The Limits of Emergency Shelters
and the Need for Systemic Change

My name is Ewan Higgs, and I'm the Housing Services Program Manager at Hobart City Mission in Tasmania.
What I want to talk about today is change, and what seven years of operating emergency shelter has taught me about where that change needs to lead.
Because if we are not prepared to continually question what we do, we risk becoming incredibly good at delivering something that ultimately isn't working.
And I think that is one of the most difficult challenges because sometimes we become so focused on improving the service in front of us that we don't step back and ask whether the service itself is still the right response.

Where it Started 
In December 2019, I was tasked with opening an emergency overnight shelter for rough sleepers.
We were starting from nothing. There was no template. We had limited funding at that time and a workforce with varying levels of experience.
Very quickly, we understood that if we were going to do this well, it needed to be a low-barrier, trauma-informed service.
We spoke with the people who would actually use it. We thought about dignity in practical terms.
People shouldn't have to ask permission every time they want something. They should know where the fridge, the kettle or extra bedding are. Those things might sound small, but when you have spent significant parts of your life being told where you can go, when you can eat, what you can do and whether you belong somewhere, those small things matter.
We wanted people to feel welcome, respected and, importantly, safe.
We kept asking for feedback. We kept learning and importantly adapting and changing, we still follow this process. Safe Space has never been a 'set and forget' program.
We developed our understanding of trauma-informed care and began to recognize that what we were creating was a psychologically informed environment, supported by an experienced workforce that understands trauma, complexity and relationship-based support.
We have an amazing team, and it was a tough journey. Our evaluations have consistently demonstrated the quality of the service and the strength of our staff.
That is excellent work, and we are proud of it. But being proud of the work shouldn't prevent us from questioning it. In fact, I think the opposite is true. If we genuinely care about the people we're supporting, we have a responsibility to ask whether what we're doing is producing the outcome they actually need.
And that led us to an uncomfortable conclusion. Because we can be doing excellent work while the model we operate within still has fundamental limitations.
And the reality is that emergency shelter isn't ending homelessness. 

The limits of shelters 
Emergency shelter provides safety, food, warmth, dignity, connection and support. All of those matters.
But let’s not confuse making homelessness safer compared to ending someone's homelessness.
For too many people our emergency services have become a parallel system in which they learn to survive homelessness rather than having the opportunity to leave it.
When we concentrate people with high and complex needs in crisis environments, we can also expose them to behavioral escalation, conflict and repeated trauma.
A shelter bed, however well intentioned, cannot by itself break the cycle created by trauma, complex health needs, or a severe shortage of affordable housing.
And there is a difficult paradox here. The better we become at making crisis services safe and supportive, the greater the risk that the crisis response becomes normalized as part of the homelessness system.
Over time, that system can become their normal. And when something becomes normal, even if it isn't ideal leaving it can be frightening.
People become reluctant to take the next step or even accept housing. Change is hard. A home can bring its own challenges.
Simply handing someone a key does not undo years of homelessness or trauma.
But that does not mean someone isn't ready for housing. It means we need to provide the right support once they have it.
And that should make us uncomfortable.
Not because shelters are bad. Not because the people working in them are failing. And certainly not because the people using them are failing.
But because emergency shelter was never supposed to become someone's medium to long-term housing solution.

Hard Questions 
So, I think we need to start asking more difficult questions, particularly when we think about funding and, especially, government funding.
Maybe the question isn't simply, 'How do we keep Safe Space funded?' Maybe the question is, 'What should this funding become?'
Could we transition investment into Housing First? Could we take the workforce, relationships and expertise we've spent years developing and wrap them around people in permanent homes?
I think we all have a responsibility to ask: Is this still the right program to fund?
Not just: Can we keep the program going? Or: Should we keep the program going?
But: Knowing everything we know now, if we had this money again, would we spend it in the same way?
That's a much harder question.
Because organisations naturally want programs to survive. We build teams around them. We build identities around them. We celebrate their successes. We advocate for their funding. And all of that is understandable.
But organisational sustainability and ending homelessness are not necessarily the same thing. Sometimes being genuinely outcomes-focused means being prepared to fundamentally change something that we have spent years building.

Change without abandoning crisis 
Change is frightening.
It's frightening for organisations because it might mean changing direction or even being prepared to say no to funding in its current form. It is frightening for staff because programs represent people's jobs and livelihoods.
And it is frightening for the people using services because, however imperfect these services may be, they can provide safety and stability.
So, I am not suggesting that we simply close shelters.
We cannot remove the crisis response before we have built something better.
There will continue to be people who need somewhere safe tonight. That matters.
But our response to 'Where will someone sleep tonight?' needs to exist alongside an equally urgent question: 'How do we make sure they don't need this service tomorrow, next month or next year?'
What I am suggesting is that we start transitioning our thinking and our investment towards permanent outcomes.
Because programs end. Funding priorities change. Contracts finish. And when that happens, we need to ask: What have we left behind?
If someone has used a crisis service for several years and the funding finishes, that person may still be homeless.
We have spent the money. We have delivered the program. We may have achieved every KPI.
We might be able to demonstrate thousands of bed nights, meals, referrals and support hours. Those measures tell us that we have been busy and that people have received important support. But they do not necessarily tell us whether someone's homelessness has ended.
And fundamentally, nothing permanent may have changed for that person.

Change the investment 
And this is where I think Safe Space has taught us something incredibly important.
We know we can do the support really well.
We have developed an experienced workforce. We understand trauma. We understand psychologically informed environments. We lean into complexity. And we understand how to build relationships.
So, what would happen if we took that expertise into people's homes?
What if, instead of requiring people to come into a crisis environment to receive support, we helped them access permanent housing and wrapped that same quality of support around them?
What if we walked alongside people as they learned what having a home meant for them? What if we supported them with the challenges of maintaining a tenancy?
And what if, once someone had the safety and stability of housing, we could start working with whatever they needed help or support with, whether that was trauma, mental health, substance use, isolation, reconnection with community, or simply learning how to live somewhere that was genuinely theirs?
Because housing doesn't make complexity disappear. But it gives us a fundamentally different place from which to work with that complexity.
There is a fundamental difference between housing and an emergency shelter.
If the support funding eventually ends, the person can still have their home.
They're not starting again. We're leaving something permanent behind.

The Challenge 
So, the challenge I want to leave with you is really quite simple: Question the work, but more importantly, question the outcomes.
That doesn't mean abandoning emergency shelters tomorrow. There will always be moments when people need immediate safety.
But emergency accommodation should be exactly that: an emergency response, not a destination.
And perhaps most importantly, we should ask: If we spend this money for another five years, will the people we're supporting be any closer to having a permanent home?
If the answer is no, then perhaps our responsibility isn't simply to keep delivering the existing service better.
Perhaps our responsibility is to take what we've learned and say: We can do better.
That doesn't mean everything we've done before was wrong. Quite the opposite.
We take the knowledge, the workforce, the relationships and the expertise we've developed, and we use them to build the next response.
Because changing a program isn't admitting that it failed. Sometimes changing a program is evidence that we listened, we learned and we were prepared to act on what we learned.
Change doesn't have to mean the end. Change can be the beginning.
And ultimately, I don't think the success of our homelessness system should be measured by how well we support people to live within homelessness.
It should be measured by how successfully we support people to leave it.
