make home life very challenging and traumatic for young 

people. For those young people who are most impacted by poverty, domestic 

violence can more readily lead to homelessness because the young people have 

fewer options and resources (Groot, Vandenburg & Hodgetts, 2017).  

 

The following stories indicate the level of domestic violence that can occur and the 

resilience of young people in these situations. Also evident is the determination of 
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young people to protect their families and the large sense of responsibility that they 

can carry.  

There are pressures that families don’t realise sit on top of their kids as 

well. The adults have their own arguments and they are not realising what 

the kids are hearing and seeing and how it is affecting them. And the 

pressures link back to the stresses of poverty – family support, wages… 

domestic violence around here is still a major concern…in terms of these 

kids, it is a major factor for them – they see Mum getting a hiding. One of 

the [local] girls…I overheard her talking to the other kids, she said, “When I 

grow up, I’m going to stab the bastard cause I hate him” and then she just 

burst into tears. That is her life, so there is a hell of a lot of it [domestic 

violence] [Community Centre 2]. 

 

This youth fought back against the abusive step father as he was now old 

enough to do so. The step father was intolerable and physically violent… 

The youth was kicked out of home and was street sleeping  

[School Staff Member].  

 

Because of a new partner in the house this youth’s sister moved out to the 

neighbouring house. He used to read while violence and drugs 

encompassed the house. He slept on the floor between two beds and 

stayed at the neighbour’s house most of the time during the days. He 

didn’t want to report the violence because he thought his mother would 

lose her house and that it would cause increased violence in the house. 

Now he is staying with friends… He was reluctant to eat the food in the 

house because he felt like he was not paying for it (School Staff Member].  

 

One young person stayed in a metal tin shed and slept on concrete floors. 

She ended up getting rheumatic fever and had open heart surgery and 

was so sick that she stayed in hospital for 6 months. Her aunty, sister, 

mother and family all lived in the house where they beat her. Drugs and 

alcohol abuse was an issue in the home [School Staff Member]. 

 
Often violence is a result of stress and a lack of support.  As the following story 
indicates, when supports are in place violence can be prevented, and reconciliation 
is possible.    

One young person [a former refugee] felt like he was stuck and couldn’t 

leave as he was staying with his aunty due to his parents passing 

away…he would always wear long jerseys. He was getting beaten 

and…covered with scars. She [the auntie] used everything to beat him with 

whatever she had- chairs, belts etc…Aunty didn’t get the support she 

needed to resettle into a new country like NZ. She wasn’t coping and took 
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it out on the youth. They ended up being involved with the church and then 

had heaps of support and ultimately reconciled fully  

[School Staff Member]. 

 

The impacts of struggle at home can be long lasting and result in mental illness 
which is not always understood.  

 I know a young man who is now 24. His Mum and Dad have been 

back in New Zealand for 5 or 6 years. He would have been 16 or 17 when 

he was homeless on the streets of Australia. He had a relationship 

breakdown with his Mum. His Mum and Dad had separated, and he had 

lived with his Mum. Mum had a lot of alcohol addictions. He moved over to 

Australia with her and she was in and out of relationships. The young man 

suffered through this time. He now suffers from depression, which he has 

not sought treatment for. The whānau has offered support and suggested 

a family meeting but his Dad says he will be okay. There is a staunchness 

[The Serve]. 

 

Drug addictions can make home life and relationships turbulent, unpredictable and 

intensely damaging.   

There were two related girls who lived in multiple houses during different 

times of the week…because their mother was involved with drug dealing. 

The mother then went to jail [School Staff Member].  

 

`One young man would have been about 13…The Mum was on the street 

and had a lot of addictions… I became aware that the Mum was selling her 

son to get her fix. Both of them had shown up and he had come with an 

older woman. He had no shirt on and love bites all over him. He was just 

13 years old…I have seen him twice at The Serve since then and he is 

now addicted. The mother had had a lot of dealings with the police. This 

boy loved his Mum, but he was in the care of someone else. He did not 

want to go back to his caregiver and the caregiver was happy for him not 

to be there. My husband had driven this boy from Hillcrest to Dinsdale one 

night just to find his Mum. The boy wanted to make sure that his Mum was 

okay. He wanted to be with his Mum [The Serve].  

 

There are few safe places available and accessible to youth who experience 

violence. However, young people can be resourceful and will sometimes find support 

and create safe places to be when there is an opportunity.  

There used to be about 20 of them that would gather there [at an empty 

house] – not every night, but different kids all the time…[the house] was 

their hang out place and their ‘when things aren’t right at home, 
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somewhere to go’ place. Some of them hang out here [the community 

house] but they don’t sleep here. There [at the house down the road] they 

could hang out all night. One of the local Kuia used to take Kaivolution 

food to the house – it was her last stop on her deliveries around the 

community [Community Centre, 2]. 

 

Unacceptance of queer identity 

I think [the main reason for homelessness is] definitely conflict with their 

family. Even if the family does not explicitly kick them out, it’s a decision 

between taking care of your mental health and staying with family… I have 

experienced it [conflict with family] myself – I can’t have anything to do with 

my family and I have been homeless because of it…I went to the hospital 

first because I had nowhere else to go and I was in that bad of a state of a 

mind that I needed to get mental health support. And then I ended up at 

friend’s place and they were kind enough to let me in and be with them. 

They were kind of the queer community, so you kind of have to be a family 

for each other…I had been struggling at home for my whole life. It just 

came to a head, and I could not do it anymore. It was not a life and I was 

not allowed to live, I was not allowed to live as myself [Queer Young 

Person] 

 

Queer youth are likely to be overrepresented in the homeless youth community. A 

review of the research in both the United States and Canada indicates that queer 

(lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, questioning, two-spirited) youth are 

disproportionately represented among the population of homeless youth, with 

numbers ranging anywhere from 8% to 37% of this population (Ecker, 2016). The 

proportion of queer youth amongst general youth populations has been estimated to 

be between 3 and 5% (Ecker, 2016), although given issues of stigma associated with 

nonheterosexuality this number may be higher (Savin-Williams and Ream, 2007).  

