$5.20 SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 7, 2025

NDEPENDENT
HAWKS’ GIANT KILLERS

Three goals to Ginnivan and Macdonald

No reports, no injuries
Next opponent: Adelaide

““INOTHERFINALS NEWS

Lions lose Neale, Hipwood

Rayner escapes staging sanction

SPORT

ALWAYS

~4

Published in Melbourne since 1854

<

N

theage.com.au

FORA
POLICE
KILLER

B $1m bounty on alleged double
murderer Dezi Freeman

M High Country mineshafts
a possible hideout

M Life on the property that
fugitive fled

REPORTS PAGE 6-7

Photo: Jason South

Thousands with disabilities
face eviction from homes

Grant McArthur, Kieran Rooney

Thousands of Victorians with pro-
found disabilities face the prospect
of eviction from their group homes
and the loss of carers they have
relied on for years due to a funding
stand-off between private pro-
viders, the state and the federal
government.

Almost 60 Victorian supported
independent living homes caring
for the state’s most vulnerable res-
idents have been closed in the past
22 years, and the not-for-profit or-
ganisations appointed to take over
the state’s disability accommoda-
tion sector eight years ago have
confirmed they are now operating
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with only one month’s cashflow.

Disability workers, advocates,
unions and housing providers say
the situation will become a crisis
on January 1, when Victorian gov-
ernment grants intended to trans-
ition the state’s group homes onto
the National Disability Insurance
Scheme ends, and the viability
of homes for 1985 residents “hits
a cliff”.

In response to questions from
The Sunday Age, the heads of the
five not-for-profit organisations
appointed to take over Victoria’s
former government-run disability
group homes - Aruma, Scope, Life
Without Barriers, Melba Support
Services and Possability - issued a
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joint statement confirming that
funding shortfalls were affecting
their ability to continue current
services.

Aruma chief executive Dr Mar-
tin Laverty, who helped design the
NDIS and served on the National
Disability  Insurance Agency
(NDIA) board from 2018 to 2019,
said underfunding for individual
residents by the NDIA and the end-
ing of the Victorian government
grants endangered many services
for the most vulnerable residents.

“There’s been some really
heartbreaking decisions that not-
for-profit organisations have had
to make to close services that are
simply no longer viable,” Laverty
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said. “There have been dozens of
closures across Victoria in recent
months, and there are tragically
more to come.

“These closures of services are
disruptive for residents and really
challenging for families and loved
ones who are given few options to
find other alternatives.

“It’s reached the point that the
viability of not-for-profit re-
gistered providers has become so
fragile that, on average, there is
less than one month’s liquidity or
one month’s cash, which is well be-
low the safe level.”

Almost 5000 disabled Victori-
ans live in supported independent
Continued Page 16
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Hell for women
among Brethren

“I grew up among one of the most
misogynistic groups in Australia,
and it shaped who I am,” says
Lavinia Richardson (above), who
left the Christian Exclusive Breth-
ren two years ago. “You are put
into a mould from the day you’re
born and you’re just turned into
this submissive, quiet person.”
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Andrews still
in the gun

As the dust settles on Beijing, where
Chinese President Xi Jinping
showed off his nation’s military
hardware to the world and then
posed with Russia’s Vladimir Putin
and North Korea’s Kim Jong-unin a
“family” photograph, former premi-
er Daniel Andrews draws more fire
for his participation.
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Shark kills
Sydney surfer

A 57-year-old husband and father
has died after being bitten by a
shark while surfing at Dee Why, on
Sydney’s northern beaches. The
man was surfing with friends about
100 metres from the sand about
10am yesterday when a large shark
bit him and his surfboard, which was
cut in two, while he lost both legs.
REPORT Page 8
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Thousands of Victorians living with
disability face eviction from homes
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living homes across the state, and
all receive individual NDIS fund-
ing. This includes 1985 residents in
homes that were formerly oper-
ated by the state government. The
rest are in homes owned and run
by private businesses.

In line with the creation of the
NDIS, the Victorian government
began transitioning from institu-
tionalised care to more personal-
ised group homes, completing the
process with the 2019 closure
of Colac’s Colanda Residential
Services.

‘While the Victorian government
still owns most of the homes, it
progressively handed control of
their day-to-day running to the five
private providers from 2016.

Because the state-run homes
provide a higher standard of care,
staff wages and conditions deman-
ded by enterprise agreements than
is covered by the NDIS, the Vic-
torian government agreed to
provided $2.1 billion in subsidies to
cover the costs for eight years
while they transferred.

Those subsidies are due to end
on December 31, and with 59 of the
group homes already closing with
little notice for their residents, the
Health and Community Services
Union has raised concerns about
an “impending crisis”.

The union’s Victorian branch
secretary, Paul Healey, said that
unless urgent action was taken, the
ripple effect would hit the entire
Victorian disability accommoda-
tion sector.

“Five thousand of Victoria’s
most vulnerable people will poten-
tially be left homeless without ser-
vices, without support, and will be
thrust out of the homes they have
had for a long time because of the
failures of the NDIS and the state
government,” Healey said.

