
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A ROOM OF HER OWN 

Story by Frances Whiting and Photography by David Kelly 
Q Weekend 8 Jun 2013 

 

Here comes Eliza Jackson, nine years old, curly hair, heart- shaped face, skipping down 
the street with her school backpack bumping up and down. She's holding her dad Ian's 
hand and looking at him with big eyes and asking what's for dinner, begging him for his 
sticky plum chicken, the one you don't need a knife and fork to eat. She bounds up the 
stairs two at a time, hopping impatiently from one leg to the other as he unlocks the 
security door, then slips inside her room to throw her bag on her bed. 

"Dad," she says, "I need to go get changed." 

"Okay darlin', I'm coming," he answers. 

Ian Jackson, 34, walks his daughter down the hallway, past the rooms with fading 
numbers painted on the doors and the men smoking on the verandah, to stand sentry 
outside the bathroom door as his girl changes out of her uniform. 

The two of them are living in one room in a boarding house in Brisbane's inner-north 
Fortitude Valley, and Eliza is the unexpected face of Queensland's homeless - children.  
According to the most recent Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) census in 2011, 
17,845 Australian children under 12 are homeless. Of those, 3429 are from 
Queensland, living in any one of the ABS's six categories of homelessness - improvised 
dwellings, supported accommodation, living temporarily in other households, boarding 
houses, temporary lodgings and severely crowded dwellings. 



 

 

The number continues to rise. In 2006, it was 3277. It's an increase that has the 
Department of Housing and community care organisations stretched to the limit. Behind 
the statistics, the stories are shocking. Two children under ten were living in a car in a 
Brisbane hospital car park last year, while their recently widowed father underwent 
dialysis; a three-day-old baby was living with his parents in an inner-city park earlier this 
year; and a pregnant 16 year-old was sleeping in a car on the Gold Coast a few months 
ago. 

Many, such as Eliza Jackson, are the products of broken relationships and poverty. 
Eliza once had a room of her own. Her parents were living together in Cairns. Ian had a 
job on a prawn trawler, and 13 months after Eliza was born, the couple had their second 
daughter. But Eliza's mother found it hard to cope, so Ian quit work to help with the girls. 
The de facto partnership faltered and the couple moved to Tweed Heads, NSW, where 
they had family, but things did not improve and the pair separated, Eliza's mother taking 
their younger daughter, Ian their elder. 

"I have full custody of Eliza, and I see my other daughter every second weekend," he 
says (the girls attend the same school on Brisbane’s northside). After the break-up, Ian 
was unable to find work in the Tweed so, after living with a mate in Gympie and with his 
mother, in late 2010 he and Eliza moved to Brisbane, hoping for more opportunities. He 
put his name on the waiting list for Department of Housing accommodation was told 
he'd be waiting six to nine months. 

That was just over three years ago. Since then he and Eliza have lived in various 
places: a hostel he says they moved out of because people were drinking and swearing; 
two rooms rented in a woman's house; and a boarding house Ian describes as "hell".  
Now they're in another boarding house where they’ve been for three months, and Ian 
admits the situation is wearing them down. "Eliza never complains, but if you asked her 
what she wants more than anything the world, it would be her own room. Not toys or 
computer games, just a room of her own." 

Ian receives $420 a week from his Newstart and Family Tax Benefit allowance. Out of 
this he pays $220 for board, about $50 in child support for his younger daughter and 
$30 for public transport, which leaves $120 for groceries and provisions. He has been 
assigned a family support worker, Matthew Vaughan at Micah Projects - a community 
support and advocacy service for the homeless based in inner-south West End. 

Vaughan says Ian and his daughter are rated as "very high need" on the social housing 
list from the Department of Housing. "But there are, of course, others with high needs on 
that list, so we’re exploring other avenues, [such as] some of the specialist homeless 
services which cater to specific types of families: very young parents, or single parents 
like Ian," Vaughan says. 

It seems implausible that in this day and age, a girl like Eliza could be living in a 
boarding house for so long. The statewide average wait time for social housing is 9.6 
months. There are 23,092 households on the waiting list for one of the Department's 
total of 72,076 social housing dwellings - apartments, attached housing, detached 
houses, seniors' units, studio units and duplexes. 

Minister for Housing and Public Works, Tim Mander, is unable to comment on individual 
cases but says he is deeply concerned about Queensland's homeless children. He says 
it's one of the major reasons he entered State Parliament. "In my previous role as the 



 

 

CEO of Scripture Union Queensland, the largest employer of state school chaplains, I 
became acutely aware of the challenges some of our children face, and some of their 
stories are heartbreaking," Mander says. "I am determined to provide practical housing 
solutions to our homelessness challenge." 

But the government alone cannot provide the support - or the beds. That's when 
organisations such as Micah step in, the support service using a large chunk of its 
annual $100,000 state and federal funding, coupled with its own $60,000 from 
fundraising efforts, to purchase crisis care in motels and boarding houses. 