Several studies have investigated the reasons why queer young people become 

homeless. Being kicked out of their homes because of parental disapproval of their 

sexuality is one of the most common reasons, with numbers ranging from 8% 

(Rosenthal, Mallett & Myers, 2006) to 33% (Rosario, Scrimshaw, & Hunter, 2012). 

Family rejection may also be a factor in prolonging the experience of homelessness 

for queer youth. While many heterosexual identifying youth may reconnect with their 

families and exit homelessness (Mayock, O’Sullivan & Corr, 2011), for queer youth 

reconnection is often not an option.  

While significant, family rejection is not the only issue at play in the creation of queer 

youth homelessness. There are many issues affecting the lives of queer youth, 

including macro issues such as intolerance in the wider community. While little is 

known about public attitudes in New Zealand, polls in the US have demonstrated 
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that 23% of U.S. adults agree that intimate relations between consenting, queer 

adults should be illegal (Gallup Incorporated, 2018). Such intolerances are likely to 

have a detrimental impact on the wellbeing of queer youth, who may internalise 

these messages and potentially become damaging to family relationships.  

 

The mental health of homeless youth is a major focus of investigation in the literature 

related to youth homelessness (Ecker, 2016). When comparing homeless queer and 

heterosexual youth, queer youth reported a greater number of mental health issues, 

including depressive symptoms, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and 

withdrawn behavior. Compared with heterosexual homeless youth, queer homeless 

youth are also more likely to have considered suicide and more likely to report 

histories of sexual abuse (Ecker, 2016). These findings, as Ecker (2016) suggests, 

indicate that homelessness services for queer youth should include trauma-informed 

care, sensitive to the abusive histories and mental wellbeing of many of the youth. 

 

Struggles in the education system - creating positive identity 

 

Whenever my son has been serving, there have been times where he has 

seen young people from his school. Some of the young people aren’t in 

school [The Serve].  

 

Feelings of failure related to not achieving at school can be intense. The pressure to 

achieve at school, despite sometimes inadequate supports for learning difficulties (at 

home and at school), can result in feelings of anger creating conflict, stress and 

sometimes violence that can lead to young people leaving home. The following story 

indicates a lack of support for whānau who experience learning difficulties.   

They [youth who are homeless] have issues that sometimes can't be 

helped. For example, my partner’s nephew has dyslexia. His own family 

thought he was stupid because he couldn’t see and understand words 

properly and they wouldn’t accept this as his younger sister was very 

bright and could read well, causing him to choose fight or flight. He had 

fought and been beaten multiple times so began to choose flight.  Other 

family members in this situation have ADHD (causing them to become 

angry and/or frustrated when put in a difficult situation), bipolar, anger 

issues, learning difficulties and problems making friends  

[Youth Worker 2]. 

 

The pressure to conform to a particular way of being, and to be a self-actualising 

individual achieving in a particular way, can be intense both for young people and 

their families (Farrugia, Smyth and Harrison, 2016). This pressure can undermine a 
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person’s full humanity and identity, potentially leading them to want to leave home 

[flight risk].  

Youth have been put in situations where certain standards have to be met 

and if they don’t reach it they are ridiculed for being dumb or angry or a 

flight risk and so on [Youth Worker 2]. 

 
The school system can sometimes have a wearying effect on young people, 
contributing to the burdens and stresses that they may already be experiencing at 
home.  
 

They start off that first week [in the school holiday programme] a bit 

pensive, but by the end of two weeks they are on cloud nine and just 

floating…However, then they have 12 weeks back at school and when 

they come back during the next holidays, we have to start again. Not only 

is it the school system, but they also go back to their parents. There is not 

a lot of positivity happening [Youth Worker 2]. 

 

State care failure 

Being in State care is often described as a risk factor for homelessness. However, going into 

State care relates to a complex set of circumstances that often connect to intergenerational 

poverty and abuse.  

1 in 4 of the men who come into the Nightshelter have been through foster 

care. This figure is derived from a question on our Nightshelter induction 

form about the kind of experiences that people have had [Hamilton 

Christian Nightshelter]. 

 

I ran into one young person in Garden Place…He said he was living on the 

streets for 3 weeks (it had been pouring with rain during this time). The 

youth was no longer involved with Oranga Tamariki. This was due to an 

incident when he was placed in his last home…The probation officer 

assumed that he had run away and ignored the locked door…walked in on 

his girlfriend getting ready, so the young person hit him in reaction…the 

young person was receiving no more assistance from Oranga Tamariki 

and no financial assistance [Youth Worker]. 

 

`Being in care often links to homelessness. A few of our young people that 

we have seen have run away from their care homes [The Serve]. 

 

Homelessness researchers Groot, Vandenbuirg and Hodgetts (2017) note that for 

many Māori young people experiencing homelessness, being forcibly removed 
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through State intervention can be a pervasive and frequent feature of their lives with 

the potential to contribute to later, ongoing experiences of homelessness. In 2017, 

over 60 percent of children in the custody of the Chief Executive (3518 out of 5708) 

and in out-of-home placements (2895 out of 4716) were Māori, and 66% of the youth 

admissions to Care and Protection residences20 were also Māori (Ministry of Social 

Development 2017).  

 

Barriers to accommodation and support 

For many young people living in stressful and dysfunctional homes, contact with 

government services has not been a positive experience for their families. This can 

make them fearful of services and make service support difficult to provide.   