“The Victorian government
simply cannot absolve themselves
of their responsibility to Victorian
participants, families and the dis-
ability workforce.

“Itis not good enough to say that
this is a federal issue. We have a
long and proud history of provid-
ing quality care to participants,
and the answer cannot be that dis-
ability workers lose a third of their
wages and conditions, participants
lose the quality care they deserve
and families are beside themselves
with worry.”

The union, group home pro-
viders and governments have been
engaged in crisis talks to address
the issue, but with only three
months remaining before the state
funding ends, no agreement has
been reached.

Speaking on behalf of the five
appointed providers, Laverty said
the current NDIS plans covered
only 95 per cent of the costs needed
to care for a resident in a group
home setting.

He said the rush to place the
most profoundly disabled resid-
ents on the NDIS when the scheme
began meant many were also fun-
ded at a much lower level than
their needs, further widening the
gap between payments and run-
ning costs.

Those clients include many of
NATAGE A016

“Very difficult”: Cheryl Soafkin with her son Jeremy, who has lived in a group home for 17 years. Photo: Chris Hopkins

the state’s most vulnerable resid-
ents, many of whom have complex
issues such as a reliance on ventil-
ators to breathe, severe epilepsy,
dysphagia which leaves them at
risk of choking, and constant cath-
eter management.

He said the five not-for-profit
providers had already endured
three straight years of deficits, and
while the Victorian government’s
transition grants had helped paper
over the cracks for 1985 residents
living in hundreds of state-owned
homes, the end of the subsidies on
December 31 would push many
homes over a cliff.

“It’s been known for the last 7/
years that when those arrange-
ments end ... a number of protect-
ed positions that are entrenched in
enterprise agreements become un-
funded from the first of January,
and this is well known,” he said.

“The last thing we need is to get
to the end of the year and see that
the high-intensity needs of resid-
ents of the former Victorian gov-
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ernment homes remain unfunded
by the NDIA, and that’s why, with
some urgency, we are seeking a
response from the NDIA.”

In July, disability accommoda-
tion provider Annecto collapsed
amid financial issues, while Bed-
ford, which operated group homes
in South Australia, entered volun-
tary administration. Last week,
Queensland’s Centrecare said it
was ending its NDIS-funded ser-
vices, affecting 700 clients and
residents.

A National Disability Insurance
Agency spokesperson said the
agency continued to work with
Victorian supported independent
living providers to ensure parti-
cipants received the supports they
required.

“The NDIA has processes in
place to manage participant safety
if their providers cease services,
particularly for participants in
supported living,” the spokesper-
son said.

“If required, specialist NDIA

teams can help affected parti-
cipants to transfer to new [sup-
ported independent living] and
specialist disability accommoda-
tion providers.”

NDIS Minister Jenny McAllis-
ter did not address the shortfall
directly but said the Albanese gov-
ernment was taking active steps
to support the viability of pro-
viders and to strengthen the NDIS
market.

“This includes $45 million in
funding to support quality pro-
viders of disability services in sup-
ported independent living, therapy
supports and  support co-
ordination,” she said.

Jeremy, 387, is facing eviction
from the Camberwell group home
he has lived in for 17 years and
shares with two other residents. In
July, its operator, Scope, told
Jeremy’s mother, Cheryl Soafkin,
it would have to close the home in
three to six months.

Since then, she has met four oth-
er disability housing providers and
spoken to many more, trying to
convince them to take over the op-
eration of Jeremy’s home or to find
him somewhere suitable to live,
without letting Jeremy know the
extent of the situation because of
the distress it would cause.

“It’s going to be difficult for him,
very difficult ... but he doesn’t
realise the magnitude of it,” Soaf-
kin said.

“We would really like Jeremy to
stay at the house, though it’s not
for want of searching for other
houses. But these are people, and
you can’t just shove somebody into
a house where there are other res-

idents and he would just be an in-
appropriate match.

“Inthe old days, you just worked
with the state government and
they provided the care, and they
had control over the vacancy list. It
wasn’t perfect by any means, but
you weren’t dealing with a million
different bureaucracies.”

Victorian Disability Minister
Lizzie Blandthorn was asked about
the December 31 timeline by Legal-
ise Cannabis MP David Ettershank
last month. She said independent
living services were ultimately fun-
ded by the NDIS.

“We are continuing to work with
the Commonwealth and other
states and territories to ensure
that the recommendations of the
NDIS are implemented,” Blandth-
orn said.

A recent review of the NDIS
scheme made recommendations
about attracting and training a
workforce able to handle its need,
and found there were “large and
persistent” workforce shortages
in the current policy settings, lim-
iting access to support for some
participants and pressuring staff.

A Victorian government spokes-
person said it continued to advoc-
ate to the Commonwealth that
NDIS plans should be properly
funded to match the supports of
those who need them.

“Every Victorian has the right to
live with dignity and respect,” the
spokesperson said. “Over and
above our annual contribution of
$3.2 billion to the NDIS, we contin-
ue to support initiatives to
strengthen inclusion of people with
disability in all our services.”