"We pay about $120 a night at motels for a family room," Micah coordinator Karyn 
Walsh says. "Sometimes the family is able to help us out with a co-payment; mostly 
they're not in that position. We have a policy that we won't leave children on the street at 
night, and sometimes, if there is nowhere else available, it means putting them up in 
motels." 

Walsh says there are three hostels suitable tor families in Brisbane - in West End, inner-
north New Farm and southside Eight Mile Plains- plus there are a handful of motels 
willing to take in the homeless on Micah's recommendation. She says Micah is definitely 
seeing an increase in the number of children needing help. When Qweekend visits one 
afternoon, several families come and go. One, a father with five children under the age 
of 10, has since been placed in a CBD motel. 

The organisation also helps families through its Street to Home program, where workers 
look for people sleeping in cars and parks. It also receives referrals from support 
agencies such as the Homeless Persons Information Queensland line. 
"Intergenerational poverty is up 30 per cent from ten years ago," Walsh says. "What was 
once seen as a hiccup - losing a job, becoming ill - can now become an extended 
problem. The kids who were living in the car at the hospital, the mother had died, the 
father fell very ill, he had to move to Brisbane from a rural area for treatment and had no 
idea what to do with the children, so he took them with him. People often don't want to 
notify the Department of Housing because they're scared stiff their kids will be taken 
from them." 

Instead, they try to navigate their way out of homelessness themselves, which often 
proves fruitless and frustrating. "We help them through the applications for housing with 
the department, and explain why they may need to relocate, to Caboolture or Logan or 
Pine Rivers, regionally out of Brisbane. We also have to explain that it may take some 
time," Walsh says. 

Some families are lucky. Kim Taylor, 27, and his partner Brooke Reid, 21, moved to 
Brisbane from Bundaberg with their daughters Lillian, 1, and Daisy, 2, at the beginning 
of last month, bringing two changes of clothes for themselves and six bags of clothes for 
their girls. While they’re at Micah sorting through donated items, their support worker 
receives a call advising a two-bedroom apartment has become available in Lawnton, in 
Brisbane's outer north, through the Lions Youth Emergency Accommodation Centre. 

They can move in the next day. It's a six-month lease with an option to extend, and the 
young couple is ecstatic. "Last year Micah helped 45 families with children find a place 
to live," says Walsh, "and I think one of the most beautiful and satisfying sights you can 
see is a kid jumping up and down on his very own bed for the first time.” 



 

 

It is hard to understand why some families wait so much longer than others. Sometimes, 
as Micah family support team leader Alison Thorburn explains, with the variety of 
accommodation catering to specific groups, it really is just a case of being the right 
family at the right time. 

Brooke Reid, unpacking Lillian's toys in her new apartment at Lawnton, is counting her 
blessings. "I couldn't believe it when they said we had a place; I know heaps of others 
wait much longer. I feel really happy that my girls can learn to be kids again." Reid has 
had a troubled life: a self-confessed rebel as a teenager ("I thought I was a hero, but I 
was a clown"), she took herself out of school in Year 9, lived on and off the streets, and 
has had a marijuana abuse problem. 

Along with Taylor, whom she met in 2011, she lived in a social housing home, but 
breached the conditions of the contract during a dispute over a broken oven and was 
asked to leave. The family has stayed at Reid's mother's home, in hostels and in a tent 
in a caravan park, but when the floods came to Bundaberg earlier this year, they were 
unable to find emergency accommodation. "We decided to come to Brissie, and try our 
luck here," she says. "Kim really wants to look for work - he's a factory hand - and I 
really want to give my kids a normal life. I know I've made mistakes, and I know I look 
like scum to some people with my tatts and everything, but I reckon I'm a good mum. 
The girls have always been well-fed and clothed; I don't let no-one but us take care of 
them and no matter where we live I have always tried really hard to keep them in a 
routine." 

The confounding nature of placing people in social or supported housing becomes 
apparent during the course of this story. As this issue was about to go to press Ian 
Jackson called with good news. Three years after putting his name on the social 
housing list, the non-profit organisation Clare Homes, affiliated with the Uniting Church, 
offered him and Eliza accommodation. 

Today, they are living in a spacious, clean two-bedroom unit on Brisbane's northside 
with a big kitchen, separate lounge, dining room and a small garden. There is a park at 
the end of the street. The unit is on the bus route to Eliza's school, the rent is half of 
what they were paying at the Fortitude Valley boarding house, and they are allowed to 
stay in the unit for as long as it takes for them to be allocated social housing. 

The relief is etched on Ian's face as he puts away his few pots and pans in the kitchen. 
"It's the best thing that's happened to us for a long time." he says, "and it's hard to put 
into words what Eliza having a safe roof over her head means to me." 

As for Eliza, she's already unpacked her things, her clothes neatly folded in the shelves 
of her cupboard, her books and toys put away in drawers, and she is jumping for joy, 
just as she has always wanted to, on her own bed. 

 