 

…we got hold of Women’s Refuge [for a homeless young woman]..straight 

away they said, “Yes, we will help” and they rang the Kuia [who was 

housing the young woman]. Three days later the Kuia came in here and I 

said, “How did it go?” and she said that the young girl took off. She said, 

“We had a plan. I rang the Refuge up and they said they would come out 

and I told the girl that they were coming out and that they would set her up, 

but when they turned up, she took off out the window.” She was just 16. 

The Women’s Refuge said that this happens a bit. The youth have this 

strange idea that they are going to get that family into 

trouble…[Community Centre 2].  

 

Young people can sometimes face challenges to access the support that they need. 

The intensity of the support required to support some young people is not 

necessarily available through the educational institutions that the young people are 

connected to.  

 

He was quite depressed…He was desperate to break out of the cycle he 

was in.  He did not get counselling…He also wasn’t keen on applying for 

Student Hardship grant due to his shy personality.  Although, he managed 

quite a substantial amount of the course, depression took over in the 

end…Everyone wanted him to succeed, and was really concerned for him. 

But in the end he disappeared… 

(Staff Member, Tertiary Education Provider) 

 

The inadequacy of student accommodation was also described. 

                                                           
20

 Care and protection residential placements are used when the behaviour of a child or young person is 
putting themselves or others at risk, or when there is no suitable community placement available to take care 
of the child or young person’s complex needs. 
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Students sometimes have to endure poor and terrible accommodation. 

One young man was sharing a small room with 3 others opposite him. 

They would take turns to sleep on the bed while the rest get the floor [Staff 

Member, Tertiary Education Provider].   

 

Transience and insecurity of tenure is a major issue for families and young people 

are often part of these families. 

Transience is an issue for families and young people because there is a 

lack of security of tenure (Nightshelter].  

 

There are many children from 17 down who have one to two parents 

sleeping in vans on couches and in hallways or in garages. They are 

sharing the house with many others (overcrowding but homeless as no 

permanent home). These children will move multiple times per year, if not 

every other month.  Older teens, from 14 years up, are also sleeping in 

vans, couches and in hallways and garages. They are either with their 

families or alone or at friends’ houses. Some older ones are also in 

makeshift shelters on properties or in parks, farmers’ sheds, or in 

homeless squatter camps in the forest reserves in the city  

[community centre staff member].  

 

Young people may need places to come and go from as they transition to adulthood. 

Government policies have not recognised the value of a ‘spare bedroom’ or a larger 

house for providing the transitional housing that may be required in any whānau at 

various times. 

 

The ‘Home and Housed’21
 report in 2010 recommended the selling of the 

three-bedroom houses. Those three-bedroom houses were the emergency 

housing for wider whānau. When something happened, family members, 

including young people, could go back to their family home. The selling of 

these houses has created a ‘nowhere to go’ situation. People come and go 

from homes. If someone was just getting out of prison, for example, they 

could go back to Mum and Dad, but now they can’t because the three-

bedroom house is not available. We need to think about all of these things 

before we make structural changes [Hamilton Christian Nightshelter].  

There was a desperation expressed by research participants because there is 

nowhere to turn to for support for youth who are homeless. 

I don’t know any service [for youth who are homeless]. I have not 

contacted The Nightshelter for a couple of months. There were a few times 

                                                           
21

 http://www.baybuzz.co.nz/wp-content/uploads/2010/08/vision-for-social-housing-nz.pdf 
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that I was calling the Nightshelter and it was full up. I remember one night I 

said, “but what do I do, where do I send them?” And Peter said “I’m sorry - 

I don’t know - I can’t help you.” I said, “Well that sux.” There is no place for 

couples and no places for families [The Serve].  

 

I asked them [two youth sleeping rough] why they don’t go to the Night 

Shelter and they say that they are not old enough. They said that they had 

tried a couple of times to go to the shelter “but it’s warm in here [small 

backyard shed where youth are staying] anyway Mātua.” I say “It can’t be 

warm, it is a tin shed” [Community Centre 2].   

 

There are major barriers for queer youth and potentially for all youth in terms of 

accessing emergency accommodation support.  

The emergency accommodation through WINZ (Work and Income) is a 

really tricky process for our youth – especially outside of WINZ hours. 

Sometimes they have to go to the police station to disclose that they have 

been kicked out, and they then get left in a cell or an interview room for a 

little bit, and then they are organised via intermediaries.  Even sometimes 

in the WINZ hours they [WINZ] will say “there is not much we can do for 

you right now but come back tomorrow” and you’re like “tomorrow is a little 

bit too late”. We’ve had that a couple of times, so that is why we have 

started sending them with an advocate that will know the system. Because 

sometimes you will get people on the WINZ end who don’t know the 

system exactly themselves [Youth Service].  

 

The increasing number of young people accessing the Emergency Housing Special 

Needs Grant through Work and Income may be a positive sign in terms of improving 

service accessibility to young people.  

The Nightshelter, even if you are over 18, can be a scary place for young people, 

and particularly for queer young people.  

And there is a church based Nightshelter and things, but sometimes that is 

a scary place. We have quite a few over 18 year olds, but we would not 

readily refer people to the Nightshelter…although Peter has worked really 

hard to make the men’s shelter safe for trans men who weren’t allowed in 

the women’s one. But it is a very confronting situation (homelessness) for 

a youth to be in and then to have to think “what if this happens once I get 

there?” [Youth Service] 

 

Survival sex, or trading sex to meet one’s survival needs (Whitbeck, Chen, et al., 

2004), has been identified as relatively common practice among homeless youth in 
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the United States. One study found that 10% of their homeless queer sample had 

engaged in survival sex (Walls et al., 2009). Homeless queer youth were also more 

likely to engage in survival sex than were homeless heterosexual youth (Gangamma 

et al., 2008; Gattis, 2011) and to have been asked by someone on the streets to 

exchange sex for money, food, drugs, shelter, or clothing (Van Leeuwen et al., 

2006). As this following story indicates, the repercussions of not providing adequate 

housing options for young people can be severe.  

We have had a few youth disclose to us that they were choosing to sleep 

with people to have places to stay. That was really worrying for us 

because of the risk of abuse and sexually transmitted diseases and stuff 

and it was just not healthy. It worries me and is in the back of my mind, 

because I wonder how many other youth are just doing that because it 

works and are not seeking help, because it is still a really taboo subject to 

bring up. [Youth Service]. 

 

Support in the community – the village is not as strong as it needs to be 

 

Homelessness is not about your house, it’s about your village and your 

relationships with those around you, the meaningful relationships  

[The Serve]. 

 

Informal support for young people who are homeless is often offered through 

friendships and reaching out. However, the community connections may not be as 

strong as they used to be. 

Just two weeks ago, I had a Kuia come in, from a local family; her 

mokopuna [grandchild] had just started a course in town and had turned 

up three days later with this young girl who had moved down from 

Auckland to live with her boyfriend. The girl had been beaten up by her 

boyfriend and his family and then she had been kicked out of their home. 

So the moko had said “Oh well, come back to Nan’s place with me and 

stay with us for a while” [community centre 2].  

 

People have provided places for other people to come to – that’s always 

happened. But something has changed. We were talking about this a 

couple of months ago.  We have a local Kuia – actually there are a couple 

- they are really staunch in this community and they do everything they 

can, but they are in their 60’s and 70’s – they are getting on. When I sit 

with them, look at them, and talk with them, they remind me of all these 

ones that used to be all around. There used to be a whole lot of matriarchs 

and a few patriarchs. They looked after their own little pods of the 

community and everybody knew them. There was a connection I suppose 
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- they all knew each other because they had been in the community for 

years…There is very little now, we are down to only two. The next 

generation have not stepped up which is really sad… Sometimes they 

would take people in - they knew the situation in the home and would say 

“Oh boy, you can come and stay with me for a few days” or “I need to get 

you out of this neighbourhood”. But that has dropped away. It might be still 

there, but we don’t hear about it as much as we used to. The connections 

are not there [Community Centre 2].  

 

Policies that shift people out of their homes do not recognise the relationships that 

have been built up over time in the community and the value of these relationships 

for community connectedness and for our young people:  

…my concern with the recommendations of the ‘Home and Housed’ report 

is that once you have been in a house for 30 years, you have an affinity 

with the land – it is your place to be. This is being taken away from people 

[Hamilton Christian Nightshelter]. 

 

The stresses of having to work in paid employment can mean that caregivers can’t 

be present for their children: 

One [homeless] teenager had said to me that Mum was always working – 

there was no-one at home. So they can just get caught up in the wrong 

crowd. The teenager had a home to go to, but Mum was not here. Mum is 

trying to do what she can to work for the family. Disconnection in families 

is a big thing [The Serve].  

 

One Youth Worker suggested that a “lack of whānau connection” [Youth Worker 3] 

was one of the main reasons for youth homelessness. Many people do not live close 

to their wider whānau, so the possiblity of being homeless is increased. The impacts 

of colonisation resulted in the relocation of Māori from the hau kainga (tribal 

homelands) into urban environments (Walker 1990). This has resulted in many Māori 

not living in close poximity to their extended whānau.   
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Responses to Youth Homelessness 

Quick Fixes are not the solution. We need to deal with the environment 

that produces such problems [Youth Worker 3]. 

 

The value of being connected to social systems, such as education, was reflected by 

one research participant who described the experience of a young woman who had 

accommodation that she described as ‘terrible’. However, because of her social 

connection, she was able to find better accommodation: 

 

…[she] tells her friends in her course who offer her their place to live for 

three years. She is able to study and get her degree that leads to 

employment and a form of income. Getting youth into degrees means that 

they hang around similar people with ambitions and allows them to create 

friends for life [Staff Member].  

 

Being enrolled in school (Milburn et al., 2009) and having a connection to social 

systems such as education, employment, and health (Slesnick et al., 2008) have 

been shown elsewhere to support young people in exiting homelessness.  

 

Youth homelessness connects strongly to whānau relationships and home life. 

Therefore, a whānau centered approach to addressing the complex needs of 

whānau seems important. Research shows that improving family relationships and 

having increased contact with family were important factors in youth being able to 

exit homelessness (Mayock, O’Sullivan, & Corr, 2011). However, this response is 

difficult for queer young people, whose families do not accept their identities, and for 

young people whose homes are impacted by domestic violence.  

 

Many of the research participants reflected on the issues of poverty and stresses at 

home as being precursors to young people becoming homeless. However, only a 

few of the research participants suggested responses that would address these 

stresses. One participant suggested the following response. 

Universal basic income of $500 per week to everyone over 18, $250 per 

week to each child paid to parents or guardians of those under 18. 

Massive government building by Housing Corp (not subcontracted) of 

Housing NZ houses, homes for life, all rent to own, capped at 10 times 

occupant’s yearly income. Paid for by Electronic Financial Transactions 

Tax of 1-2% on every transaction in NZ (including stocks, currency 

exchange, capital) [Community Centre Staff Member].  
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Clear lines of referral and after-hours services and support  

There are no services available to provide temporary accommodation for young 

people in Hamilton. Some services have reported desperation when trying to find 

support for young people who do not have accommodation. Oranga Tamariki has a 

duty of care for young people until the age of 18. However, there is no after-hours 

service offered to young people who are without a safe place to stay. There are 

limited places to turn to and clear lines of referral are needed.  

The main thing that we need is clear safe pathways for referral – this 

would be good – somewhere to refer the youth to, and you could know that 

they would be safe for that night, and in a diverse setting, so they don’t 

have to worry about where they sit on the gender, sexuality spectrum, and 

they can be accepted for who they are [Youth Service]. 

 

We need to be able to appropriately respond to these suspicions [of 

homelessness] with policies and processes in place. This will allow liaison 

with the right groups [Staff, Tertiary Education Provider]. 

 

Providing a youth shelter was described by some research participants as a last 

resort, or an option for when other strategies are not effective. It was noted that there 

was support needed for youth who did not meet the current thresholds of Oranga 

Tamariki to be placed into temporary accommodation. 

There was some concern that setting up a shelter might encourage youth to 

separate from home, rather that accepting some of the boundaries that homes might 

have in place. 

Youth homelessness, or young people leaving home or care because of 

relational issues, has always happened. If you put a service in place, or 

provide a place for these young people to go to, then you will get service 

uptake because the young people may see the facility provided as a ‘cool 

place to go and hang out with their mates’ [Hamilton Christian 

Nightshelter].  

 

Youth will come to hang out, not because they need it but because it’s 

cool. We, my mates and I, used to go into town and hang out with the 

street kids – it looked like a cool life, they were young, free and happy, well 

until 3am in the morning that is, and then we were cold and hungry and 

wanted to go home [Community Centre 2].  
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There was a suggestion that we may not need a housing brokering service for young 

people, because these services can absorb lots of funding that could otherwise be 

spent on housing. 

I have concerns about creating additional layers of housing services that 

remove the ability for people to do what they have done in the past and 

find places to live for themselves. Some people need extra support to find 

housing and extra support once they are in the housing, but the majority of 

people can find places to live for themselves, if the places are available. 

The additional layers of housing services can cost a lot of money, when 

the issue at hand is really a lack of housing [Hamilton Christian 

Nightshelter]. 

 

There was a suggestion of the need for a queer inclusive nightshelter. 

You know there is a nightshelter and there are youth homes, but there is 

really not a queer inclusive one, where you can definitely go and feel safe 

being who you are. Even for a night, this would make a huge difference for 

some of our youth. I really want to advocate for this [Youth Service]. 

 

The dream for this [community support] would be…to have a centre where 

people can go that is open all the time, that has emergency 

accommodation for people who need it, has people to help people to get 

housing and jobs and all that stuff. And that it is queer, because as a queer 

person I would never feel safe going to any kind of shelter because they 

are gendered and I’m transgender and that just would not work [Queer 

Young Person].  

 

Supporting queer identity and services 

It would have been helpful to have any kind of community support at the 

time [of crisis and homelessness] because there was none [for me]. It’s 

like, even now, I’m in such a tenuous living situation that I could become 

homeless at any point. I’m living alone now but feel vulnerable…I just 

received notice that the place that I’m staying in is on the market. Trying to 

afford to live is just ridiculous 

 [Queer Young Person]. 

 

Queer youth may have barriers to reconnecting with family because of a lack of 

acceptance. They are, therefore, potentially more reliant on the social service 

system. To effectively meet the needs of queer youth, the social service system 

needs to be well trained on queer issues and culture. Finding support is one of the 
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most crucial steps in exiting homelessness. To be effective, social services need to 

ensure their accessibility to the queer community (Ecker, 2016). The National 

Alliance to End Homelessness (2009) in the United States has developed four steps 

that they consider necessary to end homelessness for queer youth. These steps all 

relate to a need for greater understanding of queer culture and are also likely to be 

relevant in Aotearoa New Zealand:  

1) Broaden community awareness of the prevalence and causes of 
homelessness for LGBTQ youth;  

2) Engage LGBTQ adults and allies in building local advocacy networks to 
expand services, shelter, and housing for LGBTQ homeless youth;  

3) Secure increased public investment in services, shelter, and housing for 
homeless LGBTQ youth; and  

4) Improve the cultural competency of local services, shelter, and housing to 
meet the needs of LGBTQ homeless youth. 

 
A lack of acceptance of queer identity also stems from perspectives in wider society. 

Some ideas for creating a culture of acceptable and readily accessible services 

include: 

 Creating visibly safe spaces for queer folks (e.g. things as simple as 

supportive posters can make a difference); 

 Gender-neutral bathrooms and showering facilities; 

 Clear processes within organisations for people to bring up any issues they 

have e.g. good, safe, complaints processes; 

 Helping schools to be safe, affirming, spaces (e.g. uniforms, bathrooms, peer 

support groups like queer-straight alliances); 

 Resources to point youth in the direction of queer friendly family planning, 

mental health support, health care, etc.; and 

 Supportive resources and networks for family members.  

 
There have been very few studies of services specifically provided for queer 

homeless youth. However, one study (Nolan, 2006) suggested that the following 

aspects of service were important: 1) having queer-identified staff members, 2) a 

focus on peer relationships and 3) a supported housing model where housing choice 

and independent living is enabled.  Some researchers, along with queer youth 

themselves, have recommended creating homeless shelters that exclusively serve 

queer youth. Another possible solution is to ensure staff training on queer issues and 

to promote an inclusive and safe environment in mixed-sexual orientation shelters 

(Ecker, 2016). Further, homeless queer youth are particularly at risk for 

discrimination in the housing market and may require assistance in securing rental 

accommodation. 
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Relationship support 

Support for families to help them work through any problems that have led to 

homelessness was noted as a response that would help to reduce youth 

homelessness.   

 

There was a suggestion for a more concerted effort around addressing domestic 

violence. 

…there are all these campaigns…and all these wonderful things that go 

on, but it is the result that concerns me.  The worst thing that we have 

noticed as community people: at one stage domestic violence became 

very open and people started talking about it, but now we are finding that 

the doors are getting locked even tighter and they are making it even 

quieter. They try and keep it behind those doors. Before the campaigns, 

you could hear your neighbours screaming at each other, now you don’t 

hear them, but it is still going on. I suppose it is a ‘catch 22’, you want to 

yell and scream about it, but we are driving domestic violence back into 

the home. We are not actually solving the problem. And I don’t know what 

the fix is [Community Centre 2]. 

 

Support for families of queer youth was also recommended as a way of helping 

relationships at home.  

Over the past year or so, I’ve had more information, especially around 

gender identity and stuff, and it has been easier to give the parents 

resources. This has made it less scary and less bothering for them. So it 

may be confronting, but it is not so much of a ‘freak out’ situation and they 

are less likely to think that “the rest of my extended family and my 

neighbours won’t understand so I will just expel you”. Instead, it’s more like 

“I’m uncomfortable with this, but we can learn about it and discuss it if we 

have to”. [The resources] seemed to help with the parent and family 

engagement. Because our first point of call when we have someone who 

has been kicked out and is homeless is to see if the young person has got 

an immediate family member that they can stay with safely. Often we get 

feedback that they have stayed with another family member and they used 

that family member as an intermediary to kind of re-educate back into the 

situation if they feel safe to, but not if it is abusive. But I think definitely 

more information would help [Youth Service].  

 

In terms of families, I think there needs to be an independent support 

group for families – PFLAG (http://www.pflag.org/) – it exists in the States. 

Something like this is desperately needed. Parents can go and talk to 

parents of queer children. This would have helped in my situation because 

they [the parents] have someone to talk to.  
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Building the village - places of connection, support and participation 

Places of connection are needed for young people, particularly when their home 

lives are stressed.   

We have a teenager that is doing community service - a 14 year old. He is 

back in his parents care. He chose to come to The Serve because he had 

come to The Serve when he had run away. He could see that [The Serve] 

had helped him and that he could give back [The Serve]. 

 

The Serve provides a place to be, a place to begin to restore some of the 

relationships or build new ones. Social isolation can be big [The Serve].  

 

The biggest sensible response would not be providing places to sleep but 

places to keep our kids occupied. To let our kids do stuff. Come this 

summer, there are hundreds of them in this park [Fairfield Park] up until 

about 9.30pm at night, because it is still light. Mum and Dad don’t want 

them at home. And we try - we set up the sports equipment and I have a 

couple of youth facilitators who get out there and they run around and the 

youth love it. But the youth facilitators are only there until 4.30/5 at night - 

they have their own lives to go home to [Community Centre 2].  

 

There are some informal responses being made to youth homelessness in our 

community. One of the research participants works in a school canteen and 

connects with students on a day to day basis. This staff member provides a safe 

place for the youth to connect – they don’t fear “the canteen lady”.  She is able to 

offer both food and also accommodation for students who need a place to go.  In the 

case of one young person, his friends told the staff member about his situation. Her 

first response is often to provide food to the young person as they are always hungry 

with no food of their own. The staff member reported that young people are often too 

embarrassed to go to the health centre for support. The staff member gets the 

opportunity to talk to young people through the canteen interaction, where they often 

open up. Sometimes it is possible for a young person to access the Independent 

Youth Benefit. Sometimes the young people will stay at this woman’s house for 

years. It depends on the circumstances.  

 

Offering places to stay for friends and people who need space or time away from 

home has always been a function of a healthy community. 

Youth homelessness has been happening for a long time. My oldest 

daughter had a friend who could not be at home. She said, “Is it okay if my 

friend comes to stay for a couple of nights”. One of her friends asked that 

we not contact her parents. That was tricky that one. We explained that we 

needed to contact her parents. We said that she was welcome to stay, that 
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we were not interested in what is going on, but that we just needed to let 

her parents know where she was and that she was safe. I think that this 

sort of thing has been happening for quite a long time. The village, or the 

network of support, can be a constant for parents  

[The Serve]. 

 

However, it was expressed that the village or the informal connections and offering 

of support might not be as strong as they once were and that this needed to be 

rebuilt. 

And there was Auntie…up the road here who is still trying to do everything. 

But they [Aunties] used to be all around, everyone knew who they were, 

and they knew everybody. There is very little now, we are down to only 

two. The next generation have not stepped up which is really sad and is 

something we need to start, somehow, getting back. It was not a formal 

thing, it was the auntie so and so – they would say “Hey your kid is on the 

street, sort them out”. It was a thing that people had that respect for and 

respect for them (Community Centre 2). 

 

Connections in the community, or village connections, are how we stay involved in 

each other’s lives, and this can have a protective aspect. 

I am really impressed with this young guy though [previously sleeping in 

the shed] who has actually joined up with MCA [hospitality course in town]. 

I only knew this because I’ve enrolled one of my sons. I keep tabs on the 

boy through my son. I ask, “Is he turning up [to the course]?” That is 

number one. They know each other because my son was a few years 

ahead of him at school. So, the boy probably knows that I am getting some 

information back about him (Community Centre 2).  

 

Relationships in the community can be strong and powerful in the lives of young 

people who are struggling at home: 

We had a young boy who used to sleep at the front of the house during the 

summer. I would turn up at work at 7.30am and he would be here. He 

would say “Oh I got in an argument with Mum last night” and I would be 

like “Oh man” …he knew it was safe here and that we would show up. In 

the morning he would ask “Where are the weetbix Matua?” The whare 

offers stability and the Kuia [in the community] have offered some stability 

also - always being there is significant in these kids’ lives [Community 

Centre 2]. 
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I had not seen him in a few weeks and I gave him a big hug….he came 

inside and I said “Well, what are you doing here?” and he was like “You 

know this is my second home” [Community Centre 2].  

 

Community-based services face some barriers to working proactively with 

government institutions. Community services can offer insights that could help 

government services to be more effective. They can also offer relational and ongoing 

support that may deliver more effective and positive outcomes for youth.  

I talked with the Social Worker when she first took him on and I said “What 

this kid needs is stability. He has never had it, he does not know stability. 

That is why he loves the whare, because he knows it is always here, we 

are always here, and that we will always do the same thing and he loves 

that. He has been through about 6 of you guys. He has been backwards 

and forwards from his mother’s, brothers, sisters all around the motu…he 

does not understand, and he wants stability.” And then she left, and a new 

Social Worker came, and the boy thought “Oh I will play up with this one 

too”. He has tested all of them 

 [Community Centre 2].  

 

I rang up the Social Worker and said can I please come and visit the boy, I 

wanted to make sure he was okay – I said, “I know this boy and he will be 

feeling as low as low”. She said that she would get back to me and three 

weeks later I called again, and said I really want to go and see this boy. 

And then the local cop came across and said she had seen him and that 

he asked about me and that he asked about the whare, but that he was 

okay and that he had a couple of mates.  She told me where he was, so I 

rang up the Social Worker and I said, “I know where he is, can I go and 

visit him?” And she said “Well I’ve got to put it through this channel and 

this...” - I was frustrated. And then three weeks later he showed up. He 

escaped to just come and visit the whare. They put him in the police car, 

they handcuffed him, but he was walking to the car anyway and I thought 

“And there are 9 of you…!” (Community Centre 2).   

 

Community centres can also be the eyes and ears of the community, facilitating 

connections and therefore able to identify and respond to issues. 

The other night, we had the fire alarm go off here at the whare and when I 

got here, the security guard was standing here - it took three hours to get it 

sorted. The security guard said that he did not see who it was. I said, no 

worries mate, see those kids over there, running across the field, they are 

about to come tell me who did it. And they did….[Community Centre 2]. 
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We found out from some of the other kids that the girl has a boyfriend - he 

is 16 and she is 11. I said to the Dad that he needs to talk to his daughter 

because that is not a good relationship [Community Centre 2].  

There were some reflections shared on the current provision of youth centres in 

Hamilton. One youth worker reflected that it is challenging to ensure that all these 

services are accessible to all young people of all classes and backgrounds. Pride 

can also be a barrier to accessing services.  

 

Opportunities to develop positive identity 

Adolescence is a time of exploring and developing identity. The following stories 

indicate the shaping of identity that can happen when youth are shown care and how 

this encourages reciprocity in relationship. 

Those boys [homeless] are cleaning my weeds now, you know, I turn up 

and the weeds are done. They said, “Oh Mātua, we’ve just cleaned up the 

weeds out there” and I said, “Oh man, you boys.” And it is because we 

feed them now and again. You know it is as simple as that - so they do 

understand and there is some reciprocity there [Community Centre 2].  

 

We are part of the “Give a Kid a Blanket” foundation. There was a 

wonderful local woman who contacted us and she wanted an outlet to give 

blankets, hats and socks. I think we distributed about 45 of each to these 

kids. I left about 6 out in a shed [where the youth were staying]. And every 

time they left…the blankets were all folded, they weren’t just left, so they 

appreciated it [the blankets and the care] [Community Centre 2]. 

 

These experiences of connection provide the youth with the opportunity to affirm 

their identity not as ‘problem youth’ or ‘homeless’ but instead resilient and relational 

(Erin Toolis and Hammack, 2015).  The opportunity to participate in cultural practices 

of reciprocity has been identified as significant in the lives of Māori people who are 

homeless. The opportunity for personal connections, and the preservation of 

reciprocity, loyalty, solidarity and sharing, buffer people against adversity (Groot 

et al., 2011).  

 

For Māori, the village or sense of belonging and identity can be strengthened 

through connection and access to hau Kainga (tribal homelands). As researchers 

Groot, Hodgetts, Nikora and Leggat-Cook (2011) note, 

“The more people engage between places departed and their urban 

homes, the more likely they are to remain important resources across 

multiple places. Through engaging the between, they metaphorically 

invigorate their ahi kaa (tribal home fires): where relationships with people 

in their tribal homelands are enlivened and nurtured. They maintain their 
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turangawaewae (place of strength and identity). Māori who live their lives 

in between claim a new space giving rise to multiple relationships and 

ways of belonging, and to the reality of many homes even when, for some, 

that home is the streets” (p. 376-377). 

 

Alternative education and school programmes 

Programmes that build a sense of community, offer alternative education pathways, 

provide support for learning difficulties and develop a variety of culturally relevant 

success markers may reduce the stress associated with school.  

There appears to be very limited schooling options and limited support for youth who 

are not being adequately served by the current system. 

If there were options given to youth who could be close to these situations 

[poverty and homelessness], which help them with managing anger, 

developing their skills (personal and professional), giving them options for 

work and teaching them the basic skills required for the "big bad world" so 

to speak, this in my mind would help these youth have a purpose and drive 

for what they want in life 

 [Youth Worker 2].  

 

There are numbers of young people who are struggling to stay in the school system.  

I have truants here every day – I tell them [the schools and the police] “If 
one of them comes here and I send him/her back to school, there is no 

guarantee that they are going to get there. What happens if halfway there 
they say, “fuck that” and they break into a place, steal stuff and maybe hurt 

someone, who knows and then what happens? Did we help? At least if 
they are here, they are safe and they are not hurting anyone… Now and 
again I’ll say “Go home” - they go home and get a hiding from Dad – that 
worked?! So, I am happy for them to be here. The schools and police are 

slowly coming around to my way of thinking  
[Community Centre 2].  

 

There are many barriers to establishing Alternative Education outside of the 
mainstream school system. Community centres are developing after school 
programmes to support young people to stay engaged. Providing positive 
experiences outside of school can be vital especially when the school environment is 
difficult for youth.  

We need to have more programmes during the school term. If they go 

home happy, Mum and Dad are happy. If they go home moaning and 

screaming, then home is not happy. If they go home saying “I love you 

Mum” then Mum is happy. We need to keep the good space and keep the 

happy vibe growing [Community Centre 2].  
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There may sometimes be a lack of adequate resourcing in schools to keep people 

engaged. 

Not everyone has technology, a lap top, computer or wifi, and food (basic needs) and they 

are embarrassed about this. They can’t do assignments. They are embarrassed as they 

don’t have the resources. They are cold, hungry etc. and up all night. Therefore, schools 

should provide needed resources. They should offer free sport at school so students have 

something to do in the weekends/after school. Let them come in mufti or whatever shoes or 

jackets at the school [School Staff Member]. 

 

Action Plan 

In response to the issues of youth homeless, we recommend the development of a Homes 

for Youth Action Plan that provides the following: 

 Time out spaces and positive activities for youth in the communities where they live; 

 Support for families with relationship challenges, particularly during the teenage 

years; 

 Support for a diversity of youth identities and measures of success;   

 Support for Māori-led education; 

 Support for alternative education initiatives and support for youth with learning 

difficulties; 

 More Publicly Funded Housing that meets the needs of young people and their 

whānau; 

 Safe places for young people to go when home is violent, dysfunctional and abusive;  

 Afterhours support and clear lines of referral for young people who have no safe 

place to sleep (potentially rough sleeping); 

 Responses that recognise trauma as a potential aspect of and precursor to 

homelessness; 

 Research regarding the need for a queer youth housing service; 

 Developed understandings and acceptance of queer culture within services, schools 

and community; 

 Support for projects, initiatives and services that build relationships and connections 

in the community; 

 Initiatives that build on emerging understandings of inter-generational trauma;   
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Conclusion 

The interviews presented in this report give human faces to the published statistics, 

graphs and theories. The experiences reflected may not be representative of the 

wider population of young people and services. However, they do enable a deeper 

understanding of lived realities.  

The diversity of stories provide pause for thought about the type of support that is 

available in certain circumstances. Youth who are subjected to neglect, violence or 

abuse need urgent assistance. However, it is important to distinguish this group from 

those who choose to leave home because of disagreements over rules and 

boundaries. Sometimes a temporary reprieve from home can provide the necessary 

time for reflection and for later reconnection. Supporting families through teenage 

years is important. There are many normal tensions as young people transition to 

adulthood. A village of networks and support can play a vital role in supporting 

families and young people.  

In response to youth homelessness, and to the stories presented in this report, our 

focus needs to be on facilitating physical, social, psychological, material and 

emotional safety. Careful consideration of just what constitutes each of those 

elements is also necessary. 

This report provides many ideas for strategies and facilities that might help prevent 

youth homelessness and enable home relationships to flourish. Positive youth 

activities provide an opportunity for young people to connect to positive role models 

and community and to develop a sense of belonging in a wider network of care. 

Support and relational tools for parents and caregivers are also important. Such tools 

can be particularly important for families and parents who are struggling with the 

queer identity of their young person and how to support them.  

Trauma was noted as a possible experience for young people who become 

homeless and, particularly, for those who are sleeping rough. Providing care and 

support that recognises the likelihood of trauma is important. Trauma may be a 

shared experience in the families and communities where these young people come 

from. Interventions that are whānau centred and that provide access and connection 

to culture may be most effective. The impacts of intergenerational trauma are 

beginning to be understood, and strategies and programmes to address this form of 

trauma are developing.  

Schools are valuable connecting spaces for young people. Sometimes the informal 

supports available for young people leaving home for their own safety are accessed 

through school communities. However, schools can be places of exclusion. Students 

with learning difficulties do not always receive the necessary supports. Māori-led 

education, with adequate resourcing, will provide greater levels of inclusion, 

belonging and opportunity for many young people. Ensuring that the right supports 
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are provided, at the right time, for all young people is work that requires attention and 

resourcing in our communities.  

There were some shared reflections of desperation when trying to find emergency 

accommodation for young people. In some circumstances, it may be possible for the 

young person to reconnect to home. Other times, the abuse and trauma will be too 

great and other accommodation options need to be readily available. Clear lines of 

referral are required so that careful assessments can be made and appropriate 

support provided. Afterhours support, specifically for young people, may be 

necessary.  

Young people are more likely to flourish in communities that are connected, well-

resourced and supported. Poverty creates unnecessary stress and disconnection in 

the lives of families in our community. The lack of housing affordability, and the tight 

rental market, do not support many families to live well and easily. Young people are 

perceptive and aware of the stresses their families experience. Well supported 

families, with adequate incomes and housing, are better able to provide adequate 

support to young people.  

Community centres can provide connecting places for our young people. They can 

provide connection to information and advice in a timely way, and they can work 

constructively with other services. They can provide the reprieve or time-out that is 

often necessary as families navigate the teenage years. Some of the stories shared 

reflect a time where the village of networks of support in communities may have 

been stronger. The culture of neoliberal individualism has impacted on community 

relationships, as well as creating increased poverty and inequality. This is a toxic 

social mix that does not provide adequately for all of our young people. Reducing 

poverty, and providing adequate support in our community, are strategies that will 

provide a basis for more flourishing relationships in our homes and with our young 

people.   
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Tamariki Responses to Homelessness 

On World Homelessness Day 2018, a group of organisations and tamariki had a 

sleep over/out at Te Whare o Te Ata. The following quotes are some of the 

responses to homelessness suggested by tamariki from the Fairfield community: 

"We can design and make houses" 

"We can give them mattresses" 

"We can pick them up and drop them off at your house" 

"We can ask someone to help" 

"We can give them food" 

"We can build 900 tree houses" 

"Some people are coming and stealing their houses" 

"Drop a tent off for them, so they are safe, comfortable and warm" 

"Take them to our home" "You already have 13, do you want 800 more?" "Yeah" 

"If you are rich you can buy them some houses" 

"Give them the whole world" 
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